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        Cursed by the Gods

        To Mom and Dad

        If I succeed, it is because you first taught me to believe.

        Demigods and Monsters

        For Nate, Jay, Luke, Sam, D.J., Mari, and Pete

        Somehow we finagled our way to be a part of each other’s stories.

        Son of War

        For the courageous

        You chose to act in spite of fear, in spite of worry, in spite of consequences—known and unknown—because you know in your core what is right.

        You are often the unsung hero, but a hero nonetheless.

        Myths of Immortality

        For Jacob, Seth, and Anna

        A mother’s love knows no bounds

        Daughter of Darkness

        Every life is touched by darkness, blessed by joy, marred by pain, and lifted by light.

        Be the light.

        Fates and Furies

        For Jason—We have all of eternity

        Origin of the Sphinx

        Love is a risk worth taking.

        Threads and Legends

        For Mari

        Thank you for telling me to write the first ten pages
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        On this night, and in this land

        Hear the curse, how it will stand.

        Your body and your beauty be

        Touched and marked eternally of me

        And when your family is complete

        Then Death will visit on swift feet

        And rob you of the joy divine

        The joy that should be yours and mine

        Until we wed, and love, and more

        This shall stand forevermore.
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      The dead they escorted always cried. From the time of death until their delivery to Hades, tears dripped and trickled from their grief-stricken eyes. Clearly, there was something they felt a need to mourn. Athan trudged through the musty mists of the Underworld, his thoughts swirling in blackness as gloomy as his surroundings. Surely life wasn’t meant to be as barren as the banks of the River Acheron.

      “Athan!” Hermes beckoned. “Hurry up, Son.”

      Focusing on the bright aura surrounding his father, Athan sprinted ahead.

      “You’re quiet today.” Hermes’s voice had a rich lilt to it, the accent of the divine. “Did you know this demigod we escorted? Was he a friend?”

      The young man they’d delivered to Hades had hung his head as he wept, refusing to even acknowledge his guides.

      Athan shook his head. “No.”

      And definitely no. He’d given up on friendships long ago. Getting burned by his best friends, the people he thought he could trust, did that to a person. At least he had his dad. Not that he was always around, but Athan knew he could trust Hermes. And Athan would do just about anything for his father.

      They walked through the desolate waste separating the Fields of Asphodel from the River Acheron. Shrieks from Tartarus, what humans called Hell, pushed through the dense fog. Dark mist swirled at their feet, carrying with it the saturated scent of decay. Moans and cries rolled off the river before it came into sight, misery lapping with the waves.

      At the dock, Charon’s tall figure cut through the fog, his dark robe billowing behind him on the small ferry.

      “Hermes.” Charon’s hollow voice came from deep within his hood.

      Athan looked down at the pitch waters where the dead wailed in despair, their tears feeding the river. If he looked closely, he could see the faces of the mortals who’d drowned themselves in their own desolation.

      “Charon.” Hermes held out his hand and dropped two small coins into the ferryman’s emaciated palm. “How are you?”

      A ghostly chuckle emerged from within the folds of fabric, and the god stood aside to allow passage onto his vessel.

      “Hermes!” A lithe woman with warm russet skin and dark chocolate curls ran out of the mist and onto the dock. She wore a traditional chiton, a dress trimmed in gold, and in her hands she clasped a long rod with ancient Greek markings running the length of it. Across her chest she wore a small, but very modern, messenger bag.

      “You must hurry.” Her rushed speech also held the musical inflection of divinity. She shoved a piece of paper into his hands. “Messengers from Olympus arrived just after you left. Apollo has summoned Thanatos to kill her.”

      Athan glanced at his father.

      The god’s warm hazel eyes were flint, his jaw clenched, and his hands balled into fists.

      “You don’t think . . .” Hermes looked at his son.

      This must be what Hermes and Hades had held their whispered conversation about in the throne room of the Underworld.

      “Atropos was commanded to cut her thread,” the girl continued, “She will delay as long as she can.”

      Atropos. One of the three Fates, the goddess responsible for cutting the thread of life. Athan didn’t know who her was, but for four gods to meddle with her future? Extraordinary.

      Hermes ground his teeth. “I brought only enough obols for passage. Not enough to speed the way.”

      “Charon.” The goddess’s lilting voice brought the cloaked figure to the edge of his boat, and the god tilted his head at her. “Please take them quickly across and to the portal.” She threw a handful of golden coins toward the ferryman. Several clattered on the wooden dock, a few plunked into the river, but the majority of them rattled at the bottom of the skiff. “More awaits when you return.”

      Charon waved his hand and the small coins levitated from the boat’s floor and into his palm, the water dripping through his bony fingers. “No need, Lachesis. This is more than sufficient.”

      Two additional figures emerged from the mist. Both were young women—one tall, dark, and angular with several pairs of shears hanging from her girdle; the other walked with her head down, her loose blond curls obscuring her face. Her hands worked knitting needles in a furious clacking, and pale thread trailed behind her.

      “He’ll never make it in time, Lachesis.” The dark-skinned girl’s sharp tone matched her shears.

      Athan narrowed his eyes. The pictures in his textbook looked nothing like the beautiful goddesses standing before him. These were the Moirai: the weaver, the measurer, and the cutter of the thread of life.

      Anxiety tickled his throat, and he coughed.

      The pale girl, Clotho, looked up from her needles, and her hands froze. Her blue eyes locked on him.

      “It is fine, Atropos.” Her voice was steady, and her gaze stayed fixed. “This is what is necessary.” She nodded and then dropped her head. The clacking of the needles started again.

      Trepidation fluttered in his chest. The gods didn’t notice you, unless . . .

      They pulled away from the dock, and the boat rocked on the water. Athan shifted his footing, and when he looked back, the young women had disappeared into the swirling vapor.

      “Skata!” Hermes’s curse broke the heavy silence. “Can you move us any faster?”

      The water churned where Charon’s pole pushed through the black depth, and they glided noiselessly across the river. Time seemed suspended, and yet each moment felt an eternity.

      Hermes released another string of curses, the profanities rolling from his tongue and stagnating in the thick air.

      “Dad?” Athan gripped his father’s arm. “What’s going on?”

      Hermes exhaled and ran his hand through his hair. “We must hurry. There is no time for me to take you elsewhere, or I may miss too much.”

      Athan’s mind raced, but he nodded.

      “I’ll veil us. Just don’t do anything. I don’t want Apollo to know we’re there.”

      All these gods . . . Who were they going to see? Athan was about to ask when a dock swirled and solidified before them.

      “Thank you, Charon,” Hermes said as he leapt from the boat.

      “Anything to vex Thanatos.” The ferryman chuckled.

      As Athan stepped from the boat, Hermes grabbed his arm, and the two of them lurched ahead.

      Athan and his father were standing in the corner of a small living room. In the kitchen, a striking blond woman holding a telephone to her ear crossed the linoleum floor. Tears streaked her haggard face, a sharp contrast to her beautiful white-silk cocktail dress and her careful updo.

      Hermes disappeared, and as Athan looked down at his own body, he realized he’d been veiled, too. It was an odd sensation to not see his own body.

      Glancing around the apartment, he noted simple furnishings: a couch and loveseat, table and chairs. The walls were empty—no art or family photos. A marble sculpture of Hecate sat on the mantle. The only other decorations were four wooden letters sitting atop the mantle of the fireplace. Clearly painted by a child’s hand, they were vibrant green-and-blue and spelled the word hope.

      “Come quick,” she said into the phone. Then, “No, I’ll wait here.”

      A warm breeze tickled the air, bringing with it the smell of honeysuckle and sunshine. A flash of light momentarily blinded him, and when Athan’s vision cleared, Apollo stood in the doorway of the kitchen. The blond god of light, prophecy, and medicine arrived barefoot. His skin was sun kissed, and he wore a pale linen skirt trimmed in gold that fell to his knees. A bronze sash hung from his left shoulder to his right hip. Apollo was muscular, and his face was both beautiful and terrifying.

      “Foolish girl.” His harsh words seemed at odds with his melodic voice.

      The woman turned, and the phone slipped from her fingers.

      “It is fulfilled.” He stepped toward her, his lips flattened in accusation. “You did not even give me a chance. One rash decision and your fate was sealed. There is nothing, absolutely nothing, I can do. Do you understand?” His nostrils flared. “I would have made you happy.”

      With a moan, she sank to the floor and buried her face in her hands.

      A dark mist, similar to the one Athan had seen in the Underworld, spilled from a shadow on the wall. The darkness solidified, and another figure appeared a few feet in front of them. Tall with inky hair, this god, Thanatos, was dressed in the dark colors of the Underworld.

      The woman’s eyes widened, and her breathing hitched. “Oh, gods! No! You can’t!” She looked from one god to the other. “What will happen to my daughter?”

      She made her way to her feet and stumbled toward Apollo, arms outstretched.

      The sun-god withdrew every time she took a step toward him, staying just out of her reach.

      She fell to her knees, arms imploring. “I didn’t know.” She shook her head so hard wisps of golden hair fell loose around her face. “You can’t do this. Who will take care of her?”

      Apollo glared at her. “You did this.” His finger punctured the air in front of her. “You married him. A stupid mortal, thus fulfilling the curse.”

      Turning toward the god of death, Apollo waved a hand dismissively. “Take her.” Apollo’s skin began to glow brighter and brighter until the light engulfed his entire figure.

      The woman closed her eyes and pulled away from the heat.

      Athan felt a sudden coldness hit his core, but he shook off the chill. If he took even one step forward, he would break contact with his father. One step forward and he would be exposed. This wasn’t his affair.

      Thanatos glided to the crumpled figure and placed an ashen hand on hers.

      She snatched her hand away. “Don’t touch me! I know who you are.”

      His delicate features twisted into a grim smile. “You cannot cheat death, Sphinx—or a curse.”

      The Sphinx? A curse?

      “But you don’t understand.” She tilted her tear-streaked face up, and her golden eyes locked on his midnight ones. “I have a daughter. She needs me.” Her hands fluttered uselessly in her lap.

      Hermes cleared his throat.

      Athan looked toward the sound and saw his dad. They were visible!

      The ashen god turned, and his posture stiffened.

      “Hermes.” Thanatos’s eyes narrowed.

      The woman turned to them. “Please help me. My daughter . . .”

      Hermes looked at Athan, lips pursed, look calculating. The god turned back to the woman. “I can send my son—”

      “No!”

      The woman’s scream became a roar of protest, and Athan watched in horror as Thanatos pulled her soul from her body.

      “Thanatos!” Hermes lunged across the room.

      But it was too late. The woman’s body and soul were separate, no longer the same. The form now crumpled on the floor was still human from the waist up, but large feathered wings lay folded behind the feline haunches that had appeared in place of her legs. This was the Sphinx!

      “You can’t bargain with them, Hermes. They have nothing to offer except their pain.”

      The woman’s soul turned to Thanatos and fixed him with a glare. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.

      “She cannot speak?” Athan looked from his father to Thanatos. In all the years Athan had been travelling with his dad, he’d never even tried to talk to one of the deceased.

      Thanatos laughed. “The dead cannot speak in the realm of the living.” He shifted and then amended, “Not before judgment. I’m surprised you did not know this, son of Hermes.”

      “It’s Athan,” he said, tilting his chin up and extending his hand.

      Thanatos chuckled but did not take Athan’s outstretched hand.

      Hermes pushed his son’s arm down. “Don’t shake hands with Death, unless you’re done living.” He pushed the other god away. “You’ve done what you need to do here. I’ll do the rest.”

      The spirit of the woman watched her eyes wide. She flailed her arms, moving her mouth in a desperate attempt at communication, but the silent outpouring was useless.

      Thanatos’s smile became a thin line, and he reached for her. “She is strong, that one. She did not want to come.”

      She turned away from the god and looked down at the crumpled form.

      An unfamiliar heaviness filled Athan’s chest.

      Hermes took her hand. “You are the Sphinx?”

      She nodded.

      “But you are not the first one?”

      A shake of her head.

      “And you have a daughter?” When she again nodded, he continued, “Is she a Sphinx?”

      Another nod.

      “Skata!” The curse rang, an exclamation of impossibility. “How old?”

      She flashed ten fingers and then another six.

      “Sixteen?” Hermes looked at his son, then back to the Sphinx again.

      There was another Sphinx? How was that even possible?

      She nodded, her eyes wide, and pointed at Athan.

      Hermes looked at his son. “Well? What do you think?”

      What was he asking? “You want me to go get the Sphinx?”

      Hermes shrugged as if he were suggesting a quick trip the grocery store then leaned forward, eyes fixed with intensity.

      “Find her and bring her to me.” He stepped away and continued. “You saw what happened.”

      Athan’s heart pounded to life, the thrill of the hunt taking over. He could do this. And it would be a nice break from babysitting reluctant, ignorant demigods.

      “Will she be human?” He pointed at the monster’s body on the floor. “Or am I looking for this?”

      She pointed at her soul and flashed her fingers, then to the body on the floor, and held up two. Her mouth continued to move, but it was pointless. Whatever detail she meant was lost without her voice. But he gathered the creature would be able to shift; sometimes she’d look human and other times the Sphinx. He had no idea how that could even be; he’d never heard of a monster that could shapeshift. Not that it mattered. A sphinx couldn’t be too difficult to find, so he’d just focus on that. “Is she dangerous?”

      The woman shook her head.

      What was she going to say? His mind went back to the history of the Sphinx and the hundreds of men she’d strangled outside the gates of Thebes. A monster with the power of an immortal—she could kill him if he wasn’t careful.

      Thanatos laughed. “You’re going to hunt the monster?”

      “Thanatos.” Hermes glared at the other god.

      “What?” The god of death sneered.

      “If you are not gone in two seconds, I will make it my personal mission to bind you in Tartarus,” Hermes threatened.

      “I do not answer to you.”

      “Hades will hear my petition.”

      Thanatos narrowed his eyes. “You will not be the only one hunting her, Hermes. Just know that others will see her for what she is.”

      “Is that a threat?” Hermes glared at the dark god. “Get out of here. Now.”

      The god of death stepped into a shadow and disappeared.

      Hermes faced his son. “Find the girl. You have a few months at most if Hades sends his Skia.” He paused momentarily, rubbing his hands together while he thought. “Bring her to a temple. And, Athan, I want her alive.”

      “She’s just a monster, Dad,” Athan said, with a grimace at the reminder of his past.

      Hermes laughed, but it was manic and brash. “But that’s not all she is. Besides, are you afraid?”

      Even if Athan were, he wouldn’t admit it. All these gods interested in this monster, she must have power. He’d make sure his father was the one to wield it. “It won’t be easy to get her to a temple.”

      “Just find her. I’m going to take this Sphinx’s soul to the Underworld. Perhaps I can talk Hades out of getting further involved. I don’t know what he would hope to gain.” The last bit was mumbled, a question for the universe.

      “I thought Oedipus killed the Sphinx in Thebes,” Athan said.

      Hermes raised his eyebrows. “So we were told, and therein lies the riddle.”

      “Why do you care, Dad?”

      “I hate Apollo.” The venom in his answer singed the air. “He’s an arrogant ass who meddles where he shouldn’t.”

      Since when had the gods cared about mortals, monsters, or even their demigod children, except as their personal playthings? But the animosity between Hermes and Apollo was longstanding.

      Hermes took the soul’s hand and looked her in the eye. “We’ll find your daughter.” Then he turned to Athan. “Start a fire. Make it look like a Skia attack. I’ll meet you at the portal in two hours.”

      “Skia?” The shadows of Hades didn’t kill monsters, did they?

      Hermes pursed his lips. “I want as little attention as possible on the Sphinx until I know what Apollo is up to. If it looks like Skia attacked, everyone will assume it was just another demigod killed.”

      “But once the mortals find her body . . .” Athan pointed at the creature.

      “The body will shift again once her soul leaves this world. Curses from this realm will not hold in death.”

      Interesting. “If I wait until her daughter comes home—”

      Hermes rolled his eyes. “Remember, whoever she was talking to is on their way here.” He pointed at the phone on the floor. “And, when they get here . . . it’s likely the mortal law enforcement will be called. If you want to wait, at least be smart about it. I’ll see you soon.”

      Hermes turned to the spirit of the Sphinx.

      “Wait, Dad! Which portal? Where are we?”

      Hermes turned back to his son. “Bellevue, Washington.”

      With that, Hermes and the womanly apparition teleported from the apartment.

      Bellevue. A suburb of Seattle, not too far from the conservatory downtown. Athan took a deep breath and turned to his task: a fire.

      By the time he got outside, he could see the flames licking the windows.

      As he reached the parking lot, a gray sedan pulled up. A dark-haired woman flung open the door and ran toward the building, nearly colliding with him.

      “Best be careful,” he warned, pulling her to a stop.

      Her body went rigid with the contact.

      Acrid smoke filled the air. It would be only seconds before—the window exploded. The woman wrenched free from his grasp and ran.

      Flames greedily lapped at the sides of the building, and, in the distance, Athan heard the sirens wail.
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      “Hope, are you awake?” Leto’s voice was just above a whisper, just louder than the hum of the engine of their car as they made their way out of the city.

      Hope shifted in the bucket leather seat but didn’t look at her mother. “Yes.”

      The early morning hours were dim and quiet as they drove up Highway 18 toward I-90. Hope rested her head against the window of the car, letting the cold seep from the glass into her skin. Strands of her honey-blond hair fell from her messy ponytail, and she tucked them behind her ear. With a heavy exhale, she left a foggy patch on the glass and then dragged her finger through it.

      They passed a temple for Demeter, goddess of agriculture, and Hope stared at the bright lights meant to be a beacon to parishioners, until they disappeared into the gray pre-dawn. She’d always wondered what happened in the temples, but of course they’d never go. Gods, demigods, and religious zealots would all be her enemies. Like the boys in her nightmares who chased her and her mother in an attempt to kill them. And somehow they were called monsters? Right. Hope shook her head to clear it of these depressing thoughts.

      It would be good to be out of the apartment this time. Last month they couldn’t go because the sky decided to unleash unholy amounts of water, and spending two days inside the small space they called home made Hope crazy. Besides, she loved to fly.

      Leto pulled off at the top of the pass, drove past the closed ski area, a shrine for Boreas, god of winter, and down an access road until they hit gravel then dirt.

      When the sky began to lighten, they both got out of the vehicle and undressed. Hope’s teeth chattered as she glanced over at her mom, who was stretching up to the sky. There! The first rays of sunlight spilled over the horizon.

      The pressure in Hope’s back built until it felt like she was being squeezed into a corset, and then . . . Whoosh. Her wings unfurled. Her legs cramped, the muscles seized, and her human legs folded, replaced by lion-like haunches. Her skin tingled. A million fire ants were biting, biting, biting . . . Finally, the pain dissipated, and soft golden fur appeared on her breasts, torso, and lower extremities. The change was over.

      Hope pulled her hair up in a messy bun, then glanced over her shoulder at her amber wings; the crimson-tipped feathers looked like they’d been dipped in blood.

      “Are you ready to fly?” Her mom came around the car on her paws and hands.

      “Are you kidding?” Hope said with a laugh. She loved to fly, loved the freedom of it. Relished it. Even craved it.

      A sudden strong breeze almost lifted her off the ground.

      “Careful,” her mom cautioned.

      As Hope pumped her wings, a gust pulled her away from the earth, and she was airborne.

      The sky in the east was pale blue with feathers of yellow as the two Sphinxes flew over the mountain range.

      “Where to?” Leto’s voice carried over the wind and tickled Hope’s ears with possibilities.

      “Somewhere warm.”

      Leto’s laugh was crisp, like the air. “It’s only cold because we’re on the top of the pass. South it is, then.”

      As the sun climbed, the air warmed. The two creatures flew, weaving away from populated areas. They passed the blackened skin of earth where a forest fire had raged and the snowy caps of Mount Rainier, Mount St. Helens, Mount Adams, and then Mount Hood. Her mom pointed each of them out as if giving a geography lesson.

      “Getting tired?” Leto dropped lower in anticipation.

      “Not yet. Let’s go just a little farther.”

      The air was much warmer at the lower elevation, and rivulets of sweat tickled Hope’s skin as they dripped down her neck. She stared ahead at Mount Bachelor, the bright whiteness looming as they drew closer.

      “Hope!”

      Her gaze jumped to where her mother was, just ahead, only to find empty air.

      Time seemed to slow. The hum of an engine, way too close. Her mother yelling her name. The sun suddenly too hot, and her skin chilled with panic.

      Her mother was above her.

      “What in the name of the gods is that?”

      The voice belonged to a male. And he was likely human.

      “Get your phone!”

      “Get a picture!”

      “Get your gun!”

      Oh gods! Hope pulled up, beating her wings as fast as she could.

      Bam! A huge branch dropped from the sky, right on the hood of the car. The tires squealed, and curses issued from the windows.

      “Hera and Zeus!” her mother cursed, dropping a second branch. “What are you doing?” She motioned for Hope to follow.

      Shame burned Hope’s cheeks, but her heart continued an erratic rhythm of panic. The two flew over a copse of trees and into the foothills of the Cascades.

      “I called your name at least three times. What were you thinking?”

      “I didn’t hear you,” Hope said.

      Leto looked around, pointed at a clearing in the trees, and dropped to land.

      Hope landed several feet from her mother and braced herself.

      “What’s the first thing I taught you? You’ve got to be aware of your surroundings. Your vision, your hearing, your reflexes are useless if you aren’t paying attention. I won’t always be there to rescue you. If we’re ever found out, they’ll kill us! Zeus Almighty!”

      Her mom was right. All of Hope’s supernatural powers would be worthless if she wasn’t paying attention. And had those men been demigods, they could have killed her; death had been that close.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry won’t keep you safe. In this world, we are the monsters to them. Stay invisible. Always. Stay invisible.”

      Hope nodded. She’d heard this talk about staying hidden before. In fact, she’d heard it her entire life. The elusive, and much sought after, concept of safety was why they moved so much. Her mother’s obsession with not letting anyone close enough to know their secret. Curse creatures were hunted. No one would accept them.

      “If you aren’t going to pay attention, maybe we should stay inside the apartment when—”

      “No! Please. I’ll pay attention from now on. I promise.”

      “We can’t afford mistakes.” Leto stalked over on her hands and haunches, her feline grace suited to her wooded surroundings. She put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, and their gold eyes met. “Please. Please, be more careful.”

      They spent an entire two days in the clearing, surrounded by tall pines, moss, and wild grasses. When it was time to fly back to the car, neither said anything, but they flew high, close to the mountains, far away from human eyes. High enough that even the demigods couldn’t see them.

      The message was clear. Stay hidden to stay safe. Don’t let anyone in. Protect the secret of their curse. It was the only way.
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      “Hitler?” Mr. Burton’s gaze swept over his students. “Any guess as to his divine parent?”

      “Ares, god of war.” A guy with a baritone voice answered the question, then muttered under his breath, “Supposedly.”

      The teacher ignored the snarky comment and continued with his lecture. He paced the front of the classroom, glancing down at his notes. “And Marie Curie?”

      “Athena.” Another student shouted the answer, and several other students cheered.

      Hope put her head down on her desk, wishing for what she knew she couldn’t have. It would be nice to be a part of their laughter. It would be nice to be included.

      “Good. Very good. You should all do very well on your quiz tomorrow. Now, shifting gears. How many of you know the story of the Sphinx?”

      Hope sat up but refused to raise her hand. If she’d known class was going to be about her, she would’ve slept in.

      Mythology, like English and math, was required all four years of high school. And if she lived in the same blissful denial as the rest of the students, it might have been fun to learn about mythology.

      Hope glanced at her classmates.

      Most of them would live their entire lives believing the gods had withdrawn from humanity, with the exception of the occasional demigod offspring. Most would never be bothered by a deity. Never have to worry about immortal hunters. Never feel the curse of the gods. She sighed.

      As it stood, her sophomore mythology class, Of Men and Monsters, was turning out to be thoroughly depressing. Even so, she was getting a solid A.

      She drew a daisy and then connected it with the other ten already on the margin of her paper. She shaded in the leaves, waiting for Mr. Burton to continue.

      “Hey. Hope.”

      Warm fingers wrapped around her wrist, and she glanced over into the eager face of Caidyn Brown.

      “Do you have a pencil I can borrow?” His dark skin contrasted with his bright smile.

      The corner of her lip responded. “Sure. Just a sec.”

      She reached into her bag, pushing aside keys and paper. She grasped two thin cylinders and held out his options. One was pink and glittery, a gift from her mother, the other a standard yellow number two bought in bulk at the beginning of the year.

      “Pink and sparkles?” He took the proffered pencil. “It must be my lucky day.”

      She snorted. Because what man didn’t like pink? “If you like it that much, keep it.”

      “Eyes up here, people,” Mr. Burton interrupted.

      She turned to face the board where Mr. Burton wrote Sphinx in red.

      “All right. How many of you have heard of the Sphinx?” He turned back to the class.

      A few hands went up.

      “What is it?”

      Hope shifted in her seat.

      “A monster.”

      “A cursed person.”

      “A figment of your imagination.”

      The last commenter got raised eyebrows.

      “The Sphinx was a monster.” Mr. Burton threw a miniature candy bar at the student who’d given the correct answer. “And a monster, in mythology, is . . .”

      Several hands went up.

      “Yes, Gage.”

      “A monster is a mixed breed created by a god. Usually cursed for some offense.”

      Candy flew through the air.

      “And what was the Sphinx?” His gaze roamed the room. “Alani.”

      “Lion and eagle.”

      He tilted his head and pursed his lips. “What else?”

      The room was silent.

      “Human.” Hope said it. She didn’t even know why. She’d gone the entire semester without saying much of anything. And she didn’t even like chocolate.

      Mr. Burton nodded his approval and tossed another silver wrapper.

      Hope caught the candy and set it on the desk, wishing she could retract her answer. She was supposed to stay invisible. In plain sight.

      “You going to eat that?” Caidyn whispered.

      She held the candy out, and he took it. “Thanks.”

      Their eyes locked, and she had the distinct feeling that precipitated the change into her other form. Excitement. Trepidation. Shuddering, she forced her attention back on her instructor.

      “There is significant debate regarding the Sphinx,” Mr. Burton continued. “Some say she was born of monsters: Orthrus, Chimera, Typhon, or Echidna.” He wrote the names on the board.

      Her heart beat faster, and her palms began to tingle with the desire to hit something. “Maybe the Sphinx was human,” she blurted. “Maybe she was cursed.”

      It was like she had no control over her mouth today. She pressed her lips together until the pressure turned to pain. She needed to shut up.

      “Maybe.” Mr. Burton tossed more candy at her, but she slumped back into her seat and made no move to catch the treats. “There is no question the monster was feared because of her murderous instincts.”

      As Mr. Burton’s Q&A continued, Hope forced herself to tune out. She knew her history. How her grandmother sat outside of Thebes, questioning every man who wanted to enter the city. She asked the same riddle to each, and when they couldn’t answer, she strangled them.

      What the myth lost through time was how her grandmother, who was actually the granddaughter of Hera, was hiding in Thebes from a son of Apollo who was determined to kill her. While she was there, she fell in love. But her lover was killed as she tried to defend the city. Mad with grief, and attempting to protect Thebes, she wouldn’t let strangers into the city. The myth told nothing of her pain. Murderous instincts? Right.

      And Oedipus? Sure, he came to free the city from the monster, but the myth was wrong, like so many others. The very morning he showed up, Phaidra had killed the demigod who’d been after her. She wasn’t interested in fighting Oedipus. Instead of solving the riddle, he struck a deal with her. She fled, and he got all the glory.
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      “Hope?”

      Her name brought her back to Mr. Burton’s class, and the now almost-empty classroom. She focused on the glittery pencil drumming on the edge of her desk.

      “Hey. Did you want your pencil back?” Caidyn held it out.

      She shrugged. “If you want it, you can have it.”

      “You sure?” He waved it in front of her as if it were a prize.

      She relented with a smile. “Uh-huh. You can keep it.”

      It was the longest conversation she could remember having since her arrival at Kentwood.

      When her year started, Hope had been the new pretty girl in school. New and pretty sparked curiosity. But her lack of social skills, and her mom’s insistence that Hope keep to herself, were a block of concrete in the ocean of interest. Within a few weeks, she was invisible. Again. Exactly how it was supposed to be.

      But she hated it.

      And then two weeks ago, Caidyn moved from Atlanta. Attractive, athletic, and friendly, he persisted in talking to her, even when she put her foot in her mouth.

      They walked out of the classroom together and toward her locker.

      “So, I was just thinking,” he started.

      Her cheeks tinged with warmth, as they always did with his attention. She was one measure hopeful, one measure dreadful as she anticipated his words. Students parted as Hope and Caidyn walked down the hall. She wasn’t naïve enough to think the deference was for her. Caidyn drew attention everywhere he went.

      He leaned toward her and bumped her shoulder. “You’re pretty smart, and I’m pretty smart. Maybe we could get together and study sometime?”

      The elation at being invited was almost immediately replaced with despair. “Um, I’m not allowed to have study groups.” The warmth in her cheeks turned to fire, even as she pulled away. “I mean, I’m not allowed to go to study groups.”

      His smile didn’t falter as he considered her. “Why not? Is your mom the Wicked Witch or something?”

      “No.” Maybe.

      “Whatever. Tell her it’s a class assignment. I’ll be on my bestest behavior, a real prince.” He waggled his brows.

      She blushed and stuttered. “I . . . I don’t think that would help any.”

      He stepped closer and whispered, “What if you told her you were studying with a demigod? We could sort through the monsters and devise the best way to destroy each one.”

      Her heart stopped. A lump of terror exploded in her chest.

      “Are you . . . are you kidding me?” The words tripped out of her mouth.

      “Will it convince your mom to let us hang out?” He smiled, and a glint of amusement shone from his dark eyes. “If I told you my dad was Hedylogos, would it make any difference?”

      Zeus Almighty!

      “Is he really your dad?” Her voice dropped to a whisper.

      Caidyn shrugged. “Would it matter?” He leaned toward her. “You know who Hedylogos is?”

      “God of flattery.” Of course she knew. She knew them all.

      Caidyn brushed hair away from her face with his fingertips and whispered, “I can tell you’re immortal. Just like me.”

      She flinched as if he’d struck her, and her heart beat a rhythm of fear. He could tell? How could he tell? Her gaze darted around for an exit, but she was snared by the intensity in his eyes.

      His gaze dropped to her lips. “And the god of sweet talk.” He straightened back up. “Maybe you shouldn’t tell her that part, though.” He took a step back. “I can come over to your house; that way your mom can supervise. Do you think that will work?”

      She shook her head. She needed to get out of there. She mumbled something she hoped sounded like she would need to check with her mother first. Hope’s cold, clammy hands were shaking. She gripped her backpack to make them stop.

      The bell rang.

      He was looking at her funny. Like maybe she’d said something wrong? She swallowed the lump in her throat and pushed out, “I’ll . . . I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

      Caidyn winked at her. “Perfect. Hey, why don’t you come eat lunch with me today?”

      He started walking backward.

      She shrugged. She wasn’t going to eat lunch with him. She’d probably never see him again.

      “I’ll find you!” Caidyn waved, then he turned and sprinted down the hall.

      She stood alone, panic racing through her veins. A demigod? Could that even be? Here in Kent? Gods! She needed to tell her mom. She needed to tell her mom right now.
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      “I’m home!” Hope dropped her bag on the linoleum floor just inside the door.

      The two-bedroom apartment in Bellevue was far enough away from anywhere they’d lived in the last several years that no one should recognize them. It was close to major freeways and only thirty minutes from the airport. They were on the second floor of an old complex, the last remaining complex in Bellevue with only two floors. The older buildings had been torn down in the last few years, rebuilt more in sync with the very modern, high-rise city. For whatever reason, this one had been spared. It meant cheaper rent but transient occupants. Which was perfect. Except old apartments always stunk of fresh paint.

      The bland beige carpet was met with bland beige walls of a slightly lighter shade. True to every move Hope could remember, the walls were bare and the furniture cheap and functional. A statue of Hecate sat on the mantel, the shrine an alleged protection from the Skia of the Underworld.

      “Oh good.” Leto’s voice floated down the short hall of the apartment. “How was school?”

      Hope shrugged. It was late July, and she was taking two classes at the community college out of desperation. Because of their recent arrival, she had two weeks’ worth of work to catch up on. It was a relief to have something to do before her junior year started.

      The trust fund from Hope’s grandparents was substantial, but her mom kept them in quiet obscurity, just one more attempt to keep them from drawing attention.

      Her mom poked her head around the corner of a small bedroom. “I said how was school?”

      “Fine.” It was always fine. Fine. Fine. Fine.

      “Good.” Leto came out of her bedroom. “Can I get you a snack?”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “I’m not five. I can get my own snack.”

      She stepped around a box, into the barren kitchen, and opened the fridge. They needed to go grocery shopping still. The few snacks of string cheese and dried meat were scattered on the top shelf of the otherwise empty refrigerator. Hope slammed the door shut.

      A muscle in her mom’s jaw clenched, but she didn’t take the bait. “Priska said she’s coming by tonight.”

      Priska, her aunt, always heralded their comings and goings. But Hope was so sick of moving. So sick of running and hiding from the figments of her mother’s imagination. Maybe Skia really did exist, and maybe they were bad. But Hope didn’t think they’d ever actually seen one. Except for the picture Priska had shown of a man with black eyes and pale skin, which incidentally, had only been a Photoshop rendition. Not that Hope didn’t hear about Skia All. The. Time.

      Hope dreamed that if they could just stay in one place, maybe she could someday make a friend. Maybe she could have a sliver of a normal life. But probably not. “Does this mean we’re going to move again?”

      The moving boxes were still stacked in the bedrooms of the apartment. It would be another day before Leto had everything unpacked. Knowing her mother’s tendency toward the compulsive, it might even be two.

      “Ha, ha!” Leto went back into her room. “Go get your homework done. Maybe we can talk Priska into staying for games.”

      At least that was something.

      Over the last year they had moved seven times. Seven. They hadn’t stayed in Vancouver much longer than they’d stayed in Mount Vernon or Kent. Same for Pasco, Bellingham, and Aberdeen. And now they were in Bellevue—but for how long?

      Hope picked up the gray backpack and headed to her room. Her bed was pushed up against the wall, and the cream comforter promised to make everything better. She pushed the empty boxes to the side and fell onto her bed.

      The edge of something heavy dug into her ribs, and she rolled to the side and grasped a thick book. She tugged the leather-bound volume out and let it drop to the floor with a thud. Hope lifted her head just enough to verify that it was the Book of the Fates. Her mom had given it to her the day before, and she’d thumbed through the story of her grandmother, Phaidra, but slammed it shut after only minutes of reading. Hope didn’t want to know any more of her depressing history, even if it was the only accurate record. She buried her face into the soft bedding.

      “I put away most of your clothes, but you’ll need to finish your toiletries.” Leto said from the doorway.

      “Mfft.”

      “Are the kids at school nice? How are your teachers?”

      Hope rolled over. “They’re fine.”

      “I’m so glad. I think we’re going to like it here.”

      “I’m sure we will. For at least a week.”

      Leto said nothing.

      Bellevue was just across the lake from Seattle and boasted a large mall, several movie theaters, and restaurants on almost every corner. It was a nondenominational city, one with temples for most of the Olympians and several Titans. Not that any of this mattered. She would be going exactly nowhere without her mom or, if she was lucky, Priska.

      “Priska will be here in an hour.”

      Hope rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. “Okey-dokey.”

      She heard her mom’s forced exhalation, followed by her retreat down the hall.

      When Priska came, Hope vented to her for what felt like hours, until Leto finally tapped on the door. “Sorry to interrupt, but it’s time for bed.”

      Priska stood up. “Sorry you’re having a rough go, sweet girl. I’m sure it will get better.” She stooped and retrieved the leather-bound book on the floor. “Have you started reading this?”

      “Not yet.” Guilt nagged at Hope’s conscience, but she pushed it down.

      “Hmm. Maybe you should.”

      The door closed but didn’t latch. Hope could hear them speaking in the hall. She slid from the bed and crept across the floor, then she eased the door open.

      “I think this is important for her.” Her aunt made the statement as if it were fact. “She’s never had any friends—”

      There was a snort.

      “All I’m saying is I think it’s important for her to have friends, and that’s impossible if you move every two months and keep her under lockdown.”

      Leto sighed. “You know it is only for her safety.”

      “Hey,” Priska placated. “I’m on your side. On all of this, okay? I’m all about keeping you safe. I just think maybe it’s time to do something different. For her.”
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      “Do you want to go into Seattle for the day?” Leto stood just outside Hope’s room, hand hovering at the door.

      Hope’s plans to spend the day in bed came to a screeching halt. Her book slipped from her fingers, and she turned to her mom with disbelief. “What?”

      “I thought it would be nice to go to Pike Place Market, and then maybe walk down to the aquarium.”

      “Sure.” Hope threw off the covers and climbed out of bed.

      “Great. Priska has work this morning, but said she could meet us for lunch.”

      Hope froze, her mouth agape.

      “This is me trying to do something a little different,” Leto said with a small smile, her eyes filled with hope.

      A little different? This was a lot different. A spark of something warm and exciting tingled as it spread through Hope’s chest. A quick dance through her closet found clean jeans and a T-shirt. She brushed her teeth and pulled her hair back, worried that her mother would change her mind.

      Leto chatted aimlessly about books and movies as they drove across the 520 Bridge, but Hope sat dumbfounded, barely listening. Finally, the suspense made the words explode out of her.

      “Why are we doing this?”

      Stillness settled between the two of them.

      Leto sighed. “I don’t want you to turn out weird. I mean . . . any weirder.”

      Weird? Hope laughed. “So, does this mean we’re going to start doing normal things?”

      “I . . . I think we should try it. See how it goes. Maybe turn over a new leaf.”

      “You mean I can make friends, have study groups . . . go on dates?” Un—freaking—believable. She didn’t even know what it would mean, but possibilities suddenly stretched in front of her.

      “Don’t push it. Let’s start small and see how things go.”

      They parked on the street just south of the market and followed the scent of donuts to a tented stall. Armed with a paper bag full of hot cinnamon-sugar sweets, mother and daughter walked down to watch the mongers throw seafood.

      The pungent smell of fish permeated the air. Two men in orange rubber overalls and boots talked with shoppers; another one was filling outstretched hands with samples of salmon jerky.

      “Two red snapper!” One of the men yelled an order, and then—

      “Watch your head!”

      “Red snapper!” A large fish flew through the air.

      Hope cringed and ducked.

      “Snapper one!” A man behind the counter caught the fish and ripped a large piece of brown butcher paper. The monger deftly wrapped the large fish, his fingers reaching for a roll of tape.

      “Red snapper two!”

      She turned in time to see another fish soar overhead.

      Somehow, the monger caught the fish midair.

      “Snapper two!” He turned back and tore another piece of butcher paper.

      Her gaze wandered the crowd. At least fifty people were gathered on the sidewalk, watching the show. A little girl screamed and pointed at an ice display with a large fish whose jaws were moving up and down. A man bobbed up from behind the counter, and the crowd laughed.

      A cloud passed over the struggling summer sun, and a chill blew through the air. Two kids climbed on a large brass pig, and one shouted for her picture to be taken.

      Out of the shadows of the stairwell, a man seemed to materialize. Dressed in black, his pallid skin looked almost ashy. With no shirt but a tank top, he should have been cold in the morning air, but he moved through the crowd, as if unaware of the temperature. And no one moved out of his way. He bumped through the throng, not stopping to apologize, and it was almost like the people couldn’t—no, that couldn’t be. It was like they couldn’t see him.

      The man looked up at her, and her breath caught. His eyes!

      “Mom!” She tugged at Leto’s coat.

      Leto, laughing at the fish show, turned to her daughter. “What’s the matter?”

      She pointed to the crowd where the apparition had been. Except . . . he was gone. Disappeared. She scanned the surrounding crowd, looking for the otherworldly creature. He’d evaporated.

      Hope swallowed. If she told her mom what she’d seen, would they ever go out again? “Nothing. I thought I saw something, but . . . it was nothing.”

      “By the gods, don’t scare me like that.” Leto’s hand relaxed and came out of her purse empty but shaking.

      Hope hung her head, but her heart was still pumping. “Sorry.”

      “No worries.” Leto pulled her phone from her purse and tapped at the screen. “I’m just telling Priska where we are so she can meet us for lunch. She said she’d be caught up in a couple hours.” She put the phone back and glanced around the square before her eyes settled on Hope. “Let’s go see what else is here.”

      “Okay.” Her gaze flitted over the throng, but there was no sign of the dark figure.

      They went through countless artisan’s stands and then into the open-air stalls where piles of produce, herbs, and vegetation surrounded them. The temperature had risen with the climbing sun, and Hope asked when Priska would be there so they could get lunch.

      “At least another hour. Oh, let’s get some flowers for her.” Leto surveyed the premade arrangements wrapped in white paper. “You know how she loves Gerbera daisies.” She pointed at a bunch with red and orange blooms.

      Hope looked up from the bouquets to see the shadows at the back of the stall shift. A short man dressed in black advanced, his step both graceful and predatory.

      This was not the same man she’d seen by the Fish Market earlier, and yet his movements were eerily similar, as were his pale skin and dark eyes.

      Her heart rate doubled, and she instinctively stepped back. Her conversation with Priska came crashing back. Hope knew what this monster was.

      “Leto! Hope!” Priska pushed through the crowd toward them. Time seemed to slow.

      Leto took the change from the vendor and turned toward her best friend, expression morphing from excitement to terror. The paper-wrapped bouquet slipped to the ground.

      Hope looked from her mother to her aunt, and her muscles tensed even as her vision tunneled. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the dark figure coming straight for them. She suppressed the cry bubbling up her throat.

      Priska crashed into them, grabbing them with shaky limbs. She jerked her head side to side, her eyes bulging. “Holy Hades! What in the name of All. The. Gods. are you doing here?”

      Hope’s gaze swung back to the stall. Unable to look away, she watched as the man melted back into the shadows. The vendors were oblivious to him, even after he overturned a bucket of lilies and one of the workers jumped to save the blossoms from being trampled. No one, not one single person, turned to look at him.

      “This place is crawling with Skia!” Priska scolded them. “If I’d known you were coming here . . . I would’ve never agreed—”

      Leto shook her head. “I had no idea. I figured with all the people we’d be safe. I even brought the blades. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Skia! Hope’s heart tripped over and over again.

      The immortal knives had been passed down by her grandmother and were Leto’s, and subsequently Hope’s, only protection from immortal beings. Her mom must have them in her purse.

      “Of all the places you could’ve picked.” Priska looked back and forth between the two of them. “You haven’t seen any?”

      Leto shook her head.

      “By the gods, you have incredible luck.” She let out an exhale that sounded like a million worries. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They started to the car, walking close together. Hope watched the two vigilant women, then glanced around as if she would see something they missed.

      An Asian couple hurried past, the woman speaking in her native tongue. A kid on a scooter, followed by his harried father. A jogging stroller pushed by a woman with neon-orange shoes.

      They walked past a bank, and a young man stepped out from the doorway and bumped into her.

      “Pardon.”

      It took a moment before she realized he’d apologized. When she turned to acknowledge him, he grabbed the brim of his baseball cap and tilted his head at her, effectively blocking most of his face from her view, with the exception of his smile, and . . . a dimple? He was fair, but not in a pasty way. He wore short sleeves, and dark tattoos banded his arms. She couldn’t help but stare. He was definitely alive, and definitely not Skia.

      Nevertheless, she had the distinct impression he was watching them all the same.

      “Hope!” Her mom’s voice broke her focus, and Hope turned to see the two women standing at her mom’s blue sedan at least a hundred feet up the street. “For the love of Artemis, please stay with us!”

      Hope hurried toward the car but glanced back. The young man was gone.

      “Sorry, Mom.” She turned and offered a half smile.

      Leto shook her head and pushed the button to unlock the doors.

      “Did you see something?” Priska pierced Hope with her gaze.

      She ducked into the car, thinking about her answer. If she told the truth, her newfound freedom would disappear. If she had to pick, death sounded better than isolation.

      “She was staring at that boy.” Leto shook her head.

      Afraid her voice wouldn’t convey the conviction, and embarrassed that she had been caught by her mother, Hope deflected, “How did you know there were Skia there?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Priska’s brows raised. “There are always Skia, but this area is close to a conservatory for demigods. The more immortals there are around, the more Skia.” She turned back to the front, but her voice was strong, almost angry as she continued, “If they find you, they’ll kill you. In the future, probably best to stay out of downtown.”

      “Does this mean we have to go home?” The expectations of a day out began crumbling around Hope.

      “No.” Leto looked at Priska. “No. We’re doing something different. We can go to the mall . . . in Bellevue. And we’ll have lunch on the Eastside, too. There are lots of great restaurants there.”

      “Then why didn’t you just stay in Bellevue?” Priska’s muttering carried to the back. “It’s quieter there. Safer.”

      Leto pinched the bridge of her nose. “We’ll stay on the Eastside from now on. Trust me, all I want is to keep us safe.”
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      “If your mom marries my dad, then you guys will stop moving, right?” Sarra brushed her raven-colored hair over her shoulder. Her dark curls fell forward, a stark contrast to her pale skin, as she leaned into the aisle to talk with Hope. “Then you can stay until we go to college.”

      Hope wasn’t going to correct her. There was no way her mom was going to marry Paul. There was no way they would stay in Bellevue. The fact that they’d been there almost six months puzzled Hope, but for the first time in her life she had a real friend. Or at least the closest thing to it. She wasn’t about to tell her mom that Ms. Chandler had brought up her regular absences just that morning.

      Hope stared at the clock, waiting for the bell that would announce class and stop Sarra from chatting about the impossible.

      Sure, it was nice to have Sarra and her father, Paul, around. It had been four months of tentative steps toward normalcy. For some reason, Leto had decided Sarra and her father, new move-ins to the apartment complex shortly after the Nicholas’s arrival, would be safe as friends. And, slowly, her mom had let her guard down.

      But the curse made it very clear, every single month, that Hope and her mom were not normal. They were monsters, and if Paul and Sarra knew . . . Hope wanted to believe that their friendship would withstand that information. That the dinners, the sleepovers, and more recently the weekend trips would continue regardless. But a lifetime of reminders couldn’t be erased over a few months.

      And something told her there was a ticking time bomb hiding beneath all this normalcy, something ominous just on the horizon. She hadn’t seen Skia again since the trip to Seattle, all those months ago. But if Skia found Hope and her mom . . . The creatures from the Underworld were no longer a nebulous figment of her mom’s imagination. Nor were the demigods.

      Maybe Hope should say something to her mom tonight.

      “Anyway, it would be awesome to be sisters. We could share a room and stay up late sharing secrets—”

      Hope snorted.

      “What?” Sarra asked, just as the bell rang.

      Ms. Chandler called the class to order.

      Hope steeled herself for another worthless mythology lesson. Her gaze flitted over the pictures of the gods and heroes hung around the room, exaggerated caricatures with something that was supposed to relate to their prominent powers. Her gaze landed on Apollo, the sun rising behind him while he cured the sick and music notes floated in the air. As if.

      Ms. Chandler said something about immortal weapons, and Hope turned her attention to her instructor. Maybe she would learn something new after all.

      “Hephaestus forged weapons for each of the gods, two daggers each. Most of the gods gave the daggers to their demigod children as a means of defense. The knives were eternal, could not be destroyed, and they gave the demigods power to slay other immortal beings. Like the monsters.” Ms. Chandler glanced over her class. “Yes, Teresa?”

      “Why would the demigods kill all the monsters? I mean, it’s not like they were all scary, right? I mean, nymphs?”

      “The nymphs, like other monsters, were mixed breeds—part divine, part mortal—and their power certainly made them a force to reckon with,” Ms. Chandler replied. “If you had done your homework, you would know that they could cause dumbness, blindness, and even madness.”

      The class fell silent with the reprimand.

      “Not all monsters were what you would consider scary looking. Many looked human, or partially so,” Ms. Chandler continued. “In fact, the sirens were beautiful. Their beauty was the lure that made them so deadly. And think about the Minotaur. King Minos put him in an underground maze to try to protect his people. Even then humans had no defense over the divine. The immortal weapons gave the demigods an advantage.”

      “But that was forever ago. Some say it didn’t even happen,” Teresa said. “That it’s just myth.”

      Ms. Chandler inclined her head, as if in agreement. “I can understand some disbelief. How many of you have met a monster?” When no one raised their hand, she continued, “What about a demigod?”

      Still no one indicated in the affirmative.

      Almost as if Hope’s knowledge would jump out of her mouth, she bit her lips closed. How could people not know?

      “Really? That’s interesting.” Ms. Chandler frowned. “Well, there is some suspicion about possible dwindling numbers of demigods. However, others believe their psachno group is doing a better job of getting demigods to conservatories at a younger age.”

      Hope sat up.

      “What’s a psachno?”

      Hope was saved from asking by another student.

      “Excellent question. Psachno is Greek for seeker, or one who seeks. It is believed that within their conservatory communities, each demigod has an appointed role. Psachno find other demigods and bring them to the safety of conservatories which are divinely protected from Skia and monsters,” said Ms. Chandler. “At one time, there was a group of demigods dedicated to the eradication of monsters. Fonias, I believe they were called.” Ms. Chandler thumped her desk, drawing the class’s drifting attention. “What would cause an entire race to be killed?”

      “They’re a threat. To humans and demigods. Monsters have killed millions,” said a girl named Jessica.

      “So, what happened?” Ms. Chandler asked the rhetorical question, effectively drawing the attention back to the subject.

      “The demigods slaughtered them.” Jessica announced the annihilation of the mixed breeds in a tone that spoke volumes.

      Hope wanted to hit her.

      Ms. Chandler nodded. “About a hundred years ago, an enthusiastic son of Ares led the charge. And for the last century it has been believed he’s been responsible for the annihilation of almost all the monsters. Some may have escaped, like Scylla, but these exceptions are likely protected by the gods who created them.”

      The door opened, and a portly woman with bleached-blond hair put her head through the opening.

      “Excuse me?” She looked from the classroom of teens up to Ms. Chandler. “I need Hope Nicholas to come with me.”

      Ms. Chandler looked at Hope with raised brows. “Go ahead. You can get the assignment when you come back.”

      “She won’t be back this period, Ms. Chandler.” There was a tightness around the woman’s eyes.

      Hope and Sarra exchanged a look, and Sarra mouthed that she would call Hope when class was over.

      Ms. Chandler waved. “Then she can get it tomorrow.”

      Hope put her binder and her copy of Myths and Legends away and then slung her backpack over her shoulder.

      What on earth could she be needed for at the office? She and her mom had shifted three weeks ago, so it was too early to have to do with the curse. Maybe they were going away with Paul and Sarra for the weekend, but then Sarra would be coming too . . .

      Hope followed the squat woman down the hall and into the office, the awkward silence ballooning into a presence between them.

      Finally, Hope couldn’t take it anymore. “Um, why am I here?”

      The watery-blue eyes that met Hope’s were drawn as if trying to hold back overwhelming emotion, and the woman’s bright-pink lips pulled down into a sympathetic smile.

      “Oh, baby. Ms. Tessie will be with you in just a second.” The woman looked around the empty space and shuffled behind the counter, tossing over her shoulder, “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      Sorry? What was she sorry about? An empty feeling began to crawl up from the depths of Hope’s soul.

      “Hope Nicholas?” Ms. Tessie stepped out from her office and waved Hope toward her door.

      Dread exploded in Hope’s chest, its flames licking at her heart.

      Ms. Tessie wasn’t the principal. She was the school counselor.

      “Come on into my office, please.” The counselor was still young, her dark hair cropped in a pixie cut. She had a silver stud in her nose but was dressed in a cardigan and pant set that looked like she was trying hard to be older than her actual years.

      “What’s going on?”

      Ms. Tessie said nothing until the door was closed.

      In the seconds before she spoke, Hope noticed how Ms. Tessie’s hazel eyes had more gold flecks than Priska’s.

      “I think you’d better sit down.” Ms. Tessie pointed to a plush leather chair opposite the dark mahogany desk that took up most of the room.

      Hope swallowed. “No, thank you.” She swallowed again. “What happened? Where’s my mom?”

      The young counselor’s lips pulled down into the same sympathetic smile. “I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you. There’s been an accident, and . . . your . . . Your mother’s passed, Hope.”

      She blinked as if to clear her vision. Over and over again. Passed? Her brain stuttered over the term, rejecting it. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a dream.

      “There was a fire . . . at the apartment. Your Aunt Priska is on her way . . .”

      Hope’s backpack slid to the floor. Someone was pounding on her chest, and she couldn’t catch her breath. She felt her heart beat, beat, beat, and then it ripped in two. She couldn’t feel her hands, and something wet was dripping onto her shirt.

      “Oh, sweet girl.”

      Foreign arms wrapped her in a smothering embrace, squeezing out the light in her eyes, in her life.

      Gone. She was gone. Her mom . . .

      “No! No! No!” Hope wrenched from the oppressive vise and backed away. “No. There has to be a mistake. You’re wrong.” She glared daggers at the counselor, turned, grabbed the handle of the door, and ran.

      The tears streaming down Hope’s face obscured her vision, and she ran blindly until she couldn’t run anymore, and then she walked.

      She could smell acrid smoke even before she arrived at the complex, and the flashing lights of police and fire trucks lit the hazy air. The school bus momentarily blocked her view, and then a crowd of kids stood gaping at the scene.

      Hope pushed past them and stood at the bottom of the steps that would lead to her apartment. Yellow tape blocked the entrance. Her heart sank deep into her chest, and her legs wouldn’t hold her up any longer.

      “Hope?” Sarra approached, her violet eyes puffy and rimmed in red.

      Hope looked up at her best friend.

      “My mom . . .” She couldn’t say it. A sob broke, and Hope put her head in her hands, trying to block out the reality swimming in front of her. This couldn’t be real.

      A warm hand on her shoulder was followed by an arm, and then Sarra sat next to her, scooting close. “I’m so sorry.”

      Hope couldn’t speak. She buried her head in her arms and let the tears fall.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      Hope waved at the evidence above. It was all she knew for sure. A fire? They couldn’t be killed by fire, could they? Skia? Demigods? A god? Something had found her mom.

      The shrill blare of a horn blew, and Paul’s white car slowed in front of the two girls.

      “Sarra, get in.” His voice was tinged with panic. He circled the front of the car and opened the passenger door. “Right now.”

      His eyes stayed focused on his daughter, as if the world might collapse if he let her out of his sight.

      Sarra stood slowly. “In the car?” She blinked once. Twice. “Now?”

      “Now.” He stepped forward, grabbing her arm, and pulled.

      Sarra stumbled and looked back at Hope.

      Paul pushed Sarra, forcing her through the open door and into the car, avoiding her questions and her pleas. He didn’t even look at Hope.

      The door closed, and Paul leaned against it, his head in his hands.

      “I’m sorry.” He mumbled the apology, just barely audible. “You’re a . . . monster. A beast. You’re not safe, and I need to keep my daughter safe.” Without looking at her, Paul got in the car and drove away.
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      Hope stared at her hands as if the answers might appear within her palms, but the only thing she saw were the lines and cracks, a map that went nowhere, that meant nothing. She was a monster. Of course Sarra wasn’t safe. Of course they wouldn’t love her. Of course they left when they found out.

      Hope’s vision blurred, and she bowed her head to the consuming grief.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      The broken voice was familiar, and she turned to see Priska, her face splotchy with emotion.

      “Come on.” The older woman extended her hand.

      “No.” Hope’s protest was a weak whisper.

      Priska pulled Hope to her feet and put an arm around her waist, as if to hold her up. “It’s time to go.”

      “Where?”

      Tears ran down Priska’s cheeks. She cleared her throat but still choked on the words. “I’m taking . . . you home with me tonight.”

      Home with her? But Hope’s mom . . . Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe her mom was just injured. Maybe she was at the store. How would Hope know? How would she know what really happened?  “Can I see her? Can I see my mom?”

      Priska looked horrified. “You don’t . . . You don’t want that memory.”

      “Am I going to stay with you?” Hope looked down at her aunt.

      Priska wiped at her face and took a deep breath. “You can stay with me as long as you want.”

      She opened the door to her gray sedan, and Hope collapsed in the passenger seat. The drive to Mercer Island was silent. Did Priska feel the same way? As if the world had tilted and someone just needed to right it. Hope kept hearing the counselor say she passed. Passed. Passed where? Passed what? What did that mean?

      She walked into Priska’s house in a daze, clinging to the warm hand guiding her. Hope spent hours sitting at a window, staring at the sky as it changed from gray to black and back to gray again. The gray lasted so long, so much longer than the black.
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      Hope sat on an armless chair, staring out the window at the gray drizzle. “Was it Skia?” Her voice cracked as if she were breaking it in. When her words met with silence, she turned to fix her gaze on Priska. “Did Skia get her?”

      Her aunt’s head dropped. “I’m so, so sorry. I failed her. I failed you.”

      Hope’s heart skidded and tripped at an erratic pace. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know what happened.” Priska’s eyes were puffy and swollen. “She called me . . . just before . . . She saw Skia when she was out. Said she had something important she needed to tell me. Asked me to come over as fast as I could.”

      Skia. They should’ve moved. Hope should’ve said something sooner. If they’d only moved. Maybe her mom was calling Priska to help her pack . . . Except they almost never packed. That’s why all the furniture was cheap. Disposable. No, it wasn’t making sense. “And? What happened?”

      “I went, but . . . it was too late. I was too late.” Her voice cracked.

      Too late? A wave of pain crashed in Hope’s chest and rolled lower. It was Skia. Oh, gods. The pain receded and an ache followed. Seconds later, the pain was back, and bitterness burned the back of her throat. Hope raced from the room.

      She retched into the toilet, the yellow bile making the water bright. Tears left salty streaks on her skin. She pulled tissue from the roll and blew her nose. Her mother’s death was her fault. If Hope had said something sooner, they would’ve left. And they would be safe. Together.

      “I’m so sorry,” Priska said, and the words fell all over the floor in a mess too big to step around.

      A gaping chasm opened between the two of them.

      But Hope had told Priska about Leto and Paul. Priska had said she would talk to Leto, and they would move. It was Priska’s fault.

      “I thought you were supposed to help keep us safe.” The words were an accusation, and they found their mark. “I thought Hecate was supposed to keep us safe.”

      Priska stood in the open doorway, but Hope refused to look at her.

      “I know. I know. Hades in hell, I know! Don’t you think I know? I told her! I told her it was time to move. Told her that whatever she thought she had with that man was nothing. I told her!” Priska was sobbing, her small hands covering her face. “I don’t know what happened . . .”

      Hope sat dumbfounded while the older woman wept.

      Priska sagged to the floor. “I don’t know what to do anymore. Do you know what it’s like to be an epic failure?”

      Hope didn’t know what to say. She’d never seen her aunt like this. Hope grasped, but words were elusive wisps floating away. Her aunt didn’t lose it. Not like this.

      “Do you know what it’s like to watch time and again as your loved ones die? Over and over and over again? And you can do nothing, absolutely nothing about it? It would be easier to cut out my own heart, and I am so, so, so sick of it.” Priska’s sobs started again.

      Hope’s eyes got bigger and bigger until they felt like they were going to pop out of her skull. What was Priska saying? The words made no sense.

      A haze of silence descended, filling the space with a throbbing ache. Hope could say nothing to comfort her aunt, and nothing Priska said made her feel better. So, she waited, not knowing what to do, not wanting to do anything. Eventually, her gaze went to the frosted window above the tub, and she watched as the light faded.

      “Zeus Almighty.”

      Hope looked away from the window to Priska standing over her.

      “I think we better go to bed.” Priska made no movement to help Hope but stepped away, giving ample space to get up.

      Hope pulled herself up, feeling pins and needles in her legs from sitting too long on the tile floor.

      “Second door on the left, you remember?” Priska walked down the hall without looking back.

      Hope remembered the room. It had allegedly been her mother’s for a few months before she’d married her father, and then again after he left.

      Hope couldn’t sleep in there, in a room filled with loss and pain. No. She wouldn’t sleep there. Not tonight.

      Not ever.
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      “Hope.” Priska sat on the edge of the overstuffed sofa and tapped her back.

      Hope sat up, blankets falling from her shoulders, the Book of the Fates thumping to the floor. She’d fallen asleep clinging to the immortal book, one of the few things that had escaped the effects of the fire. The room was dark, but light seeped in from the cracks in the shutters. The smell of peach tea wafted from the mug her aunt was holding.

      Hope’s restless sleep left her disoriented and confused, but there was something wrong—she just couldn’t remember what.

      It hit like an anvil to her chest. Two days. It had been two days. In six more days, she would shift and become the Sphinx. For the first time in her life, she would change alone.

      Priska pulled Hope into a hug, arms lingering for only a few seconds. “We need to talk about what happened.”

      She tried to swallow the mass of sorrow lodged in her throat. She wanted to curl into a ball and cry until her feelings fled, until she had no emotion left. This weight was too much.

      “I’m going to change without her,” she whispered.

      Priska’s hand was on Hope’s knee, and then it was gone. “I think you should stay in the apartment this time, when you change. Just . . . stay. I don’t think you should go anywhere right now.”

      “I don’t think I can do this.”

      Priska’s teeth were clenched, her lips pursed. “You’ve done it a thousand times.”

      She hadn’t done it a thousand times, but Priska was right.

      “There’s something else, Hope. When I was there, at the apartment, I’m pretty sure I saw a demigod.”

      “A demigod? I thought you said mom saw Skia? That Skia were hunting us.” She thought about how her mom had burned. “And what about the fire?”

      Priska pushed against Hope’s legs, scooting back further onto the couch. “When I got to the apartment, after your mom called me, I noticed a young man walking away from the building. He looked familiar, but I’m pretty sure . . .” She ran her hand through her dark hair. “He’s a demigod.”

      “A demigod?” Demigods with their immortal weapons. The other reason they ran. Demigods hunted monsters for sport. “Is that what happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Priska’s lips pulled into a tight line. “There were Skia close by. She’d seen one a week earlier, when she was grocery shopping.”

      Hope stared at her aunt, momentarily dumbfounded. It was like they were all closing in on them. Had Leto said something to Paul? That would explain his fear, his panic.

      “But none of it makes sense. Demigods don’t start fires. That’s more of a Skia ploy. And the only god who would care is . . .” She didn’t say his name, but they both knew. “And then only if the curse were complete.”

      “What does that even mean?” The words circled around her head, creating a cyclone of chaos. So many questions. “And why doesn’t the Book of the Fates say what happened?” She’d spent hours last night staring at the blank pages that should tell her mom’s story. “Why is her story not written?”

      Priska shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know how soon after death the Fates write the story. I don’t know.” She sighed. “I think we’d better move. It isn’t safe here.”

      “I need to know what happened,” Hope said. “I need to know who killed my mom.”

      She could stay with Priska and help. They could solve this together, and then Hope could take her revenge.

      “Hope.” Priska interrupted her musing. “It was probably Skia. The most important thing is still to keep you safe.”

      “But I want to know. I need to know.”

      Priska sighed and held out her hands as if she were weighing them against each other. “If you want me to find out what happened to your mom, you being with me will not be safe.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Priska put her hand on Hope’s shoulder. “You need to stay hidden. If we stay together or not, you’ll need to be holed up in some small town where you can become invisible. The last few months were pure foolishness. You should’ve never stayed there that long.”

      Hope couldn’t argue that, and the familiar guilt gnawed on her soul. More than anything she understood, someone had found them. Someone who knew what they were. Someone who knew how to kill them.

      Priska sighed. “If you want me to hunt down your mom’s killer, you’ll need to be by yourself for a while.”

      Alone? Hope had never been completely alone. How was she going to do that? The idea of school, on top of trying to keep up a house felt overwhelming. There was no way she could do it. Fear clawed at her stomach and up into her chest. Grasping for something, someone she could stay with she said, “What about Paul and Sarra?”

      Even as she said the words, Paul’s voice echoed in her mind. He’d called her a monster. She shook her head. “He knows something.”

      Priska froze, her features hardening with laser focus. “What do you mean?”

      “He came just before you did . . . at the apartment. Got Sarra away from me and drove away like demons were chasing him.” Something inside Hope didn’t want to believe he’d called her a monster, and she refused to admit it.

      Priska sank into the cushions of the couch with a sigh. “I don’t know what happened there. I guess I can look into that, too.”

      Hope scrunched her brow with worry. She just wanted to have some connection to someone. “Maybe . . . maybe I could say goodbye to Sarra?”

      “Call her,” Priska relented with a frown. “But make it fast.”

      Hope stood and retrieved her phone. With trembling fingers, she dialed the number of the only friend she’d ever had. Sarra picked up on the second ring.

      Her voice felt like the last chance for something that had eluded Hope her entire life. The normalcy she craved, the desire for friendships, a symbol of acceptance and love. She wanted some balm to soothe the gaping wound in her heart.

      “Sarra? It’s Hope.” Tears spilled from her eyes.
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      The kindness that had defined Sarra, that had made her the ideal friend, disappeared in an instant. Replacing the soft voice of her friend was a razor’s edge. “Why are you calling me?”

      It was a punch to Hope’s raw emotions. “I . . . I thought . . . I thought we were friends.”

      “You’re a monster. A freak.” There was a pause before she continued, “You lied to me. Don’t call me, Hope. We aren’t friends.” Click.

      Hope stood motionless, staring at her phone.

      Priska came over and took the small device from her trembling hands.

      “There was a reason your mom kept you from the world for so long. Having friends can be wonderful. But humans fear what is different.”

      Hope could only nod while she swallowed back her hurt, shoving the pain into the dark recesses of her heart. If isolation was so safe, why didn’t they just move into the mountains and live in a cabin? Just as fast as the thought came, Hope dismissed it. There was no way she could survive in a cabin in the woods. It was time to grow up. “Where am I going to go?”

      Priska pursed her lips and was silent for a moment before answering. “I think you need to find a quiet little town to hide in. Get into a routine, keep your head down. You’ll need to be emancipated, and until that happens . . .” She took a deep breath before continuing. “You’ll need to go into the foster care system.”

      Priska outlined her side of the plan. While Hope hid in Eastern Washington, Priska would go to Turkey, where the original temple of Artemis stood. There, she could petition her mother for divine aid. Both of them knew the mortal police wouldn’t find anything.

      “But we don’t need to do this. I can move with you and help keep you hidden until you’re old enough to be on your own.”

      Hope pushed back the frustration caused by her aunt’s words. Her decision was made. She needed answers. “No. I’m almost seventeen. I can handle being alone if it means finding out what happened.”

      Priska nodded. “You understand—”

      “I get it, Priska.” Hope could hardly breathe. “How soon can we start?”

      “The day you shift back to human. I can take you into Children’s Services first thing Tuesday.”

      Hope felt the last sliver of light in her life extinguish, and she bowed her head. “Let’s file the paperwork, or whatever we need to get done. I want answers.”
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      The warmth in the lobby was a stark contrast to the chill in the air outside. Hope stood alone in Mr. Davenport’s carefully decorated lobby, her canvas sneakers almost buried in the plush carpet. A fireplace insert gave off little warmth, but the flames danced behind the glass, giving the room a cozy feeling. A loveseat and several chairs were settled at angles encouraging conversation. A marble-topped bar held pastries and muffins, as well as a carafe of coffee and another of orange juice.

      Hope stared at red circles and brown squares while Priska and Mr. Davenport argued in his office. Glowering at the abstract art, Hope pretended she couldn’t hear them, but every word leaked down the hall.

      “But why does it have to be you? Isn’t there someone else that can . . . hunt the information down?”

      “Charlie.” Priska paused. “You already know there is no one else.”

      “What will you do?” The tremor in his voice was so uncharacteristic of the stalwart attorney.

      “I will call the agency today and see if we can find someone suitable to start next week.” She ignored his question. “I just need to know if you want me to find a temp, or should I find someone permanent?”

      “Themis and Eunomia,” he cursed, referencing the goddesses of law. “How long will you be gone?”

      “A month, maybe two or three, depending on what I find out in Ephesus.” Another pause. “You’ll be fine. Now, do you want a temp?”

      A long exhale. “Yes. If you hire someone permanent, I’ll just have to let them go when you get back. You are coming back, right?”

      “Of course I am.” Her laugh sounded forced.

      Gods, this was so lame. While Priska hunted down Mom’s killer, Hope would be hiding. Like a coward.

      “So, will you get that filed today?” Priska asked.

      “Are you sure? If you’re not here and I file for emancipation, she’ll have to go to foster care until it’s done.”

      “We already talked about it. She knows.”

      “Why not wait, Priska? Why the rush?”

      “Eventually, the news of the Sphinx will spread, then I won’t be able to get anything without drawing suspicion my way.”

      Wait. He knew? Priska had told him . . . how much? Hope inched closer to the hall.

      “Fine. I’ll file today, but it will be close to a month before we can get a hearing. And we have to show that her father is really out of the picture.”

      “That won’t be hard. He left before she was even born.”

      “She really doesn’t have anyone?”

      The pity in his voice made Hope’s eyes fill, and she blinked away the tears.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Priska.”

      Hope heard the door handle turn, and she jumped back in front of the geometric canvases.

      “All ready to go, Hope?” Priska raised her eyebrows.

      Hope nodded.

      “I’ll be in touch, young lady. We’ll need to go to court for the hearing. If your petition is granted, and I suspect it will be, you’ll be free in the next month.” He held out his hand, then wrapped hers in both of his. “Keep your chin up. It’ll be okay.”

      How could he say that? He didn’t know.

      He had no idea.
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      Twenty-three days until the change

      Hope gripped her jacket, pulling the thin material tight. It was the end of February, but in Western Washington it didn’t matter the month. The cold rain started in September and continued through the end of June. But it wasn’t the temperature, or the rain, that bothered her. The wind in North Bend was fierce, and as she hugged her clothes to her body, she wished for her winter coat.

      She should’ve driven to school. She usually did, but she walked out the door of the Smiths’ home that morning without her keys, and the constant yelling deterred her from going back in to get them. So she trudged her way back to the house in the cold, wet afternoon, dreading the noise and commotion that would assail her when she entered the door.

      Out of habit, she stopped at the mailbox as she did every day since her hearing. They had appeared in court less than a week ago. Less than a week ago, a judge had declared her emancipated, and she was just waiting for the proof in writing. How long could it take to mail a piece of paper? Hope thought it would be a quick process. She’d been wrong.

      And while Priska called every night, her time at the temple of Artemis had yet to expose who was behind Leto’s death.

      Hope pulled the tab down, put her hand into the metal box, and grabbed the stack of mail. After adjusting the strap of her backpack, she thumbed through the envelopes.

      There! The crisp white paper had her name, Hope N. Treadwell, typed in the middle, the return address King County District Court. Hope wiped her thumb over her mother’s maiden name. Priska had recommended using it. Just as a precaution. Unconsciously, Hope dropped the rest of the mail and tore open her envelope. She was so happy she could sing. There it was in black and white, no longer a ward of the state: she was free.

      This would be better. Life would be better. At the very least, she wouldn’t have to barricade herself in a bedroom when she shifted into the Sphinx. She’d hid in her room the last month during the change, yelling at anyone and everyone to leave her alone. She’d pushed every piece of furniture against the door to ensure that they did. The counselor explained her anger was part of the grief process. But it wasn’t grief; it was fear. Fear that someone would discover she was a monster.

      The morphing only lasted two days and one night. The night of a new moon, when Artemis’s power was weakest, and Apollo’s the strongest.

      Now was the time to enact the rest of the plan. She would need to disappear, go into hiding, like she and her mom had done in the past. She needed a place in the middle of nowhere, somewhere the gods, demigods, and Skia would never visit. Somewhere even the humans would leave if they could. There were countless small towns in Eastern Washington. Certainly she could disappear in one.

      She walked through the front door, and the crying from Jameson was coupled with Sammi’s screaming for her doll. Hope ignored both, going straight to her room and locking the door.

      She pulled up a list and skimmed through the names of towns on the eastern side of the state. Easton, Tullahoma. She scrolled down until . . . Goldendale. Goldendale. She liked the sound of that. A no-rain name. She tapped her phone a few more times and saw an abundance of homes for sale or rent. This could be perfect. Maybe today was her lucky day.

      The listing agent bubbled her enthusiasm through the phone. “I’m so, so excited. This is the first home I’ve rented in years. I’m not sure why no one is moving to Goldendale. It is so, so quaint. I’m sure you will just love it.”

      “Do you live there?”

      “What? Oh gods, no. I’m in Redmond, honey. You couldn’t pay me to live in a small town. But I hear it is really lovely.”

      “How big is it?”

      “Well, let me see.” The clicking of a keyboard kept the silence at bay. “The nearest big city is Portland, but you could get almost anything you need in the Dalles, and that’s just a thirty-minute drive. But they have their own school, and two grocery stores.”

      “Do they get many tourists?”

      The agent’s laugh was more derision than humor. “Um, no. With the exception of the observatory, there really isn’t anything to do in Goldendale. Do you want me to look for something else?”

      “No, this sounds perfect.”

      It took more time to settle into a small community, but maybe Hope would be able to stay longer without risking discovery by another immortal.

      She called a moving company and arranged to have them pick up her things from storage in the morning and deliver them to the house on Main Street in Goldendale in the afternoon. After coordinating for an agent to meet them, Hope grabbed her bags from the closet, wrapped the statue of Hecate in soft cotton then packed the rest of her stuff. It only took a few minutes, and she looked around the room with relief.

      “Hope Treadwell!” Mrs. Smith’s abrasive voice was followed by a pounding on her door. “Get out here right this minute, young lady. I need some help.”

      This was the only reason Mrs. Smith had taken Hope in. At sixteen, she was perfect for babysitting. It also helped that the Smiths received a healthy stipend for fostering.

      She opened the door and glanced down at the mousy woman. Hope waved the envelope at her and then stepped around Mrs. Smith into the hall.

      “Oh.” Mrs. Smith’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She must have already gotten a call from Children’s Services.

      Hope wondered how long the woman had known and didn’t tell. It didn’t matter. Hope just needed to get out of there. Without a word, she brushed past the older woman, loaded her car, and drove away.
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      Hope entered Goldendale High School, and the residual scent of pine disinfectant wafted through the abandoned halls. She’d intentionally arrived early, anxious to get things in order, eager to be settled.

      As she walked into the front office, a bell chimed at her arrival. A well-nourished middle-aged woman glanced up from the computer, her flat brown eyes widening as she noted the new face. Hope glanced down at the nameplate on the desk: Ms. Slate. The silence became increasingly awkward.

      “Hi.” Hope’s voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “I assume this is where I’m to register?”

      Ms. Slate didn’t even so much as say good morning but turned and began gathering papers.

      Hope waited, noting the older woman’s over-processed burgundy hair and clothes that were too tight to be called fitted.

      Ms. Slate whipped back around and handed a packet of papers to Hope. “You’ll need to fill that top one out now and wait while I get your classes together.”

      Hope took the proffered pen and began writing. She stuttered over the last name, crossing out an N before writing Treadwell.

      Feeling the hairs on her neck prickle, Hope looked up to see the plump woman staring at her.

      “Here’s your schedule and your locker assignment,” she said. “Class starts in fifteen minutes. You can bring the rest of the papers back to me at the end of the day.” Ms. Slate grabbed the paper marked Registration, put it in a wire basket on the counter, and sat back in front of her computer.

      “But you don’t even have my name.”

      “Hope Treadwell.” She didn’t even look away from her screen as she spoke. “Your attorney called Friday and told us you’d be coming.”

      Hope nodded. “Of course. Thank you.”

      The woman continued her furious typing.

      Nice and friendly here. With a shrug, Hope left to find her locker.

      In the few minutes she’d been in the office, the hallways filled with students. It was no surprise to feel the shift of scrutiny turn on her. The real estate agent said she was the first person in years to move into the small town of Goldendale, and as an emancipated student, she was an anomaly. She tried to ignore the whispers, but with her supernatural hearing, the voices were undeniable.

      “Yeah, I heard her parents are dead and she lives by herself.”

      “Doesn’t she have any family?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to live with them.”

      “But she can’t live by herself, can she?”

      “Maybe she’s on the run.” Coarse laughter.

      From a group of cookie-cutter girls: “I don’t understand why she would come to Goldendale?”

      “Who would want to live here?”

      “Look at her clothes. If she has money, why does she dress like that?”

      “Well, I don’t think Burberry is out with their line of school clothes, yet.”

      “Maybe she forgot her tiara at home,” someone suggested. There was a round of giggles.

      And the inevitable group of jocks, who thought they were the gods’ gifts to women.

      “That’s what I’m talkin’ about. A girl with her own place.”

      “Yeah, then your mom won’t be walking in with Rice Krispy treats again.”

      “Shut up. She’s smoking hot. I’ll bet she’s really lonely. I’d better, ya know, go cheer her up.”

      “Uh, no one is that lonely.”

      She’d heard it all before, and even worse. As she spun the dial on her locker, someone approached.

      “Hey there, beautiful. Can I help you find your first class?”

      She rolled her eyes before glancing at the chunk of testosterone standing next to her. She almost gagged on his cologne. “No, thanks. I’m sure in a town this small, the school can’t be so big I’ll get lost.” She shoved her backpack into the locker then met the young man’s bulging eyes. “Oh. And I don’t like Rice Krispy treats.”

      She snapped her locker shut and turned away, leaving the young man with his mouth unhinged, his pack of friends howling with laughter.

      She walked into her first class, mythology, and found an empty seat on the front row. After setting her bag on a desk, she went to have her paperwork signed by the instructor, Mrs. Biggers.

      “Good morning. I’m Hope Treadwell.” The practiced words were still stiff and uncomfortable, but Hope forced a smile, while waiting for acknowledgement from the drab, middle-aged woman.

      Mrs. Biggers looked up. “Good morning.”

      As the teacher came around to the front of her desk, Hope noticed Mrs. Biggers’s bright-red leather clogs, a stark contrast to her sedate appearance.

      “I’m Nancy Biggers. I’m excited you’ll be joining us. It’s always refreshing to have a new perspective.” Without waiting for a response, Mrs. Biggers continued, “Well, here’s a copy of Mythology and Men and the reading list for the remainder of the year.”

      Hope glanced down as she grasped the book. But Mrs. Biggers did not let go.

      “What amazing eyes you have. Gold? Is that your natural—”

      Taken off guard, there was a moment of hesitation before Hope cut her off. “Contacts.”

      Mrs. Biggers nodded and released the book.

      Hope turned to go back to her desk. Her seat, however, was now occupied by a short girl with long, dark hair and dark eyes. Hope’s bag and papers now sat on the desk to the left.

      “Hi.” The girl leaned forward. “I’m Krista. I hope you don’t mind that I moved your stuff.”

      Hope nodded. “No problem.”

      “I’m nearsighted,” Krista added.

      Krista wasn’t wearing glasses, but it wasn’t worth pointing it out. Hope slid into her seat and focused her attention on Mrs. Biggers’s lesson.

      “All right class, let’s get started. Today we’ll be talking about Aphrodite. Does anyone know the myth behind Aphrodite’s birth?”

      There was laughter from the back.

      Mrs. Biggers addressed the cause of the disturbance. “Boys. Something you would like to share? Do you find a lot of humor in mythology or just Aphrodite? Perhaps you would like to do an analysis on the comedy found in Aphrodite’s interactions with men?” She left the last question hanging like she meant it.

      “No ma’am. Er, no thank you. I’m sorry we disrupted.” The dark-haired boy who’d offered to help Hope to class stammered out his apology.

      Mrs. Biggers continued, “So you’ll have the next four days to write a five-page paper on whether you believe Aphrodite to be a benevolent goddess or not, and you need to cite at least six interactions with mankind supporting your claim. Be sure to address the conflicting view. Remember, this assignment is meant to persuade.”

      Relief. There were lots of myths about Aphrodite, and this assignment was new to Hope. Now there would be something to consume her evenings. With a mental sigh, she opened up to the index to find the pages dedicated to the goddess of love and desire.

      “Hey.” Krista was leaning toward her, her whisper too loud for just the two of them. “It was Hope, right?”

      She met the gawking girl’s stare, nodded once, but said nothing.

      “So, uh.” The girl paused. “How do you like Goldendale?”

      With a cursory glance, Hope noticed more than one interested face looking at her.

      “Fine,” she replied. With an arch of her eyebrows, she tried to convey her disapproval of the interruption.

      But Krista was not easily put off. “I heard that your parents died and you actually chose to live here.”

      When Hope merely nodded in response, Krista continued pressing. “Why?”

      At one time Hope might have been offended, but she’d experienced the barrage of curiosity that came with being a new face in a small community. She knew she was hot gossip.

      Taking a deep breath, she voiced the practiced lie, “I like small towns. My mom and I moved a lot, and I’ve always preferred them. When my mom found out she was ill, she helped me pick out a place where I’d be safe. We have no other family, so she helped me do the paperwork to be emancipated. That’s all. Look, Krista.” She continued before the girl could come up with anything else. “I know you’re just trying to be nice, but I’d really like to do my work now. Maybe we can talk later.”

      She made the suggestion merely as a courtesy. Over the last couple of years, and the many moves, she’d met too many girls like Krista and knew they weren’t fishing for friends but gossip. And it wasn’t as though Hope was looking for friends. Because, who would want to be friends with a monster?

      “Oh, right. Sure,” Krista replied, her lips pulling into a saccharine smile.

      Hope tried to match the fake smile, but her eyes dropped. She picked up her book, flipped through the pages, and read in silence until the bell rang.

      By lunch, she realized her story had already spread. She was glad the school was small and that people talked. Perhaps this time would be easier.

      The bell rang, and, as the students herded toward the cafeteria, Hope made her way to the double doors of the library. As she stepped through, she saw at least two dozen computers, several desks tucked around the edges, and, off by a corner window, a wise librarian had placed a few overstuffed chairs.

      She dropped her bag by the worn chairs and sank into the soft seat, her body sagging as tension released.

      When the bell rang, her muscles stiffened as if anticipating an attack. Pushing down her anxiety, she trudged off to class. Both her diffidence and the gossip helped deter significant interaction with the students, and when the last bell rang, she allowed herself to feel the exhaustion from the day.

      Despite her anxiousness to be gone from school, when Hope got into her car, she remembered her empty house, and her heart sank into her stomach. She was suddenly in no hurry to get home. She abruptly took a left turn into a small shopping plaza where a gas station, a mechanic garage, and a Red Apple grocery store were clustered together. She parked in front of the Red Apple.

      The store was old; its white tile floor grayed with time, and the fluorescent lights cast unnaturally bright light through all the aisles, emphasizing the worn appearance of the store. But it was clean, she noted, as she walked past the prepackaged foods and headed to the meat counter.

      The butcher was busy adding chicken to the display case but stopped when he saw Hope approach.

      “Can I help you?” he greeted from behind the counter.

      The man was lost somewhere in his fifties. He wore a long blue plastic apron tied around a plump midsection, and his hair—where he still had it—was gray, circling just around the back of his head from ear to ear.

      “I would like sixteen ounces of filet mignon.” She scanned the case, looking at the beef as a way to celebrate her independence.

      The butcher’s eyes widened.

      “Excuse me,” he said with suppressed laughter, “I don’t often get requests for that kind of steak.” He was smiling, and the smile changed his face, made it less commonplace. It was a smile of great buoyancy. “Let me see what I have in the back,” he said, then he disappeared through the double doors behind him. He came back a few minutes later carrying two slabs of meat. “I have twelve ounces of top loin, or sixteen ounces of sirloin. Both are fresh today.”

      She didn’t even think about it. “I’ll take both.”

      He chuckled again and began to wrap the meat.

      She looked around the store, reading the signs hanging from the ceiling. Baking supplies, soups, canned vegetables, cereal—

      “You like riddles, young lady?”

      Taken off guard, she turned to the butcher and nodded.

      “Listen to this.” He took a deep breath. “You throw away the outside and cook the inside. Then you eat the outside and throw away the inside. What did you eat?” He finished wrapping the second piece and handed her both packages.

      She stood silent, staring at him while she contemplated the puzzle. It took only a minute before she broke into a smile and replied, “An ear of corn!”

      “Hmm. I guess that could work.” He nodded. “But I’m a butcher. You’ve got to think meat.” He pointed at the packages in her hand. “My answer would be a chicken.”

      He was still smiling, and Hope felt a portion of her gloom lift.

      He came around the counter, and as he peeled off a plastic glove, he said, “My name is Peter Stanley.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m here during the week, seven to four. Let me know ahead of time, and I’ll get you anything you need.”

      She took the outstretched hand and shook it. “I’m Hope. Thank you, Mr. Stanley, for the meat. And the riddle.”

      As she drove home, she found herself thinking of Mr. Stanley’s riddle and smiled as she mumbled aloud to herself. “Chicken.”

      But her emotions cooled, and by the time she got home, the doubt and fear had effectively crept in. Stupid. Stupid mistake. She couldn’t afford to stand out. She couldn’t make friends. She couldn’t get close. Not even to the butcher. It wasn’t safe.

      As Hope started putting away the groceries, she thought back on all the warnings from Priska and her mother over the years. Hope thought of their words, the same warnings that, had they heeded, had they stayed invisible, would’ve saved her mother’s life.

      Don’t get close. Don’t stand out. Don’t make friends. Be invisible. Be safe.

      She repeated them over and over as she set the food in the fridge, sealing her words with a promise as she closed the door. Isolation meant safety.

      As she stacked the cans and boxes in the cabinets, the words played over on continual repeat. And then she sealed the words with a promise as she closed the doors to the cabinets. Secrets stayed hidden. Invisibility meant safety.

      She could be lonely. Loneliness didn’t kill anyone. She would be strong. She would push everyone away. And when Priska came back, she would find a way to get revenge.

      Over and over, as she unpacked, she carved the words into the grooves of her brain, making them a mantra. With every item, she drove the nails into her coffin of isolation.

      Because the most important thing was safety.
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      Books covered the bed, but the hours of day had long disappeared into the darkness. Despite the effort to study, Hope jerked awake from the obnoxious ring tone. She pushed her chemistry homework aside and grabbed her phone.

      “Hello?” Her voice was groggy with sleep.

      “It’s Priska.”

      Hope rolled onto her back and held the phone to her ear. Who else would it be? Priska had given her the new phone, and Priska’s was the only number programmed in it. There was no one else who even had the number besides the school. “Yeah?”

      “How’s school?”

      She snorted her response. “Fine. Suzy Sunshine is in three of my classes, and I think I’ll try out for the cheer squad.”

      Priska’s laugh was just a fraction off. Forced. And then she continued, “And did you get settled? Clothes and kitchen unpacked?”

      “Yep. It’s all good.” But not really. Just hearing Priska’s voice was causing waves in the pool of Hope’s emotions. “How are you? How’s Turkey?”

      “Unproductive. The priestesses were a nightmare. I finally got through today, but so far no one on Olympus is talking about your mom, or her death. Artemis said she’d keep her ears open, but it sounds like Skia.” There was a long sigh. “I’m going to leave tomorrow.”

      Hope sat up. “Are you coming home?”

      “Not yet. I’m going to try and get into a conservatory. I want to see if there is any chatter among the demigods. Sometimes they know even more than their parents.”

      “A conservatory?” The conservatories were safe from Skia and provided free housing for the offspring of the gods. These homes were also exclusively for demigods, some even requiring the immortal parent to vouch for their children before they would allow entrance. “How much longer will you be?”

      The more she listened to Priksa, the more Hope wanted her to come home. But that would mean that they wouldn’t know what happened to her mom. And that wasn’t acceptable.

      Hope let out a slow breath while giving herself a mental pep talk. She wanted this.

      “I don’t know. A month, maybe two? It depends on how long it takes to get in. This is the only other thing I can think of.” Priska paused. “I’ll call you every night until I get in.”

      “And then? What happens when you get in?”

      “Not sure. I’ll play it by ear. But with all the subterfuge, I may not be able to call.”

      Hope was silent. The phone calls weren’t nearly enough, but she clung to them, her only contact with someone who loved her.

      “I promise I’ll text you every night, Hope. I’m sorry. I know this isn’t easy for you.”

      But this is what she wanted. “Will you be safe?”

      “It’s part of why I’m going where I’m going. There’s an Athenian shrine close by, and I hope the conservatory has at least one of her daughters. They tend to be resourceful women, not impetuous. I’ll be fine. Remember, lie low.”

      Hope knew. “Okay.”

      “I’m sorry. I wish there was another way.”

      Hope nodded at the phone. Her chest squeezed, and the dam was threatening to burst.

      “And Hope?”

      “Yes?” she hiccupped.

      “Stay put until I get back. No friends. Don’t stand out. And keep the immortal daggers close by. If you can get away with carrying one, it would probably be wise to have one on you all the time.”

      The daggers? She swallowed hard. They were two mismatched knives that her grandmother purportedly stole from demigods she’d fought hundreds of years ago. One was about six inches long with a blood-red ruby in its hilt, the other a couple inches longer, bright gold with inscriptions of the sun. They’d probably been packed in one of the boxes of her mother’s things. Hope would need to dig them out. But she couldn’t do one more thing today. She’d look for them in the morning before school.

      “Be careful.” Something about the plan made Hope uneasy.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” Priska said.

      But even after they hung up, Hope lay awake. What would she do if something happened to Priska?
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      The days at school bled one into one another. Mrs. Biggers lectured on symbolism used by the gods. In chemistry, they learned about ionic charge. At lunch, she sat in the library. In Spanish, she memorized irregular verbs. When the school bell released her, she went home. Her only relief came in the runs she started taking. With every step, she told herself she was doing what was necessary. That she wasn’t running away from anything but racing toward a finish that would bring her answers.

      But the words were hollow wishes that disappeared with the sweat from her run. Nevertheless, Hope began to settle into her life in Goldendale.

      Gradually, interest in the new girl waned. A few more courageous boys tried to befriend her, but curt replies put them off. Most girls, either intimidated or offended, didn’t reach out at all.

      Overall, she should have been happy with her success. But as the days passed, a cold weight settled in her chest. She was hollow, empty, and very, very alone.

      She held out a sliver of hope that Priska would come back soon, because the last thing Hope wanted was to be on her own. But deep down, she wasn’t fooling herself. She was on her own.

      Some people counted sheep to help fall asleep. Others drank warm milk with honey. As Hope lay in bed night after night fighting the sleep that would force her to relive her losses in dreams, she constructed a brick wall. Carefully, she placed brick after brick on wet gray mortar, building an impenetrable fortress around her heart.
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      She’d spent a restless night at a hotel in Toppenish and climbed out of bed an hour before dawn. It would be her first flight without her mom, and she hoped the time outside would be liberating. She drove till she found an abandoned barn far outside the small town, a perfect hiding spot for her car.

      The sky was hovering between black and gray when she began to undress. As the first rays pierced the sky, her body tingled, and a surge of energy pulsed through her. The morphing took only seconds, and then soft, golden fur covered her breasts, torso, and haunches. The amber feathers of her wings stretched out several feet, and she pulled them close to her body while pulling her long blond hair up into a messy knot. Grabbing her messenger bag, she made her way out of the barn.

      She pulled herself into the air, climbing high enough that anyone looking from the ground would be perplexed by the large bird but not be able to distinguish its features. She would be up in the peaks before the sun rose, high enough to be safe.

      She spent the day reading, allowing the words of a well-written fantasy novel to distract from her own bleak reality. If she crammed her quiet moments with something, anything, she wouldn’t feel the pain.

      Not nearly soon enough, the stars lit up the night sky with only a sliver of the new moon.

      “Finally!” She exhaled and released her wings, allowing the wind to tickle and tease at her feathers before she beat them up and down. Once airborne, she left the seclusion of the mountains and swept into the valley below.

      A sense of freedom played in her heart, and she felt a stirring of hope. She danced in the air and looked to her side, where her mom should be. Unbidden memories overwhelmed her. Their flights together. Her rich laugh. Golden eyes. Her constant worry for Hope. Her love.

      It wasn’t fair. Gods, it was so unfair!

      Tears blurred her vision, and she tumbled from the sky. Branches scratched and clawed as her paws flailed to the ground. She slipped on something hard and round, and, with a thump, she slid into the trunk of a squat apple tree.

      Physically bruised and emotionally broken, she roared her frustration and yanked up the offending tree as if pulling up a weed. The cool air was sticky sweet. Angry with the apples on the ground, the trees that scratched her skin, and incensed with the injustice of her life, Hope’s pent-up emotion exploded. Screaming and out of control, she marched down row after row of the orchard, wrenching trees up by their trunks, leaving a wake of destruction behind.

      As the sky lightened, she was pulled from her rage. She surveyed her surroundings and the ruin she’d caused. Guilt and shame filled her. Unsure of what to do, she took off for the protection of the mountaintops. It would be sundown before her body would change back to human form, hours before she could do anything.

      Icy patches of snow still stuck to the moss-covered ground, and rays from the morning light reflected diamonds. The evergreens swayed in the wind, and Hope lay on the ground shivering, her breath like steam from a teapot. The fur that covered her body shielded her from the biting air, but nothing protected her heart, and she sobbed.

      Hours later, when the catharsis of tears was over, her mind cleared. She could get through this. She would get back into a routine, just like Priska said. And Hope would run. She wouldn’t go flying again; not until she was sure she could control herself, control her emotions. She would still change, there was no way around that, but she would stay in the solitude of her house. No more destruction. No more risks.

      The brightness of the sky faded from azure into pinks and lavender on its way to indigo. She stood, and with two powerful beats of her crimson-tipped wings, she lifted into the air.

      Remorse pushed her to fly past the farmhouse adjacent to the orchard she’d uprooted. She’d send money. A lot of it. How many years would it take to grow an orchard that size? She shook her head. In the back of her mind, she could hear her mom’s voice cautioning against flying low. Hope considered the risk that someone might see her but quickly dismissed it. No human could see this high.

      She landed outside the dilapidated building and slipped inside just before the sun dipped below the horizon. She stood up on her haunches, stretching toward the sky, her wings spread wide. As the sun disappeared, she pulled her wings in. They collapsed, folding into her back, and instantly she could feel the pressure of their containment. Cramping in her lower extremities was followed by a searing pain, as the muscles of her haunches extended into human legs. The fur sloughed from her body, dropping like a discarded blanket. Hope thoughtfully brushed her hand over her skin and then dressed.
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      “You did what?” Priska huffed. “Skata, how could you be so careless?”

      Sitting on her bed, Hope spilled her guilt out over the phone. “It just happened. I . . . I don’t even know what started it . . . But I want to make it right. Can I send money? I got the address.”

      “Call Charlie in the morning. He’ll tell you what needs to happen. You’ll probably need to sign some paperwork, but he can take care of it.” She sighed. “How are you holding up? Besides, the whole—”

      Hope wanted to cry. There was a constant ache of loneliness that threatened to swallow her whole. She cleared the emotion from her throat so she could respond. “Fine.”

      “Obviously not, or you wouldn’t have torn up an orchard.” Priska laughed. “An apple orchard—that’s a new one.”

      “I’m glad you find it amusing.” Hope bit her tongue. Too late.

      “Don’t get all twitted out. It’s not the end of the world. Have Charlie send some coins from your grandmother’s treasure chest, and the owner won’t ever have to work again.”

      Hope’s grandmother, the first Sphinx, had worked for a pharaoh in ancient Egypt. Her payment in coin and jewels had increased in value over the centuries, not to mention her income as a physician for hundreds of years.

      At least they had something to talk about. So many of their calls were just a short check in. Hope missed her aunt. Fiercely.

      “Did you locate the conservatory? Have you found any demigods?” What Hope really wanted to ask was how soon Priska was coming home.

      “Yes, actually. I’m hoping they’ll invite me in soon. Gods, I can’t wait to be done.”

      “But . . .” More than just the ache of loneliness hit Hope with her aunt’s words. Was she a burden? “You want to know, too, right?”

      “You know I do. That’s why we’re doing this. I’ll call you tomorrow. Stay safe.”

      “You, too.” Hope tapped the End button and then dropped her phone on the down comforter. If Priska turned up nothing in the conservatory, then what?
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      Mr. Burgess’s tedious baritone was droning on about the applicability of balancing chemical equations, and Hope was struggling to stay awake. It wasn’t just that she was tired. She was exhausted, like she’d run a marathon instead of her usual three-mile loop. To top it off, it felt as if someone had thrown sand in her eyes. She shouldn’t have gone running so late last night, but it was beautiful and cool, and she hadn’t been sleeping anyway. She was paying for it now.

      In addition to the fatigue, the ever-present pressure in her back throbbed. It was always worse a few days before and after changing, but the ache of sore muscles, like she’d worked out too hard, was always present.

      Fighting sleep, she sat up straight and let her focus drift to the conversation behind her.

      “Where did he move from?”

      Krista. Hope inwardly groaned. She was about to pull her focus back to Mr. Burgess but caught the response.

      “Seattle area. His mom died last week in a car accident, I think,” Angela whispered, but the excitement in her voice was palpable.

      Hope focused in earnest. The pain of losing her mother was suddenly raw and fresh. An ache swelled for this new student and his loss.

      “Oh, that’s awful.” Krista actually sounded sincere. “What about his dad?”

      Hope gritted her teeth; she doubted Krista could even be sincere.

      “I guess he’s not around. Mrs. Stephens is his great aunt. Or something like that.”

      “Mrs. Stephens?” Krista moved abruptly and dropped her pencil. There was a moment of silence from the two girls. “I don’t know which is worse, losing your mom, or having to live with that kind of crazy.”

      On this point, Krista was probably right. Mrs. Stephens was definitely not all there. Hope had seen the older woman once at the grocery store and watched in pity as she chanted a rhyme about animals seeking night and battling fear. All while staring at the meat case. It didn’t seem to bother Mr. Stanley, but the woman was cracked.

      “I’ve never seen him here before, you know, visiting or whatever. I’m sure we would have noticed him.”

      “No. His mom wasn’t close to Mrs. Stephens. It’s some weird relationship, like his dad’s mother’s sister’s daughter, or something like that.”

      That would be his second cousin. Hope rolled her eyes. She remembered that Angela’s mother was the school counselor. In listening to how much Angela knew about the newcomer, Hope was grateful she’d declined the school’s services. She again felt a pang of sympathy for the boy.

      “Athan Michael.”

      “Ethan?”

      “No, Athan, with an A,” Angela explained. “It’s Greek. My mom said—”

      “Have you seen him yet?” Krista interrupted.

      “No. He just got here yesterday. I guess it will be a couple of days before he—”

      Krista cut Angela off with a sharp intake of breath. “He’s crazy hot!”

      Angela giggled, and Hope lost interest. They rarely said anything of value, and if they did, they didn’t mean to. Now, she really did feel sorry for the new boy. Not that she would do anything about it. She just couldn’t get involved.

      The bell rang, and Hope stood and collected her books. The other students, gathered in groups, ignored her as she walked to her locker. She pulled out her books for math and Spanish and then turned toward the library. That’s when he caught her eye.

      The only reason she could see him was because of his height. His skin was tanned, with olive undertones, and his tawny hair disheveled in a way that told of too much time in front of the mirror, or no time at all. His features were intense, but his body language said he couldn’t have cared less. A large group surrounded him, and rich laughter drifted from that side of the hall.

      She stood, momentarily transfixed. He was undoubtedly the most beautiful person she’d ever seen.

      He must have felt the weight of her gaze. His jade eyes met her gold ones, drifted over her body, and then came back to her face.

      She couldn’t help the heat that rushed to her cheeks, but she couldn’t look away.

      He winked.

      She was so startled she actually jumped. Flushing heat blossomed up her neck to her face, and she averted her gaze. Without another thought, she walked as fast as she could, but when she got to the end of the hall, she realized she’d gone the wrong way. With a huff of disgust, she doubled back to the library.

      She settled into her favorite corner, her mind spinning. How could someone be so . . . She couldn’t even think of a word to describe it. He winked at her! He was flirting right after . . . right after his mother died? Shouldn’t he be mourning or something? What a loser. It was the only word she could come up with. All sympathy for the boy disappeared. She was angry and felt somehow betrayed.

      The bell rang, and she grabbed her books and headed off to algebra II. She was usually the first to enter the classroom, so she was surprised to see a small group of students in the back corner talking. She sat down, ignoring the noise, and pulled out her homework.

      “So, are you a math prodigy or an all-around nerd?” The voice was soft and deep, his speech highly inflected and full of liquid consonants. English was definitely not his first language.

      She glanced up from her paper and followed the hand on her desk up to the face of Athan Michael.

      “Uh, excuse me?” She stumbled over the words, her heart skipping and tripping in her chest.

      “I was wondering. You have your homework out, and it’s done.” He pointed at her paper. “Are you always on top of things, or is this your favorite subject?” Intensity flashed in his green eyes, and a slow half-smile pulled at his lips. When she said nothing, he raised his brows expectantly.

      “I’m not even sure how to answer that.” As soon as the words left her lips she wished she could take them back. It wasn’t that she couldn’t answer, she internally berated herself, but was he being serious, or was he teasing? And if he was teasing her, to what avail?

      “I might need a tutor. Are you game?” He smiled, a full smile all the way to his eyes, and it was as if he was bestowing a grace upon her.

      She could see what Krista was talking about earlier. He was good-looking, and he knew it. Hope’s opinion dropped off a cliff, but her heart hadn’t seemed to have gotten the message. It picked up until it was in a race to beat out of her chest. Irritation over her own physical betrayal made her steel herself. She was a rational creature. Not a ball of hormones.

      She narrowed her gaze. “It’s Athan, right?”

      Still smiling, he nodded.

      He must think he was reeling her in. Her gaze hardened. “Listen, I don’t think you’ll have any problem finding a tutor, but I don’t think we’d get along.”

      It was like pulling magnets apart, but she turned back to her homework. Even so, the tension made it impossible to focus, the letters and numbers swimming all over the paper as she waited.

      There was no immediate response, but he didn’t go away either. After what seemed like an eternity, she glanced up.

      He laughed softly. “I think I understand what you’re saying.”

      Moments later, she heard him in the back of the room, relating the story, greatly exaggerated to his own disparagement. She didn’t trust herself to turn around.

      As soon as the bell rang, she bolted.

      She was halfway down the hall when she heard someone call her name. Reflexively, she stopped and looked back. Athan walked toward her, his gaze trained on her.

      This was not happening. She turned away repeating her mantra to herself. Invisible. Isolation. Safety.

      Safety.

      That was all that mattered. How attractive the new boy was irrelevant. Hope needed to stay safe.

      “Hope.” He caught up with her. With his long stride, he easily kept her pace. “Hey, I wanted to apologize about earlier.”

      She stopped walking and regarded him. Why was he being so persistent? Couldn’t he take a hint?

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.” He rushed through his words, making his lilting accent more pronounced. “I was just hoping—”

      “Look”—she held her hand out to stop him—“I’m not trying to be rude, but could you just leave me alone?” Her face pinched, a furrow lining her forehead. He couldn’t know how hard it was to be lonely. But it didn’t matter. Just like every other person at school, he was a threat to her safety. She needed him to leave her alone.

      He took a step back but said nothing.

      “I’m not sure what you’ve heard,” she continued, “so let me help you out. I’m not interested.” Her emotions ballooned as she spoke. “I’m not looking for friends. I don’t want a boyfriend. I don’t tutor. I don’t need to be tutored.” She wanted to hit him, and she stuffed down the flare of anger. “Leave me alone. Got it?”

      His eyebrows drew together in a scowl, but then, almost imperceptibly fast, he quickly rearranged his features into something more amiable.

      “Ouai. You’re very . . . direct. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” With that, he walked back to a group of boys.

      She stood and watched. She saw him shrug when Lee asked what happened. With a shake of her head, she went to collect her homework. If Athan left her alone, it would be fine.

      Over the weeks, Hope had made one exception to her rule of isolation. She rationalized that it was a casual acquaintance that would never lead to anything. She was just one of many that shopped at the Red Apple, a nobody that wouldn’t be remembered. So when she was feeling out of sorts, she would stop by the Red Apple. If Mr. Stanley just happened to be there, they would share a riddle. Somehow, it made her feel a little less alone.

      So it was no surprise that as she drove down Roosevelt, her car, almost on its own, pulled into the parking lot of the grocery store. She went to the back and saw the butcher helping a young mother at the counter. He winked when he saw Hope, and she tried to return the sentiment, but it was halfhearted, at best. While she waited, she leaned against the meat case and tried to clear her head. But the interaction with Athan gnawed at her. She was grateful when Mr. Stanley’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Have you found a good riddle for me?” His deep voice was warm and friendly.

      “Actually, Mr. Stanley, I was hoping that you would have one.” The furrow that remained on her brow spoke of her troubled spirits.

      As if he could sense her mood, he nodded, and his features pinched in concentration.

      “In a marble hall as white as milk, lined with skin as soft as silk, within a fountain crystal clear, a golden apple doth appear. No doors there are to this stronghold, yet thieves break in to steal its gold.” Mr. Stanley finished the riddle and regarded her expectantly.

      Most of his riddles were food related, usually livestock. She leaned back against the display case and thought of a farm.

      Mr. Stanley said nothing as he went back to cleaning up the scale and counter.

      “It’s an egg, isn’t it?” she asked.

      Mr. Stanley chuckled and nodded.

      “You really should branch out, Mr. Stanley.” She smiled, her spirits lifted enough that she would make it through another day. An old riddle she memorized years ago came back just then. “I do have one for you . . . nonfood.”

      “All right.” He stopped cleaning and stood waiting, rag in hand.

      “I can be cracked; I can be made. I can be told; I can be played. What am I?” Her breath came out in a brief laugh. The first in several days. “Remember, it’s not food. Speaking of which, can I get something good?”

      She waited while Mr. Stanley wrapped a flank steak for her.

      “Cats and bats, and lots of boys.” A singsong chant from an older woman interrupted the momentary silence.

      Hope turned and took a step back.

      The incongruous form of Mrs. Stephens approached. Her white hair was pulled up into a high bun, little wisps framing her unlined face. Her small body was lithe and graceful, and she moved with the energy of youth. She stepped into Hope’s personal space and narrowed her eyes.

      “Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been?” Her gaze shifted but never left Hope’s.

      Hope was speechless.

      “Did you hear me, little one?”

      Hope could only nod. What could you say to complete nonsense?

      “Here you are, Hope.” Mr. Stanley held out the white package. “Enjoy your dinner.”

      With relief, she turned her attention. “Thank you.”

      She took the small package from him and forced herself to walk away.

      As she maneuvered past carts and produce, she could hear Mr. Stanley chatting with the batty old lady. “Mrs. Stephens. Always a pleasure to see you out and about. What can I get for you today?”

      How could he talk to her like she was normal? Something about the older woman gave Hope the shudders. She tried to dismiss the odd encounter, but a shiver ran down her spine as she climbed into her car.
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      She bounded up the steps to her house, taking two at a time, and noticed a piece of paper tucked into the door. She pulled the scrap from the jamb and read the scrawl: A joke. Mr. Stanley must have stopped by on his way into work and left her the answer to her riddle. She wondered if he’d figured it out or if he’d caved and looked it up online.

      After unlocking the door, she walked into her small home, reveling in its coziness. Her living area was open—the kitchen, dining area, and living room all connected. A matching couch and loveseat filled the living room, and a TV hung from the opposite wall above the mantle where the statue of Hecate sat. Down a short hall were two bedrooms, and a cramped bathroom squeezed between them. A study sat off the living room. It was everything she needed, and therefore perfect.

      Her smile didn’t last. After her shower and breakfast, Hope noticed a flashing light on her phone indicating a message. Anxiety gripped her, and she hoped her aunt would have answers.

      I’m in. Text only from now on. Wish me luck.

      Not answers, but almost as good. Hope’s heart pounded, and she tapped out her perfunctory response to Priska.

      Good Luck!

      Hope took a deep breath in an attempt to release her anxiety. After all, this was what they wanted. With any luck, Priska would find answers soon, and she’d come home.
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        * * *

      

      “Who can tell me about Skia?” Ms. Biggers smiled at the class as if she were discussing divine ambrosia.

      Hope had heard of teachers being passionate about their subjects, but this one took it to a whole new level. That being said, Ms. Biggers did seem exceptionally knowledgeable. Hope sat up and flipped her notebook to a clean page.

      “Uh, they’re mythical,” Tristan muttered under his breath.

      Ms. Biggers sighed and rolled her eyes. “Anyone else?”

      A cute girl with auburn hair raised her hand. Was her name Richelle or Michelle?

      “Chelli?”

      “They’re from the Underworld. Hades created them.”

      “Very good. Hades, god of the Underworld, created Skia in response to the gods’ bastard children. It was a move for balance, a way to keep the demigod population in check.”

      Balance?

      Ms. Biggers continued her lecture. “Just as death is an inevitable part of life for humans, Skia ensure that death will be a part of the demigods’ lives. Death isn’t evil. It just is.”

      Hope’s hand went up.

      “Yes.” There was a pause, and then Ms. Biggers waved in Hope’s direction. “You have a question?”

      Hope blushed. “Uh, yeah. Do Skia kill other things?”

      There was a giggle from behind her.

      “Other things?” Ms. Biggers frowned. “Like animals or humans? No.”

      “No, I meant, do they kill monsters?”

      Several more chuckles.

      “Ah.” The frown turned into something that communicated pride. “No, class. This is a very good question.”

      The room quieted.

      Hope scooted forward on her seat.

      “Of course, the answer’s hypothetical, as monsters are probably extinct. But theoretically, the answer would be no. Skia hunt demigods, the ones that are left, at least. It is believed, with the disappearance of the gods, that the demigods will disappear one day, too. Then the earth will be inhabited entirely by humans.” Her gaze grew distant.

      “Too bad we can’t get some elves to join us from Middle Earth,” Krista said under her breath with a heavy dose of snark.

      “Or angel-children.” Angela sighed.

      “Ah, Angela. You’re mixing your mythology. Nephilim is the term you’re looking for, and they’re children of gods and humans, a different way of saying demigods.” Ms. Biggers chuckled. “Now, your assignment. Analyze the myths surrounding the death of a demigod. Find one that could be the result of Skia and write a supporting supposition. The point here again is to persuade the reader to your point of view. You can work alone or in pairs. It’s due tomorrow. You have the rest of class to work on it.”

      Could Priska be wrong about Skia? And if it wasn’t Skia that killed Mom . . . Had a demigod found them in Bellevue?

      Guilt sat heavy in Hope’s stomach. If she’d said something to her mom sooner . . . Her own selfishness in wanting to have a normal life had led to this. If they’d only moved . . . they would’ve been safe. Her mom would still be alive.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes before nine, Hope finished her paper. She tilted her head side to side, cracking her neck. By the gods, she was tight. Her muscles were stiff from sitting for so long.

      Orpheus was a depressing subject to write about, and while the myth surrounding his journey to and from the Underworld to claim his wife was well known, the story of his death was not.

      It was not unreasonable to believe that Hades would look at Orpheus’s actions as selfish. When Orpheus appeared in the Underworld and begged to take his wife back to the mortal realm, it was because he loved her too much to live without her. But then he refused Hades’s offer to remain in the Underworld with Eurydice which would have kept Orpheus united with his love. Even after the refusal of the offer, Hades still gave Orpheus a chance to get his wife back. But Orpheus was impatient and broke the terms of the contract, thus losing his wife to death. After all this, it was more believable that a “reaper,” or Skia, killed the demigod than a bunch of women tore him limb from limb because he wouldn’t sleep with them. Not if he truly loved his wife.

      She shook her head. A run would help clear the thoughts buzzing inside. She quickly changed and went out into the night.

      The crisp air tickled her bare skin. After the first mile, her mind cleared and she was no longer cold. By the second mile, she was lost in the rhythm of her run. As Hope jogged down Main toward Columbus, she noticed another runner. Someone coming toward her.

      As soon as she recognized him, she debated turning around. But the idea of Athan being behind her was even less appealing. Stuffing down her apprehension, she fixed a smile in preparation to acknowledge him.

      She could tell the second he recognized her. His pace slowed, and his face, previously set in the concentration of running, shifted.

      “Hey.” She tipped her head toward him.

      He nodded and ran on.

      She could hear the sound of his retreating steps, and then she turned right on Columbus, and all evidence of him disappeared. If she ran into him again, she’d have to find another route.

      As she turned left on Broadway, her thoughts drifted to her assignment and then to the alleged love that drove Orpheus to the Underworld. Love really made people do stupid things. If what happened with her mom and dad was any indication, love was just trouble.

      As her mom told it, Leto had made a mistake. She didn’t tell her husband about the curse until after they were married. It wasn’t just that she turned into a Sphinx at the new moon. No, if she ever had a “complete family,” i.e., a husband and child with anyone other than Apollo or his offspring, she would die. While Leto told Hope over and over that love needed to be built on trust, actions spoke louder than her words. When Leto told Hope’s dad about the curse, he fled.

      Just like Paul and Sarra.

      That hurt.

      Hope was finishing the loop around Goldendale when she saw Athan again.

      She hadn’t been friendly with him, even bordering on offensive at times, but she did not feel bad about it. It was exactly what was necessary. So, regardless of what his life had been like, regardless of the fact he’d lost his mom, too, she did not feel bad.

      Almost as though she’d called his name aloud, Athan jogged toward her, his green eyes fixed on her.

      “Hey, Hope,” he called as he approached.

      Her stomach did a little flip, but she only slightly slowed her pace. It didn’t matter that he was good looking. He needed to go away. “I’m not finished with my run. Do you mind?”

      To her surprise, he started to jog next to her. “How about if I finish with you?”

      Flustered, she opened her mouth to tell him no, but instead she said, “Okay.”

      Where did that come from? And why did she sound like she was asking a question? She just wouldn’t talk to him, and maybe he’d leave her alone.

      He said nothing, and their steady footfalls pounded a rhythm. Thump-thump, thump-thump.

      The oddest sense of security trickled over her, the sensation faintly familiar and not at all unwelcome. How odd . . .

      “Do you run at night a lot, Hope?”

      The security evaporated, replaced with a desire to shut a door in his face. Sadly, there wasn’t a door anywhere nearby. The sooner she got home the sooner she could get rid of him.

      “Not usually.” She dared a glance from the corner of her eyes. Why was he so good-looking and such an idiot? “Maybe once or twice a week.”

      He stumbled then surprised Hope with his rejoinder. “Do you think that’s safe?”

      There was no sense in telling him what was safe, or not, in her life.

      “Thanks for the concern. I’ll be just fine.” She was relieved to see her house on the left, and she slowed her pace. “Here’s my stop. I hope the rest of your night is”—she really didn’t care how his night was, and she finished lamely—“nice.”

      She was up on the porch, bending down to get her key, when she realized he’d followed her up the steps. He leaned against the door, effectively blocking her. His gaze intensely pinned her in place.

      Uncomfortable with his gaze and his presence, she demanded, “What?”

      “Why don’t you run during daylight hours?”

      She made no move to unlock the door, he was in the way, but flipped the key over and over in her hands, trying to send the message that she needed him to move. She wanted to yell at him to leave, and yet part of her wondered at his interest. “I usually do. I just needed to clear my head.” She frowned. “I appreciate your concern, but really, we’re in Goldendale. I stay on main streets, I’m a black belt in Tae Kwon Do, and I’m stronger than I appear. I really think my safety shouldn’t keep you up tonight.”

      She waited for him to back off the porch. But he didn’t.

      She huffed, her patience running thin. Why wasn’t he leaving? “If you don’t mind, I really need to get inside and get ready for bed. It’s late. At the risk of sounding parental, you should do the same.”

      He shifted his weight. “Okay. Just, if you want a running partner, you could always give me a call.”

      That’s what this was about? Ugh. Never.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she bit out with sharp sarcasm.

      The playfulness disappeared. He leaned forward, his gaze steady, intense. “Think about it. I’d like for us to be friends.”

      He bounded down the steps and was halfway up the block before she could process what he’d said.

      Friends?

      Over the next few days, she kept wary watch over the stupid mortal boy. It was exhausting. He interacted with everyone. Everyone got a smile, a joke, a touch, a laugh.

      He obviously wanted to be friends with everyone.

      But there was a practiced intensity that made it feel . . . false.

      Like watching a movie.

      Her worry about being singled out faded then disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      How are things going? Any news? Hope typed out the text and waited, as she did each night before bed.

      Nothing concrete. More demigods here than expected. Several from Athena, but others, too.

      Who else? What did that mean?

      Him, among others. Not sure that it means anything, except there are more demigods than I thought.

      More demigods? And some from Apollo . . . Should I be worried?

      No. Just be careful.

      I am. Careful. Safety. The familiar mantra pounded with her heartbeat.

      I’ll check in with you tomorrow.

      K. Bye.

      Hope set her phone down with a sigh. Years ago, Priska had told her that each god only had one demigod child. Clearly that wasn’t the case. What else didn’t she know?

      Sleep claimed Hope for a few hours, and she was buried in a cocoon of warmth. A buzz from her phone nagged at her senses, and she grabbed the offending device.

      One new message at 2:14 a.m.

      Hope swiped across the screen and opened the message.

      Got it. Unbelievable. Call u in the am.

      She sat up, all vestiges of sleep gone. She wanted to call. Her fingers itched to dial Priska’s number. But Priska would have called if she could.

      Call ASAP. I’m up.

      It would have to do.

      A minute later, Hope checked her phone to make sure the text went through. Five minutes later, she checked to make sure she didn’t miss a response. And again, five minutes after that. And again, and again, and again. But nothing.

      Sleep pulled, and Hope fought it, clutching her phone like a lifeline.

      When the phone beeped, her alarm going off, Hope wanted to scream. Priska should have called by now. Why hadn’t she called by now?

      She spent the day on her bed, her phone in her hand, her stomach in knots.

      It didn’t matter if she missed school. It didn’t matter if she didn’t eat, or take a shower. It didn’t matter. Because nothing was going to make her miss this call.

      But it never came.
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      The intercom buzzed. “Ms. Biggers?”

      Hope flinched. The cumulative lack of sleep and panic had settled into hopelessness and dread. Perhaps it was paranoia, but something in her gut told her this was for—

      “Please send Hope Treadwell to the office.”

      She could feel the weight of twenty-two pairs of eyes on her back, and she flushed.

      She’d gotten back to Goldendale last night, but without any reassurance about Priska, Hope’s anxiety remained high, and she’d hardly slept the last six nights. She reached over and grabbed her backpack.

      “Go ahead, Hope. Get your things together,” said Ms. Biggers, waving her hands. “You can get the assignment from Krista later.”

      Hope stopped her hand midair. Right. She glanced at Krista just in time to see her turn away with a sneer. At least the feeling was mutual.

      Hope stepped out into the hall and trudged to the office.

      “Go ahead and sit there, Miss Treadwell.” Ms. Slate indicated a row of hard plastic chairs. “Mr. Jeffers will be with you shortly.”

      Shortly. Was that code for time to stress you out more?

      Hope tapped her foot; the anxiety demanded some form of release. The trip last week to Seattle had been completely unfruitful. After waiting three days at Priska’s apartment, she went to see Mr. Davenport. Priska had been in contact with him the entire time she’d been gone, too. But all communication from her had stopped for both of them. Her last text to Mr. Davenport was about a minute after the one Hope got, promising to call in the morning with travel arrangements. Then, nothing.

      Mr. Davenport had tried to locate her through tracking her phone, but the last known location of her phone was Atlanta. He’d filed a missing person’s report with the police. He’d even hired a private investigator to look for her.

      On the sixth day, Mr. Davenport pushed Hope to go back to school and promised to continue to marshal all his resources to locate Priska.

      “She didn’t believe it was safe for you on this side of the mountains, Hope. Too many demigods here. Go back and hide where you’re safe. I’ll let you know the minute I find out anything,” he said.

      So she’d come back to Goldendale. And back to school.

      “Mr. Jeffers will see you now.” Ms. Slate interrupted her reverie.

      Hope shook off the memories and stood. Opening the door, she walked into a plain, functional office. A metal desk sat in the middle of the room. Wire baskets filled with papers sat on either side of the computer screen in the center of the desk. The overhead lighting was off, but sunlight lit the room. The shades were adjusted so a beam streamed right into the chair opposite Mr. Jeffers’s desk.

      “Ah, Miss Treadwell.” Mr. Jeffers wheeled out from behind his desk in a sleek wheelchair. “Thank you for coming in.” He extended his hand. His fair skin contrasted with his curly brown hair, just starting to gray at the temples. He wore a short-sleeved polo, and she could see the cording of muscles in his forearms.

      Hope shook his calloused hand. “Of course, sir.”

      “Pull up a chair.” He pointed at the hot seat then wheeled around behind his desk. “You seem to have disappeared for a few days.” He glanced down at something on his desk then back at her. “Four, to be exact.”

      She nodded.

      “Would you like to elucidate?”

      “My aunt . . . disappeared, and I was . . . worried. I went to see if I could find her.”

      Mr. Jeffers nodded. “And did you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Hmm. Are you close to your aunt?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “But you don’t live with her?”

      “No, sir. She lives in Seattle.” Dang! The seat was uncomfortable as well as warm. Hope shifted, trying to pull out of the light.

      “And she’s not your guardian, correct?”

      “That’s correct. She travels, and we thought—” What was he getting at?

      “So the responsibility for your education falls on . . .” His head dipped at her meaningfully.

      “Me?”

      “And here we come to the crux of it, Miss Treadwell. You’ve been at our school for a little over a month, and you’ve had six absences. All . . . unexcused.” He tapped the paper in front of him. “Are you unwell?”

      She swallowed. “No, sir.”

      “You’ll not find me unreasonable.” He sat back and spread his arms wide. “But, I don’t write the laws, Miss Treadwell. At ten absences, I have to report you to the truancy board. I imagine at that point your emancipation may come under scrutiny.” He sighed and wheeled out from behind his desk. “You’re skating on thin ice. I would hate for you to get in over your head.”

      Too late.

      “If you need to talk with someone, I can arrange for you to meet with Mrs. Rossi, our school counselor.”

      Mrs. Rossi, aka Angela’s mom. “No, thank you.”

      “Then I suggest you get caught up in your classes.” He indicated the door with a wave of his hand. “Good day.” He turned to his computer screen, effectively dismissing her.

      Good day? Who said that anymore? She left, stopping to get a note from Ms. Slate before heading back to class.

      So what was she going to do when she changed?
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      “Excuse me?” What was her name? Gods, if only Hope had paid more attention when all those girls introduced themselves. She leaned forward, entering the girl’s personal space. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but . . .” She hated to admit it. “I need some help.”

      The brunette sat up, her eyes wide. “Oh. Hope. Hi.” Her smile was tentative. “What can I do for you?”

      “I . . . I need to borrow notes . . . from last week . . .” Hope’s heart hammered in her chest. The experience of asking for help completely new, and very uncomfortable. “Please?”

      The girl’s smile spread. “Sure. No problem. I’ll print them off for you during computer lab, ’kay?” She leaned toward Hope and made duck lips. “Are you okay? I heard about you having to see Mr. Jeffers. He can be a real jerk.”

      “No, I mean, yeah.” Why was she asking about what happened with Mr. Jeffers? Why would she care? “Um, Thanks.”

      “So where’d you go?” The girl followed Hope out of the classroom and toward her locker.

      Great. She didn’t need a friend, just the homework. “Over to Seattle.”

      “Oh.” The girl nodded. “The rumor was you skipped town, you know, ran away, but obviously that’s not true. I mean, why would you run away? Seattle’s awesome. I love it over there. Have you been to Pike Place Market?”

      Holy Hades, this girl could talk. “Yeah. But it’s been a while.”

      “Cool.” The bell rang. “Well, I’ll see you later, ‘kay?” The girl waved and walked off.

      It was weird to have someone be so friendly. Weird, but maybe a little nice, too.

      As promised, the brunette girl gave Hope a stack of notes at the beginning of Spanish. There at the top of the page was her name. Haley.

      Hope wanted to start looking at them right then, but Haley lingered at her desk.

      “I was thinking,” Haley started. “If you’re not busy Saturday night, you should totally come to the river with us. I mean, me. I mean, there will be a ton of other people there, but, it would be cool to have you come, too. If you want. I could pick you up.”

      Was she serious? Hope stared at Haley, her mind processing the request. That was going too far. Hope couldn’t accept, even if she wanted to.

      “Uh, I—”

      The bell rang, saving her from having to answer. The girl had given Hope notes, so she didn’t want to be rude, but she couldn’t think of a nice way to tell Haley no.

      “’Kay then.” And Haley walked to her seat in the back of the room.
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      Hope tapped Print and listened as the paper fed through the printer. There was something decidedly satisfying about finishing a paper. She’d spent the entire day on missed assignments, and there were only a couple of worksheets left and she’d be caught up in all her classes.

      She stacked the papers then stapled them together.

      A glance out the window to the deepening sky told her she had plenty of time to finish her chemistry before bed.

      If she wanted. But she really didn’t want to. She was over it. Tired of typing. Tired of writing. Tired of balancing and equating. Tired of translating. Over it.

      Hope grabbed her phone from the desk and pushed the Power button. Still no messages. Her stomach knotted in worry.

      Please call me. Please text me. Please let me know you’re okay!

      Her finger hovered over the Send button. Every day, she sent a worded plea to Priska’s phone. Every day Hope checked for a reply. Every. Single. Day. She clicked send, hoping this one would be the one.

      Hoping but not believing.

      Knock knock.

      “Hey, Hope, it’s me, Haley.”

      Oh blast. Their conversation came back all at once. Clearly, Haley was being serious about going to the river tonight. And Hope’s non-answer had been misinterpreted.

      Hope opened the door a crack. “Hey, Haley.”

      Haley’s eyes widened as she looked Hope over. “You’re going in your pajamas? Ugh. I wish I’d thought of that.” Haley was wearing jeans, dark leather boots, and a brown fleece jacket.

      “Um, no. I wasn’t planning on—”

      “You aren’t going to come?” Haley’s shoulders dropped. “Really?”

      Hope looked around her house. What else was she going to do?

      Everything she’d ever been taught said she shouldn’t go. Even her own experiences were evidence that it wouldn’t end well. And yet, sitting at home alone, again . . . The self-imposed isolation made her heart ache. She decidedly did not want to sit at home alone doing worksheets.

      “No, I’ll come. But, let me put some jeans on. Just give me five?”

      Hope changed quickly, and soon they were on the road.

      “Do you think Tristan’s cute?” Haley asked as she drove. “I mean it’s okay if you do, but I didn’t want to, you know, try and hook up, if you were interested, or something.”

      Hope squirmed. “Nope.”

      Haley veered the car to the right as she looked at Hope. “No you don’t think he’s cute?”

      “No, I’m not interested. I guess he’s cute.” Did it matter?

      “Cute, but not demigod cute, huh?” Haley sighed.

      Hope’s stomach churned.

      “Not that we’ve had one here for, like, a year at least.” Haley paused. “Although, maybe Athan is one. He’s hot enough, anyway.”

      Hope nodded. He was definitely good looking. She thought back to the demigod she’d met all those years ago in Kent. He’d been really good looking, too.

      “What about you?”

      Hope frowned, her thoughts of demigods derailed. “What about me?”

      “Are you a demigod?”

      Her heart stopped. Was that why Haley had asked her to come tonight? “No.”

      “I didn’t think so. I mean you’re pretty and all. But”—she snapped her fingers over and over—“I don’t know. You just don’t seem the type.”

      “You’ve known that many demigods?” A desire to open the door of the sedan and jump clutched Hope. Irrational. She was being irrational.

      “A couple.” Haley shrugged.

      The silence stretched into awkwardness, but Hope didn’t know what to say. What could she say? She wanted to change the subject, talk about what normal people talked about. But what did they talk about?

      “My best friend was a demigod,” Haley said, choking on the words. “But they got her a couple years ago.”

      Hope’s pulse skipped and tripped, and her hands grew clammy. She should’ve stayed home. Nothing good could come of this, and yet she couldn’t help but ask, “Who got her?”

      The mood dropped from awkward to somber, and the silence stretched.

      Hope began to wonder if she had asked the question aloud or if she’d just thought it.

      They pulled into the parking lot, but Haley made no move to get out of the car.

      Hope waited. Should she say something? Move to leave? She fidgeted in her seat, her mind racing.

      Haley turned to Hope. “Skia got her.”
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      They gathered around the fire, like bugs to light. Or like cold humans to warmth . . . because they were. Hope stared at the crowd and wondered what she was doing. She didn’t know what to say to Haley. Was an apology enough? It wasn’t Haley’s fault, and probably not the demigod friend’s either. Skia just killed. That’s what they did. Still, Hope felt bad that Haley had lost her friend.

      They crossed the parking lot in silence, and Hope zipped her coat up. It was freezing. And dark. And this was stupid. She shouldn’t be here. Was there a way to ask Haley to take her home, or would that be rude?

      Haley walked over to a group of guys, and Hope knew she’d missed her chance.

      Several of her classmates roasted marshmallows, others sipped at cans. People were having conversations in groups of twos and threes, and Hope stood in the shadows watching. She felt the warmth of someone behind her and turned.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t want to mingle with the trash of Goldendale?” Athan whispered.

      Hope stepped away from him. “I didn’t . . . No. I didn’t say that.”

      “Then why are you over here by yourself?” He smirked.

      The cold air nipped at her ears and nose, and her irritation flared.

      “Why are you?” She glared at him. He was infuriating. And rude.

      “A better view.” He raised his brows, and his green eyes flashed fire.

      The wind shifted, and with it the smoke. Her eyes stung, and she coughed. Stepping away from the smoke, and using it to get away from Athan, she backed right into a group of girls. Apologizing, she ducked and maneuvered, fighting the urge to just run away.

      Tristan stood up and yelled for attention. “Hey! Story time! Everyone quiet down. Athan, come tell us a story.”

      Out of nowhere, Haley grabbed Hope’s arm and pulled her closer to the fire and the large group there.

      “Come on, you’ll want to hear this,” Haley said.

      “Uh, okay. But no scary stuff,” a freckle-faced boy said.

      “Oh, are you scared?” The brawny teen that had tried to help Hope to her locker when she first moved in teased. “Lee, you’re such a girl. Better run—”

      “No, you pissy harpy, there are ladies here, and maybe—”

      “I’ve got a good story.” Athan stepped into the firelight, his presence cutting off the bickering. “I think you’ll like it. Even the ladies.”

      He winked at the group of girls Hope and Haley hovered around. Several girls giggled, as if he’d winked at them.

      After several shushes, silence settled, and in its wake the anticipation grew.

      Athan began, his lilting accent adding a measure of depth to his story, “When the Olympians were still young and involved in their rule of this sphere, Atalanta was born. Her father, King Iasus, was so disappointed that the babe was not a son that he took his newborn daughter into the woods and left her to die.

      “But the gods smiled on the young one, and a mother bear adopted the infant. Atalanta’s first years were those of a cub: wrestling, hunting, running, and climbing. When she was still a young girl, a passing hunter saw her kill a doe with only her hands.

      “The hunter was married but childless, and he took the girl home to his wife. The couple recognized that Atalanta was strong in mind and body and encouraged her to develop her talents.

      “Atalanta became renowned. Famous because of her physical prowess and hunting skills, she was invited to participate in the Calydonian Boar Hunt. Of all the hunters, she won the trophy for drawing first blood. She gained further fame after defeating Peleus in a wrestling match. Peleus was Achilles’s father.

      “Not only was Atalanta strong and brave, she was beautiful. However, she saw no use for a man—for what could he do that she could not?”

      “Hey, hey,” Brawny Jock interrupted. “I could show her something.”

      Somebody snickered.

      A male classmate retorted, “Yeah, you could show her your mama’s house and your mama’s car—”

      “Shut up.” Haley’s soft voice was unusually forceful. “I want to hear the story.”

      “Of course you do.” Tristan laughed and winked at her.

      Haley blushed.

      Athan waited for silence, and then he continued, “A few tried to take advantage of the young lady; all were injured, most were killed.

      “After all her accomplishments and renown, her father, Iasus, finally acknowledged her as his child and brought her home. Once there, Iasus tried to fulfill his parental responsibility and find Atalanta a husband.

      “Disgusted with the idea, but not wishing to offend her father, she proposed that she would wed the first man to beat her in a foot race. However, if she won the foot race, the losing suitor would be beheaded. Iasus agreed.

      “Despite Atalanta’s famed athleticism, there were many suitors. And soon, many heads.

      “A young man named Melanion was desperately in love with Atalanta. He knew he couldn’t beat her on his own and prayed to Aphrodite for aid. His impassioned plea touched the goddess of love, and she agreed to help the young man. With one condition: Melanion must perform a sacrifice to Aphrodite prior to the wedding. Melanion agreed.

      “Aphrodite gave Melanion three golden apples, fruit of the gods. She explained that the apples would be irresistible to Atalanta, and Melanion should carry them in the race.

      “The next morning, Melanion sought Atalanta’s hand. It had been some time since a race, and the crowd was large. The race began, and Melanion struggled to keep pace with Atalanta. Just as she was starting to pull away, Melanion tossed a golden apple at her feet.

      “Atalanta’s desire for the ripe, celestial fruit overwhelmed her. She stopped to retrieve the apple and consumed it on the spot. Even with the delay, Atalanta was confident the interruption wouldn’t affect the outcome of the race.

      “She did, in fact, catch up with Melanion, but not until almost halfway through the race. When Atalanta was about to pass the young man, he again threw a golden apple, this time a bit off the racecourse.

      “Having tasted the exotic fruit, Atalanta’s desire was heightened, and she again stopped to recover the apple. Unable to postpone her pleasure, she devoured it.

      “This cost valuable time, but she was fast. She caught up to Melanion just before the finish line and was set to beat him when he tossed the last apple just out of Atalanta’s reach. Atalanta debated for only a second before she claimed the last of the heavenly crop.

      “The decision cost Atalanta the race, and Atalanta and Melanion were married that afternoon. In his excitement, Melanion forgot all about his promise to Aphrodite.

      “But the gods don’t forget. The young couple was walking past a temple of Zeus when Aphrodite struck. The pair was so overcome with desire and passion they consummated their love within the sacred shrine of the god. Offended at this desecration, Zeus turned the lovers into lions.”

      There was silence.

      “THAT’S IT?” Brawny Jock broke the silence.

      Athan nodded, but his gaze narrowed as he scanned the group of teens, almost as if he were studying them.

      “Seriously? That is so . . .” The hulking young man paused as though thinking of an adjective.

      “LAME!” Krista exclaimed. “What kind of story is that? Why did the gods have to screw it up?”

      “Do you think so?” Athan’s accent became more pronounced, his words flowing together. He looked at Krista for a moment and then turned to Hope. His voice dropped, “What did you think of it?”

      She shook her head and swallowed the lump in her throat.

      “It sounds like typical Greek mythology to me.” She hated the story but had been as entranced as the rest while he spoke.

      “Hmm.” He looked at a couple on the other side of the fire and walked toward them.

      “Do you believe the gods are still involved in this world?” Tristan asked Athan as he retreated.

      Athan stopped and turned. “Does it matter?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I claimed to be agnostic or atheist, would it change anything?” Athan sighed. “It would be nice to believe gods don’t exist, but . . . You know that story about Atalanta?”

      Collectively they nodded, but Hope held her breath. Something about the way he spoke was like he knew.

      “The gods don’t fix problems.” Athan paused as if measuring his words. “They make bigger ones. Every story, every myth, every legend ends tragically for a human. Gods have amazing powers, but they leave a path of destruction and never think about the consequences that others have to deal with.”

      “So you don’t worship the gods?” Tristan asked.

      “Worship them?” Athan laughed, but the sound was mirthless. “Do any of you worship the gods? Have any of you even been to a temple in the last year to make an offering?”

      “I did.” Tristan’s voice was steady. “Last spring with my dad. We made an offering to Demeter.”

      “Did it work? Were your crops more plentiful?” Hope couldn’t help the words tumbling from her mouth. There was desperation in them, a want so substantial it almost choked her. She hoped that somehow, at least one of them was still good. Why it was so important she couldn’t say, but she needed it to be true.

      “It was their best harvest ever.” Haley smiled.

      There was momentary hope in the words.

      And then Tristan shook his head. “We had our best harvest ever, but my dad promised Demeter ‘anything.’” He held his hands up and made air quotes. “I don’t think he would have made that promise if he’d known the cost.”

      “What happened?” Hope asked.

      “My mom left. Told us all good-bye, that she loved us, and then she left.” The words were choked with emotion. “She’s a priestess, or whatever they’re called, in that temple off Highway 97. We can go see her whenever we want, but . . .”

      A heavy weight settled over the group.

      “By the gods, you people are such downers!” Krista blasted. “She was probably going to leave anyway.” She stood up and grabbed a beer. “Anyone else want to drown that depressing story?”

      Several hands went up, and Krista passed out cans.

      Someone threw another log on the fire. The wood popped, and sparks floated in the air.

      Hope shoved her hands deeper into her pockets and moved toward the orange glow. She was cold, but the chill in her heart wasn’t something the fire would fix.

      The shadows shifted.

      A man walked toward them from the parking lot. At first Hope thought he was another kid from high school coming late to the party. There was something familiar about his stride, maybe she’d seen him before. He crossed under a streetlight, the light reflecting on his pallid skin, and she knew he wasn’t from school. His relaxed pace was at odds with the bitter cold, especially considering he was only wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, no jacket.

      The girl talking with Athan screamed.

      Silence enveloped them as the world stood still.

      Hope swallowed, and clenched her hands. She knew exactly what he was, and when her heart started beating again, it was pounding as if trying to run away on its own. She looked around at the crowd of teens, but they were singularly focused on the girl and not the monster from the Underworld.

      “What the Hades, Chelli?” Krista glared at the girl.

      A few nervous chuckles floated from the group, and Athan smirked and said, “Stop trying to freak everyone out.”

      He laughed as he stood and put his arm around Brand.

      Someone made a comment about Chelli being crazy, and Krista took it one step further with a snide remark about her being off her meds. Conversations erupted, a cacophony of sound, the kids completely unaware of the creature in their midst.

      Athan leaned into Chelli and Brand and said more quietly, “You should go. Now.”

      Then Athan ushered the girl and her boyfriend away with a wave.

      The Skia reached into his coat.

      Hope should do . . . something. What should she do? What could she do? In the back of her mind, she heard her mother’s panic. Her mother’s mantra of safety, the reason they stayed home so often. Heard Priska warning of Skia. She should go home. Should she just leave? Should she say something to Haley?

      While her mind contemplated what she should do, Hope stood transfixed, her gaze darting from Athan to the Skia. But Athan never even looked at it. He saw the two other students to their car and casually came back to the fire.

      And the Skia . . . was gone. She squinted into the night, but the inky blackness was only a void. Her gaze drifted back to the attractive young man. Had he seen it?

      “So you’re interested in Athan?” Krista sneered.

      Hope turned to face the petite girl, staring at her as she flipped her dark hair behind her shoulder. Why would she think that? Hope ran through the last few minutes in her mind. She had looked at Athan, probably several times, but only because it seemed as if he sensed the Skia, too.

      “He doesn’t even know you exist, you know?”

      Hope shrugged. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t interested in him anyway. Not like Krista.

      “You might be kinda pretty, but you’re not his type.”

      People had types? She couldn’t even think of what to say to that and thought her best tactic would be to just ignore the other girl. Then maybe she would leave.

      “Are you dumb? Gods! Just stay away from him.” Krista sauntered past, bumping Hope on the way.

      Hope sighed. She had no intention of getting anywhere near Athan.

      “It won’t work,” Tristan said. He and Haley skirted around a couple sitting in the grass and walked up to Hope.

      Hope looked out at the parking lot, wishing she’d never come. She steeled herself to deal with whatever else was coming, and then faced them. “What won’t?”

      “Even if you don’t pay attention to her, she’ll just take it as a challenge,” Haley said. “She really sucks.” Her eyes widened, and she turned to Tristan, “Uh, I mean—”

      “I don’t like her either,” he said.

      Hope looked down and noticed they were holding hands.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “you looked like you were going to try the whole ignoring thing. Like, if you pretend she doesn’t exist, she’ll go away. We just thought you should know it won’t work.”

      Great.

      Just great.
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      It was two days before she would change, and Hope needed to get some groceries. Mostly, she needed to get some meat so she wouldn’t be hungry when she changed. Not that she couldn’t eat, but her tastes were definitely different as a sphinx than in human form.

      “Hope!” Mr. Stanley smiled as she approached. “It’s so nice to see you.”

      She wanted to smile, but her heart hurt. Loneliness had become her constant companion, and even though she knew it was best, it still sucked. And so did Krista. So much.

      Hope surveyed the contents of the meat case. “What’s the best today?”

      “Hmm. The skirt steak is on sale, and if you slice it thin, it makes excellent fajitas.”

      She stared at the meat. Fajitas sounded like so much work for just her. And not really worth all the effort.

      “Or, you could go with a tri-tip.” When she didn’t answer, he bent over to meet her eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” No. Not at all. Haley and Tristan had been correct about Krista. She was making it her personal mission to destroy Hope’s new popularity. Unfortunately for them both, it seemed to be backfiring. The tension at school, coupled with tension about Priska, and curse day only two days away . . .

      “Well, I’m sorry for whatever has taken the spring from your step.”

      No argument there. “I’ll take the tri-tip. I can just grill that, right?”

      “Yep.” He pulled on clear plastic gloves and grabbed the roast. “I’ve got a new riddle for you. Tell me, have you heard this one? I am the beginning of the end, and the end of time and space. I am essential to creation, and I surround every place. What am I?”

      She had heard it, but the kindness of his gesture made her smile. “The letter E. That’s old, Mr. Stanley.”

      “So it is.” He handed her the paper-wrapped package. “I was a bit worried you’d switched stores on me.” He was clearly referencing the grocery store on the other side of town and her long absence.

      “Nope. I can’t believe their butcher would be as cool as you.” She held up her meat. “Thanks, Mr. Stanley.”

      He gave her a wave and turned to the next customer.

      Hope stood in line, the blinking 5 marking the only register open. Candy lined one side of the aisle, and beauty magazines the other. Diet, detox, celebrities . . .

      A fuzzy photo stopped her heart. The Monster Lives, read the headline, and there was a picture of her as the Sphinx. Her! It had to be years old.

      The desire to flee seized her, and she eyed the exit. With a swallow, Hope looked around. Did anyone know?

      “Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”

      Hope turned to see Mrs. Stephens staring at her. A Hello Kitty T-shirt and yoga pants seemed too young for the woman to be wearing, and too normal.

      “Kitty, kitty, kitty . . .” The dainty woman skipped over in her neon-pink flip-flops and pointed at the magazines.

      “What do you want?” Hope asked.

      Mrs. Stephens closed what little space was left and whispered to Hope, “You don’t need to worry.” She shook her head. “Not yet. Not yet.”

      What did she know?

      “I, uh . . .” What could Hope say?

      But it seemed that the weird lady wasn’t interested in a response anyway.

      “Be wary of death.” Mrs. Stephens drew close, her hand extended. “The reapers will visit, and they will see.”

      Hope stepped back.

      “Is this all for you?” the cashier asked in a monotone voice.

      Hope gulped back her fear, nodded at the man, then looked back at Mrs. Stephens.

      But she was skipping down the cereal aisle.
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      “So, are you going to come?”

      Haley bumped Hope’s arm as they walked down the hall between classes. Students and conversations flowed around them. Despite Hope’s best effort at ignoring Haley, she seemed to believe they were now friends.

      Hope instinctively pulled away. “No.”

      There was nothing appealing about going to the river again. First the Skia, then crazy Mrs. Stephens, and now the change tomorrow. Besides feeling overwhelmed, anxiety was firmly settled in her heart and pulsed through her body with every heartbeat. Disaster was right there, at her door, and Hope’s concerns were not who would be at the river this weekend. Tomorrow she would shift into the Sphinx. And miss school. Again.

      How was she going to deal with Mr. Jeffers?

      “Are you kidding? It’ll be epic!”

      Haley practically bounced, forcing Hope’s attention her way. There was something . . . endearing about the girl’s enthusiasm.

      “I could get Tristan to set you up with one of his friends. I mean, face it, you could have just about anyone you want.” She slowed down and sighed. “Except Athan. I can’t believe he’s going out with Stacie.”

      Stacie was best friends with Chelli. Hope snorted her disgust. She could really care less who Athan dated. “Whatever.”

      Apparently, she was alone in her sentiment.

      Haley continued her mooning over him, with big doe-eyes. “He’s just so—”

      An earsplitting cry for help broke through the din of the hallway. The high-pitched wail was followed by more screaming. And then more.

      Hope forgot about Haley, the noise drawing her in, pulling her like a magnet down the hall. A huge crowd of students was gathered around the locker bay, and initially Hope thought someone must have started a fight, but the screams were increasing, and panic charged the air.

      “Someone call 9-1-1!”

      A tall young man ran by her, brushing her shoulder. And then several more people. They were running away from something. Or someone.

      Fear filled her, its icy finger tracing her spine, clenching her heart. She fought the instinct to run and forced herself toward the screams.

      Her vision tunneled, and the beige walls disappeared, as did the students in her periphery. As she approached the crowd, her height gave her a view over the other students, and she froze.

      There on the ground, a young student thrashed. It was the boy from the campfire—the one Athan had spoken with and made leave. Brand. His name was Brand.

      Above him—Oh gods. She couldn’t believe it. It just couldn’t be.

      “Get him off me!” The boy screamed from the floor. “Help!”

      Straddling the young man, the Skia held a black knife high in the air. The boy kicked at the creature’s legs. A grim look of determination was fixed on the sallow face of the monster from the Underworld. And then, the knife came down.

      “Arghhhh!” The boy screamed, his eyes widening. “Boreas! Save me!”

      His screams became indecipherable as he bucked and writhed on the pale tile.

      The blade came down again and again.

      The air thinned, and Hope gasped. A deep heaviness settled in her chest, and her heart pounded a rhythm of terror. But she could not look away.

      This was the fear her mother held, the cause of her panic. The reason for their moves. This was the packing, the no friends, the constant hiding. This was rationale for the isolation.

      “Oh my gods! Help him!” The auburn-haired Chelli shouted above the melee. “Brand! Brand!” Her wide eyes searched the group, a silent plea for help. Finding none, she stepped forward to her friend.

      The Skia shoved her, and, as if shot from a cannon, the girl flew into the crowd, knocking people over like bowling pins. A tangle of legs and arms lay in a heap, unmoving.

      Hope stood transfixed by the horror. This . . . This was her mother fighting for her life.

      The Skia stabbed, and the boy’s thrashing grew weaker with each blow.

      “Boreas.” His screams turned to pleas then a whimper. Still, the pale hand of death struck, again and again.

      No one. Not one person moved to help him. The boy’s cries weakened and then stopped. Where the knife had struck there was no blood, no gaping stab wound. Nothing. The boy’s body continued to lurch off the ground, seizing and then relaxing.

      This was her mother’s death.

      Cold webs of alarm circled her heart. He could kill her next. And she didn’t have her knives. She never even looked for them. How could she forget? And she was defenseless without them.

      The Skia turned his midnight eyes toward her.

      “You,” the demon hissed. “You cannot hide from me. I will come for you.” He turned back to his prey, and bringing his pitch-colored blade above his head, he drove it into the young man’s chest.

      She swallowed a scream and backed up into a solid body. A warm hand held her arm, as if to keep her steady on her feet, and she looked up.

      Athan.

      He stood, oblivious to her, staring at the seizing boy. His brow furrowed, and the muscles in his neck tightened.

      Without another word, she stepped around him and ran.

      What a fool she’d been. How could she have been so naïve? Priska had told her to get the immortal blades. Weeks ago, Hope had been warned. And she’d done nothing.

      When she got home, she went straight to the spare bedroom. She pulled down the first box with her mother’s name on it and opened it. There on top of black velvet sat the heavy leather tome of the history of her curse. With a sigh of relief, she lifted the large book and set it to the side. Her mother always wrapped the immortal blades in velvet. Hope’s arms trembled as she grabbed the bundle and hugged it to her chest.

      It was going to be okay. She had blades. She was home with the statue of Hecate. She was safe.

      Safe.

      She went to her room and sat on her bed. Holding the edge of the fabric, she let the weight of the daggers unroll the material. They fell onto her comforter with a clink, sinking into the puffy down. Sliding her hand around the weapons brought warmth to her soul, a sense of confidence.

      But it didn’t last. Fear drove her to call and text Priska several times over the course of the evening. But the ache in Hope’s chest confirmed her fear as her phone lay silent. Nothing. She would call Mr. Davenport’s office in the morning. Maybe he’d heard something. As she lay in bed, thoughts sprinted through her mind. Skia had killed that boy. No. Not a boy. Skia only killed demigods.

      And now the Skia was hunting her.
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      Searing pain jolted her awake. Hope thrashed in the sheets and covers, kicking them away before she ruined them.

      The throbbing started in her hips, radiated down her thighs and into her calves and ankles. Cramping, burning, like muscles that were already sore. The shifting had begun. The tingling of her skin, building until pins and needles poked at each pore. She sat up, and just in time. Her wings released, and the early morning rays of sun streaming through the window made her feathers shine.

      As the previous day’s terror played in her mind, she reached over to the nightstand and checked her phone. No messages.

      Should she leave? Move? Was there anywhere safe to go? While fleeing sounded like doing something, would it matter?

      Gods, if only she could just get ahold of Priska!

      Hope lay in bed, holding her phone, watching as pink streaked the sky, then yellow, and finally, finally it was late enough to call.

      She dialed, silently praying to any god that might be listening that Priska would be back.

      The phone rang only once.

      “Mr. Davenport’s office. This is Melody.”

      The musical lilt reminded her of Sarra, and Hope’s question caught in her throat.

      “Hello?” The woman practically sang. “Anyone there?”

      “Um, hi. This is Hope . . . Treadwell. Is Priska there?”

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Treadwell.” The chipper voice didn’t sound the least bit sorry. “Priska is still on vacation. We aren’t expecting her back for a few weeks. Is there something I can help you with?”

      On vacation? Right. “Uh, is Mr. Davenport available?”

      “No. He’s in with a client. I’ll tell him you called, if you’d like?”

      Hope’s heart sunk, and she sagged back into her pillows. “Yes, please.”

      “Will do. Thank you.”

      Ten minutes later, her phone buzzed with an incoming text.

      No news from her. Be careful.

      Careful. With a long, slow exhale, she thought of Priska’s advice. Hope would keep a blade with her when she left the house. But would it matter?

      She stumbled out of bed and made her way to the kitchen.

      After breakfast, there wasn’t much to do. She was caught up on homework, and her house was spotless. So that left watching crummy daytime television, reading a book, or surfing the net.

      The claws on her back legs clicked on the floor as she went out to the study. After drawing the blinds, she booted up her laptop and entered demigod into the search engine.

      Eight hundred thousand results.

      There were quizzes to find out if you were a demigod. She wasn’t. Quizzes to find out if your boyfriend/girlfriend was a demigod. She didn’t know enough about anyone to answer the questions except for Priska, who according to the test wasn’t a demigod either!

      Hope typed in Skia.

      Two hundred fifty-nine thousand results.

      She scrolled through the first two pages. A lot about fonts, art graphics, an art gallery . . .

      There!

      Strong’s Greek Site. Skia—shadows of the Underworld, minions of Hades.

      Hope read through page after page after page.

      There was information about the dark immortal blades Skia used to kill demigods and Hades’s deal with Themis that gave him power to create living beings from the dead to restore balance. Could that be right? There was sense to it, but then . . .

      Where did monsters fit in with divine balance?
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        * * *

      

      She called the school to let them know she was “still sick, but feeling better today.” She expected to be back Monday. Ms. Slate informed Hope that her absences were being noted and she would need to make up her work with her teachers.

      After she hit End on her phone screen, she stuck her tongue out at the black rectangle.

      She was reading when a knock startled her.

      “Hope?”

      A man was at her door?

      The knocking became pounding. “Hope, are you in there?”

      Adrenaline pumped through her body. Who in the world? Was that . . . Was that Athan? What was he doing here?

      She slid off the couch, her gaze focused on the door.

      Another knock. “Hope?”

      The deadbolt was engaged. The curtains and shades were drawn.

      The next knock rattled the window, and his words came in fragments. “Car here . . . two days . . . no way . . .” His voice faded around the side of her house.

      She scanned through her home and noticed, for the first time, that the window above the sink in the kitchen was bare.

      She needed to hide.

      She crept down the hall toward her bedroom, the clicking from her nails shattering the silence and making her cringe. She was halfway there when she noticed the light coming from her doorway. She must have left the blinds open in there.

      The spare room? She couldn’t be sure if the blinds were open or closed. That left only . . . the bathroom?

      Ugh. She grimaced with the thought of sitting in the bathroom for the next few hours, but a tapping coming from her bedroom window made the decision for her. She opened the door, relieved to see the muted light came through a frosted window. There was no way he could see in.

      She shut the door and waited.

      And waited.

      The silence was strained, even after her heart rate slowed. When she heard the crunch of gravel, followed by a vehicle pulling away from her house, she began to relax. Even so, she stayed in the bathroom until she changed back to her human form.

      Cleaning up the fur was the worst part. When she went to take the garbage out, she froze, her foot just missing the small package.

      On her front doorstep lay an envelope. On top of the envelope was a small bouquet of daffodils.

      He’d come by and left her algebra assignments. And flowers.

      Why would he bring flowers?
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        * * *

      

      Hope never used to count the days. Oh, sure, she would count how many days since their last move, but time as a Sphinx wasn’t a burden then. It meant she could fly. Now, it was one more weight, an ever-present secret, a stressor she couldn’t afford to forget. She counted down, like a time bomb, waiting for the explosion that would kill her. Because she knew—she knew—sooner or later, she would be discovered, and then she would have to run for her life.

      But until then, she’d better be on time for school.

      “Oh, craptastic! You came back.”

      She’d just walked through the double doors into the school. A shove from behind, and Hope turned to face her mortal nemesis.

      Krista’s features were contorted into an ugly sneer. “I thought we’d gotten lucky and you moved . . . or died.” She pushed past Hope, followed by her entourage. “Too bad.”

      The words drifted back with a chorus of snickers.

      Hope shook her head and tried to dislodge the words as she went to her locker. What Krista said didn’t matter. She was just an irritation to be ignored. They all were. And yet, the venomous words still pierced the wall around Hope’s heart.

      “Oh. My. Gods. Where were you last week? And Saturday? I totally called you, like a hundred times. Why didn’t you answer?” Haley verbally ambushed Hope. “You totally disappeared after the”—Haley held her hands up in air quotes—“Skia attack, which the teachers are all calling a seizure, by the way. I thought maybe . . . Well, anyway, here you are.”

      “Yep.” Hope closed her locker and offered a tentative smile. She shouldn’t care that Haley came up to her. Shouldn’t care that she wanted to talk to her. In fact, after the Skia attack it was probably better if Hope pushed everyone away. So even while she told herself she shouldn’t care, she knew. She shouldn’t, but she did.

      The bell rang, and both girls jumped.

      “Okay. I’ll meet you for lunch.” Haley furrowed her brow. “Where do you eat lunch?”

      She started walking backwards, forcing others to watch out so they didn’t get bumped by the thin Asian girl.

      Hope waited, debating. The idea of hiding, by herself, brought a heaviness to her chest that threatened to crush her. In that moment, she decided having one person to talk to wouldn’t be wrong. She would still keep all her secrets. “The library.”

      “I’ll come find you,” Haley yelled, and then she sprinted down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      “So, were you really with Athan last week?” Angela whispered.

      Hope sat in chemistry with her book open, trying to get her make-up work done. There were a few more minutes before class started, and she was scribbling down answers. Maybe if she ignored Angela, she’d leave Hope alone.

      “Hope?” Angela interrupted. Again.

      Hope looked up at the girl. No, that wasn’t fair. She glared at her. Angela was like Krista’s minion, and while Hope didn’t hate her, she definitely didn’t want to have bonding girl time.

      “Were you?”

      Hope grimaced, deciding she’d do everything she could to make it hard for Angela. “Was I what?”

      “Were you with Athan Friday?” Angela’s eyes were alight with curiosity.

      Hope recoiled and wanted to remind the girl what happened to the curious cat. And what she was asking was preposterous. “Why would you ask that?”

      “It’s just a rumor. You were both gone, and someone said you skipped together.” She gave a slight shrug.

      Skipping with Athan? That was insanity. “Uh, no. I was home sick. Thursday and Friday.”

      “No biggie,” Angela said, holding her hands up defensively. “I was just asking.”

      Right. Just asking. Hope shook her head and tried to focus on her work, but the chemical equations now refused to be balanced.

      Students shuffled in, and the bell rang. Mr. Burgess stood, and Krista came running through the door.

      “Sorry. My locker was jammed.” She slid into her seat, tossing her thick curls over her shoulder.

      Hope turned away from the sickly-sweet, honeysuckle scent of Krista’s hair. Hope hated that smell. Something about it made her stomach turn.

      Mr. Burgess started class, and Hope stared dutifully at the board. But her mind wasn’t on chemistry. Instead her mind repeatedly played the same questions over and over in her head. Who started that rumor? And why?

      She could ask Athan in algebra, but just the thought made her palms sweat. No, she would ask Haley at lunch.
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      “I heard that!” Haley squealed, and then she clapped her hand over her mouth.

      They sat in the library in the overstuffed chairs in the back corner. The air was musty and smelled of old paper.

      Haley leaned toward Hope and whispered, “Tristan said Lee and Scott were talking about it in gym.”

      Lee and Scott. The freckle-faced boy and Brawny Jock. Why would they care? “I don’t get it.”

      Haley bobbed her head up and down. “I know. It’s so weird. And did you hear about Chelli?”

      Chelli was at home with several broken ribs and a broken leg. Allegedly.

      But if she’d seen the Skia that Saturday at the river, wouldn’t that make her a demigod? And if she was a demigod, wouldn’t she have already healed?

      Hope nodded. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “No one knows. She hasn’t answered her phone since the attack.” Haley arched her eyebrows. “You know what I think?”

      Hope leaned forward.

      “If Chelli could see the Skia attacking Brand . . . that would make her a demigod, too.”

      “Do you think Skia got her, too?” She shouldn’t care. But for some reason, she really didn’t want the other girl hurt.

      Haley shook her head. “I think someone rescued her. Took her to a conservatory, maybe.”

      “Athan?”

      Haley shrugged. “He’d be my guess if he doesn’t come back.”

      “Why wouldn’t he come back?”

      “Um, duh.” Haley laughed. “If he’s a demigod searching for other demigods, what is there to come back for now?”

      Of course. “Right.”

      Hope actually wished he was a demigod, if it meant he wouldn’t come back.
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        * * *

      

      Hope had just turned in her make-up assignment in mythology when Ms. Slate called her down to the office. She’d known it was coming, but when no one called her to the office yesterday, Hope had thought she might’ve escaped unnoticed. She should’ve known better.

      “Miss Treadwell.” Mr. Jeffers pointed to the seat across from his desk. “Back so soon?”

      “Sir?” She stood to the side of the chair, wanting to avoid the uncomfortable heat.

      “Have a seat, young lady.” His tone brooked no argument.

      She gulped and sat. The sun’s rays began to warm her immediately.

      “I’m a little disappointed to see you again. Are you all right?”

      “I . . . I was sick, sir.” It was the best she’d come up with.

      He nodded. “I see. And do you by chance have a doctor’s note?” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk.

      “No.” She shifted to the left, trying to avoid the sun. “I didn’t go to the doctor. I don’t have one here, yet.”

      “Well, I suggest you get one. If you are sick again and miss school, you will need to bring a doctor’s note for your absence to be excused.”

      She nodded. It was so unfair. He was being such a stickler to the rules. And it wasn’t like she wasn’t doing well in her classes. She was getting straight As.

      Jerk.

      “That will be all, Miss Treadwell.”

      Her frustration pulsed, but there was no release. Nothing she could do.

      So she went to algebra.

      “I’m glad you caught up.” Mr. Romero took her assignment and set it on his desk. “We’re moving on to quadratic equations this week, and I’d hate for you to get behind.”

      She nodded and went to her desk. The room filled in the minutes before the bell. Hope bowed her head and focused on the numbers and letters in her book. A tapping on her desk drew her focus, but she kept her head down.

      “Are you okay?”

      She glanced up into Athan’s green, green eyes. Why was he talking to her? He smiled, and she noticed a scab the size of a quarter on his cheek, like the skin had been rubbed off but hadn’t quite healed. She’d taken enough Tae Kwon Do as a kid to recognize a punch to the face. Hmm. He didn’t really seem the fighting type.

      “You missed school last week.”

      Gods. Why was he talking to her? “I was sick.”

      “I heard. But you’re better now?”

      She couldn’t help the furrow that creased her brow. Why wouldn’t he just leave her alone? “I’m back at school.”

      His hands were scratched up, too. And he looked tired.

      “What happened to you?” The question slipped out, and she had no idea where it came from. She wanted to follow it up with a never mind, but the words stuck.

      He chuckled, a low deep sound at the back of his throat, and his gaze travelled over her face, to her lips and then back to her eyes. “Why, Hope, I never thought you’d ask.”

      She wanted to laugh at him, but her blush was short-circuiting her brain.

      “Whatever,” she managed and turned away.

      “I’m fine. I had a little misunderstanding, but things are resolved now.” The tips of his fingers brushed her forearm.

      She flinched. “Did you start that rumor?”

      Athan frowned and shook his head. “What rumor?”

      How had he not heard? “Uh, about you and, uh, me hanging out.”

      Could a blush kill you? She could feel it all the way down to her toes.

      He smiled. “Maybe we should.”

      Halfway through class, Athan brushed by, dropping a note on her lap.

      She unfolded the paper and read: What about dinner tonight?

      She clenched her hands together, crumpling the note into a ball. What the Hades? He was with Stacie, right? And even if he wasn’t, there was no way! She must have given him the wrong impression at some point in their conversation. He needed to leave her alone.

      Hope was the first one up when class was dismissed. She dropped the wad of paper into the garbage on the way out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re staring at him again,” Haley said.

      Hope dropped her head into her locker and grabbed her chemistry book.

      “What happened? I mean, you look seriously hacked, like he stole your last cookie or something.”

      “Nothing.” She slammed the locker closed. “It’s whatever. He’s a total ’taur.”

      “Did you just call him a ’taur, as in Minotaur? Gods, Hope, you’re so weird.”

      Hope ignored the ribbing. “You know he asked me out. To dinner. Yesterday.”

      “What?”

      Several kids looked over at them.

      Hope rolled her eyes. “I know. What a loser.”

      “No. Like. Wow. That is—”

      “Super lame. He’s with Stacie, right?” Her outrage was totally justified. He should get dropped in a pit somewhere.

      “I don’t know. I mean, they’re always together, but, maybe . . .”

      Hope shook her head. “Total ’taur.”

      “I’m so going to ask Tristan. What if you’re wrong?” The bell rang, and Haley turned to go. “Crap. I can’t be late again. I’ll see you in Spanish, ’kay?”

      Hope nodded.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      And it didn’t matter.
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        * * *

      

      That night the cool air wicked the heat from her body as Hope ran. She turned left on Columbia for another loop around the town.

      The sun had set hours ago, and the streetlights cast an eerie glow in the shape of hourglasses on the ground.

      It had been twenty-two days since Priska disappeared. Three—freaking—weeks.

      And Mr. Davenport had been worthless. He didn’t even know what city she’d been in. Why had she been so secretive? How was Hope supposed to rescue Priska—

      Hope stumbled over the uneven sidewalk. With a curse, she righted herself. When she looked up, she saw him.

      He stood just outside the yellow glow, the same pallid skin, eyes dark as pitch. The Skia that had killed Brand.

      She gasped and stepped back. He could kill her! And she’d left the immortal daggers at home.

      She stared at his obsidian eyes.

      He narrowed his eyes and beckoned her, fingers waving at her in invitation.

      Her muscles tensed. Her breathing became shallow, and her heart raced. She reached for a dagger, and in the time it took her to blink . . .

      He was gone.

      What the Hades?

      She swallowed down her panic. She should go home, go straight home. But he was gone. How was he just gone? She stepped up to the shadow he’d been under.

      Nothing.

      The concrete was solid. There was nothing to explain what she’d seen.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s so hot, and if he was interested in Stacie, he’s not anymore.” Krista looked like a cat that got the cream. “I saw her in the bathroom crying this morning.”

      “Did they hook up?” Angela leaned forward.

      Hope rolled her eyes, but her interest was piqued nonetheless.

      “They hung out and everything, but . . . Get this—he never even kissed her.”

      “Right.” Angela’s disbelief colored her tone.

      Hope was with Angela on this. Hope had seen the couple sitting in the library last week during lunch. Stacie was on his lap.

      “Seriously. And Athan said they were never together. Like, not at all.”

      Right. If they weren’t together, then why was Stacie on his lap? Boys were idiots, and Athan was the king of them all.

      The bell rang. Hope gathered her things and shoved them into her backpack. As she walked out the door, she glanced back at Krista and Angela, heads bent toward each other, probably still gossiping.

      Thud!

      “Easy there.”

      Warm hands gripped her arms, steadying her, and she looked up into dark-green eyes.

      “You all right?” Athan stepped forward even as he continued to hold her upright.

      “Yeah. Sorry.” She stepped back, but his grip prevented her from going anywhere. She pulled back, but he held tight.

      “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      She snorted. “Uh, no.”

      She looked down at his hands, still holding her arms. Why was he not letting go?

      “Right.” His hands dropped, but he continued to stand in her direct path.

      Krista and Angela gushed as they came out the door. “Oh my gods!”

      “Could you be more clumsy, Hope?” Krista rolled her eyes and turned her attention to Athan. “She practically ran you over. So lame.”

      Krista stood on one side of Hope, Angela on the other, hemming her in. Krista tossed her hair over her shoulder, the ends whipping Hope in the face.

      She was boxed in, her anxiety about the attention pushing in on her as much as the proximity of the bodies surrounding her.

      “Sorry about that,” Hope mumbled, stepping back in an attempt to escape. But all she did was step back into the classroom.

      “No need to apologize.” Athan frowned and stepped out of her way. “I should have been more careful, too.”

      She said nothing more and fled to the library.

      Five minutes before lunch was over, Hope hurried down the hall to algebra. She wanted to be in her seat before Athan came into the room. In her seat with her head down. Maybe even catch a few minutes of the sleep she’d lost last night.

      She even beat Mr. Romero to the room. With a sigh of relief, she slid into her chair and dropped her head into her hands.

      “Do you have a headache?”

      Athan’s strange accent shattered her mental block, and her head shot up. It felt like he was everywhere. She glared at him while she answered, “No.”

      “Are you tired?” He crouched down so they were at eye level. “Are you not sleeping well?”

      “I’m sleeping fine.” She clenched her teeth, then forced her jaw to relax. “Not that it should matter to you.”

      Instead of looking offended, he smirked. “But maybe it does.”

      He reached out, his hand halting just before touching her arm. He rested his fingertips on the edge of her desk, just millimeters from her arm.

      She shook her head and snapped at him, “Go away, Athan. Find someone else to annoy. We aren’t friends.”

      She dropped her head back onto her arms and waited for him to leave.

      She felt his hand move off her desk, but his presence remained. Why would he not just leave?

      “I am not your enemy. And maybe, someday, you will see just how much I would like to be your friend,” he whispered, and then he left.
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      Hope’s head felt tethered to her desk. She’d woken up late and barely made it to school before the bell. The morning was dragging, and so was she.

      She was supposed to be balancing chemical equations, but the Cs, Hs, and Os were a jumble on her paper. She closed her eyes and couldn’t help but overhear Angela and Krista.

      “So, I heard he joined the track team.”

      Krista snorted. “Hmm, for the last month of school? Well, that’s super interesting.”

      “And nothing is going on with him and Chelli.” Angela sounded like she was giving a book report. “Her dad’s got her enrolled in some private school. I guess Athan took her out, but just as friends. You know, because of Brand.”

      It was amazing that Angela’s mother was a licensed counselor. Seriously.

      “Whatever.” Krista dismissed her friend’s information. “Guess what I heard?”

      Angela said nothing.

      “He told Scott that he doesn’t have a curfew. At all. You know his aunt is insane, and he can come and go as he pleases.”

      Hope peeked at the two girls. Angela stared at Krista with wide eyes, while the dark-haired girl held up her hand as if to stop her friend from speaking.

      “Anytime.” She raised her eyebrows as she continued, “Mmm. This weekend is my chance, and I’m totally taking it.”

      “Is he going to come down to the river Saturday? Did Lee invite him?” Angela asked.

      “Yeah. I was there when Lee asked him, and he looked at me and asked if I’d be going. I was like, ‘Yeah, I’ll be there,’ and then he said he’d come.” Krista smirked, as if she’d just won the lottery.

      By the end of class, Hope found herself fuming with irritation. Three days ago, Athan wanted to be buddies, but since then he’d been out with three other girls. Three. No, if he was going out with Krista, make it four.

      What was with him? He took player to a whole new level.

      Hope headed back to her locker, alternately thinking about Athan and forcing herself to not think about him. Consumed with her thoughts, she didn’t notice him until he spoke.

      “Hey. How are you today?” His voice was light, but the intensity of his gaze was incongruous with his tone.

      She wanted to hit him. After three days, he was talking to her again? “Fine.”

      “Hmm. Okay.” His gaze flitted from her eyes to her lips and back to her eyes. “I was just wondering, well, two things, actually. First, are you running tonight?”

      He reached out as if to touch her, and she pulled back. She refused to fall under his spell. “No, I’m not.” Not that you should even care. She glared at him. “What else?”

      “Oh. Um, well.” He reached for her again but pulled back before she had time to react. “I was wondering if you were going to the . . .” He glanced down for a moment, and then took a deep breath. His gaze searched her face. “Hope . . .”

      He was thinking, but what about, she couldn’t tell.

      “Never mind. That’s it.” He shifted to leave.

      Her curiosity was piqued, but she told herself she didn’t care. Besides, even if she did care, it was better to avoid him. He brought chaos. And way too much attention. She grabbed her algebra book and headed to the library.

      “So he’s talking to you again?” Haley sat in the library with Hope and picked at her sandwich. “I can’t keep you two straight.”

      Hope glared at her friend. “There is no us two. Just me. Athan is just . . .”

      There weren’t even words to describe how irritating he was.

      “You know what I think? He’s trying to make you jealous. And I think it’s working.”

      “Ugh. No way.” There was no way Hope was jealous. Was she? Is that what this ugly feeling was? But she didn’t even like him. Just thinking about him made her frustrated, but that wasn’t jealousy. Nope. She just hated him. “What about you and Tristan?”

      “Oh, man.” Haley took the bait and flopped back into her seat, her sandwich dropping into her lap. “He’s all nice and everything, even wants to meet at the river tomorrow, but here at school he acts like we’re just friends. I mean, he won’t even hold my hand.”

      “Maybe that’ll change tomorrow.” Hope puckered her lips. “Maybe he’ll kiss you, or—”

      Haley snorted. “Yeah. He kissed me two weeks ago, and then, BAM!” She clapped her hands together. “Nothing.”

      “Shhh!” someone whisper-yelled. Probably the librarian. No one else was ever in the library at lunch.

      Hope giggled but stopped when she looked back at Haley.

      “What if he’s playing me?” Haley looked up, her face lined with worry.

      “I don’t think he’s like that.” Not that Hope knew him well, but he wasn’t like Athan. He didn’t hang out with other girls at school. “He seems friendly enough, but not really flirty.”

      At the end of the day, as she crossed the school parking lot, she saw Athan, Tristan, Lee, and Scott out by the hugest truck she’d ever seen. A bright iridescent blue, it was bigger than any other vehicle in the lot. The tires were oversized, and there was an inordinate amount of chrome; it was the most ostentatious thing.

      She went to duck into her Civic, and someone laughed. She glanced at the group of boys again, and her gold eyes locked with green ones. As Athan regarded her, the corners of his mouth lifted.

      Something foreign pulled at her heart, and for the briefest moment, she wanted to join them.
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        * * *

      

      Hope awoke to the muted light of the sunrise. Despite the emotional strain of the last few months, she felt rested and oddly at peace. She ran her loop around the town twice before getting ready for the day.

      She tapped out a quick text to Priska.

      I miss you. I hope you are safe. If you get this, plz call me.

      For the first time, Hope didn’t wait to see if there was a response. It wasn’t that she didn’t want Priska to rescue her. But as the days turned into weeks, and into over a month, Hope no longer expected it.

      Preoccupied with her thoughts, Hope didn’t hear the approach of the vehicle until the crunch of tires rolling over the road slowed beside her.

      “Do you want a ride?” Athan leaned over the seat toward the passenger window of his flashy truck.

      And just like that, her mood darkened, and her chest tightened. “No thanks. I’m enjoying the walk.”

      “Of course.” His shoulders dropped. “It is a nice morning.” When she said nothing, he continued, “See you at school.”

      “Sure.” She stepped back on the sidewalk, but her lungs wouldn’t release. Butterflies swooped and swarmed, and she wondered at his persistence.

      Minutes later, she bounded up the steps of the school, an unfamiliar sense of buoyancy adding a spring to her step. The smile that played on her lips twitched as it pulled and tugged long-unused muscles.

      Hope walked toward her locker, feeling a little brighter about her day, but then she stopped. Right in the middle of the hall.

      Athan . . . and Krista. Hope sucked in a breath. For a moment, she thought they were kissing. Krista’s back was against the lockers, and Athan’s hands framed her face.

      Hope wanted to throw something.

      No, she scolded herself. He could flirt with whomever he wanted. It didn’t matter. Not to her. She’d turned down a ride from him that very morning, only minutes ago. He was a jerk. But it meant nothing to her.

      Three hours later, she was still fuming.

      “I can’t wait until tomorrow,” Krista gushed to Angela in chemistry.

      Hope’s pencil stopped, all her attention drawn to the two girls. No, really just the one. Was it wrong that she wanted to physically hurt her?

      “Single today, hookup tomorrow. By Monday, my name will be tattooed on his arm. That’s my prediction.”

      Hope dreamed that the girl would be struck by a stray lightning bolt. Right there in class.

      Angela looked just as stricken. “He seems really—”

      Krista tossed her hair. “Yummy. I know. He smells so good I could just lick him. I can’t wait to . . .” Krista must have felt the weight of Hope’s stare, and her eyes narrowed. “What are you looking at?”

      Fire danced into Hope’s cheeks. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing? Really? If you’re looking at nothing, why don’t you turn around and look at nothing that way.” Krista waved a pink polished finger at her. “Go on. Turn around.”

      The hot pulse ran from Hope’s heart to her toes. Her body tensed. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Turn around.”

      She clenched her hands under the desk. A sharp splinter of wood dug into her palm, and the pain bit through her haze of rage.

      “Whatever,” she said, through gritted teeth.

      “Back at ya, harpy.” Krista leaned toward her friend, and her voice dropped to just above a whisper. “What’s up with her?”

      The bell rang, and Hope shoved her binder and book into her bag. She needed to get out before she lost it. But as she hurried out the door, someone shoved her from behind.

      “You’re in my way.” Krista glared. “Hurry up.”

      Something inside Hope solidified with a snap. She lowered her head till she was looking Krista in the eye. “Back off.” She took a deep breath and continued, “Now.”

      “Really?” Krista sneered. “Are you, like, telling me what to do?”

      “Only if you, like, value your life.” Hope tossed her head back and forth, mocking Krista. “Like, seriously, like.” Dropping her voice to a growl, Hope narrowed her eyes and said, “Seriously. Back. Off.”

      Krista drew her small hand back and slapped Hope across the face.

      Before the sting fully registered, Hope caught Krista’s wrist and ducked behind her, twisting the girl’s arm up her own back. Hope pushed the hand inward and torqued the wrist until she heard Krista gasp with pain.

      “Don’t ever, ever, do that again,” Hope fumed. “Or I will make it my personal mission to destroy you.”

      She had no idea where the words came from, but they felt strong on her lips. She yanked Krista’s arm again, eliciting a whimper. “Do you understand me?”

      Krista bobbed her head in shaky, jerky movements.

      Hope pushed her away and strode out the door and down the hall. She could hear the curses drifting after her, and they still rung in her ears even when she sat alone in the library.

      Whispers followed her the rest of the day. Any empowerment she felt dissipated before lunch was over. Embarrassment washed in and took its place.

      In algebra, as the other students shuffled in, she kept her head down, pretending to review her completed assignment.

      And then laughter rang out, uproarious and mocking, and a group passed by on its way to the back of the room. A pang of longing zinged through her, then a sensation that was overwhelming and bitter.

      As soon as the final bell rang, Hope fled.
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      She wrapped her loneliness around her like a shawl and trudged toward home. A desperate need for some kind of connection drove her into the Red Apple and back toward the meat department.

      “Hi, Hope.” Mr. Stanley’s smile was a ray of sunshine.

      But even he could barely pierce the gloom.

      “Do you have anything good for me?” Her voice was flat, and she looked at the case in front of her.

      “Okay,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “I spent some real time finding this one. I think you’ll like it.” He concentrated then recited: “If you break me, I do not stop working. If you touch me, I may be snared. If you lose me, nothing will matter. What am I?”

      A smile pulled at the corners of her soul when Mr. Stanley started the riddle. He’d misunderstood her question, and yet given her exactly what she needed. Distracted by the puzzle, everything else disappeared.

      As she leaned against the meat case, Mr. Stanley went back to work, helping customers, packaging meat, and cleaning his area. She thought of watches and rabbits, money and health. She thought of flirting girls and stupid boys. She thought of Priska, and Paul and Sarra. She thought about her mom.

      After more than a half an hour, Mr. Stanley cleared his throat. “I know what it’s like to try and sort out a riddle, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you take this much time.”

      Her memories of love lifted her spirits. And he was pleased that he’d stumped her; she could hear it.

      “I hate to put you on the spot, but I’m going home a bit early today. Do you want to come by tomorrow and give me the answer?”

      “Sure,” she said. “Or maybe Sunday.”

      “Right. Hang on a second.” He stepped through the double doors and then returned with a large parcel, her name written across the top.

      Hope accepted the meat with a smile. “Thanks, Mr. Stanley.”

      With a parting wave, she turned to leave. The riddle went to the back of her mind as she thought about dinner. She stopped in the produce section to get vegetables to roast with the meat. She stocked up on apples, bananas, grapes, and when she smelled the strawberries, she grabbed a container of them as well. She needed eggs, milk, and bread.

      Halfway through the checkout process, she remembered.

      “I’m so sorry.” Her skin flushed as she looked at the clerk. “I . . . I don’t have my car. Would you mind if I pay now and then run home and get it? I’ll only be about fifteen minutes. I could just leave the cart right up front here?”

      The matronly clerk merely nodded. “Sure, honey. We’ll bag it, and you can pick it up when you get back.”

      She thanked the woman and gazed out the window, calculating how quickly she could run home. Then she saw Athan approaching. Her heart jumped, and she shifted her gaze. Maybe he hadn’t seen her. Hopefully, he wouldn’t.

      “Hey,” he said seconds later. Athan stood at the end of the lane, blocking her exit. “Didn’t you walk to school? I didn’t see your car outside, and”—he stared at the bags being piled back into the cart—“that’s a lot of groceries.”

      She delivered a tight smile. Of course he saw her. “I’m going to run home and grab my car right now. No worries.”

      She swiped her credit card and waited for the transaction to process.

      Athan continued to stand and stare. “Um,” he paused for a second, “Can I give you a ride?”

      While Hope contemplated how to best refuse the offer, the clerk grinned up at both of them and said, “That’s perfect timing, huh?”

      Hope wanted to growl her frustration. It wasn’t perfect timing. What would’ve been perfect timing is for Athan to have missed her by five minutes. But how could she say that? She couldn’t. And it didn’t matter. A ride wasn’t going to kill her. “Su-sure,” she stammered. “That would be very . . . great.”

      As she signed the receipt, Athan grabbed the cart. He waited for her to finish, and then they walked out to his truck in silence. He unlocked the doors with a button on his key ring, opened the passenger side for her, and then started to load the groceries in the back.

      She should help him unload the cart, but she’d have to walk all the way around . . .

      “Go ahead, climb in.” He interrupted her thoughts and nodded at the passenger door.

      So she did. But she couldn’t help the hyper-vigilance pulsing through her. Once inside, she was surprised by the luxuriousness of the truck. The cream leather was soft, and the windows were tinted. There were several buttons and dials, as well as a large screen on the dashboard. She could smell the newness of it. She took a deep breath, and something rich and sharp tickled her senses.

      While Athan stuck the last two bags in the back, Hope tried to place the scent. Something warm but familiar. She took another deep breath, watching him out of the corner of her eye.

      He moved smoothly, almost gracefully, like a dancer, spatially aware of how he fit in the world. He pushed the cart, and it glided through the lot, finding its way into the rack. Excellent aim. Of course.

      When he climbed up into the vehicle, she realized what she’d been smelling. The scent in the car was him. His scent. With the door closed, she was overwhelmed. Leather, mossy woods, and a hint of citrus. She suppressed a smile.

      Athan started the truck, and a strange blend of pipe and drum sounds emanated from the speakers, reverberating through her body.

      She turned, her eyebrows drawn down in question.

      “I know. I know.” He turned the volume down. “My dad loves all types of music, so I got to hear lots of different styles growing up. I usually only listen to this when I’m alone; not many people appreciate it.” He reached again for the dial.

      “No.” She reached out to stop him, but withdrew before touching him. “Don’t change it. It’s different, but I like it.”

      He pulled up to the curb outside her house and turned the engine off. Before she was able to push the door open, he was there, pulling it open for her, extending his hand to help her down.

      Hesitantly, she took it. His skin was warm, the tips of his fingers calloused. The contact filled her with fluttering discomfort. She released his hand as soon as her feet touched the ground.

      He said nothing but turned and reached into the bed of the truck, pulling out two bags of groceries.

      She grabbed one from him, and their hands brushed. Her breath caught, and her heart somersaulted in her chest. Hope managed a mumbled thanks but couldn’t look at him. What was it about him that put her so on edge? Whatever it was, she needed to get over it. Because it didn’t matter.

      While she unlocked the door, he set two bags on the porch and went back to the truck to get the others. She deposited her school bag and the groceries on the kitchen table and was on her way back out when Athan passed her. She grabbed the last two bags off the porch and went back inside. When she walked in, she noticed him looking around in awe, two bags sitting on the floor at his feet.

      She looked around at her home. There was nothing amiss. The statue of Hecate was on the mantel. She’d recently vacuumed and dusted. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he replied, but he continued to study the small interior.

      She stared at her home and tried to see it through his eyes. There was nothing wrong with it. “Nothing?”

      “Yeah. There’s nothing here. No pictures, no art, nothing . . . personal.” He stopped talking and examined her. “It’s like no one really lives here.”

      He stepped closer to her, studying her.

      She stepped back, and, for the first time, saw her house as he was describing it. She’d never thought of her home as a reflection of her. A home was just functional, just temporary. The less she had to pack, the better. But that didn’t mean she was empty of character. It didn’t mean that she was nothing. Her palms itched, and her feet begged to run. “Um, thanks for helping me. I’d better get started on putting things away . . .”

      She hoped he would take the hint and leave. She moved toward the kitchen, the two bags still in hand.

      “Sure, no problem.” He grabbed the bags off the floor and followed her.

      “No,” she protested, “I got this.” She set the bags on the table and turned to face him.

      “I don’t mind. It’s not like I have some place I need to be.” He smiled as if he knew he would have his way.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “But look, before I let you help me, I get to ask you a few questions.” She planted her feet and crossed her arms.

      He set the bags down again. “Shoot.”

      “Are you stalking me?” She glared at him as if she could somehow see through his lies if she focused hard enough.

      “Stalking you?” He mimicked her pose, crossing his arms and glaring at her. “Seriously?”

      The words sounded ridiculous, she knew it, but it wasn’t about how rational it sounded. “You’re just always . . . around.”

      “Hope.” He laughed. “It’s not exactly a big city. Besides, is it so hard to believe that I’m interested in you?”

      She swallowed. “I thought I made it clear that I’m not. Interested, I mean. In friends. Or dating.”

      “But why not?” He took a step toward her, and his voice softened. “Will you just . . . let me be your friend?”

      “I’m not looking for friends.”

      “Well, I am.”

      Hope snorted. “I’ve seen your parade of friendships over the last week.” She grimaced. “I’m not interested in cuddling in the library, or meeting you at my locker.”

      He chuckled. “That is not what I meant. Besides, not one of those girls was looking for friendship.” He tipped his head at her. “For being so uninterested, you sure notice a lot.”

      “Noticing and caring are hardly the same thing.”

      “Hope,” Athan countered softly, almost pleadingly, “if I promise not to hit on you, or be creepy and weird . . .” He paused for a moment. “Well, I won’t be creepy or weird again.” He grinned. “Please. Can we try to be friends?”

      “It’s just . . .” Fissures and cracks dissolved the mortar encasing her heart. The bricks crumbled. His simple plea was impossible to refuse.

      “We can try, I guess.” But she had serious doubts, and she let it leak into her voice.

      A slow smile spread across his face, and somehow it made her feel like warm honey was spreading through her heart.

      “That’s all I’m asking for,” he said, his expression brightening. “Now, friend, why don’t you let me help you put away your groceries?”

      The question was rhetorical as he was past her and into the kitchen before she had a chance to come up with a response.

      They spent the first afternoon of their tentative friendship sitting at her kitchen table doing homework. Shortly before six, Athan stood up and, with an apology, announced that it was time for him to go.

      “I’ll see you at school Monday. Unless you want some company running tonight?”

      She shook her head. “I ran this morning.”

      “Okay.” He crossed the room but then turned back toward her, his hand on the doorknob. He studied her, looking for something . . .

      “What?”

      He sighed. “Just, try not to be weird next week, okay?”

      The brick wall was immediately back up. She knew it, he was a jerk. “What do you mean? Are you being condescending?”

      “I’m just saying, at school I’ll probably talk to you.” His lopsided smile didn’t quite hide the anxiety in his eyes. “Please don’t be hostile, okay?”

      She snorted. Maybe not a complete jerk. “Yeah, okay. I’ll be nice. Wouldn’t want to break your heart.”

      It was at this exact moment that Hope knew the answer to Mr. Stanley’s riddle. “Oh,” she said, and then she slapped her hand over her mouth.

      “What? What is it?” he asked, stepping toward her.

      Her blush crept up her neck, and she wished there was some way to take back her exclamation. “Umm, nothing. A riddle . . . Mr. Stanley, the butcher, gave me earlier. I . . . I just got the answer.”

      Athan stood, eyes wide, waiting. “Well? Tell me.”

      Awkwardly, she stared at her hands as she wrung them. “All right, but don’t laugh.”

      She took a deep breath, and still staring at her hands, she recited, “If you break me, I do not stop working. If you touch me, I may be snared. If you lose me, nothing will matter. What am I?”

      After a few seconds of silence, she looked up at him.

      He shrugged. “I suck at riddles. What is it?”

      Flushing a deep red, she wondered why she’d ever told him. She should’ve said something else. Made up a different riddle. Breaking eye contact, she stared at the floor and whispered, “One’s heart.”

      “Clever.”

      She looked up to see if he was making fun of her, but there was no hint of mockery crossing his features.

      “You can tell me riddles anytime, Hope.” He smiled and continued, “Except right now. I’ve got to go.” He winked, said goodbye, and then left, closing the door behind him.

      Suddenly, her home seemed very empty.
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      It was not that Hope was depressed, although maybe there was some of that. All of her life, she’d listened to her mother and done what she was told. And her mother was probably right. Wasn’t what happened in Bellevue the perfect example of why forming attachments was destructive? And yet, part of Hope refused to believe it. Part of her wanted, so badly, to believe it could be different. Because she had nothing else.

      When her stomach finally protested against spending any more time in bed, Hope meandered to the kitchen in her pajamas. She scrambled eggs with cheese, and fried the bacon. She rinsed the strawberries, snacking on their juicy sweetness even after her hearty breakfast.

      As she walked back to her room to change, her eyes drifted to the spare bedroom. She’d walked past the door countless times, avoiding the memories stored there. The door was ajar, and inside the room were the stacks of boxes that would never unpack themselves. With a deep breath, she affirmed the truth: If she didn’t go through them, no one would. It was time to move forward, even if it was only by inches.

      Trepidation fluttered in her chest as she pushed open the door. The darkness smelled stale and faintly of ash. She flipped the light switch, and artificial light flooded the room. Brown moving boxes covered the beige carpet, some stacked two or three high. Except for the one that had contained the knives and book, they were all still sealed with packing tape.

      She cleared some space in the center and grabbed the nearest box. She ripped the tape off and opened the flaps to find stacks of clothes, the pungent smell of smoke clinging to the fabric. She sunk her fingers into a thick sweater. It was her mother’s sweater, though it no longer carried her scent. Hope set the garment to the side and pulled out a pair of jeans. She patted the pockets and folded the pants. Shoving her emotions aside, she grabbed an entire stack of clothes from the box.

      After unpacking and then repacking several boxes, she got a marker and tape, resealed them, and wrote For Donation on the side. Someone would appreciate all this stuff. As the number of boxes in the bedroom dwindled, the ones marked For Donation in the hallway grew. When she came across something significant, like the photo album of her mom, she set it aside. That would require more . . . emotional space.

      In the end, there was only one box that held things she wasn’t willing to part with; the rest she moved to the living room.

      She stood at the doorway, appraising the products of her labor. The second bedroom was almost completely empty, the box in the corner looking forlorn and lonely. The only light was from the overhead bulb, the single window revealed a small square of the night sky. The sun had set and she hadn’t even noticed. With a sigh, she closed the door behind her.

      Her stomach gave a rumble of neglect, and she glanced at the clock. Just after ten! Almost eleven hours—whoa! No wonder she was hungry. She crossed into the kitchen and grabbed a jar of peanut butter and a loaf of bread. The rich smell of ground peanuts made her mouth water, and she licked a spoonful of the sticky spread and sucked it from the roof of her mouth. The salty sweetness tasted like nirvana.

      After finishing her makeshift meal, she stepped back into the living room. Accomplishment and pride thrummed in her veins. And in that moment, she knew she would do what she could to stay in Goldendale for as long as she could. She’d keep her secrets, but she’d find a way to make friends.

      If the Skia attacked, she’d be ready for them. She had her training, and her knives.

      This was her home.

      Baby steps indeed.
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      “Where were you last night?” Haley asked. “I thought you said you would come.”

      Hope could imagine Haley’s pout. “I never said that.” Hope lay on her bed, her feet up on the wall, the phone to her ear. “You said you wanted me to come, but I never agreed.”

      It was Sunday afternoon. Hope had spent the day cleaning house, grocery shopping, and washing her car. All the boxes from yesterday were still stacked in the living room. She’d need to take them into Yakima or the Dalles next week, but she was done being responsible.

      “Fine. But you missed out. Krista—”

      “Want to go see a movie? Or go shopping?” She didn’t really want to hear what happened with Krista. Especially if it had anything to do with Athan. Yes, they were just friends, but Krista was the spawn of Tartarus. No one deserved her.

      “Oh, did you see the new Pirates is out? I love David Arturo.” Haley sighed. “He is so hot.”

      “Okay. Do you want me to come get you?” Hope couldn’t care less about David Arturo or how hot he was, but if that meant she got to leave, she was on board.

      “No, I’ll come get you. Give me a few minutes to tell my dad then I’ll head over.”

      Hope changed into a hoodie and jeans and tucked her wallet under her arm. Just as she grabbed her phone it rang.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Hope answered.

      A long silence was her first clue it wasn’t Haley. She was just about to hang up when she heard a man ask, “Who is this?”

      “Ex . . . excuse me?” Her grip tightened on the phone. Who would have this number? “Who is this?”

      “I found this phone and was wondering if you could help me locate the owner. What’s your name?” The guy rushed through the words.

      Not for one second did she believe him. Alarms went off in her head, and Hope looked at the screen. Priska’s number flashed back at her.

      “Hello? Hello? Who is this?” he demanded.

      Panic coursed through her. “You . . . must have the wrong number.”

      She hit End. Someone had Priska’s phone! And Hope’s phone number! Oh . . . oh gods!

      “Hope?” Haley pounded on the door.

      Hope unlatched the deadbolt and pulled the door open. She tried to force a smile, but her hands were clammy, and her heart was racing. “Hey . . .”

      Haley scrunched her nose. “What took you so long?”

      “Uhh, I was . . . on the phone.” Hope’s voice went up as if asking a question.

      “Oh.” Haley frowned. “You okay? You look . . . stressed.” She stepped in and looked around the room. “What’s up with the boxes?”

      Hope took a deep breath. “Just cleaning out some stuff.” She shook her head. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Because what could she say?
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        * * *

      

      “So, you cut me off, earlier,” Haley said with raised brows as she drove through the parking lot. “But I’m going to make you hear this.”

      A car was backing out farther up the row, and she put on her blinker and eased up to the space.

      Hope slouched down in the seat, waiting for a bomb. Because really, what more could go wrong?

      “Yesterday at the river . . . Athan was talking about you.”

      Hope sat up. That wasn’t what she was expecting. “What?”

      “I knew it.” Haley smiled as she pulled into the parking stall. “You’re all, ‘whatever, I hate him,’ but really . . .” She nodded. “Yeah. I knew it.”

      “No. Friday he gave me a ride home from the grocery store. He asked if we could be friends; I said yes. That’s it.”

      “Friends?” Haley glanced at her before climbing out of the car. “Well, maybe that’s it on your side. But I don’t think that’s all he wants.”

      Hope closed the door, and the two of them crossed the lot toward the theater. It seemed very important that Haley understand this. “No, he just asked about being friends. Besides, I saw him with Krista Friday. They were practically kissing.”

      “Oh, Krista wants him all right.” Haley laughed. “She was all over him, but I can tell you he doesn’t care a bit about her. I think he’s into you.”

      Great. That was all Hope needed. More wrath from the she-demon. “Maybe I should just tell him I changed my mind. Maybe I don’t want to be friends.”

      “No. Don’t do that. Tristan was saying that we could go do something together. The four of us. It would be so cool. Please?” Haley batted her lashes.

      Hope laughed. Haley barely had lashes, so it looked like she was blinking something out of her eye. “Fine. But if Athan hits on me, you totally owe me.”

      Haley snorted. “You mean if he doesn’t hit on you . . .”

      They bought their tickets and went in.
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      “I don’t think I’ll ever look at pirates the same after those movies. Gods, I would love to be kidnapped by David Arturo. Wouldn’t you?”

      Hope frowned. “That’s sick.”

      “What?” Haley turned to look at her. “Really?”

      “There is nothing sexy about being kidnapped. There’s like a whole syndrome about people who fall in love with their captors.” Hope thought of Priska being tortured somewhere by demigods. “Seriously, that’s messed up.”

      Haley rolled her eyes. “I’m not serious. Well, I am about the David Arturo part, but not pirates. I mean . . . No one really wants to get kidnapped.”

      Hope fiddled with her phone, turning it over and over in her hands. Five missed calls. All from Priska’s number. Five.

      “Can I ask you something?” Hope didn’t know what to do. And she didn’t have anyone else to turn to . . .

      “Sure. As long as you aren’t going to bash on David Arturo.”

      Hope smiled. “No. It’s just . . . My aunt . . . kinda disappeared a month ago.”

      “Kinda disappeared? What does that mean?” Krista gasped. “Oh, gods. Was she kidnapped?”

      Hope’s eyes welled. Tension that had been building for weeks ballooned, and she couldn’t keep it in. She wiped away the tears before they could fall. “I think so. Can . . . can you keep a secret?”

      “I’m such an idiot,” Haley murmured with a face-palm. She took Hope’s sleeve and pulled her to the car. “Of course I can keep a secret. You can tell me anything.”

      They got back in Haley’s blue sedan.

      Once the doors were closed, Hope gave an edited history of her mother dying in a fire, her aunt’s recent disappearance, and the strange phone call. “I don’t know that they’re all related, but . . . What if they are?”

      Haley blew out a breath. “Well, maybe someone was just trying to be nice. I mean, he didn’t threaten you or anything, right?”

      “No. But he’s called like another five times.”

      Haley was silent as if contemplating her answer. Finally, she said, “Well, I’d let it go. Unless you keep getting calls, or if the guy threatens you, or something.”

      It was sound advice. No need to freak out about one more thing.
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      “How was your weekend?” Athan asked.

      He stood at Hope’s locker, staring at her. It was the oddest sensation. A mixture of pride and anxiety coursed through her, and she wanted to giggle and run away. “Fine. I hung out with—”

      “Hey, Hope.” Haley bounced up. “How are you?” She smiled at Athan as if just noticing him. As if. She turned back to Hope. “Oh, I was going to ask you, have you had any more phone calls?”

      And so much for secrets.

      “Phone calls?” Athan frowned. “Who’s calling you?”

      Hope rolled her eyes at Haley and answered, “No.” She turned to Athan. “It was nothing. Just a wrong number, but they kept calling back. Kinda freaked me out.”

      Hope snapped her locker shut.

      “You two hung out?” Athan asked, looking back and forth between the two of them.

      “Well, yeah,” Haley said. “That’s what friends do, you know.”

      “Yes, so I’ve heard.” He gave Hope a hard look.

      “What?” she asked him. “We hung out on Friday.” Why was he acting all weird?

      “I bet she didn’t have to coerce you to hang out,” he grumbled.

      The three of them walked down the hall, drawing several stares. It felt like every single person in the hall was watching as they passed. Hope had never felt so conspicuous in her entire life.

      “Of course not,” Haley responded to Athan. “My motives aren’t questionable.”

      Hope laughed and ducked into mythology, but she still heard him . . .

      “There is nothing questionable about my motives, either.”
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      “Are we eating lunch or what?” Athan asked. He’d met Hope at her locker right after chemistry, before she had a chance to disappear into the Library.

      Hope pushed down anticipation—if that’s what fluttering in her chest was—and took a deep breath. The commons was out because of the rain. “How about the cafeteria?”

      He nodded. “You got it.”

      He held the door open for her and then led them to the table where Tristan, Lee, Scott, Haley—and Krista—were sitting.

      “Hey, guys,” Athan said, setting his stuff down. “Can we join you?”

      Haley smiled at Hope from the other end of the table, and Tristan scooted his tray over.

      “Yeah, of course,” he said.

      Athan sat next to his friend and patted the seat next to him.

      This was not quite what she’d been thinking, but not knowing what else to do, Hope slid into a chair next to him.

      As soon as she was seated, he stood up and leaned to whisper into her ear, “I’ll be right back. I need to get some food. Stay put.”

      He pushed her hair back, exposing her ear, his hand cupping the back of her neck. Leaning closer, his lips brushed her ear as he spoke. “They’re more scared of you than you are of them.”

      Her head and heart swirled as he walked away. Scared of her? What was there to be scared of? And he shouldn’t be allowed to do that almost-kissing-ear thing. Friends didn’t do that. Did they? She was pretty sure not.

      “So, Hope, what did you do this weekend?”

      Startled, she glanced up to find Tristan studying her expectantly.

      “Uh, homework. Went and saw a movie.”

      “Lame,” Krista muttered from across the table.

      Hope glared at the petite girl.

      “With me!” Haley’s stare shot daggers at Krista until she looked away.

      Hope wanted to say something. Anything. She just needed them to focus on something else. “I heard you guys had a great time down at the river.”

      It worked. Conversation erupted all around her. She tried to stay involved, nodding, smiling, answering questions, and by the time Athan returned, she no longer felt the need to run and hide. It was overwhelming, but . . . nice.

      Tristan was telling her about the observatory when she heard a high-pitched whizzing sound. Something incoming, at high speed . . . Instinctively, she glanced at the sound and caught a roll of bread midair just before it hit Athan. The stinging of her hand told her just how fast the roll had been travelling. Someone hooted their approval, and someone else cheered.

      Her stomach churned, and she dropped the roll like it was on fire. That was why she was supposed to stay invisible. Isolated. Not stand out. Not get noticed.

      “Nice catch.” Tristan leaned over and bumped her shoulder.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, curling in on herself. How could she have been so dumb? That wasn’t normal. Would they put it together?

      “Impressive skills.” Athan picked up the roll as if weighing it.

      “Freak,” Krista spat.

      All Hope could think of to explain her reflexes in the most normal way was, “Twelve years of Tae Kwon Do.”

      No need to mention the supernatural hearing and reflexes.

      “Tae Kwon Do teaches you how to catch?” Tristan asked.

      She shook her head. “No, but it improves hand-eye coordination and reflex time.”

      “Twelve years?” Athan asked, his gaze boring into her.

      She swallowed. “My mom wanted to make sure I could defend myself.”

      When the bell finally rang, Hope threw her barely eaten sandwich away. Without saying anything, she started to her locker. Athan kept pace next to her.

      “Tae Kwon Do, huh?”

      She nodded, wishing he would drop it already.

      “Well, they loved you,” he teased. “You just got twenty new BFFs and a starting position on the football team if you want it.”

      He didn’t get it. Obviously. He seemed to thrive with all the attention he received.

      Hope blew out a breath of frustration. “Yeah, sure,” she said with a shake of her head. “Did you not notice the shade Krista was throwing?”

      “Aww Hope, she’s just jealous. You can’t let her get to you.”

      She scratched at her palms, as if that could erase what had just happened. When Hope parted with Athan in algebra, she slumped into her seat with relief. But he was persistent and caught up with her after Spanish.

      “I’m meeting Tristan in a few minutes, but what are you doing later?” His stride matched hers as they walked toward the lockers.

      “Same old.” There was homework and dinner in the solitude of her quiet home. Far away from the stares of her classmates.

      Haley stood at her locker waiting.

      “Same old is so boring. Let’s hang out.” He bumped her arm.

      Tingles shot up from the contact, and Hope shook her head. “It’s too much.”

      “What?” He tilted her chin so she was forced to meet his eyes.

      “I . . . I don’t know if I can do this. It’s too much.” She was exhausted. All the attention, all the scrutiny . . . It was overwhelming in a way she’d never experienced.

      “You’re too much,” he teased. “See you soon.” He turned and jogged down the hall.

      “So, you gonna hang out with him?” Haley asked as they walked out to the parking lot.

      “I don’t know.” Hope sounded like a broken record. “All of this . . . activity . . .”

      Haley laughed. “Hope, this is normal.”

      “Not for me,” Hope muttered.

      “Where did you live before here? A cave?” Haley twisted her deep-brown hair into a bun. “Seriously, you should hang out with him, or we could do something together.”

      “Tomorrow. I have homework tonight. We can do something tomorrow.”

      Because Hope could not handle one more thing today.
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      She still had more than a week before the change. A week that seemed like forever away, and yet every day was a reminder of the time ticking away. And as the time grew closer to the change, the constant reminder that she was different than everyone she hung out with began grating on her. Her curse was a burden, and she resented it more and more every passing day.

      But she pushed it aside, her fear and her worry, because today was going perfectly. It was early afternoon, and they were in her Civic heading south on I-82 to the fish hatchery. Tristan and Haley sat in the back seat, their constant conversation lulling Hope’s nerves. Athan chimed in occasionally, mostly to give her directions.

      Today had been different than any she’d ever had at school. She sat with Haley, Athan, and their friends at lunch and found herself laughing at Tristan’s jokes. Haley invited her to come to the river Thursday night for a bonfire, and Hope contemplated going. Krista had left her alone. There’d been no further phone calls from Priska’s number. And no Skia. If Priska would just let her know she was okay, life would be perfect.

      “You look awfully pleased.”

      Athan’s comment pulled Hope from her reverie. “Oh, just thinking. Are you going to the river Thursday?”

      Part of her wanted to hang out with her new friends, and she recognized the shift. She was even referring to them as her friends.

      “Do you want to go?” he asked.

      Unwilling to commit, Hope mumbled, “Maybe.”

      The revelation that she’d settled enough to have friends was a bit disconcerting. It warred with what she’d been told over and over: connections were to be avoided. At some point, she would have to move, and . . . She didn’t want to leave.

      “I think you’ll have a great time if we go, but I’ll leave it up to you.”

      She caught his wording, and her heart fluttered. She would deal with leaving later. Once Priska came back.

      They pulled off the freeway, and Hope followed signs to the Bonneville Fish Hatchery.

      Hope looked out the window, assessing the surroundings. She could see picnic tables, benches, and a water fountain from the car. Trees and shrubs lined the concrete landscape; small pink petals floated in the breeze.

      “How did you know about this place?” she asked as they walked past a couple industrial pools.

      The group wandered down a path that wound alongside a natural-looking creek and several smaller ponds. The flowers bloomed in white, pink, and lavender. The smell from the blossoms mixed with the scents of the nearby river and the large pine trees. Overhead, small birds chirped.

      Haley laughed. “Seriously, this isn’t really a dude kinda place.”

      “Oh, I asked Scott what there is to do around Goldendale.”

      “Scott?” Surprise was written all over Haley’s face.

      Tristan chuckled. “Scott loves to fish. They have monster sturgeon here.”

      “Come on.” Athan gave Hope’s arm a little tug further down the path.

      Hope could only stare when she first saw them. She had no idea that fish in a river could be so big and so ugly. They reminded her of the picture of catfish that she’d found in an encyclopedia when she was younger.

      “Can you believe that Poseidon created that?” Athan leaned against the glass tank, looking at Hope.

      “It’s disgusting,” Haley said, wrinkling her nose. She turned to Tristan. “Let’s go feed the fish. I saw fish food thingies . . .”

      The two of them wandered off.

      Hope continued to stare at the glass window. The gray fish circled through the tank, coming through the murky water to pass the glass every few minutes. She thought of Athan’s statement, hung up on his mention of Poseidon. Since starting public school, Hope rarely heard anyone mention the gods outside of a curse or a plea for a blessing. Athan seemed well versed in all their mythological history.

      “It’s like a giant albino catfish.” She stepped up to the glass and tapped on it as the large fish swam past.

      Despondency gripped her heart, a pity for wild creatures held within strict confines, their freedom limited by someone more powerful. Was it any different for the fish than it was for her?

      A soft pressure at the small of her back brought her attention to the present. Athan stood beside her, his hand grounding her in the moment.

      He stared into the tank and asked, “It’s sad, don’t you think?”

      It was like he was feeling the same thing she was. “Do you ever feel like that?”

      “Trapped?” He turned to face her; his eyebrows furrowed then released. “Do you feel trapped?”

      She swallowed and bit her lip. Hedging, she responded with, “Doesn’t everybody sometimes?”

      He pinned her with his gaze, and the rest of the world disappeared.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” he whispered.

      Hope crossed her arms over her chest and set her chin in what her mom would call her defensive jut. Something deep in her wanted to avoid exposing vulnerability. Was that wrong? “I asked first.”

      “Fair enough.” He laughed, relaxing back onto the glass. The smile still played on his lips as he said, “Yes. Sometimes I feel very trapped.”

      She exhaled, releasing her tension. Maybe he wouldn’t judge her too harshly after all. “Me too.”

      The light in his eyes dimmed, and he took a deep breath. “I didn’t want this to be such a downer. Come on, let’s go feed the trout.”

      He took her hand and led her from the sturgeon tank. Stopping at a vending machine, he fed coins into it, filling their hands with little brown pellets of fish food.

      Her mood lifted as she tossed the stinky bits into the ponds and streams. Silver-sided fish slid over each other as they came to the surface, their mouths opening wide as they gulped the small particles of food.

      It was peaceful, with just the occasional splash from the fish, the sun warming her through her dark sweater. For one minute everything was right.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Athan nudged her with his elbow.

      “You’ll feel ripped off,” she warned him. “It’s peaceful here.”

      She brushed off her palms over the water.

      Hope and Athan watched as the trout slid back into the darkness and the water calmed. They walked through the park, and when they didn’t see their friends, they went back to the entrance.

      “Hey, guys!” Tristan yelled. “Are you almost done? We’re starving.”

      He stood by the storage ponds in front of the gift shop. Haley sat on a picnic table out by the parking lot.

      She held her hands out as if begging. “Please . . . I’m dying . . . I . . . must . . . have . . . food.”

      The sun disappeared behind a cloud, and a chill blew in on the breeze.

      “Skata!” Athan breathed the curse under his breath, startling Hope.

      Tugging her hand, he dragged her toward the car. “What would you say to some seafood?”

      Instinctively, she pulled back, dropping his hand. The chill felt ominous, and she scanned the picnic area. A flicker of movement by the flower beds drew her attention, and her eyes widened, as she froze in her tracks.

      The Skia stepped from behind the budded trees. Staring at Hope, he made no move to come closer.

      “What is with you, Hope?” Haley asked. “Don’t you see I’m withering away?”

      Hope didn’t even look at her friend. Could she reveal what she saw? Should she? She wanted to yell at him to leave her alone. She wanted to fight him so he couldn’t bother her again. She gritted her teeth.

      “Hope?”

      She felt Athan next to her, and glancing at him saw he’d bent down, fiddling with his shoe and pant leg.

      Her gaze went back to the Skia, but he was gone.

      Again.

      Athan dropped his pant leg and stood up. “I’m starved. Let’s go eat.”

      “Finally!” Tristan said.

      Haley grabbed his hand and turned toward the car.

      Hope wouldn’t ask Athan what made him curse. Had he seen the Skia? Did he know that she’d seen it? Had she been obvious?

      She thought the best thing would be to say nothing. No reason to scare her friends. And more importantly, she didn’t want to reveal she could see them.
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      Hope set her bag on the table and grabbed an apple. A light rap at the door brought a smile of expectation. She and Athan had talked about getting together, and he hadn’t forgotten.

      “Grab your homework. Let’s go,” Athan said, poking his head through the door.

      “Where are we going?” she asked from the kitchen as she grabbed her backpack.

      “My aunt wants to meet you, so I thought we’d have dinner with her. I hope you don’t mind skipping your run?”

      She thought of the strange meeting at the grocery store weeks ago and shook her head.

      “No, you don’t mind, or no you don’t want to go?”

      The latter. But of course she couldn’t say that. Athan seemed so earnest, and she didn’t want to offend him. “I don’t mind skipping the run.”

      “Good.” He grabbed her bag and slung it over his shoulder, then led Hope out the door.

      “She’s great, but a bit odd,” Athan said as they wound through the quiet town toward the highway. “If she starts singing, or talking in rhyme, it’s okay to ignore her.”

      “Does she do that a lot?”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes. She’s also likes to talk about the future.”

      “Can she tell the future?” Maybe she was a witch. Hope had read that there were still visages of Hecate that roamed the mortal realm. As goddess of crossroads, maybe her subjects could see into the future.

      “Sorry, what?” He turned but never met her eyes.

      “I asked if she can see the future.”

      He snorted. “You don’t believe that, do you? Fortune-tellers?”

      She shrugged. Maybe. Probably. Why wouldn’t she believe it? She was a monster, after all.

      They pulled into the driveway of the old bed and breakfast, and Athan faced her. “I know she’s a little . . . odd, but she’s always been there for me. I told her about you, and she wanted to meet you.”

      Hope nodded. She could do this. “Let’s go see your aunt.”

      White azaleas and pink rhododendrons lined the walkway, complementing a fresh coat of paint.

      “Been doing a bit of work?” Clearly someone had.

      “My aunt thinks it helps keep me from being idle.” Athan laughed. “‘A teenager shouldn’t have too much free time or he’ll find trouble.’” He wagged his finger at her.

      Just before opening the door, he gave Hope’s hand a squeeze.

      “Aunt Myrine?” Athan called out as soon as they crossed the threshold.

      The inside of the house was the exact opposite of the outside. It was a complete mess. Boxes lined the entryway, hall, and glancing into the other rooms, every available space. It made the house feel like a maze. As they walked down the hall, Native American masks, statues of Greek gods, and stacks of books drew Hope’s attention. Some looked like they’d just been set down, others were covered in dust.

      A door opened, and Myrine stepped out of a darkened room. Tinted goggles covered half her face, and her white hair escaped the confines of a bun at the top of her head.

      When she removed her goggles, Hope’s gaze was drawn to her unlined face. If her hair had been any color besides white, she could easily have been in her twenties. She glanced at Athan and then the gaze of her pale-blue eyes converged on Hope. The look was piercing.

      “Athan”—his aunt addressed him but kept her focus on Hope—“you’ve brought me a riddle.” Extending her hand to Hope, Myrine added in a singsong voice, “A riddle, a joke, lots of fun to poke, poke, poke.”

      Hope cringed but took the woman’s hand. It was dry and cool.

      “Cats and bats and lots of boys,” Mrs. Stephens chanted.

      “Excuse me?” Hope stuttered.

      Athan put his hand at the small of her back. He muttered something unintelligible under his breath, then cleared his throat. “Aunt Myrine, what are you talking about? This is Hope, the girl I was telling you about.”

      The two exchanged a look, and Myrine nodded. “Oh, yes. Yes, yes, yes. Here for dinner. Hello, my dear. Manners, manners, manners. I’m Myrine, but of course you know that. And you are Hope. But of course you know that, too.” She turned and addressed him. “Locks of gold, and eyes that glitter, touched by gods . . . I can see why you are intrigued.”

      Hope said nothing, and Myrine prattled on.

      “Come for dinner; come to eat. What a treat . . .” She squinted her eyes and nodded. “Yes, yes. Athan, go start the grill.” She waved at him in dismissal. “Hope, my dear, help me in the kitchen?” Myrine bounced down the hallway, rhymes dribbling from her lips. “Greens are good, bread and butter, need some meat, yes, beef is better.”

      “Are you freaking out?” Athan asked, holding Hope back with his slow pace.

      “She’s . . . odd.” She was freaking out, but clearly it meant something to Athan for her to be here. And the weird verses seemed harmless. “I think I’ll be fine.”

      Athan ran up a set of crowded stairs, leaving Hope to follow Myrine.

      As Hope walked down the hall, she looked into the open doorways. Artifacts littered the house: a golden pomegranate, a wooden birdcage carved with doves and roses, a small harp . . . an anvil and tongs.

      When Hope stepped into an immaculate, completely updated kitchen, she stood momentarily blinded by the incongruence.

      “Thou art the great cat.” Myrine nodded at her. “Avenger to the gods . . .”

      That was too close to the truth. Anxiety spiked Hope through the gut, and she glared at her hostess. “What are you saying?”

      “It’s on the royal tombs in Thebes.” Myrine shook her head. “You . . . you have told him nothing.”

      Hope’s jaw dropped. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “As you wish, as we be.” Myrine smoothed her hair back, then went to the sink. “Do be a dear and help me with the broccoli, Hope.” She set a paring knife and cutting board next to a produce bag on the counter. “I’ll get the corn ready.”

      “Are you a witch?”

      “A seer, a sage, a sibyl, a witch—call me what you want, take your pick.”

      Was that a yes? Hope cut broccoli, placing it on a sheet pan. Athan passed through the kitchen and went out the sliding glass door to start the grill.

      Myrine turned to Hope, blue eyes bright with interest. “You have many roads before you, kitten. Choose wisely where you step, for that is where you will walk.” Myrine closed her eyes. “Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”

      “Stop!” Hope clenched her fists, and her heart hammered. “Just stop. Why are you saying all that? What do you want?”

      The clanking outside ceased, and as the door slid open, Myrine shifted, singing about being close to where the watermelon grew.

      “How’s it going in here?” Athan looked from Hope to Myrine.

      Hope tried to smile, but the movement was forced, almost painful.

      “Myrine?”

      The older woman said nothing, and he turned to Hope.

      “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. There weren’t words for exactly how not okay she was.

      “Do you want to go?” His warm fingers brushed her chin, and she looked up at him.

      “Athan!” Myrine’s voice was sharp. “If you play with a cat, you must not mind its scratch.”

      “Good gods!” He turned on his aunt. “Is this what you’ve been saying? You promised!”

      Myrine bowed her head. “Cats and bats and lots of boys.”

      Athan grabbed Hope’s hand, practically dragging her as he strode from the room.

      In the doorway, Myrine’s face was cast in shadow, but her head was downcast, her shoulders slumped. She waved weakly. An apology or merely a farewell?

      The drive home was silent.

      “I asked her if she was a witch,” Hope confessed as they pulled up to her house. Maybe she’d actually triggered something and Myrine would tell him it was her fault.

      Athan sighed. “She was in one of her moods. I should have checked in with her before I took you over. It’s my bad, Hope, nothing you did.”

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She thinks she’s an oracle. She has visions, hears voices . . . She thinks she’s called of the gods and that she can see the future. But really, she’s insane. When she’s on her medication, she’s docile. I’m sorry.”

      Hope knew there were people with mental illness, but she’d never met anyone. She also guessed that there had to be actual oracles out there, and witches, and who knew what else.

      “I’m not mad,” she said in an attempt to reassure him.

      “But it scared you.”

      She wore her emotions like a coat, all on the outside. “Yes. But—”

      “No. I don’t want you defending her, or apologizing.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I let that happen to you.”

      But if Myrine was crazy, how did she know what she knew?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was less than a week before the change. Soon enough, Hope would need to figure out how she was going to pull it off. Leave or stay home? And what would she say to Mr. Jeffers?

      “So, are you coming tonight or not? It’s a three-day weekend . . .” Haley tapped her pen against the lockers. “You only came that one time, and I promise—”

      Hope shook her head as she turned her attention back to her friend.

      “You didn’t even hear what I was going to promise.” Haley pouted.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Hope grabbed her math book and slammed the locker door shut. “I’m not going back to the river.”

      “Of course it does. Athan will be there.” Haley waggled her brows. “You don’t want him to get distracted by some other chica.”

      Hope snorted. Since the disastrous dinner at his aunt’s house last night, she’d done her best to avoid him this morning. “Athan can get together with whoever he wants. It’s not like—”

      Haley cleared her throat, and her eyes told Hope someone was behind her.

      “Really, Hope?” Athan stepped around to face her. “I thought you said you wouldn’t break my heart.”

      The blush went from the tips of her toes to the roots of her hair.

      “We’re just friends,” she muttered, her gaze dropping to the floor.

      “Yeah, but there’s friends, and then there’s friends.” Haley pursed her lips and made kissing sounds.

      “Shut up.” Hope pushed Haley with a laugh. “You’re acting like you’re Eros-touched.”

      Haley rolled her eyes. “If the god of love had shot me, I promise I wouldn’t be making kissing sounds at you. I would be getting all hot and sweaty with . . . uh, never mind.” She grimaced. “Think about coming tonight, ‘cause you should.” She turned and started running down the hall. “I’ll call you!”

      Hope shook her head.

      “You’re not coming to the river?” He leaned against the wall of lockers, blocking her immediate path.

      “Not you too.” Hope stepped around him and ran down the hall to class just as the bell rang.
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      The piece of solitude was balm to her harried week. Hope responded to Athan’s and Haley’s texts with a definitive no. There was no way Hope was going to the river tonight. She needed a break.

      But as exhaustion faded, worry wormed its way in.

      If only Priska had said where she was going . . . Maybe they could find her. Mr. Davenport had sent a text Monday, telling Hope the same thing: stay put, no news. Was there anything Hope could do?

      Useless . . . She was completely useless.

      She blew out a breath and looked around her living room. The boxes from last week still sat stacked against the wall by the door.

      It was dark out, but purpose burned through her. A few taps on her phone showed there was a Salvation Army in the Dalles. It was late, but not that late.

      Hefting the first box, she fumbled at the front door and again as she pushed the button to release the trunk. The cool air tickled her skin, bringing goose bumps to her warm arms, but by the time the car was full, sweat ran from her hairline and soaked into her T-shirt. There were still four boxes inside, but nothing more would fit into her compact car. She’d just have to make a second trip later.

      As she sang along to the radio, the thirty-mile drive went quickly. Once off the freeway, she followed the directions to the alley behind the Salvation Army. It wasn’t until she sat the third box down that she actually assessed her surroundings. She crashed from the high of her impulsiveness, suddenly tempered by the risk of being alone in an alley at night. Stupid, stupid, stupid. While the Dalles wasn’t a big city, it was certainly larger than Goldendale.

      With the car off, she could hear music and loud, raucous clamor. At this time of night, and that kind of noise . . . There must be a bar nearby. Her heart beat a rhythm of anxiety, and she sped up to finish her task.

      The largest box of clothing was wedged into the middle of the back seat. Hope pushed the box to the side then went around to pull it out. As unease raced through her veins, her palms became clammy. The large box was awkward, obstructing her view, and she stumbled over the uneven ground. As she bent to set her donations down, inebriated chortling roiled down the alleyway.

      The box slipped from her hands, the contents spilling on the asphalt. The sleeve of her mom’s sweater landed in the gutter, the splash of red contrasting with the darkness around her.

      Even before she turned to the car, the fermented stink of alcohol wafted on the breeze. Two men, just more than shadows, came from the left, their drunken gait slow as they ambled toward her car. Even if she ran, she couldn’t get in the car before they reached her. She sucked in a deep breath.

      Adrenaline washed through her, and her muscles tensed. The sound of her heartbeat pounded in her ears, pages of a book rustled in the wind, and then the sharp intake of breath from a man.

      The shorter man leered, and his brown eyes bespoke his mortality, and his smirk promised pain. In his fist, he clenched the handle of something. A hammer? No, a wrench.

      The taller man’s gait was steady, and something about his features was . . . off. Wrong. Washed out. And . . . his eyes! Two solid orbs of pitch.

      Skia.

      She swallowed back fear as it clawed up her throat. Hope grabbed for the golden dagger in her back pocket but came up empty. In another second, they would be in striking distance.

      The human raised his arm, and instinctively, she moved. Stepping to the left, she hooked his wrist as he moved to strike, rotated her grip, and lunged behind him. She brought his arm with her, applying torque until she heard the snap. Before he had time to register the pain, she kicked his knees with the heel of her foot, buckling him to the ground. Not even a second later, he screamed. He dropped the wrench and clutched his shoulder.

      She spun to face the other attacker and dropped back into a defensive stance, her arms up in a guard position. The Skia chuckled, a ghostly wheezing sound. They circled each other twice, and Hope struck. She jabbed twice, measuring his ability. Fast and hard. He knew how to fight.

      “You are not as you seem,” he rasped.

      He reached as if to grab her, and she swung her left leg up in a crescent kick, clearing his arms. Before she brought the leg completely down, she shifted her stance and kicked him in the ribs. Sliding close, she delivered a hook punch where his liver would be, as if the dead still had their organs.

      He bent over, exposing his left side, and she slammed her elbow into his jaw. The Skia crumpled to the ground.

      Her legs trembled, and it felt like she was running through water, her movements lethargic and contorted. The man wrapped his warm hand around her forearm, and she stumbled.

      Panicked, she lashed out with the heel of her palm, bringing her right hand back at the same time as she struck with her left. Over and over and over again. Using every ounce of force, she struck. Bones crunched and warm wetness covered her hands. Only when the man released her arm did she stop.

      Hope looked around for the Skia.

      The tall figure leaned against the wall of the alley, the shadows lapping at his feet, the weight of his gaze fixed on her.

      She shifted back into a defensive stance, waiting for him to attack.

      “Interesting.” He tipped his head. “Little monster . . .” He stepped into the shadow and disappeared.

      Hope gasped. Just like the other Skia, he was gone. Staring at the shadow, she inched forward.

      The Skia stepped back out and grabbed her arm.

      “Your presence is requested by my master,” he hissed.

      She screamed and yanked her arm away.

      He cursed and, with a blade black as pitch, he swung at her.

      Hope dropped to the ground, the air above her whistled. As soon as the knife had passed, she jumped up and ran to the car, falling into her seat. Her hands were slick with blood, and she struggled to get the key in the ignition.

      She glanced out the side mirror and saw the Skia standing over the body of the man.

      “Come on, come on . . .” she whimpered.

      The engine turned over, and she put the car into reverse.

      She was almost to the bridge when she realized she was shivering.

      She turned the heater on full blast, but her teeth continued to chatter. Too afraid to stop, she drove until she was outside her house.

      Safe, safe, safe, she chanted in her mind. But she did not, could not, get out of the car. She sat debating her fear, trying to talk herself out of her shock. She knew that’s what this was, and it was to be expected, even normal, considering. But it was all useless; she couldn’t move.

      Unconscious of time passing, she eventually became aware she wasn’t shivering or cold anymore. She glanced at the dash. It was well past two in the morning.

      She should go inside, wash up. The thought of the gore on her hands was motivation enough. She turned the car off, and as she pulled the keys from the ignition, she noticed her golden dagger in the cup holder. Right where she put it when she climbed into the car. She grabbed the blade, opened the door, and stepped out into the chilly night.

      I’m home. It’s okay. One foot in front of the other.

      In a sort of shell-shocked trance, she didn’t hear her name being called at first. When she did, she instantly recognized the voice and looked around for the source.

      Athan crossed her lawn in long strides.

      “Hope? Are you all right?” His approach slowed as he got closer.

      “Sure.” She attempted to mask her weariness. “What are you doing out so late?” She needed to distract him, to steer the conversation away from her. Her gaze darted to his truck parked on the street right next to her house. How could she have missed it?

      “I was down at the river, remember? I dropped Tristan off, and I was heading home when I saw your car running with the lights on. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      He was close enough that she could feel the heat rolling off his body. Unconsciously, she rubbed her hands over her chilled arms.

      The silence was uncomfortable. Had he asked her something? “What?”

      “I said, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I dropped some boxes off at . . . at the Salvation Army.” She shuddered and forced herself to continue. “Just doing some house cleaning, trying to make the place look lived in.”

      It seemed like forever ago that he’d been in her house.

      She took a deep breath to steady herself and smelled him, the sharpness of his soap, and the campfire that clung to his skin. He was staring at her with wide eyes, his head shaking. He took another step forward and touched her lightly, his fingers brushing her forehead. He withdrew his hand and looked at it.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Hope.” His voice throbbed with anxiety. “Why do you have blood on your face?”

      She reflected briefly, but words failed to come, and she stood dumbly looking down. The ground started to shake, and it wasn’t until Athan put his arms around her that she understood. She was trembling.

      He pried her keys from her fingers and led her inside. Turning lights on as he went, he guided her into the study and pushed her into the overstuffed chair.

      “Shh, shh. You’re okay. You’re safe. You’re home,” he whispered, the cadence of his voice a soft lull.

      Eventually, she stopped shaking. She stuffed the dagger in between the cushions and grabbed the edge of her sleeve to wipe her eyes, but the moisture was sticky. One glance and her stomach rolled. Her sleeves were saturated with blood, and maroon splattered the front of her shirt, too.

      She pushed herself up and stumbled past Athan and into the bathroom. She dropped to the floor, and her stomach heaved. She vomited again and again as tears rolled down her cheeks. She yanked off her shirt. She had to get the blood off.

      “Hope?” Athan came through the doorway and knelt next to her.

      He handed her a wet washcloth, and when she didn’t take it, he wiped down her face and hands, rinsing the cloth after each pass.

      She lay her head down on the floor and started to cry, a soft whimper, pleading for relief from the horror of her memories as they flashed through her mind.

      “Shh.” He rubbed her back, the contact of his hand warm and comforting. “Shh.”

      When her tears stopped, he stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

      He returned shortly with a clean T-shirt and pajama bottoms.

      “I’ll wait out here while you get changed.” He closed the door behind him.

      She stood, looking down at the gore on her sweats. She peeled them off and threw them into the corner behind the door. She dressed and pulled herself out of the bathroom.
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      Athan sat on the couch and patted the spot next to him. “What happened?”

      She sat close enough that she could feel his warmth, needing the reassurance that could only come from another human being. With a deep breath, she tried to explain. “When I dropped off that stuff, there were . . . two men. I hit . . . I hit him. I must have gotten some of his blood . . . on . . . me.”

      She looked up to see Athan gaping at her.

      “But you’re okay?” He crouched down, cupping her cheeks in his hands.

      She forced herself to focus on his eyes. Such a strange green. Like the moss on the trunks in Bellevue. What was he saying?

      “Are you okay?”

      She brushed her tongue over the roof of her mouth. It felt like sandpaper. “Water. Please. I’m . . . so . . .”

      Too exhausted to think anymore, she curled into a ball. When he returned, she took the cup gratefully and drank the contents.

      He sat next to her, his arm circled around her, his hand resting on her back. He brushed a tendril of hair back behind her ear. With his touch came warmth, and she involuntarily leaned toward him.

      “Just . . . sit here . . . a minute?” If he would just stay for a minute or two, she would be all right.

      “Sure.”

      He took her hand, and she felt comfort. Peace. Her lids became heavy, and she fought to stay conscious.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled. She knew she should ask him to leave, or see him out, but she couldn’t make herself move. She felt the light touch of him tracing his fingers over her hand, and as she drifted off to sleep, she was vaguely aware of him humming.
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      When Hope awoke, her thoughts were already racing.

      She sat up, the memory of the previous night’s events crashing into her. She glanced down at her clothes, and while they were clean, she could see flecks of blood under her fingernails. Her attacker’s blood. Her victim’s blood.

      Her stomach lurched, and she dashed to the bathroom. Throwing up bile, Hope retched until her muscles hurt, then rested her head on the floor until the churning stopped. The sharp tang of bleach burned her nostrils.

      Willing her rubbery legs to hold, she stood at the sink and brushed her teeth. Then, she filled her hands with liquid soap. With the water running, she scrubbed her fingers with her toothbrush, and then her palms. Suds dripped into the water, disappearing down the drain. Her skin was raw, and the water stung as she rinsed the last drops of her fight down the drain.

      Her body ached, and she was overcome by the urge to scour every part of herself, especially anything touched during the attack. She turned on the shower and then remembered Athan. Was he still there? She turned off the water and tiptoed out into the hall.

      “Athan?” Her voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “Athan?” She looked in the study, the kitchen, the spare bedroom, and the living room. Finding herself alone in her own home and the front door locked, she went back to the bathroom.

      She bathed fiercely, scrubbing until her skin was tender. When the water ran cold, she climbed out. While she dressed, she remembered her clothes from last night, still behind the door.

      But the clothes were gone, as was the washcloth and towel she’d used last night. Sharp as the scent of bleach, understanding cut through her. She shivered as icy fingers of dread crawled over her scalp and down her back. She shut the bathroom door and climbed onto her bed. The panic made her ache for the familiar. She called Priska’s number, hoping but not believing. It went to voicemail on the first ring. With a sigh, Hope disconnected. Why bother leaving another message?

      What to do? She should leave Goldendale, move to another part of the state, or maybe another part of the country. She left all those boxes at the Salvation Army, and, no doubt, the cops would link her to the crime. She thought of the Skia and then . . . The man travelling with him was definitely alive. But humans couldn’t see Skia, which meant . . . Her head swam; there was a pounding, a constant thumping, and she closed her eyes in an attempt to seek relief from the incessant noise.

      The pounding stopped, and she let out a sigh of relief. Then the floor creaked, and her heart stuttered.

      “Hope?” Athan tapped on her bedroom door.

      A sob escaped her lips.

      “Hey.” Athan sat on the bed next to her and wrapped his arms around her, pressing her into him.

      She couldn’t control it. She sobbed into the warmth of his shirt.

      Her comfort turned to embarrassment and then horror at the reality swirling around her. What did he know? What could she say?

      She ducked her head and pulled away from him, mumbling something akin to an apology, if it had been coherent.

      He scooted close to her again. “What?”

      “I’m. Sorry.” She said it slow so that she wouldn’t have to repeat it again.

      He wrapped his arms back around her, and his chuckle rumbled through his chest. “Yes. I can see that you are.”

      She felt brief pressure on the top of her head, and then he pulled away.

      “I’m staying with you today. All day.” He picked up her hand and threaded his fingers through hers. “And before you protest.” He tightened his grip. “You do need me to.”

      Hope frowned, her eyebrows pulling down in a grimace.

      “I saw the news this morning. There was an attack last night in the Dalles. Some guy named Antony Kohl who was out on parole. A real dirt bag.”

      She felt like she couldn’t breathe.

      “There’s speculation that he was a demigod, and Skia killed him. The police are looking into it.”

      Her vision spotted, and the room spun.

      “Hope! Breathe.”

      She gasped.

      “Don’t do that.” He cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his eyes. “I can’t help if you pass out.”

      What was he talking about? Help her? Help her what?

      “Have you eaten today?”

      She shook her head and looked down at their hands. Hers lay in his, but even with his fingers wrapped tight, she could see the tremor.

      “Stay right here, okay? I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” She leaned back into the pillows, her eyelids heavy. She had been up for just over an hour. Why was she so tired?

      She could hear him pulling dishes from the cabinets, opening and closing the fridge. Lulled into a sense of security, she closed her eyes.

      “Here you go, Sleeping Beauty.” He set a plate with two slices of cinnamon toast in front of her. “I would have made you more, but I think it’s best we make sure you can keep this down.”

      She took a bite and savored the sugary spice flavor. She inhaled the rest. “Thanks.”

      He took the plate and set it on the dresser, then sat at the foot of her bed. “I burned your clothes this morning. I think the only link anyone will have to last night will be the boxes you dropped off. Do they have your name on them?”

      She thought about it. “Yes, just . . .” Just Nicholas, her last name. But that wasn’t what she was going by. “Just my last name.”

      “Okay. That’s okay. Donating stuff doesn’t tie you to the . . . incident.”

      Incident? Is that what he was calling it? “Do they have a security camera?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. It was on the news.” He sighed. “I think today will be the hardest. We need to make sure it’s like nothing happened. Just in case.”

      Just in case. The swallow was almost painful. She could do this. “I could drop off the rest of the boxes.”

      “Let’s do it.” He tilted his head toward her. “Anything else you need to get done today?”

      “Homework.”

      He smiled. “Let’s get started. Just like any other day.” He stood, collected the plate from the dresser, and stepped into the hallway.
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      She snacked on dry cereal while she peeled and cut vegetables. Finished with a mound of onions, carrots, and potatoes, she dropped them into the large Crock-Pot. The mundane movements helped steady her heart rate. After filling the bottom of the pot, she seasoned the chuck roast she’d bought earlier that week and put it on top of the vegetables.

      Athan sat quietly at the table, looking between her and his math homework.

      “What happened last night?” she asked. “The last thing I remember was drifting off on the couch.”

      “You fell asleep. I moved you to your bed, then I slept out here on the couch till about seven. I checked on you before I left to shower and change clothes; you were still asleep.”

      She noticed his hair was still damp. “And the bathroom?”

      “I thought it would be better if you didn’t have to face the cleanup.”

      She blushed and nodded.

      “Oh.” He dug into his pocket and then put her keys on the table. “I’m sorry. I took these. I wasn’t sure how else to lock up when I left.”

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. Thanks for your help. I think . . . I might have gone a little crazy.” Her emotions simmered inside her, threatening to boil over, and knew she’d better change the subject.

      He stood and reached for her hand. “What do you say we take the rest of the boxes to the Goodwill in Yakima?”

      Instinctively, she stepped back. “No. Let’s drop them at the Dalles. I . . . I need to not be afraid.”

      His hand dropped to her waist. “Do you want me to load everything into my truck?”

      “No. There’s room in my car. The trunk is still full, but the last few boxes should fit in the back.”

      “All right.” He lightly pushed her aside. “Let me get a drink of water, then I’ll go load. Meet you at the car?”

      The heat from his hand was still there, and she wanted to soak in that warmth. She shook herself free from the trance. “I’ll go get my shoes.” She dropped the keys onto the table for him and went to her bedroom.

      He was loading the last box into the back seat when she came out. She got the keys and locked up the house. Athan walked over to the driver’s side.

      “Hey, I’ll drive,” she protested.

      With a shake of his head, he said, “I don’t think you should be behind the wheel today.” He slid into the car and then looked up at her and grinned. “Besides, I’m a male chauvinist. I always drive.”

      The joke made her smile. She climbed into the passenger side.

      When he started the car, the radio blared, and he quickly shut it off.

      Funny, I don’t remember hearing anything on the way home last night. She remembered the blood on her hands, and her eyes locked on the steering wheel.

      “I cleaned up in here, too,” Athan explained. “It wasn’t bad, but . . . Hope?”

      “Hmm?”

      “If anyone ever asks . . .” He fiddled with the keys for a moment before meeting her eyes. “I want you to tell them we were together last night.”

      “But you were at the river.”

      “Yes, but I was back in Goldendale before midnight.”

      Midnight? “But that would mean . . .” She couldn’t say it. He sat in his car, watching her for over two hours?

      “I promise I’m not stalking you. I drove around for a while. When I passed your place, I saw you sitting in your car. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      A strange feeling warmed her chest. Unsure of what it was, or what it meant, she was certain of one thing: She was glad to have him here.

      He lifted his hand from the wheel, and gently wove his fingers through hers.

      She looked down at his dark olive skin and her own, pale gold. In her chest, hundreds of butterflies emerged from cocoons. She slid her hand away.

      “I don’t . . .” She struggled not only with what to say but how to say it. “I don’t understand you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I . . . I don’t know if I can trust you. How do you know if you can trust someone?” She wanted to, and was so, so afraid.

      “You just decide.” He grabbed her hand again. “Trust me. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      His warmth seeped from her fingers up her arm and into her heart.

      She took the leap. “Okay.”
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      The click of a seatbelt awoke her, and Hope sat up rubbing her eyes. They’d arrived in the Dalles.

      Athan leaned toward her, his hand on her leg. “Why don’t you just sit tight? This will only take a second.”

      She nodded. When he left the car, she sat up and stared at the empty alleyway. Memories flashed through her mind like pictures. The Skia standing there watching her. What did he mean his master wanted to talk with her? Why would Hades want her?

      She leaned back in her seat and pulled out her phone. She wanted to send a note to Priska. Crap. Someone else had Priska’s phone. Oh, gods, Hope had called her this morning. Did she leave a message?

      “So.” Athan slid back into the driver’s seat. “What else do you have on your agenda today?”

      There was nothing she could do about it now. She sighed and concentrated on what needed to happen today. “I need to finish my algebra and Spanish. What about you?”

      The right corner of his mouth turned up in a half smile.

      “Same.” He paused briefly. “Is it going to bother you if I crash and do homework with you? Maybe stay for dinner?”

      “Um, did you just invite yourself over for dinner?” Inside, relief washed over her. The last thing she wanted was to be alone.

      He chuckled. “Yes. Yes, I did. Is that okay?”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “Actually, it’s a great idea. I owe you more than dinner for all your help.”

      “It’s called friendship, Hope. You don’t owe me anything. But I will be your best friend if I can have some of that roast.”

      They stopped for lunch at a sandwich shop, and when they headed back to the car, she slid into the passenger seat.

      Once they were on the interstate, she turned to him. “What was your mom like?”

      Athan was quiet.

      Had she offended him? Should she apologize? “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to—”

      “She was the greatest.” His voice was soft, as if he was living among his memories. “She was beautiful. She had dark hair, almost black, and I got her green eyes. She loved to laugh, and she would try to play jokes on people, but she could never keep a straight face. She loved to dance. When I was little, she would turn on music, and we would dance in the living room. She was a great cook, too. She was . . . she was the best mom.”

      “What happened?”

      His gaze hardened, and he took a deep breath. His exhale was slow and measured. “She got sick. The doctors didn’t know what it was. My dad went crazy trying to find someone to help her, but no one could.” His words were strained. “One night she went to bed and didn’t wake up. We knew it was coming, but still . . .”

      “Do you miss her?” She stared out the windshield, trying not to cry.

      “Every day.”

      “Me, too.” Her tears fell, and she wiped them away choking back her emotion. Athan took her hand, and a portion of her pain lifted.

      “What about your dad?” she asked.

      “He’s gone, too,” he whispered.

      Hurting for him and his loss, she wanted to give him some of the same relief, and Hope squeezed his hand. He had to know she was there for him, too.

      He continued to hold her hand while they drove to Goldendale.

      They spent the rest of the day on homework. And Hope found her perspective shifting even more. Athan was actually smart. Really smart. Especially in math and science.

      When it started to get dark, Hope unwound herself from her chair and headed into the kitchen. She diced a tomato to toss into a salad and rinsed grapes from the bunch. She grabbed a couple of plates, silverware, and glasses and brought them to the counter. She dished up their dinner, just like she would for her and her mother, and brought the plates to the table.

      Athan looked up from his homework as she came in and then jumped up out of his chair.

      “I’m sorry. I should have been paying more attention. I could have helped.” He ran into the kitchen and grabbed napkins from a holder on the counter.

      When he joined her at the table, her heart thudded, and she gulped a deep breath. All the stability she’d tried to build in Goldendale was shattered, and Athan was sitting at her dinner table. She’d hated him, and now—

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      The warmth of his voice broke through her reverie, but she could only give him a blank stare.

      “You don’t look so good.” He waved his hand in front of her. “You feeling okay? Is the shock getting at you?”

      His words registered, and she looked at him with horror.

      “Yeah.” Her appetite dissipated, but she sat down. “I’m sorry. I’m just not feeling myself.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Maybe another time.” Or another lifetime. There was no way to explain it without revealing everything. Which she would never do.

      She picked at her meal, worrying and overanalyzing her actions and his behavior. She could tell Athan knew something was up, but he didn’t press.

      When he scraped his fork on his plate, Hope noticed he’d devoured his food.

      “Do you want seconds?”

      He grinned. “If you aren’t going to finish yours, just pass me your plate.”

      He did the meal justice, eating all of his food and most of hers.

      “Go set up a movie,” he said when they were done. “I’ll load the dishes.”

      She went into the living room, turned on the television, and scanned through the titles. There had to be something Athan would enjoy, or at least tolerate.

      He came up behind her, reading over her shoulder. His body was so close the heat filled the space between them. She was no longer reading titles but trying to regulate her breathing.

      “Hmm, what’s that one about?”

      His voice was soft and low, and his breath tickled her neck. He placed his hand on her waist at the same moment she turned to ask him which movie he was talking about. Her breath caught. They were almost face to face. She moved to step back, but he held her close.

      “Hope.” He breathed her name so softly it was a caress. He removed the remote from her hand and then brushed her hair away from her face. His green eyes were just inches from her gold ones, and she could feel the tension of his body, his muscles taut, the vein in his neck pulsing. “What are you thinking?”

      Their breath mingled, and her emotions whirled. Her desire to lean into him was so overwhelming she struggled to form a coherent response. “What movie . . . should we watch?”

      He laughed softly and clicked through the titles. “How ‘bout this one? Some Like It Hot?”

      It took all her focus to pull herself together. “Yeah.”

      The knock at the door felt like a jackhammer, startling them both. Hope jumped away as if they’d been caught, her heart pounding against her chest. Eyes wide, she looked at him, but the same confusion marked his features.

      She thought of the dead man. Had the police found out about her? How could she explain?

      The knock came again, this time a bit harder.

      “Wait, Hope.” Athan grabbed her wrist. “Remember. We were together. No matter what they ask. We were together last night.”

      She nodded at him, and with a deep breath, she opened the door.

      Scott and Krista stood on her doorstep. Scott shifted from foot to foot, a grimace on his face. Krista looked like a cat that had just caught its prey.

      “Oh. Hi.” Krista gave her a too-sweet smile. “Is Athan here? We thought we saw his truck outside, and he’s supposed to come with us to Lee’s tonight.”

      “Sorry, guys. I totally forgot.” Athan moved toward the door and put his hand at the small of Hope’s back. “We were just getting ready to watch a movie.”

      “Come on. You promised last night you’d come, and we need even numbers to play.” Krista was wheedling, her voice honey, but the hint was hardly subtle.

      “Well, do you mind if Hope comes?” He looked to Hope with expectation and desire, and he nodded at her encouraging her to agree.

      Krista rolled her eyes.

      Before Krista could respond, Hope shook her head. “Actually, I think I’ll call it a night. I could use a little extra rest.”

      Athan frowned. “Really? I could—”

      “No, you should go ahead. I’m tired. I don’t think I’ll be much fun tonight.”

      Krista beamed.

      Athan looked at Hope intently. “No, really, Hope. I’d be happy to stay.”

      “Come on, Athan. She already said she wanted you to come,” Krista said while waving him toward the door.

      Gods, she was really putting on the pressure.

      Athan put his palm to Hope’s cheek, drawing all of her attention to him. “Are you sure?”

      When she nodded, he sighed.

      “All right.” He turned to the two on the porch. “Why don’t you guys head over? I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Krista shook her head. “It’s okay. We’ll just wait for you.”

      They stepped off the porch and wandered in the yard. But, of course, they’d left the door open. Hope would admire Krista’s persistence if she didn’t despise her so much.

      “If you’d feel better having someone here, you know I’ll stay, right?” Athan took Hope’s hands, his thumbs tracing circles over her palms.

      “Thanks. I’ll be okay.” She pulled away. “I’m so tired. I’m sure I’ll go right to sleep.”

      “Will you call me if you don’t? I mean, if you’re scared, or need something, will you call me?”

      She laughed because she felt like she should, but there was nothing funny. She was scared.

      His lips pulled up into a sheepish grin. “I’m being ridiculous, huh?”

      She offered a wan smile. “You’d better go before Krista comes and hauls you off.”

      “You’re probably right.” He started toward the door but stopped halfway, returning to cup her chin in his hand. “Please remember to call me if you need anything,” he whispered and then he gently kissed her forehead.

      Hope locked the door behind him and stumbled into the kitchen, feeling like the energy had been sucked from her body. She prayed to Hypnos for sleep and Artemis for protection before placing a small plate of the roast by the shrine of Hecate. But she grabbed her daggers, just in case.
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      Hope slept late Saturday. She told herself she deserved it. In fact, she deserved to spend the entire day in bed if she wanted to. But with a glance at the calendar, she saw there were only four days left before she’d shift. At the very least, she should take a shower.

      She knew it was the shock taking a toll, but by the time she got out of the shower, she was exhausted. So she got into a clean pair of pajamas and spent all afternoon watching movies on the couch.

      The knock at her door caused panic to flutter through her chest until she heard Athan’s voice calling her name. She opened the door and took him in. His hair was still damp, and she could smell the citrus from his soap. His moss-colored T-shirt made his eyes bright.

      He pulled an envelope from his back pocket. “My aunt asked me to give you this.”

      Hope stepped aside to let him in. “Everything okay with her?”

      The disastrous dinner seemed ages ago.

      Athan rolled his eyes. “Hades in hell. She’s been off her meds the last couple of weeks. I didn’t know. Usually she’s so . . . Anyway, she wanted to give you this, like an apology or something.”

      He pushed the thick cream envelope into her hands.

      Inside was a golden coin. One side was embossed with the figure of a woman holding a cornucopia and a set of old-fashioned scales. One favor was stamped on the other. The image reminded her of Athena, but neither the cornucopia nor the scales were Athena’s symbols.

      “Is this for real?” Hope held it up.

      His eyes widened and then closed. He shook his head.

      “Gods. That is so embarrassing.” He offered a wan smile. “Do you want me to get rid of it?”

      Maybe it was crazy, but intuition zinged, quick as lightning. There was something odd about the coin, and it felt powerful.

      “No, I’ll keep it.” She tucked it back in the envelope and the envelope under her arm.

      “You better hope you never need it,” he muttered.

      What was that supposed to mean? “It’s not like I could spend it anywhere.”

      He shrugged. “Not in this realm.”

      She stared at him, trying to figure out if he was serious.

      He laughed, but it sounded forced. “Just in the Land of Make-Believe.”

      But the weight of the coin and its intricate detail spoke of its value. Maybe he didn’t know anything and he was just embarrassed about his aunt.

      “Hey.” Athan leaned against the doorframe. “Do you want to go get dinner?”

      “That sounds great.” She’d barely eaten all day and was starving. “Where do you want to go?”

      “I know this place in Yakima.” He smiled. “Birchfield.”

      “I’ve heard it’s good. Just let me get dressed.” She pulled at the front of her tank top.

      “And get a jacket. It’s a little cool out.”

      She went back to her bedroom and opened her closet. She put the envelope with the coin in the Book of the Fates. Then she slipped on jeans, and as she reached for a T-shirt, she thought better of it. Instead, she pulled on a black camisole and wrapped a sheer black blouse over it. She pulled her hair back into a messy knot and clipped in a couple of black gem bobby pins. A little bit of makeup, and she grabbed a pair of black heels.

      “Sorry that took so long.” Her heels clicked on the floor.

      He said nothing.

      “If you think it’s too formal, I can go change.” She turned to go back to her room.

      He grabbed her wrist, his grip soft and warm.

      “No, no.” His voice was husky. “Don’t. I just . . .” He stroked the inside of her palm with his thumb, and his gaze travelled her. “By the gods, you are beautiful.” He shook his head. “I’m sure you hear that all the time.” A muscle in his jaw jumped, and he continued, “We’d better go or we’re going to miss our reservation.”

      He’d made a reservation? Nice.

      They chatted about school, music, and movies, and the drive passed quickly. They arrived at Birchfield just before six. Athan handed the keys to the valet and offered Hope his arm.

      Inside, the maître d’ looked up at the young people with disdain.

      “Can I help you?” His voice was barely civil.

      Hope looked to Athan and was surprised at the change in his countenance. Gone was the relaxed young man. He stood tall and, looking down on the maître d’, spoke evenly. “I have a reservation for six o’clock. Mr. Michael. Is our table ready?”

      The man staggered, almost as if he’d sustained a physical blow. He shook his head, then looked back up. “Yes, sir. Right this way, sir.” With several glances behind him, all with wide eyes and fawning smiles, the maître d’ led them to a secluded table marked Private. “I trust this will do.” When Athan nodded, the man finished with, “Enjoy your evening.”

      The coup de gras came when he bowed at them before leaving.

      Hope had never seen someone so smitten and eager to please. “What was that?”

      “What?” Athan raised his eyebrows as if nothing odd had happened.

      Hope tried to put it into words. “He was so rude, and then all super nice. Like a complete change of heart.”

      “Don’t you know the phrase ‘money talks?’”

      He helped Hope into her seat and then slid into his. The waiter was prompt with their drink order, and the service was consistently superb. The food was exquisite. The plates disappeared as they finished each course, only to be replaced with the next. The experience was unlike anything she’d had before.

      As they made their way back out to the valet, she took a sidelong look at her date. While he was dressed casually, he carried himself with poise and confidence unlike anyone she’d ever met. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she froze. That wasn’t true. She had known confidence like his.

      But she pushed the thought away.

      Impossible.

      As he helped her into the truck, she thanked him.

      “Did you have a nice night? Wasn’t the food great?” He was grinning.

      “Yeah. The food was fabulous, and I love not having to do clean up.” She laughed at the thought of the number of dishes that would be required to make such a meal. “Seriously, thank you.”

      “No, no. It was my pleasure. Really. I’m so glad you enjoyed yourself.”

      “I did. Very much so.”

      On the stereo was a soft piano medley, and Hope stared out the window at the night sky. When they pulled off onto Highway 97, the lack of lights made the stars bright.

      “What are you looking at?” He reached out and touched her hand, drawing her attention to him.

      “The stars.”

      She rarely took the time to enjoy the night sky anymore. She used to love it, flying with her mom at the new moon. Hope closed her eyes, and with a deep breath made a decision to focus only on the present moment, the now. As she opened her eyes to the sky before her, she saw the waning moon was brilliant—only the brightest stars could compete. Still there were millions of them in the sky, and without city lights, it was breathtaking.

      She turned and looked at him, but he was glancing up at the night sky, smiling, and then he turned back to the road.

      “Do you know very much about astronomy?”

      “Orion, Cassiopeia.” With his index finger, he traced the constellations in the sky. “There’s Hercules, and Taurus. Over here is Gemini and Ursa Major and Ursa Minor.” As he traced the constellations, his voice grew wistful.

      Hope shifted in her seat so she was nearly facing him. “Are you an astronomy whiz, or all-around nerd?”

      He laughed. “I’m a nerd. Seriously. My dad, he loves astronomy. He would keep me up late pointing out the constellations. My mom would come outside and act put out, saying I should be in bed already. He’d just laugh and invite her to join us.”

      He paused, but Hope had no intention of interrupting him.

      “My dad said that if you knew the map of the constellations, you could never get lost.”

      His reverie became soundless, and she waited in until he came back to the present.

      “He seems like he was a great father,” she finally said.

      “He tries to be.”

      There was momentary silence as he allowed her to digest the words.

      “He’s still alive? But you said . . . he was gone. You had to come live with your aunt?” Her voice was tight with incredulity.

      He accepted her scrutiny without interruption. “My father travels a lot, and his schedule is not always his own. It’s easier to just say he’s gone than having to explain.” He averted his gaze as he spoke. There was tension in the muscles of his jaw, and his grip on the steering wheel tightened. “It sounds terrible, I know that, but I understand now. I didn’t when I was younger; it used to make me so mad. He takes me with him when he can.”

      She could hear there was more. “What does he do?”

      “He has a courier service of sorts.”

      “Like FedEx?”

      “Kind of. Messages are part of it. He also does some guide work.”

      “So he’s self-employed?”

      He snorted. “I guess you could say that.”

      “He doesn’t like it?”

      “Oh, mostly he likes it. He complains sometimes, but I guess that’s probably true regardless of what your job is, huh?”

      “So, what’s the name of his company? Maybe I could use them sometime.” She thought it would be amusing.

      “He doesn’t really do local deliveries; it’s all long distance. Besides, he’s unbelievably expensive. The only reason he still has a business is because no one else will do what he does.”

      “But you said he’s really busy, so he must have some good customers, right?”

      Athan sighed. “Yes. He has a group of loyal customers, and then a lot of one-time clients.”

      “I don't get it. They use the service once, but they don’t like it?”

      “No, more like they only need his services just the one time.” She felt like he was talking in riddles.

      She inhaled, ready to lob another question when he cut her off.

      “It’s not that interesting. Really.”

      With that, he closed the subject.

      She nodded. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to pry.”

      “No worries.” He took her hand.

      “So you like to run?” Surely, this would be a safe topic.

      “Hmm.” There was a brief pause. “You already know that. Usually when I move, I join the track team.”

      “You like to compete?”

      “Not really.” He laughed. “I know what I can and can’t do. I’m not really trying to prove it to anyone.”

      “So then why join the team? Why not just run by yourself?”

      “I guess I could, but track is a good way to get my running in and get to know people. You know, new in the area, find people with common interests.”

      She laughed. “I noticed you’re pretty friendly.”

      “But you’re not so much.”

      His tone was teasing, and even though there was no malice in the comment, it struck a chord. Her back stiffened, and she attempted to pull away.

      After a moment of hesitation, he released her hand. When he spoke, his voice was soft, conciliatory. “You seem to put a lot of effort into . . . not letting people in.”

      She wavered. His touch was comforting and gentle. She flipped her palm up and wound her fingers back into his embrace.

      “Hope?”

      “Yeah.” Her whisper was an attempt to restrain the emotion bubbling in her heart.

      “Why is that?” He looked sad.

      “What?”

      “Why do you work so hard to push people away?”

      She was unprepared to answer his question; she’d never had to explain. She thought about lying, but then what was the harm in the truth. At least for most of it. “We moved a lot, my mom and me, for most of my life. I guess I already knew I’d be leaving soon, so it was easier to not get attached. I tried having friends once, but it . . . was . . . a disaster. It didn’t seem worth the effort.”

      But it was more than that. The reality was, she didn’t believe she was worth the effort. Not if they knew what she really was.

      “Besides,” she continued, shoving her dark thoughts deep into her soul, “it wasn’t like I was alone; my mom and I were really good friends.”

      Her eyes filled, threatening to overflow.

      “What happened to your mom?”

      “There was an accident.” She waited until she could swallow the lump in her throat before continuing. “I went to school one morning, but when I came home . . .” She shrugged, unable to say more.

      But the lie felt horrible. Someone had killed her mom, and she wanted to shout from the rooftops that she would make them pay for what they did.

      “I’m so sorry.” He was silent for a moment before continuing. “What about your dad? Isn’t he around?”

      “No, he left before I was even born.” Hope shrugged his question off. “I don’t think he’s even listed on the birth certificate.”

      She told him how her lawyer had helped with the emancipation, her time in foster care, and the move to Goldendale. It felt good to share. Really good.

      They pulled up to her house, and he turned the ignition off. The light from across the street was muted through the tinted windows, and they sat cocooned in his truck.

      “I didn’t realize it was so late. I should get to bed.”

      She gathered her clutch and jacket and was surprised when Athan got out of the truck and headed toward the passenger side. Before she could get her seatbelt off, he was opening her door.

      “You don’t have to walk me to the door.”

      “Of course I do. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be a date.”

      The word brought heat to her cheeks. It was a date?

      When they reached the porch, Hope looked at him, seeing him as if for the first time. His green eyes blazed with live flame, and his tawny hair fell forward just enough that her fingers itched to push through it. With his proximity she could smell him, a hint of soap and the richness that was completely him. Almost like a magnet, she inched toward him.

      He gently stroked her collarbone with just the tips of his fingers, his eyes filled with wonder as he studied her.

      Was he feeling it, too?

      “I have to say, Hope Treadwell, I’m interested in you.” He circled her neck with his hand, his fingers winding into her hair. As he leaned in, his lips brushed her ear. “Very interested.”

      He leaned back, searching her face. She said nothing but forced herself to meet his eyes. Her heart pounded, running its own race, and her knees trembled. He reached out slowly, giving her time to pull back, but she wouldn’t move. Holding her chin, he stroked her lower lip with his thumb. Slowly, achingly slowly, he brought his head low enough that their breath mingled.

      Her eyes fluttered.

      Waiting.

      Athan closed his eyes, and with a swallow he pulled back, his hand dropping to his side. He turned and was down the steps before she was able to gather her thoughts.

      “See you tomorrow.” His voice was rough.

      Dumbfounded and confused, she stood staring at him. She should say something, but words failed her. It took a concentrated effort for her to turn toward the door and not chase him out to his truck.

      It took several seconds to gather herself enough to focus on the door and get it open. When she finally did, she was surprised to see Athan still waiting at the curb. She forced a smile and waved before she closed the door.

      Seriously . . . What was that?

      He was going to kiss her, but then he pulled back? Did she have bad breath? Something between her teeth? Did she smell like an animal? Could humans tell?

      No biggie, she told herself, trying to discount his obvious dismissal. Really, was she even interested in him like that?

      The answer was instantaneous.
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      Hope limply held the green basket in one hand, the wrapped steaks rolling from side to side. In her other hand, she held a large piece of poster board. She stood in line at the Red Apple. The one cashier today had to be approaching sixty, and her burgundy hair clashed with the red employee vest. By the time Hope got out, she might be sixty, too.

      She glanced at the racks of candy and gum and then turned. The other side of the aisle was lined with glossy covers featuring cakes, swim-suit clad models, and airbrushed movie stars. Interspersed were matte covers of newspapers reporting alien babies and talking animals. Although, maybe there was some truth to the talking animal thing.

      Oh. Sweet. Hera.

      Monster Tore Up My Orchard

      Hope set her basket down and grabbed the Daily Star.

      Danny Graves awoke early that March morning to get the cows out to pasture. The birds were chirping, and the weather was unusually mild for early spring. That’s when he heard the terrible screams. “Sounded like someone cryin’ and dyin’ all at the same time. They was hollerin’ and such something awful.” What he found when he went to investigate left him speechless. “My orchard was just destroyed. Big ole trees all torn up, like someone was pluckin’ weeds—roots hanging upside down and all.”

      Hope swallowed. This could not be happening. How could she have been so careless? After all the warnings from her mom. The disappointment was sour and hard to swallow.

      Graves claims to have heard the banshee-like screams for several minutes. He was shocked when, as the sky was lightening, he witnessed a large beast flying out of his orchard. “I must have been right scared ‘cause I didn’t even think to use my shortie,” Graves said as he patted a sawed off shotgun beside him. According to Graves, the monster had the wings of a bird, the legs of an animal, and a top half that looked human.

      “Do you want to get that?” The clerk looked over her glasses at Hope.

      “Oh, uh. No. No, thank you.” Hope put the paper back in the wire bracket, face down. If only it were that easy to bury the story.

      “Reading’ about the Sphinx, huh?”

      “What?” Anxiety rolled from her neck through her chest, leaving her skin prickled with chill.

      “That’s what they’re calling it. That monster that tore up that man’s orchard.”

      Hope nodded. Hades in hell.

      “Seventeen eighty-two.”

      Hope handed her a twenty.

      “Then he got a bunch of ancient coins worth a fortune in the mail. He’ll never have to work again, they say.” She held out Hope’s change. “You have yourself a nice day, and don’t worry none. They’ll catch that monster soon enough, just you see.”

      Hope nodded and left the store. That was exactly what she was afraid of.

      The information on the internet confirmed everything the grocery clerk had said and went further. There was even a petition at the end of the article asking for demigods to hunt down the beast.

      Great.

      Hope didn’t sign it.

      By late afternoon, she was restive and cross. She hadn’t heard from Athan, and Haley was out with Tristan. Hope needed to get out of her house. More than anything, she wanted a run.

      It’s fine. You want to run, so run. She decided that, despite her fear, she would. She changed her clothes and strapped on the Velcro belt that held the leather sheath. She’d improvised a casing for an immortal dagger and strapped the golden knife to her hip, tucking it into her shorts. It felt odd, but she wasn’t running without one of the blades.

      The sun was setting as Hope took her second lap around the small town. She waved at Tristan and Haley who were having dinner on the patio of Sal’s Pizza, the smell of oregano and yeasty bread heavy in the air.

      She rounded the corner and slowed to a jog and then a walk. The anemic streetlights did nothing to light the path at dusk, and the sidewalk around her house was broken and uneven.

      In four days, she would change again. Tuesday was going to suck. Hard. She needed to come up with something to tell Haley and Athan before she left—

      A man walked from the darkness between two homes.

      Oh gods.

      “Little monster,” he rasped.

      The Skia was the same one that had killed the demigod, Brand. Her heart raced, and she pulled out the golden blade, waving it in front of her.

      “Stay away from me!” Her voice trembled.

      He chuckled. “You don’t even know how to use that, Sphinx.”

      Her stomach churned. She couldn’t deny it. “Don’t come any closer, or you’ll find out how well I use it.”

      He stepped back and put his hands up, but the leer plastered on his face showed no fear.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” he said.

      “Then what do you want?” Her gaze darted to the shadows, then back to him.

      “My master would like to invite you for an audience. He would like to speak with you.” His laugh was a dry wheeze. “The gods are all astir . . . Because of you.”

      A door slammed, and someone cursed.

      “You tell him no. I have no interest in talking with Hades.” She took a deep breath. “And leave me alone. You might think I’m harmless, but I’ll kill you if you threaten me.”

      The Skia nodded, as if accepting her answer. He pointed to the home behind her. “Be careful, Sphinx. Your curse will not protect you from . . . everything.”

      Hope turned to see a man in cutoff jeans and a dirty tank top coming off his dilapidated front porch.

      “Who’s there?” He slurred the words.

      Hope turned back to the Skia, but he was gone. Hope said nothing as she slunk past the man dragging his garbage can to the curb.

      What did it say that she was more afraid of the drunk man than the Skia?

      Once inside her house, Hope locked the door behind her and looked at the statue on the mantel. She had no idea how it worked, but she was grateful for the protection of Hecate.

      Anxious and filled with nervous energy, Hope focused on tasks over which she had control. She showered, dressed in pajamas, ate the rest of the steak she’d grilled earlier, texted Haley then started on her last bit of homework.

      In black marker, she outlined the endothermic reaction of citric acid and baking soda on the bright-pink poster board.

      Her phone buzzed, then rang.

      Finally. She tapped Accept and brought it to her ear.

      “Hey, are you done with your chemistry poster, yet?” Hope asked.

      A man chuckled. “I had no idea you’d be so young.”

      Her stomach dropped.

      “Who is this?” She held the phone out and looked at the screen. Priska’s number. No. No, no, no!

      “We know what you are . . . Sphinx.” He hissed the last word, as if a curse.

      She clenched the phone, her knuckles turning white.

      “Who are you?” She pushed the words out in an anxious whisper. “Where’s Priska?”

      “We will destroy you. And we will send you to Hades.”

      “Where’s Priska?” she screamed.

      The man laughed.

      Her hand shook, and she tapped End over and over and over. Could they trace a cell phone?

      Her phone rang again. And again. And again.

      What could she do? What should she do? Her panic overwhelmed her, and she sat immobilized.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      Hope screamed.

      “Hope?” Haley’s voice came through the door. “I know you’re home!”

      Hope jumped from the chair and raced to the door. Her hand trembled as she undid the deadbolt. Pulling open the door, she tugged Haley inside.

      “So, did I see you run by Sal’s earlier?” Haley closed the door behind her. “I thought I saw you.” She stopped at the kitchen table. “And how much more homework do you have? I wanted to go to Portland tonight, but we’ll never make it back by ten. Maybe we could go to Yakima. I’m dying to go shopping.” She turned and looked at Hope. “Holy Hades, what happened to you? Was . . . Was that you screaming?”

      Hope couldn’t stop the tremor, and she nodded. “Yeah. I . . . just . . . uh . . . Remember those prank calls I was getting? Well, they’ve been calling, again. So . . . I need to get a new phone.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re getting the new iPhone.” Haley’s shoulders sagged, then she straightened. “Wait, did you say those guys are calling again? Oh. My. Gods. For real?”

      Hope nodded. “Do you know if you can trace where a phone is? Like the physical location?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Haley frowned. “We can ask at the store. And if they can, we’ll just dump it in the river. Are you all right?”

      Hope nodded and grabbed her coat. “Yeah. Let’s go. Now.”

      Hope locked the door while Haley went out to get the car started. As Hope turned, she saw the short Skia standing in the shadow of a tree. He nodded once and faded away.

      Her heart couldn’t take anymore.

      She ran to the car.
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      Hope lay in bed and thought about Athan. Two days ago seemed like forever. And that moment at the door? She was sure he was going to kiss her. But then, why didn’t he? And why did he never call her? She hadn’t imagined that date, and he’d even called it that. Was it normal to be all hot and cold like that?

      She kicked off the covers, eager to see him at school. At least there he wouldn’t be able to avoid her and she could find out what was going on.

      A couple hours later, she pulled into the back parking lot of the school. Her phone buzzed, then rang, and after checking the screen, she answered it with a frown.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, this is Melody at Mr. Davenport’s office, will you please hold for Mr. Davenport?”

      Hope rolled her eyes. She’d called him not even twenty minutes ago with her new phone number. “Of course.”

      The sounds of classical music filled her ear, and then: “Hope?”

      “You called me, Mr. Davenport.”

      He laughed. “So I did. How are you holding up?”

      She told him about Mr. Jeffers and her worry about getting in trouble with the truancy board, and her emancipation being threatened. “I need to change again in two days, and . . . I just don’t think I could go back into foster care.”

      “I won’t let that happen. If he files a truancy order, just forward it to me.”

      “Okay. Have you found anything? About Priska?” Hope asked.

      Mr. Davenport sighed. “No. That’s partly why I’m calling. Priska was the trustee over your assets. With her . . . disappearance, I’ve got to redraft the trust. I think the easiest thing to do is make you the trustee, now that you’re emancipated.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He explained in great detail that she would have sole discretion over her money. “Just like it’s been, except this will make it official.”

      “So what do I need to do?

      He chuckled. “Just come sign a bunch of papers, or I could mail them, or even email them.”

      “No. I’ll just come over. At least this way I’ll have an excuse to be gone.” She thought about how she could tell her teachers she had a meeting with her attorney. That was a good reason to be absent, right?”

      “Hello?” Mr. Davenport asked.

      “Sorry, sorry. I was looking at the calendar. Could I come on Friday? Nine o’clock-ish?”

      “Sure. That would be fine. See you then.” He disconnected the call, and Hope let her arm fall. Now she would need to talk to her teachers and get the makeup work.

      She looked around the parking lot. Where was Athan?
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      “What the Hades, Hope!” Haley slammed Hope’s locker shut. The bell rang, and Hope was collecting her homework so she could sneak off to the library. “You can’t go and hook up over the weekend and not tell me. I mean, we were out all last night, and you said nothing about your date.” Haley air-quoted the word date.

      Hope rolled her eyes and started her combination.

      “We didn’t hook up,” she grumbled.

      “What?”

      “I said we didn’t hook up.” Hope glared at her friend.

      Haley’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure, because I heard—”

      “For real? Like I wouldn’t know?” It was so frustrating. Athan hadn’t even called since their almost not kiss. Hope pursed her lips, the epiphany breaking slowly. She wanted Athan to like her. Oh. Gods. That was so not okay.

      Hope turned and punched the locker behind her.

      “Whoa. You’re totally right. You would know. Sorry.”

      Hope leaned back against the wall. “No. I just . . .” This was so much worse than breaking a taboo on friendship. She couldn’t have a relationship with him. Or even if she did, she wouldn’t be able to tell him everything. It was just . . . wrong. She pushed away her feelings because they didn’t matter. There was no relationship. They hadn’t kissed. “Where were you this morning?”

      “What? What just happened in your head? Did Krista tell you that she and Athan . . .” Haley waved her arms together and apart, then shook her head. “Okay. She’s psycho. I’m going to have to talk with Tristan. Because I seriously can’t be around that harpy anymore. It was. Disgusting.” She batted her eyes at rubbed up on Hope. “Oh, Athan, you big, strong man, let me sit on your lap and lick your face. I just want to see if you taste as sweet as you look. Oh, yum, yum.”

      She licked Hope’s face.

      “Oh, gross!” Hope pulled away.

      Haley started laughing. “It was sick.”

      Tristan walked up to them, staring intently at Haley.

      “How come you don’t do that to me?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “You like that?” Haley pursed her lips and inched away from him.

      “Ah, no,” he said with a snort then he turned to Hope. “Was she telling you about Saturday?”

      Hope nodded. Is that what they were talking about? Hope flinched as her memories of Saturday batted around in her head.

      Tristan tilted his head toward her and whispered, “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      Before Hope could correct him, or question him, he straightened. “Come on, Haley, let’s go get something to eat.”

      Haley left with a wave.

      It took Hope a few more minutes to gather her thoughts and her books.

      She went through the day in a funk. Athan was a no show, and she couldn’t help but think it had to do with her. And the not-quite kiss. Maybe she’d read him wrong.

      She drove to the Red Apple after school and was relieved to see Mr. Stanley behind the meat counter, weighing hamburger for a customer.

      “I’ll be with you in just a moment, Hope.” Mr. Stanley greeted her with his usual warmth.

      She nodded.

      Mr. Stanley finished wrapping the man’s dinner and then turned to her.

      “How are you? It’s been a few days.” He acknowledged her absence in a way that made her feel missed, not guilty.

      “Yeah.” She deliberated for only a second. “I’ve been hanging out with Mrs. Stephens’s nephew, Athan.”

      Mr. Stanley nodded. “Is he nice?”

      She found herself telling Mr. Stanley almost everything, starting at the Red Apple the previous Friday up to the dinner last night. She edited out the attack in the Dalles and the almost kiss. He definitely didn’t need to know those details, and she really wasn’t sure what to make of them anyway.

      They were interrupted several times by customers, but the tale seemed to hold his interest, and so Hope continued talking. When she finished, she looked up at the butcher, standing still in contemplation.

      When it was clear she was finished, he said, “Well, you’ve had a lot going on.”

      He didn’t offer advice, nor did he pry.

      And the talking had made her feel better and helped clarify her feelings. She liked Athan, but she’d rather be friends than nothing at all. With sincere gratitude, she thanked Mr. Stanley.

      “Sure, anytime,” he said. “I’ve got three daughters, and even though two of them aren’t home anymore, I still hear about their days plenty.” He paused momentarily as if considering something. “I found a great riddle online. Do you want to hear it?”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “Okay, here it is. I make you weak at the worst of all times. I keep you safe, I keep you fine. I make your hands sweat and your heart grow cold. I visit the weak but seldom the bold. What am I?”

      She thought about the riddle for a few minutes. It seemed vaguely familiar. Then she remembered. It was one her mom told her a couple years ago after an especially bad day at school.

      “Fear,” she answered confidently.

      “Yep. Boy, that one threw me. How is it that you are so good at riddles?”

      Her smile was wistful and brief. “It’s in my blood. My mom and grandmother studied them for years. In fact, one of my grandmother’s passions was riddles.”

      “Excuse me.” An older woman tentatively looked from Hope to Mr. Stanley. “Can I get some pork chops?”

      “I’ll let you go.” Hope waved as she turned to leave.

      “Bye, Hope,” he called after her before turning to the shopper.

      She got home and sat at the kitchen table, doing homework for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening. She ate leftovers and finished her work. She was restless after sitting for so long. A short run was just what she needed. The night was brisk, but after the first mile, the cool air felt delicious on her bare arms. She modified her loop, going up and down side streets to increase the distance of the run.

      Which was the only reason she ran into him.

      He was walking past the community hospital, dressed in jeans and a pale-blue T-shirt. The light shirt was a beacon in the dark night.

      As if on cue, he turned.

      That can’t be . . . There were worry lines that didn’t seem to fit his face, his shadowed features told of sleeplessness, and instead of his normal teasing smirk, his lips were drawn.

      As she drew closer, she could see the lines fade as if shadows.

      “Athan?”

      “Hope.” He said her name as though it was a life raft. His eyes met hers hungrily. His shuffling turned to a determined stride, and he closed the gap, but he stopped just short of her.

      “Are you all right?” Her concern was a presence between them.

      “Oh. Yeah.” He sighed, sounding defeated. “There was a lot I needed to sort out, and it all hit me today.”

      She nodded. The first couple of months after her mother died had passed in a fog of despair. Maybe it was the same for him. He seemed so well-adjusted she’d almost forgotten he must still be grieving.

      “Is it about your mom?” she asked.

      “Oh, no. No. My mom . . .” He sighed again. “I haven’t been totally honest. My mom passed away a while ago. I’ve been living with extended family for years. But, when I move . . . It’s easier than trying to explain my family situation.”

      As she listened, she found herself nodding. His quick adjustment hadn’t been so quick. “But then, what is wrong?”

      She braced herself just in case it was about her.

      “Actually,” he continued, “I was thinking about change.”

      “About change?” She swallowed.

      “Have you ever,” he started and broke off. A deep breath. He met her gaze. “Have you ever felt so comfortable and then your world turned upside down?” He waved his hands at her while he continued, “I knew what my responsibilities were, what was important, and how to accomplish what needed to be done . . .”

      “Like, you thought you had all the answers, only to find out you didn’t even know what the questions were?”

      “Exactly.” He practically simmered with emotion.

      “That first month after my mom died,” she started softly, her voice just above a whisper, “I pretty much sat in my room. I felt bewildered. Then I got angry. When I finally grasped that it was just me, I started moving, thinking, doing again.”

      She thought of leaving Bellevue, living in foster care, and coming to Goldendale, the changes each had been painful. Even now, if she thought too much, the memories felt like picking off a scab before the cut was healed. Hope took a deep breath, pulling her focus to the now. Because now didn’t hurt nearly so much.

      “So what kind of change are you having a hard time with?” She brushed a sweaty strand of hair back from her face.

      His gaze clouded, and he rubbed his chin. “It’s. . . What I thought was important doesn’t seem to be so important anymore.”

      What did he mean? He wasn’t talking about her, was he?

      He glanced at her sweaty figure. “You were out for a run. May I walk with you?”

      As they approached her house, they bumped shoulders. Hope laughed as he pretended to stagger from the impact. When he drew close again, his hand grazed hers and caught it.

      When they were on the porch, Athan leaned against the wall, his gaze drilled into her.

      “What?” She breathed.

      Athan brushed loose strands of hair behind her ear, and then he traced his fingers down her neck to her shoulder. He tilted his head and focused on her lips. “I want to kiss you, Hope.”

      He leaned in, his hand cupped the back of her neck, his fingers threading into her hair. His lips brushed her skin as he breathed in her ear. “And I want you to kiss me back.” His lips touched the hollow behind her ear, then traced a path across her jawbone.

      The world stopped. Her heart exploded in a sensation that was wholly unfamiliar but completely wonderful. A breathy sigh escaped her lips.

      His breath was warm on her skin, and her lips parted to breathe him in. She wanted to say yes, wanted to tell him she wanted the same thing—for them to be together. The words wouldn’t come. Instead, she closed her eyes and leaned forward in anticipation.

      He wound his arm around her waist, his hand resting at the small of her back then he pulled her to him. His lips brushed hers lightly first, then with more pressure. His lips were soft and warm. The kiss tender and sweet.

      Athan pulled away, and Hope was left off balance.

      “Hmm.” He looked almost sleepy, but his smile was mischievous. “Again?”

      “Please.” She ran her hands ran up his chest and to the back of his neck, trailing her fingers into his silky hair. Their lips brushed again and again, and then more deeply.

      When they broke apart, both were breathing heavy.

      “What are your plans tomorrow?” He continued to trace the back of her neck with his hands then trailed them over her shoulders.

      “School.” She blushed at her incoherence.

      He chuckled, and his laughter radiated through her, bringing a smile to her lips.

      “Then I’ll see you at school.”

      “Okay.”

      He touched his lips to hers again, skimming them back and forth. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He pressed his lips to hers briefly then released her and stepped down to the walkway.

      The hot shower felt great, and so did the coolness of her sheets, but all of this was lost. As she snuggled down under her blankets, she was giddy from the high, and her lips tingled with the bliss of her first kiss.
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      For the first time since her mother passed away, Hope felt excited. She alternately floated and buzzed through her morning routine. On the short drive to school, she envisioned what it would be like to have a friend—a boyfriend. At what point did you call someone your boyfriend? The thought made her giggle.

      She opened the door and walked into the crowd of students.

      “Oops.” Someone bumped into her, hard. “Excuse me.”

      Her smile froze and then faded as she turned and looked down to Krista’s venomous face.

      “I totally didn’t see you there. You just kinda blend. Almost like you’re invisible.” The girl’s lips curled into a sneer. She sauntered off, giggling, with her gaggle following behind.

      Something ugly bubbled inside Hope, but she shoved it down. Krista had nothing Hope wanted. Nothing. Sure, he’d gone with Krista and Scott on Saturday night. But it meant nothing. Hope had told him to go. And he’d kissed her last night. That had to mean something.

      She got to her locker and started to turn the dial when she heard a familiar voice.

      “Hey, I forgot to ask you last night, where were you Sunday?” Athan drew close; his fingers separated a lock of her hair that he curled around his finger. “I called and called, but you never picked up.”

      “Oh . . . yeah, sorry.” She pulled out the new phone in its bright pink case. “New phone. I texted you, though.” She frowned.

      “New number, too?” He pulled out his phone. “Ouai. Sorry. I didn’t look.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Swapping digits, huh?” Haley bounced up in a new denim skirt and flip-flops. She looked ready for the beach. “I bet you’re so glad those creeps won’t be calling anymore.”

      Hope shook her head and tried to signal Haley to shut up.

      “So freaky . . . What?” Haley looked back and forth between Hope and Athan and settled again on Hope. “You mean you didn’t tell him?”

      Athan frowned. “Tell me what?”

      Hope pursed her lips. “It was nothing. I got a couple prank calls.”

      Haley grimaced. “Nothing? You looked like you’d been chased by Apollo’s army. Freaked. Out.”

      “You got a new phone because some guys were prank calling you?”

      “Not just some guys,” Haley continued. “Some guys that were threatening her, like ‘We’re going to hunt you down—’”

      “Do you know who they were? That’s harassment.” Athan’s nostrils flared, and he looked like he wanted to hit something, or someone.

      The bell rang.

      “Come on. It doesn’t matter now. New number. They don’t even know who I am.”

      Haley waved goodbye, and Athan walked Hope to class.

      “Seriously, if something like that happens again, Hope, you’ve got to tell me. It’s not right to keep secrets from me. You don’t keep secrets from your boyfriend.”

      Did he just say . . .

      Athan leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Come on.”

      When they got to the door, he paused, holding her back as he continued the conversation.

      “Please don’t keep things from me. I’ll see you at lunch?” He held her with his gaze; his cadence wrapped her in silk.

      “Um, okay.”

      “I’ll meet you by your locker.” He turned to leave but looked back with a wink.

      She heard a nearby student giggle, but she didn’t care. She smiled and went into class.

      “How many of you have seen this?” Mrs. Biggers held up a newspaper and waved it in the air. “I’m shocked. It’s just so exciting!”

      Hope slid into her desk and looked around the room. Heads were down; a couple people were texting on the phones in their laps. A few students had glassy stares fixed on their eccentric teacher.

      “Let me read this to you,” she continued. “This is the second sighting of the monster many think is the ancient Sphinx. Mythologists around the world are flocking to Eastern Washington to hunt for the creature.” She looked up, her face alight. “Can you imagine?”

      Hope forgot all about Athan. A second sighting? Her face grew hot, and she looked to see if anyone was staring at her.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a monster,” Krista whispered.

      Hope glared at her. “Who cares what you think?”

      “Everybody.” Krista tossed her hair over her shoulder.

      “Do you have something you need to share?” Mrs. Biggers stared from Krista to Hope.

      Hope shook her head.

      “Then I suggest you let me finish my lesson, ladies.” Mrs. Biggers took a deep breath in. “Now, where was I . . . Oh, yes. The sons of Apollo have been petitioned to hunt the monster. But some say there is no such organization. It’s most exciting. Krista, what are your thoughts?”

      Krista looked from Mrs. Biggers to Hope. “Personally, I think all monsters should be hunted and slaughtered. Even if they look human.”

      “Interesting. You aren’t the only one who feels that way, Krista. So, class . . . What defines a monster? And who should make that determination?”

      Hope waited until the students filed out of class to address Mrs. Biggers.

      After a deep breath, Hope went up to her teacher’s desk. “Um, Mrs. Biggers?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll be out the last half of this week. My lawyer, Mr. Davenport, called, and I need to see him about the trust.” She wanted to sound confident, but her statement sounded more like a request.

      “Of course.” Mrs. Biggers nodded. Students filed into the room. “You have the assignments. You can keep up.”

      Chemistry was next.

      While Mr. Burgess was doing a “dangerous, don’t try this at home” demonstration, whispers from Angela and Krista floated across the aisle.

      “Did you and Athan have fun at the river on Thursday?”

      Hope’s breath caught. She told herself it didn’t matter what they said, but her focus zeroed in on the two girls.

      “So. Much. Fun. You should’ve come. Tristan and Lee were there, and Scott showed up later, too. Haley and Heather came, and Heather brought some friend of hers from the Dalles.” And then, louder: “It was perfect.”

      Hope felt hot, and her stomach dropped.

      “What did you guys do?” Angela asked, clearly more than a little jealous.

      “Oh, you know, just hung out. Lit a campfire, told scary stories, roasted marshmallows. Did you know that Athan can play a whole bunch of musical instruments? And he can sing.” Krista’s voice dropped further, “He’s so incredibly . . . sexy.”

      “Did anything happen?” Angela asked.

      Hope shifted in her seat to get a better look at the two girls.

      Krista looked like she’d won the lottery. “Well, he took me home, and do you count kissing? And, Friday for Twister.” She giggled, and her voice dropped. “And Sunday for poker.”

      “You guys played poker?”

      “Mm-hmm.” She raised her eyebrows. “Strip poker.”

      Hope couldn’t wait for class to end.

      Angela’s eyes went up. “Really? Who won?”

      Krista rolled her eyes. “Uh, when you play that game, everybody wins.”

      “So, did he pick you up Friday?”

      “Uh, no. He was over at . . .” Krista inclined her head.

      Angela followed Krista’s gaze, and her eyes locked on Hope’s.

      “What was he doing at her house?” Angela whispered.

      “I don’t know. It was kinda weird. I think she was trying to get him to stay.” Krista shook her head. “So pathetically sad.”

      Hope gritted her teeth to stop herself from saying anything. It was torture to pull her focus back to Mr. Burgess, and despite facing front, her attention kept drifting. Had Athan just played her?

      When the bell rang, she collected her books and headed down the hall. She saw Athan standing at her locker, playing with the dial. When he looked at her, her heart rate picked up.

      “What’s the matter?” Concern danced across his features.

      Hot with emotion, she responded, “Krista and Angela were talking about the weekend in chemistry.”

      She looked at him, expecting him to understand.

      He grimaced. “They’re not your friends, are they?”

      “No way.” As if! She glared at him. Did he not know her at all?

      “Okay. Are you mad because you weren’t invited to the river? I tried to invite you, but—”

      “No,” she cut him off, frustrated. “Krista said that you kissed her. And you took her home, and played strip poker . . .”

      Athan suppressed a chuckle, a grin stretching across his face.

      He thought it was funny? She clenched her fists. Before she could hit him, Athan held up his hand.

      “Let me explain . . . just a little.” When she nodded but said nothing, he continued, “I told Scott and Tristan I would go with them last week. I tried to invite you Thursday, but you made it clear that you didn’t want to hang out.”

      She remembered the abrupt text she’d sent him and nodded.

      “We played a game about truths and lies, and I’m not sure winning is really best. Anyway, I did take Krista home then, and Tristan. I dropped her off first. I’m not interested in her. Not at all. And Sunday night? I had to take off my shoes and socks. That’s all. I promise I wasn’t the one who lost that game.” The smirk remained, like he was enjoying an inside joke.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He shook his head. “You can’t call what happened a kiss, either. And that was all before there was an us, Hope.”

      She dialed her combination, dropped in her books, and grabbed her lunch without glancing back at him. Was that supposed to make her feel better? She closed the locker, and he was still staring at her, his smile just playing at the corner of his lips.

      Because it didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Hope slammed her locker shut, then looked around for Athan. He’d left in the middle of algebra, and she thought he’d be back by now.

      She stared down the hall, willing him to appear. A group of students passed her then started laughing. Then another group.

      The smell of overcooked vegetables and beef gravy wafted down the hall from the open doors of the lunchroom.

      A group of girls pushed past, bumping her shoulder. A couple of them snickered as they passed.

      Someone shoved her, and she lurched forward. Hope turned and faced Krista.

      “I’m sick of you always putting your face where it isn’t wanted,” Krista spat.

      “Excuse me?” Hope could hardly believe Krista’s hostility. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re disgusting, you know that?”

      Hope shook her head. “What did I ever do to you?”

      “Ugh. Your entire life is offensive. And not just to me.” Krista looked back at her friends with a nod. They were like a horde of wannabe Barbies. “You’re a monster, and we’ve already sent a message to the sons of Apollo.”

      Hope’s heart stopped. Krista couldn’t be serious. Was she?

      “You don’t even know what you’re messing with.” Hope took a step forward, ready to . . . What? What could she do?

      “And when the demigods find you,” Krista sneered, “they’ll rub you off the face of the earth.”

      With all the bravado Hope could muster, she closed the gap separating them and looked down on Krista. Hope wouldn’t hit the stupid mortal girl, but she wouldn’t lay down either. “You’re just jealous because Athan picked me.”

      Krista drew her hand back, and this time Hope knew what to expect. She caught Krista’s wrist before she could strike.

      “I told you not to do that again.” Hope released Krista’s arm with a little shove.

      “You have nothing that I want,” Krista shrieked. “Nothing.”

      She drew her leg back, and Hope could see the projected course of the kick. Swinging her arm low, Hope blocked, changing the trajectory of Krista’s leg.

      Hope could see it before it even happened.

      Krista was too close to the lockers. She spun, wind-milled her arms, and lost her balance. Her face bounced off the metal as she went down. Crimson gushed, and Krista’s hand flew to her nose and lip.

      Hope backed away, hands up.

      “What’s going on?” A cafeteria worker came up to the gathering crowd. “Oh. Oh, no.” She looked at Krista and yelled for someone to get ice. Then, surveying the group, the woman’s gaze landed on Hope. “You. You did this?”

      The other students backed away.

      “It was an accident.” Hope’s fear warred with her pride. “She tried to kick—”

      “And yet,” the lunch lady said, “she’s the one bloodied on the floor.”

      Krista sobbed hysterically.

      “To the principal’s office.” The matronly woman’s voice was steely. “Now.” Then, she bent over Krista. “All right now. Let’s get some ice on that and get you to the nurse.”

      Could this day get any worse?
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      “Miss Treadwell, you seem to be causing quite a stir today.” Mr. Jeffers waved her into the office.

      Hope sat down on the edge of the chair and leaned away from the sunlight. “She tried to kick me, sir, and when I blocked her, she fell.”

      He nodded, as if considering his words. “Do you want to tell me what the fight was about?”

      Not really.

      “She was with a group of her friends, she pushed me, called me a monster, and told me that she was going to get the demigods to kill me.” Hope rushed through the explanation, afraid that Mr. Jeffers would cut her off any minute.

      “I see.” He took a slow, deep breath. “Normally, we suspend instigators, but you’re not really in a position to be missing any more school.”

      Had he not heard a word she’d said?

      “Sir, I didn’t start the fight. You can ask anyone in the hall. They all saw it.” And she was hardly flunking out. Her lowest grade was ninety-seven percent in algebra. Last time she checked, that was still a solid A.

      “And Mrs. Biggers said you will be out the rest of the week?”

      “I have meetings with my attorney in Seattle,” she bit out. Hope was trying to keep her frustration in check, but she was seething.

      His leaned forward on his elbows and templed his fingers. “That’s a lot of time to meet with your lawyer.”

      What was she supposed to say to that?

      When she said nothing, he dropped his hands. “Well, you better go get your homework for the rest of the week. I’d hate for you to get behind.”

      Hope stood and walked to the door.

      “Oh, and Miss Treadwell?”

      She turned and looked back at him. “Yes?”

      “No more fights in my school.”

      For real? “Yes, sir.”

      She escaped the office and leaned against the wall facing the cafeteria. Students pushed their way through the halls, a sea of oblivious humanity, and Hope resented their ignorance and freedom.

      “Hope!” Haley yelled over the ruckus. “Oh. My. Gods! I just heard what happened. Did you kick her butt? I can’t believe she did that to you.”

      Hope turned to her best friend and wearily responded, “Word spreads fast.”

      Haley wrinkled her nose then waved at the crowd of students. “She sent the picture to everyone.”

      Hope froze. “What picture? What are you talking about?”

      Haley’s slack expression mirrored Hope’s confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      Hope couldn’t stand it. There was more? How much more could go wrong today? “No. You first.”

      Haley pulled out her phone and turned it to Hope.

      There she was. Hope’s face amid a mass of writhing snakes. She looked every bit a Gorgon. Part of her felt outraged, but another, albeit smaller, part was relieved. At least Krista didn’t know the truth.

      “Now, what are you talking about?” Haley dropped her phone back into her purse.

      “Just a few minutes ago . . . Krista tried to kick me, but when I blocked, she fell.”

      Haley laughed. “Poetic justice.”

      “Sadly, Mr. Jeffers didn’t see it that way. What’s up with him? He keeps lecturing me on missing school, and it’s not like I’m even a bad student.”

      Haley snorted. “Oh, yeah. He would totally hate you. You get good grades but miss classes a lot. You’re like proving how wrong he is, how school doesn’t even matter.”

      “What?”

      “His grandmother is Athena,” Haley said by way of explanation. “He thinks the school is his way to get her approval or something.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “My dad. He’s big into mythology.”

      Haley Stanley. The dots connected. “Your dad is Mr. Stanley? The butcher?”

      Haley shook her head. “I know. I know. But, really, he’s pretty cool. For a dad.”

      “He is cool.” Hope felt a pang of jealousy. The bell rang, and she looked around. “Where’s Athan?”

      Haley grimaced. “Sorry. I was supposed to tell you. He had to run home, but he told me to tell you he’d be back before school got out.”

      With a sigh, Hope went to Spanish.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, beautiful.” Athan leaned against her locker, his head resting on the metal door. He stood up, almost as if peeling himself off. “Sorry I missed your fight today.”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “Nothing like the fight you got in. This wasn’t even a fight. No one got hit.”

      “I got in a fight? When?”

      “Like a month ago, I think?” Hope grabbed the books she’d need for homework for the rest of the week, which was all of them.

      “I never got in a fight . . . Whoa! Why are you taking all your books? Are you . . . running away?”

      She slammed her locker shut. “If I was running away, I wouldn’t be taking homework.”

      “True. All right, I’ll bite. Where are you going?”

      “If you’d been here for more than five minutes today, you would know that I have to go to my attorney.”

      “For a month?”

      “No. Just a couple days.”

      Athan nodded. “Bummer. I was going to ask if you wanted to go to Portland. Maybe we should get together tonight?”

      They got to her car, and he leaned against the driver’s door, blocking her entrance. As he reached up and twisted the loose strands of hair back into the knot at the nape of her neck, his shirt hem lifted above his waistband, revealing taut golden skin.

      It took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Won’t you be tired after your work out?”

      “Hardly,” he said with a chuckle. Hooking his finger in her jeans, Athan pulled her closer. “If you’d like to go for a run, I promise I’ll have plenty of energy for you.”

      Despite the cold fingers playing with the hem of her shirt, Hope felt heat emanating from him.

      She shivered and put her hands on his chest. A gust of wind swirled around them. The smells of spring carried possibilities and hope. He took her unruly hair, tucked it behind her ear then trailed his hand down her neck. Her heart, already a staccato drumming in her chest, surged into cardiac arrest territory.

      The sun peeked out from behind the clouds. The light touched Athan’s shoulder, revealing a silvery spot, almost like a scar. As Hope traced the odd, irregular mark, it took shape. It seemed unlikely, but it looked just like a lyre.

      She shook her head. “What is this?”

      He shrugged. “A birthmark. Weird, huh?”

      The light dimmed as the wind blew more clouds over the sun. The mark all but disappeared.

      “It looks like a harp, kinda.”

      “Yeah—” A thumping bass sound from Athan’s pocket interrupted him. “Just a sec.” He pulled out his phone. “Hello?”

      Hope watched as he grimaced, then his jaw clenched.

      “All right. All right! I’ll be right there.” He disconnected and sighed.

      “Who was that?”

      “My dad,” he said. “He came into town this morning.” He frowned. “Do you really need to go away this week?”

      Was he using her as an excuse to get out of seeing his dad?

      “You don’t want to spend time with him?” She would give anything to spend just an hour with her mom again.

      “No. It’s not that . . .” He pulled her close. “Could we still do something tonight?” The small gap between them disappeared, and their legs touched. His hands moved to her hips and kept her hostage. “Can we go have dinner, or just spend some time . . .”

      Her breath hitched as he kissed the hollow below her ear.

      “I wish . . . I could,” she managed to say with an uneven breath, “but I’ve got to get stuff ready for my appointment.” She stepped back. “I’d better go.”

      His eyes shifted, his gaze intent on her face. His phone started ringing again, and he ran his fingers through his hair, ignoring the incessant sound.

      “Yeah, me too.” Touching her chin, he whispered, “Please, be careful.” His jaw clenched, and a vein pulsed in his neck. “Please.” He took a step back, painted on a smile, and added, “And have fun.”

      She stared at him, something pulling at her consciousness. “Thanks.” She unlocked the door and slid into the car. “See you in a couple of days.”

      He wasn’t looking at her anymore, and his fists clenched then released. “Yeah, see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Her initial plan to stay home till her Friday appointment with Mr. Davenport seemed oppressive. She didn’t want to be cooped up for the next two days as a Sphinx. No. She would drive toward Seattle and find an uninhabited area to stop. A place where she could fly. Far away from civilization. She couldn’t afford another sighting.

      She ate, gorging herself until she felt like she would burst if she took another bite. Then she packed a couple sandwiches for the morning. It was all she could do to prevent the need to eat over the next two days.

      There were some things she appreciated about being the Sphinx. She loved being able to see at night, as well as over long distances. Her reflexes were better than a human’s, and some of the physical capabilities were fun, like leaping from a tall building and landing on her feet, just like a cat.

      Up until her mother’s death, Hope had enjoyed these skills. How had she forgotten that? She could see it clearly now. For months, she had wallowed in self-pity. While she went through the motions of living, it had been a mere existence.

      Over the last couple of weeks, she’d drawn strength from her emotions. Her life was a mess, but the choices were hers. She’d felt happy, sad, confused, hurt, angry. Most important, she’d felt. She didn’t want to lose that.

      She packed an overnight bag with a change of clothes and toiletries, took her homework to do during the day, then glanced around her house. All set.

      She climbed in bed, hoping to sleep before her alarm went off at four o’clock.

      It was dark as pitch when she got up.

      Eastern Washington was sparsely inhabited in places, and she expected to find somewhere that would serve her purpose. She drove, her mind wandering, and when she hit Toppenish, she glanced at the clock. Plenty of time. She continued toward Yakima.

      When she hit the freeway, she glanced again in her rearview mirror. Was that Athan’s truck? She slowed to get a better look but wasn’t able to see more than a few cars behind her through the early morning traffic. I must be delusional, or really obsessed.

      The fuel light came on. Flipping on the blinker, she swerved across the three lanes to get to the exit. The early morning hours were cold and dark. Unwilling to leave the safety of the bright lights over the gas pumps, she huddled by her car. She exhaled a sigh of relief when she got back behind the seat and clicked the locks.

      As she drove up I-82 toward I-90, she started scanning for a good place to stop.

      A sign indicated no services for fifty miles. The pressure in her back was building. She had about twenty minutes before sunrise. This area would have to do. She just needed an exit.
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      She drove another ten miles before she saw an exit sign, then followed ramp to a four-way stop. The road to the left had grass growing up through the asphalt, and she took several odd turns until she saw a dilapidated barn off a dirt road. She sighed with relief.

      The decaying structure smelled of old hay and rotting wood, but lacked any recent evidence of human use. As she pulled the sagging barn door closed, she noticed the sky lightening. She undressed and stretched upward.

      The first rays of the sun broke the horizon, and the tension in her back released as her wings expanded with a whoosh. Heaviness pulled at her hips and knees, and she gritted her teeth as the muscles in her legs cramped and seized. After another heartbeat, it was over, and Hope sat on her haunches. She beat her feathered wings twice, reveling in the strength. The soft downy fur that covered her skin was the same golden honey as her hair, and she ran her hand over the silky coat.

      She grabbed her backpack and left the barn before the sky got any lighter. It was always risky leaving cover, but she wasn’t waiting.

      Instinct took over. She pulled her wings down hard and let them float back up, again and again, creating the change in pressure that would give her lift. When her body left the ground, she laughed. She rose high into the sky, past the low-flying birds, up to where the eagles flew.

      She flew north, toward Wenatchee and then Leavenworth. It was too early in the spring for tourists, and the locals were still warm in bed, but she flew high, just in case. Despite the covering of fur that kept her warm, the temperature at this height was biting.

      Scanning the ground, she looked for a suitable landing place. There were plenty of wooded areas, and she finally saw one with a small clearing. She circled in closer. No roads, no hiking trails—Hope went through her mental checklist. She landed on her feline feet and padded through the clearing. Satisfied with the isolation it provided, she curled up in the sunlight and slept.

      She awoke in the early afternoon. After stretching up toward the sun, she contemplated the rest of the day. Homework first, she decided, and grabbed the bag she’d used as a pillow. Without distractions, she hammered through the work, finishing just before sundown.

      With the sun setting, and nothing else to occupy her, her thoughts turned to Athan. In the past, he’d made it sound like he enjoyed spending time with his dad, but yesterday it was all he could do to get out of it. She wondered about their relationship, but when her thoughts went to whether or not Athan’s dad would approve of her, she shifted her focus back to Athan. With the cover of dark, she’d be almost invisible. She could fly by his home.

      The air was crisp, and she circled high over the sleepy town. Then she wound her way in and out of the windmills dotting the hills on both sides of the Columbia River, making a game of speed and maneuverability. When she got to the river, she dropped lower and ran her hand through the water. Her mood lightened with the thrill of flying.

      She dove down, pulling up just so her haunches dragged through the cold water. Laughing, she dove again and again. She flew west to Portland, following the river out to the ocean. As she got closer to the city, she increased her elevation, and after briefly admiring the city lights, she turned around.

      On the return trip, she pushed her speed. It was only a few hours before the sun would come up, and she took her cues from the landmarks to cut the travel time. As she came over Goldendale, her heart beat rapidly in anticipation. From up above, she saw Athan’s truck in his driveway, and her heart expanded. A light flicked on in the kitchen, and she pulled higher into the darkness. Laughter bubbled from her lips, both nervous and relieved. He was safe at home.

      The night was drawing to a close, and she flew north to the mountains where she’d be safe from human eyes.

      She spent much of the next day sleeping. She reviewed her homework, finishing the outline for a paper. She’d decided to write about the curse placed on King Minos’s wife, which led to the birth of the monstrous Minotaur. Unsurprisingly, another depressing tale of the gods taking revenge on a human.

      As the sun fell, the trees cast long shadows across the wild grasses. Hope shoved her books into her backpack and glanced over the small area. Clinging to the straps of her bag, she beat her wings and lifted into the cool air.

      Icy-cold needles encircled her ankle, and she was yanked from the sky. With a cry of pain, she crashed to the ground. She pulled her wing away from her face, and time slowed.

      Skia. The one from the Dalles.

      “It will be your fear that destroys you,” he rasped, stalking toward her. “And you should be afraid.”

      “What do you want?” she asked, even as she pushed her wings out and curled her fists, the best she could do for a defensive stance.

      He laughed, a sound akin to nails on a chalkboard. “You will come with me.”

      She fixed him with a glare. “No, I won’t. I told your buddy I’m not going to the Underworld. You need to leave me alone.”

      He pulled out blades dark as night. “I will take you myself if I need to.”

      Hope had never fought in this form. Not as the Sphinx. She shifted on her haunches, testing reflexes and maneuverability.

      Crack.

      Her chest lit with pain, and she doubled over with a gasp.

      “You are too slow, beast. This will be easy.”

      She glared at the Skia, even as fear licked at her heart. He’d gotten in and out fast. Really fast. And the sun was setting. She needed to get off the mountain before she changed.

      There was no time for fear. No time to think. Only time to act.

      She took a deep breath and stared at the torso of her attacker. He feigned left. But she saw his weight shift right. He was coming in. This was it.

      His fist extended as he closed the gap between them.

      Hope rotated her hand as she blocked with her forearm. With a fluid movement her opposite elbow followed through, connecting with his leg, just below the hip. A crunch of bone, and he collapsed with a scream.

      Hope backed away and pumped her wings.

      The Skia lay on the ground in a sliver of sun. She could hear him gasping.

      She circled once, but he didn’t move.

      She dove in for her backpack, and the shadow monster rolled. As she clasped the strap of her bag, he grabbed her wing and yanked.

      A searing pain tore through her back. Panic and self-preservation drove her to kick out with her haunches, again and again. He released her, and gritting her teeth, she flew off the mountain.

      The last rays of sun were slipping over the horizon as she tumbled from the sky.

      She fell to the ground naked, just outside the abandoned barn, and crawled through the doors.
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      Mercer Island sat in the middle of Lake Washington, just east of Seattle. The island allegedly boasted beautiful views and prime real estate. Not that Hope cared about that.

      Hope’s attorney, Charlie Davenport, had an office in one of the yellow buildings in the hub of the financial district. Her grandfather, Jamie Treadwell, had the attorney draw up trust paperwork to make sure Hope’s mom would always have sufficient money. Priska had worked for Mr. Davenport ever since he’d agreed to do the trust. He was almost like family. Almost.

      Hope parked her conspicuous Civic among the more luxurious BMWs, Porsches, and Mercedes in the parking lot.

      She’d barely slept at the small hotel outside of Cle Elum, but the bright rays of sun made the darkness of the Skia seem distant.

      Hope walked into the office at eight forty-five.

      The faintest hint of lavender reminded Hope of Priska, and she felt a pang of loneliness. Shrugging it off, she glanced around the waiting room. The empty leather chairs looked more comfortable than they were, and the thick area rug would be a better place to sit. The design of everything was subdued, as was the abstract art on the walls. It was very much a Priska way to decorate. And Hope felt some satisfaction that nothing had changed since Priska left.

      However, the brunette woman arranging the refreshment area was not Priska. Judging from the number of baked goods she was heaping onto a tray, Hope was one of many clients this morning.

      The woman turned as the door clicked shut, and with a look of polite deference she asked, “May I help you?”

      “I’m Hope Treadwell. I have an appointment with Mr. Davenport.”

      The woman’s smile was one of relief. “You’re early.”

      Hope’s mom ran early, too. “Is that okay? Is he running late?’

      “No. He should be with you shortly. Can I get you anything?” She pointed at the tray of pastries and muffins.

      “Just a water, please.” Hope accepted the bottle gratefully and drank deeply. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll let him know you’re here.” The woman finished stacking the tray, then walked down the hall. She returned a couple of minutes later. “He’ll be with you momentarily.”

      Seconds later, Mr. Davenport appeared in the waiting room.

      Charles Davenport was in his early fifties. Tall and fit, he kept his head shaved, but the outline of a receding hairline was faintly visible. He wore a dark, tailored suit, and the smell of expensive cologne wafted in with him. But something in the way he moved made it look like he carried a weight of worry squarely on his shoulders.

      “Hope Nicholas, so nice to see you.” His deep bass communicated the words with feeling, and he extended his hand. She took it, and he covered hers with both of his. His gaze held hers while he spoke, “I’m glad you’re running early.”

      They walked back into his office, and he closed the door.

      “Without Priska, I seem to make more of a mess of my schedule, and Melanie can’t seem to work the same magic.” He sighed.

      “I thought her name was Melody?”

      He frowned and looked off into space for a moment.

      “No, I think that was the last one.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I can’t keep them straight. Gods, I wish she’d come back.”

      Hope’s heart fell. She’d been hoping he’d have some news. “I’m sorry.”

      He met her gaze with a sad smile. “There is nothing for you to be sorry about. I know you miss her, too.”

      All she could do was nod. If she opened her mouth she’d start bawling. And she didn’t know Mr. Davenport that well.

      He exhaled a big breath and extended his arm. “Let’s sign you into your inheritance.”

      Mr. Davenport grabbed a folder from his desk and pulled a chair up next to her. He shuffled quickly through the paperwork, and she signed where he indicated as he explained the purpose of each document. When they finished, Hope stood to leave.

      But, after he put the paperwork away, Mr. Davenport remained seated.

      He glanced up at her, his lips pursed. “There is something else we need to talk about. I think it might be better if you sit.”

      He pointed at a chair then clasped his hands together and paced the room.

      With a growing sense of dread, she sat and waited.

      After several uncomfortable seconds, he stopped in front of her and cleared his throat. “I hope you understand that I always try to act in your best interest.” He paused, as if calculating what to say next. “Yesterday afternoon, Mr. Jeffers called. He was trying to confirm the date and time of our appointment.”

      Her heart stopped, and anxiety danced through her body.

      “Melanie took the call, and of course refused to confirm that you were even a client here, but passed the message to me. I called the school back and spoke with him.”

      She nodded.

      “Normally, I would have stayed on the side of the law and refused all information, but since we’d discussed this, I explained the law to Mr. Jeffers, and confirmed that you are a client. I did not confirm or deny any appointments, and reminded him that I work for you, and if frivolous action were taken, I would represent you and ensure he became unemployed.”

      Hope’s mouth dropped open, but the words were slow in coming. “Um, I . . . I can’t believe you did that.”

      He waved away her words. “I’m not sure I did you any favors. The man was livid. Perhaps my threat was a bit much. Are you struggling in school? He called you . . . an ‘at risk’ student.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m getting straight As.”

      “Then this is ridiculous. Would you like me to call him back?”

      It would be nice to let Mr. Davenport handle it, but the battle wasn’t his. “Let me see what happens when I get back. There are only a couple more weeks of school, so it shouldn’t even matter. Maybe . . .” She shrugged. “I could try and smooth things over.”

      “Of course, my dear. And if I might make a suggestion, since your absences seem to be an issue in Goldendale, you might consider moving before the next school year. Something to think about.”

      It was a reasonable suggestion. But she didn’t want to move.

      Mr. Davenport stood. “Your aunt loved you very much. And I want you to know, if you ever need anything, you can call me.”

      Hope stood, but words eluded her. Emotion she’d held in check threatened to burst. She closed her eyes, willing herself to hold it together.

      Warm hands cupped her shoulders.

      “I miss her, too,” he said.

      Hope looked up and saw in Mr. Davenport’s face pain that mirrored her own.

      She swallowed and nodded. “Thank you.”

      He walked her to the office door, and she went down the hall toward the waiting room by herself.
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      She drove past the diner, past the motel, arriving in windy Goldendale with an hour of school remaining.

      Plenty of time to turn in her completed assignments. It might help. It certainly couldn’t hurt.

      One by one, she stopped into each class. Each of her teachers thanked her for the work and wished her a good weekend. The last bell rang as she walked down the hall. Students poured out, and Hope swam upstream through the crowd.

      Students’ voices filled the halls, and the smell of the numberless bodies tickled her nose. With a sigh, she looked for Athan but couldn’t see his tall figure anywhere. Tristan stood by his locker with Lee, and she walked over to them.

      “Hey, you’re back!” Tristan greeted her. His smile was a direct contrast to the cold one from Krista standing just behind him.

      If she were more vindictive, Hope might’ve felt some satisfaction that the nasty girl was sporting matching black eyes. Instead, guilt tugged at Hope’s heart, and she avoided making eye contact with Krista, instead zeroing in on Tristan.

      “Yeah, I just got back,” Hope responded. “Is Athan here today?” She glanced around as if he might materialize.

      “No,” he said, his shoulders sagging. “He’s been gone since Tuesday. With his dad, I think.”

      “I thought his dad was dead,” said Lee.

      “Nah,” Tristan responded. “He travels a lot, so Athan couldn’t stay with him.”

      Obviously she wasn’t the only one he’d shared with.

      He turned back to Hope. “They were going hunting, maybe?” His face scrunched.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. He’s been gone, same as you.” He tilted his head. “Someone said you two were skipping together, but obviously not.”

      That again? She drew back. “No.”

      Lee raised his eyebrows. “Yeah. Obviously.”

      “Huh.” Tristan frowned. “Maybe he really went hunting.”

      “I didn’t know he hunted.”

      “He’s never talked about it before.” He shrugged. “Maybe I misunderstood.”

      “Okay. Well, have a good weekend.” She turned to leave, and Tristan called her back.

      “Hey, Hope! We’re going to go down to Maryhill Park tomorrow for the day. BBQ and all that. You’re welcome to come if you’d like. I know Haley would love to have you there.”

      “Thanks. I’ll try.” She forced a smile and waved goodbye.
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      Between the Skia, the hours in the car, the stress of school, and Athan being unavailable, Hope felt like she would explode. All she wanted was to go for a run. The late afternoon sun lolled on the horizon, keeping the night chill at bay. The smell of summer played on the wind. Hope decided she would not let fear rule her actions. With resolve, she strapped her golden dagger at her hip and left the house.

      Hope took a deep breath and started at a jog.

      She would not worry about Mr. Jeffers.

      She would not worry about Skia.

      She would not worry about Athan.

      She would not worry about Priska.

      She would not worry . . .

      The tension in her shoulders and back drained as she pounded the pavement. Sweat dripped from her hairline, leaving tracks down her face and neck. Her tank top was saturated.

      It was good to be home. Everything was going to be okay.

      She’d looped through the town twice and was halfway through a third loop when she saw Athan’s truck at the school, in the back lot. Had it been there this afternoon?

      Hope walked to it and put her hand on the hood. Wasn’t that supposed to tell you if it had been driven recently? Gods, she’d make a terrible spy. She looked around but didn’t see him. She went to the school, on the pretense of getting a drink, but the doors were locked.

      She crossed the empty bus lot as the sun continued its descent. Cerulean blended into lavender, and orange tinged the horizon.

      Athan’s truck still sat unoccupied.

      She turned to go home and crossed the street, passing by the abandoned factory.

      This time, she felt his presence even before she saw him.

      Nausea roiled through her, and the smell of decay travelled on the breeze.

      The Skia stepped out from the shadows; the tall figure’s sallow appearance bordered on emaciated. He walked with a limp, as if the bone had not been set right after their fight last night.

      Her fear turned to anger. How dare he come back?

      Her training dictated her actions unconsciously. She stepped back, coiled to run.

      “It won’t do any good,” he rasped. “I can follow you, monster. Through the shadows, I can see you.”

      Her muscles tensed.

      “What do you want?” She gritted her teeth. He was well out of striking distance, and despite her anger, she’d rather not fight him. “Why did you attack me?”

      “You are wanted by my master.”

      “Hades?” She clasped her clammy hands to her hips. She could throw the immortal dagger, but she wasn’t trained to work with blades. Her fingers itched to reach for the weapon, or to close the gap and beat him. But . . . She reined her emotions in. Fight smart, not angry.

      He stepped toward her. “You are very ignorant.”

      Even if it was true, she didn’t want to hear it. She stepped away. “Did you kill that man? In the Dalles?”

      He chuckled. “You mean the spawn of Dionysus? Why would you care? If he had found you alone, he would have killed you . . . or worse.”

      With his eyes just all-black orbs, it was impossible to see exactly what he was looking at.

      “I would have been fine,” Hope spit out.

      “Perhaps.” He pulled out a black blade. “But you are not invincible.”

      “Neither are you.” Her anger pulsed in waves, and all her training flashed through her mind. The first lesson in self-defense is to use your voice as a weapon.

      “Stop!” Hope issued the command as loud as she could yell. She gripped the gold dagger with the blade pointing down and held it close to her chest. She took another step back. “Go back to your master and tell him there is nothing here for him. I am not dead. I will not come with you. Leave. Me. Alone. Or I will kill you.”

      The Skia chuckled, and he dissolved into a shadow.

      That was almost too easy.

      Hope let out a sigh of relief, but her shoulders stopped midslump as cold metal rested at her throat.

      His cold breath was like sleet against her skin, and he whispered in her ear, “You do not command me.”

      He grabbed her shoulder; his icy grip chilled her from skin to bone.

      Her pulse jumped a staccato arrhythmia as fear pulsed through her.

      “Not now, not ever.” He pulled the icy blade across her skin. “I will take you, and you can’t stop me.”

      A tingling sensation gave way to shards of ice bludgeoning down her neck and into her chest. The pain was unreal, and she gasped. Blood welled at the cut and then dripped down her chest, staining the collar of her tank black in the twilight. He pulled her back, dragging her, but she couldn’t find any strength to fight.

      “Sphinx,” he hissed.

      She glanced behind her and saw him step into the shadows.

      Oh. Gods.

      He dragged her closer to the darkness, and she watched in terror. He’d completely disappeared into the blackness of Hades except for his arms. It was a portal to the Underworld.

      She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry.

      This was not how she was supposed to die.

      He yanked her toward the blackness, and it felt as if she’d hit a brick wall.

      Pain blossomed and flowed from her scalp to her chest. Icy tendrils stabbed in pin-like projections, and the Skia pulled at her again and again, slamming her into an invisible barrier.

      He swore, and then the tension was gone. Hope fell to the ground, dropping the gold knife into the dirt. She lowered her head, and on her hands and knees she vomited. Wave after wave of glacial pain stabbed her. She screamed and sobbed, begging for mercy as her tears turned the dirt to mud.

      But the pain would not stop.

      Her cries grew weak, and when she collapsed, it was with a plea for death.

      But death refused her.

      The night sky was dotted with silver when Hope rolled over. She blinked again and again, the pain waning ever so slowly, and Hope shivered with the cold. The pain in her chest persisted, it’s throbbing, an unremitting thump-thump. With a deep breath, she pulled herself up.

      The ground spun and then settled, then spun again as she reached for her knife. If she ever met that Skia again, she wouldn’t hesitate.

      The sour smell of vomit clung to her hair, and her shirt was sticky with her own blood. Hope tried to suppress the shuddering cold as she crawled to the sidewalk. Using a street sign, she dragged herself upright. When the world stopped spinning, she staggered home in the shadows.

      By the time she got through the door, she didn’t care that she smelled of vomit and blood and sweat. She didn’t care about anything. She pushed the door closed and fell to the floor exhausted.
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      The sun streamed through the open curtains. Hope turned to get out of the light and groaned. The stabbing pain had been replaced by a dull throbbing, and the shaking chills had left her sore and achy. But she was alive. And glad for it.

      She rolled onto her back and stared at the image of Hecate. She never really believed it before, that the little statue kept the Skia from her house, kept them from crossing through her doorways. She wanted to carry the effigy everywhere, and at the same time she was bitter that the gods had that much power. With a grunt of disgust, she stood.

      The shower was pure heaven. Clean clothes like nirvana. And her bed . . .

      Elysium.

      It felt like minutes later that the noise forced her to peel her eyes open. There was an insistent pounding on her front door. Not even seconds later, the knocking was accompanied by her phone chiming.

      “Just a minute,” she shouted toward the door as she glanced at her phone. Haley.

      “Hello?” Hope answered the phone as she pulled an oversized sweatshirt from her floor.

      “Where have you been?” Haley’s question sounded like an accusation.

      Hope pulled the hoodie on over her tank top then held the phone back to her ear. “Home.”

      “All weekend? I came by, Hope. You weren’t there.”

      Hope crossed through the house while she talked. “Yes, all weekend. I . . . I was sick. I must have picked up something while I was in Seattle.”

      She peeked through the peephole.

      Athan.

      “Listen, Haley, Athan just got here. Call you back a little later?”

      Haley laughed. “No. I’ll just see you in school tomorrow. You’re well enough to come, right?”

      “Yep. See you tomorrow.” Hope pressed End and opened the door for Athan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Athan stood before her in jeans and a pale-olive sweater. His scent tickled her senses, and she drank him in. There were dark circles under his eyes that told of too little sleep, but the jade jewels sparkled with emotion. A hint of joy played at the corners of his mouth.

      “Hey.” She tried for a casual smile, but her grin broke through, and she reached for him.

      “Hey, yourself.” His voice was low and soft, and his hands felt rough when he touched her cheek. He pressed his lips to hers. “Can I come in?”

      Emotion ignited between them, and she couldn’t look away. “Of course.”

      She backed away from the door, allowing him passage.

      “How was your weekend?” she asked, noting his sallow appearance. His hands were scraped, and there was a fresh scab on his neck that was long and thin.

      “Loads of fun.” His smile was wry and his voice heavy with sarcasm. He moved to the couch and patted the cushion next to him. “What about you? Did you do anything fun?”

      “No.” She waved her hand around the house as she continued. “I cleaned house and finished my mythology essay. And then I got sick.”

      She collapsed on the couch and snuggled close to him.

      “Finished your mythology essay? The final?” Athan pursed his lips. “The one that isn’t due for another week?”

      She nodded. “I know I’m a nerd.” Her laugh was tinged with embarrassment. “I heard you went hunting?”

      He sat up. “Who told you that?”

      “Tristan.”

      “Oh.” He sat back. “He must have misunderstood.”

      “Well, you look like you’ve been in boot camp or survival training.” She reached out and traced the scab on his neck.

      “You’re not far off,” he replied with a snort. “It felt like boot camp. I was working for my dad.”

      “Working for your dad? I thought you said your dad owned a courier business?” She frowned, pulling away to look at him.

      “Yeah, and a guide service.” He shrugged.

      “So were you delivering a package or giving a tour?” She worried the tassels of a pillow.

      “I was searching for something that got lost.”

      “A package got lost?” She swallowed. “Or a person?” What kind of business was this? And why did he look like he’d been in a war zone?

      Athan laughed. “Don’t worry.”

      He took her hand away from the pillow fringe.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” It shouldn’t matter, but it did.

      “No,” he replied, staring down at their entwined hands. “But I’m close. I know it,” he whispered to himself. He traced circles on the back of her hand. “What about you? What did you get sick with?”

      Hope relayed the same lie she’d told Haley only minutes before.

      “Ugh, that’s awful.” His gaze travelled over her face and stopped at her neck a moment. “All better now, though?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, that’s lucky.” He touched the base of her throat. “Are you feeling up to going to the observatory? We could go look at the stars.”

      She flinched at his touch as much as the suggestion. “I think I’d rather stay in, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. Do you want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure. What do you want to watch?”

      He shrugged. “You choose.”

      He released her hand, and she stood to put something in the DVD player. She grabbed the case sitting on top of the rest of the stack: What’s Up, Doc? Her mom’s favorite. She put it in and pushed Play.

      Athan stretched out the length of the sofa. “Here, come lay down in front of me.”

      She shook her head. “No. You look like you need it. I’ll sit right here.” She grabbed a couple of pillows and made a makeshift chair up against the couch. She took his hand and draped it over her shoulder.

      He leaned forward, and she twisted to meet his lips. The kiss was tender and soft, and Athan pulled away with a smile.

      “Do you want to watch the movie . . . or something else?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “No, let’s watch the movie. I think you’ll like it, and I could use a laugh.”

      They both chuckled and hooted throughout the movie; the slapstick humor was ridiculous, charming, and . . . distracting. It was just what she wanted—really, what she needed. When it was over, he grabbed a pillow from the couch and stretched out on the floor next to her.

      “That was hysterical.”

      “I’m glad you liked it. My mom said you could always judge a person’s sense of humor by watching that movie with them.”

      “Oh, so it was a test?” He arched his brow.

      “Yeah,” she countered, “and you failed. Miserably.” She reached out and touched his nose.

      “Do you think your mother would have liked me?”

      She sighed. “Yeah.”

      But she wouldn’t let me be with you. We would’ve moved as soon as you showed interest in me, or me in you. I would have been gone before you knew it. The thoughts came unbidden and unwanted, and she fought for control.

      “Hope.” He touched his finger to her lips. “I’m crazy about you.”

      Thoughts scattered into a swirl of colors, and her breath caught. “Really?”

      He pulled back. “Haven’t I made it obvious?”

      She reached out and stroked the tired shadows, traced his nose and then his lips. She closed her eyes. She couldn’t lie, and there was no way to down play her feelings.

      “I’m pretty crazy about you, too.” The truth tore at her heart.

      “Is that a problem?” His brows pinched together.

      “No, it’s just . . .”

      “You know you can trust me, right?”

      “I do trust you.” But even as she said the words, she knew they were a lie.

      “Come here.” He stood and pulled her up to him. His fingers traced her lips, and he drew closer. “You have turned my world upside down, and I don’t think it will ever be the same.”

      Their breath mingled, and his scent was overwhelming.

      It was too much. She took a step back.

      “Do I make you uncomfortable?” He dropped his hands to his side as he studied her.

      She closed her eyes, unable to even look at him while she spoke.

      “Yes.” She sighed. “It’s just . . . I’ve never had a boyfriend before.” That wasn’t the whole of it.

      He chuckled and stepped up to her, tracing her face with his forefinger. “I promise I’ll take it slow, and you can always say no. To anything. I want you to be comfortable. I want you to be happy. I want you to feel safe.”

      And then he was kissing her. His lips were soft, barely brushing hers, again and again. Her breathing became shallow as he kissed her jawbone, her neck, and pulled her hoodie to kiss the base of her throat. His hands slid down her back to her hips, and he pulled her into him.

      Hope let go of her worry. Let go of her fear. There was a stirring, and she yearned to be closer. She gripped at his arms, drawing the embrace tighter. His lips parted, and her world exploded. Emotions of vibrant colors pulsed through her body, heat and light, sweetness and desire.

      He backed her against the door, his hands at her neck and then in her hair. His body pushed up against hers.

      “Hope,” he breathed her name, and then he kissed her again. He tugged at her sweatshirt, and she pulled it off.

      Her fingers splayed across his back, clinging to him. She could not get close enough, and it felt like she was drowning in happiness.

      Athan kissed her neck and then pulled back with a ragged breath. “Hope, please stop.”

      Her eyes drew down in confusion.

      “What’s the matter? Did I do something?” Her hands fell to her sides. Hurt and doubt crowded in and pushed at the passion she’d felt only seconds before.

      He traced over her collarbone, leaving the warmth of his fingers. “You are perfect.” He bent, kissed her softly on the mouth, but pulled away before it could go any further. His features battling in a mixture of desire and restraint, he glanced down at her neck, and his countenance shifted. His eyes widened. “I . . . I need to go. I’ll see you at school tomorrow. Don’t forget to lock up.”

      And he was gone.

      Hope grabbed her sweatshirt off the floor and threw it over the couch. What in the name of Hades?

      As she stood in front of the mirror, brushing her teeth, she saw it.

      She leaned forward and touched the scab from where the Skia blade had cut her. What the Kracken was that? Not only was the scab black, but the surrounding skin was dusky with streaks of pitch.

      Oh gods.

      No wonder Athan took off. He probably thought she had some disease—

      No.

      He’d said she was perfect after he’d seen it. And he’d touched it.

      What did he know?
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      “Nice face, Krista.” Tristan chuckled.

      “Shove off, D-bag.”

      Hope turned to see Krista, the skin around her eyes still mottled yellow and purple. Their eyes met, and Krista glared.

      “What are you looking at, harpy? Gloating because you broke my nose?”

      Hope cringed at the thought. She leaned forward to apologize and then stopped herself.

      “I didn’t attack you, Krista. All I did was block.” She straightened her shoulders. “It’s not my fault you don’t know how to fight.” She went to her locker, leaving Krista sputtering among their friends.

      “What the Kracken, Hope?” Seconds later, Haley pushed Hope’s locker closed. “You never called me back.”

      Hope frowned at her friend. “I thought we agreed that we’d just see each other at school.”

      Haley raised her eyebrows as she gave Hope a once over.

      “Was Athan over late? Is that why you’re wearing that?” She plucked at the high collar on Hope’s shirt.

      Hope batted her hand away. “Eww. No. I mean yes . . . and no.” She turned and dialed her combination. “He was over late, but we just kissed.” The blush spread from head to toes.

      “Oh. Well, too bad for you, I guess.”

      Hope grabbed her mythology book. “No, I think we did all right.”

      Her eyes widened.

      Athan strode down the hall, his glowering expression sending underclassmen scattering.

      Haley turned around, took one look at Athan, and faced Hope. “Ah, I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at lunch?”

      She didn’t even wait for Hope to answer.

      “I want to talk with you,” he growled.

      “Okay.” What was his problem? “Uh, if it’s going to take longer than five minutes—”

      “It won’t.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward a stairwell.

      “Athan . . . my locker . . .” Hope turned as if she could still reach and close it.

      “It’ll be fine. It’s not like there’s anything of value in there.”

      She disagreed. Her books. Her work . . .

      “Get out,” he snarled, and the couple kissing on the stairs ran past them.

      “What’s up with you?” She wrenched her arm free.

      “With me? Ouia, what’s up with you?”

      “What are you talking about? Not much has changed since last night when you were over.”

      He took a deep breath and released a slow exhale.

      “Do you want to tell me where you got that . . . cut on your neck?” His fists clenched and unclenched.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      “Why? Because I think I should know.”

      “You think you should know? Um, last time I checked, it was my body. My life.”

      “Are you serious? You get injured, and you don’t think I deserve to know?” he yelled.

      It was like someone had thrown a switch. The young man she thought she knew was gone. And this person was a complete stranger.

      “What’s going on with you?” She couldn’t reconcile the difference in her mind.

      “What’s going on with me? Gods, Hope. I said you could trust me. You said you did. And now . . . You won’t even tell me how you got hurt?”

      “Why does it matter? I’m fine.” Well, mostly she was fine. The pain was gone this morning, and aside from a small ache . . .

      “How can you even be standing here?” He reached out and grabbed the top of her collar, pulled it down so the blackened skin was exposed. “How does something like that happen?”

      She grabbed his wrist and threw his arm back. “How dare you. Don’t—”

      “If you can’t be honest with me . . .”

      She drew herself up and clenched her fists. “Are you kidding me? What about you? Where did you go with your dad? And how did you get all beat up? How about you tell me what you’re hiding?”

      He exhaled. “I already told you. I wasn’t in a fight. I’ve been helping my father.”

      “Right. With his courier service.”

      “He’s my father. And I would do anything for him. It’s called loyalty. And this isn’t about me.” He ran his hand through his hair.

      Right. Well then. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you.”

      He stared at her as if waiting for something. But if he thought she was going to change her mind, he was crazy. This was her secret, and maybe he was right. She didn’t trust him. Not with that.

      “If you can’t be honest with me, maybe we shouldn’t be together.” Without waiting for her reply, he turned and left.

      Her heart fell into her stomach, and she gaped after him. That was it? Just like that. Hope collapsed on the bottom step.

      The bell rang.

      She felt like there was a flashing sign in her mind . . . Does not compute.

      With her world upside down, Hope went to close her locker.

      Six hours later, she slammed the door to her home, shutting out the pity that had followed her all day. She saw it in Haley’s eyes. Felt it in the conversation. And by the end of school, everyone knew.

      The ache in her chest had nothing to do with the Skia blade, but she wished it did. Perhaps, if he had cut just a little deeper, she would be in the Underworld?

      She shook her head. What in the name of Hades was she thinking? Good gods! She was not going to let Athan breaking up with her turn her into a moping child.

      Hope reviewed the last several days with sudden clarity.

      Skia were watching her. Her principal had all but threatened to expel her. Her boyfriend—She got tingles when she thought about him and then wanted to slap herself. If she was anyone else, she would slap herself. Because her ex-boyfriend was a liar. She didn’t know exactly what about, but did it matter? Well, maybe he wasn’t lying, per se, but . . . He was being deceitful. And it didn’t even matter because they weren’t together.

      Yes, she had friends, but the smart thing to do would be to leave. She should leave Goldendale.

      Start over.

      It’s what her mom would have recommended weeks ago. No, it’s what she would’ve demanded they do.

      Hope took a quick trip to DT Moving Supplies on Main Street. The sun was just setting when Hope started packing. One by one, she pushed the boxes into the living room. Linens. Toiletries. Dishes.

      Even while her heart was breaking, she knew it was for the best.

      She liked Haley. She liked Athan. Hades, she like liked Athan. But he’d ended it. And really it was probably for the best. She’d been crazy to think she could get close to anyone. And what kind of a jerk broke up with you for lying when he was lying, too?

      There was nothing safe about staying in Goldendale.
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      Similar to her first day at Goldendale High, Hope arrived early. The pine disinfectant hung in the air, and coupled with the silent halls, she felt a shiver of déjà vu. However, today she knew her way to the office, she expected the bell announcing her arrival, and she addressed the assistant without having to glance at the nameplate.

      “Good morning, Ms. Slate. Is Mr. Jeffers in yet?”

      Ms. Slate stopped her typing and picked up the phone.

      She waited while the plump woman called into his office. Seconds later, Ms. Slate waved her through without a word.

      Hope took a deep breath, forcing the butterflies and caterpillars to the depths of her soul. This was for the best; despite what her heart said, her mind was made up.

      She knocked.

      “Come in,” a deep voice instructed from behind the door.

      Hope opened the door and walked into his practical office. He looked up from his computer screen and met her eyes. “Hope Treadwell, what can I do for you this morning? Not planning on missing more school are you?”

      He extended his hand.

      Clenching her teeth, she swallowed a snide remark, and grasped his hand briefly. “No, sir. But I do need to talk with you about that.”

      “I can appreciate your concern. You seem to have an issue with attendance.” He pointed at the chair across from his desk.

      Hope pulled the chair far away from the glare of the sun, offered a tight smile, and sat. “Yes. Mr. Davenport spoke of your concerns. Though, I think it’s interesting, this concern you have.”

      He clenched his jaw. “Interesting? How so?”

      She took a deep breath, as if contemplating the words. “One would assume that your interest is in your students learning and their progress. However, if that were your focus, you would’ve noticed that I have straight As. I make up all my work. All of it. If you were attentive to the needs of the students, you would see their suffering and struggles, not just their attendance. If learning— actual knowledge and education—were actually your concern, you would make your students, not attendance numbers, your focus.”

      His eyes grew wide.

      “And don’t even get me started on your choice of counselor, and her serious lack of confidentiality. Not only does her daughter seem to know everything that happens, but she shares it with the entire school. If you decide to report me”—she glared at him—“I will let them know every single violation that goes on here. Besides, I don’t think that the absences of a straight A student who, incidentally, has lost her mom and her aunt both in the last six months, would really meet criteria for an at-risk situation, or whatever it is you call it.”

      He sat back in his chair and exhaled. Then with a wave of his hand he dismissed her concerns. “No. No need. We’ll just . . . move forward. In the event of future absences, please just provide a letter stating the necessity of said absence.”

      She swallowed, but her anxiety didn’t disappear. “I understand, Mr. Jeffers. But I came in to let you know I will be withdrawing from school.”

      He set the papers down and narrowed his eyes. “When?”

      “Today.”

      He frowned. “I hope this choice to move is not in response to any . . . misunderstanding.”

      “Why would you think that?” Not waiting for an answer, she stood. “I’ve been advised to move closer to Seattle so I have easier access to the services I’m using. I’m sure you’ve had other students coping with loss, so you understand.” She extended her hand. “Thank you for your time.”

      Mr. Jeffers wheeled around the desk. “Of course. My door is always open to the students.”

      He clasped her hand; it was clammy with sweat.

      “I’m sure it is, sir.”

      As she shut the door, she could hear the clicking of his keyboard.

      Students filed in as Hope walked to her locker. Might as well get her stuff while she was here. Bitter anger surged. It was so unfair. She turned the dial quickly, missing number after number. A growl of frustration escaped, and she hit the metal door.

      “Hope.”

      She turned, her heart flipped, and her mouth went dry.

      “I think we should . . .” Athan’s brow creased. “You don’t look so well. Are you ill?”

      For the first time in her life, she was grateful that her emotions played so obviously on her face. “Why would it matter to you? Go away, Athan.”

      She turned back to the locker and spun through the combination.

      “No. I want to talk to you about yesterday.”

      She shoved notebooks into her bag and pulled out the textbooks, putting them into her locker. “I’m not feeling up to it right now. I’m just here to grab my stuff, then I’m heading home.”

      “What? You’re going home?”

      She offered him a tight smile. “If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise . . .”

      Athan’s brow creased. “I . . . I’m sorry I lost my temper yesterday. I . . . I want us to still be friends.”

      Was he kidding? “Okay. Fine.”

      “Okay? Oh, great. Good. So maybe—”

      She slammed the locker shut. “See you later, Athan.”

      He sighed. “I hope you feel better. Will I see you tomorrow?”

      He reached out as if to touch her, but she pulled back. “Yep. See ya.”

      It was so much easier to hide behind her anger than acknowledge her hurt. Friends? Whatever. She just needed to finish packing, and then she could leave.
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      By early evening, the house was packed. She’d moved her mother’s box, the boxes of books from the study, and the duffle bags into the front room. She’d call a moving company in the morning, but she wanted to get on the road tonight. She grabbed the two duffle bags and went out to her car.

      The air had cooled with the sunset, and her feet dragged as she walked back to the house. She needed to move a few more boxes into the living room, finish packing her car, and then she’d be ready.

      She opened the front door to the ringing of her phone. It had been ringing all afternoon. All evening, too. The lit screen showed ten missed calls. All Athan, and no messages.

      Looking through her house with boxes stacked all around, she felt the walls closing in. Hot emotion roiled through her body, and her head ached with the tension. She wanted to hit something, or someone. She ran through her breathing exercises, trying to calm down, but the energy needed an outlet. With a dare to the universe, and the Skia from Hades, she grabbed her running clothes and went to change.

      Night had fallen by the time she stepped outside, and she closed her eyes to the veil of darkness. With a deep breath, she turned the key, and someone coughed behind her. Her heart thudded, and she turned.

      Athan stood under the streetlight.

      “What is it with you today?” he said, unhitching himself from the post. He wore long baggy athletic shorts, a T-shirt, and running shoes.

      “What?” she squeaked.

      “You don’t answer my calls, you ran off in school . . .”

      The urge to tell him off was almost as strong as the urge to cry. She mentally pounded it into oblivion and fixed her eyes on the ground. If she glanced his way, she knew her will would crumble.

      “I have a lot going on, and you’re not helping. Besides, I thought you didn’t care.”

      “Why would you say that?” He stepped closer, his gaze darting to her neck.

      “Um, you broke up with me.” She itched to hit him.

      “You think I broke up with you because I don’t like you?” He sounded incredulous.

      She laughed. “I may not be well versed in the whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing, but usually you don’t break up with someone you like.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Look, I need a run . . . to clear my head.” She looked up at him. “Do you ever do that?” She started walking briskly and wasn’t at all surprised when he kept stride.

      “All the time.” He trailed his hand down her arm.

      Despite yanking her arm away, she had an almost overwhelming compulsion to share her plans with him. Keeping her focus on the road, and her mouth clamped shut, she picked up the pace. It wasn’t until she was running that her desire to bare her fears, her plans, and her secrets passed.

      She lost herself in the release.

      After lapping the town twice, she slowed their pace to a jog and then a brisk walk. On Broadway, still three blocks from her house, Athan broke the silence.

      “You can’t avoid talking to me forever. You can’t just ignore something and have it go away.”

      “Are you kidding me?” How dare he? He knew nothing about why she did what she did. “You want me to be all open and honest, when you’re clearly not forthcoming with information, either, Athan. So don’t you dare lecture me.”

      She sprinted up the stairs to her house and shoved the key in the lock. She couldn’t get away fast enough.

      “Wait!” he called, following her up the stairs. “I really like you, Hope. I’ll . . . I’ll tell you everything.”

      She paused with her hand on the doorknob and waited.

      “Everything I told you is true. My dad runs a courier service. A few months ago, a package went missing.” He took a deep breath and continued, “Why didn’t you tell me about the Skia?”

      She couldn’t process his shift in topic. “What do you mean?”

      He pointed at her neck. “When did you get attacked?”

      How could he tell? Oh gods. She wanted to run right then. Panic thrummed through her, and her gaze darted to the car.

      “I just want to talk to you, Hope. I promise, that’s all. And, maybe, I can help.”

      Was he serious? There was no way he could know and be offering help. She swallowed her fear and waved him forward. “We’d better go inside.”

      It was just safer there.

      As soon as she turned on the light, he gasped, and she knew it had been a mistake to have him come in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Before she could say anything, he grabbed her arm. “Hope?” The intensity of his voice was cutting. “What is all of this? You’re leaving?”

      His glare seared her.

      She swallowed, almost afraid to answer. “Yes.”

      “You’re moving? Where?”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “It matters. To me.” His voice was steel and then dropped to a whisper. “You were going to leave and not tell me.”

      “Athan. You broke up with me. We’re finished.” What was the point in trying to explain something that made no sense to her?

      “You planned this . . .” His voice trembled with the raw emotion. “Why?”

      “You. Broke. Up. With. Me—”

      “To keep you safe.” He pulled her collar down, exposing the still-mottled flesh. “You think I don’t know what this is? There’s only one type of blade that leaves a mark like this. And if you were mortal, it would have killed you.” He dropped his arm. “I wanted you to tell me. I wanted you to trust me. But you wouldn’t.”

      “So you dumped me? How exactly was dumping me going to keep me safe?”

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I said I was sorry. I let my emotions get in the way, but—”

      “Well, I decided it would be better to move closer to the city. Regardless of your emotions.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” The intensity in his voice was mirrored in his eyes. “I know you care—”

      “Don’t lie to you?” She yanked her arm from his grasp, and glared at him. “All you’ve done is lie to me.”

      “That’s not true,” he yelled, throwing his arms up in frustration. “Why didn’t you tell me that you were immortal?” His eyes bore into her, tension etched in every feature of his face. “All of this could have been so much easier if you’d just told me. It’s not like I couldn’t tell.”

      Her heart stopped. “You can tell?”

      He bit the side of his mouth and regarded her. “You hide it better than most. You definitely have some characteristics, but it’s not as clear as say, Chelli and Brand.” He sighed. “I just wish you would’ve told me.”

      “You didn’t tell me.” Did he not get how hypocritical he was being?

      His ember of anger flared into flame. “Well, it’s not like I tell—”

      “You lied!” Her anger overwhelmed the fear, the fatigue, and her worry.

      Closing his eyes, he rubbed the back of his neck. With a slow exhale he met her gaze, his eyes boring into her again. “Point taken. I just . . .” He shook his head. “Skata!” His voice was tight, and he rocked back on his heels. “How much do you know?”

      “Know about what? Immortals?” When he nodded, she continued, “I know the academics—demigods have an immortal parent. Skia kill demigods. My mom always kept us on the move; she said it was the best way to keep hidden from Skia.” And you.

      He nodded in response as if he were listening but still thinking. “How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      He looked at her, questioning. “Really?”

      He was asking her age? What in the name of Hades? “Really. I turned seventeen just over a month ago, April 5th.”

      He shook his head. “Who is your mom?”

      The truth slipped out before she could contemplate the repercussions. “My mom’s dead, Athan.”

      “We don’t have time for this.” He folded his arms across his chest, his lips flattening into a thin line. “I’m done playing games. At this point, I just need the truth.”

      Her veins thrummed with adrenaline. “Why don’t you answer some of my questions?”

      His brows pulled down. “I can answer your questions later. I need to get—”

      “What?”

      “There are Skia after you. I’m trying to assess what I’m dealing with, so I need to know: Who. Is. Your. Mother?”

      “She’s. Gone!”

      He took a deep breath. “Fine! I’ll pretend that’s true. What’s her name?”

      She collapsed in the chair. Her chest heaved. Tears ran rivers down her cheeks, and her nose clogged with mucus.

      “I’m still waiting. What’s your mother’s name?”

      Hope wiped her face with the hem of her tank and answered in a voice as small as her shriveling feelings for him. “Leto.”

      “Leto?” He moved so quickly he was just a blur. In his face, his alarm was sharp and pungent. “Are you lying to me?”

      She was momentarily dumbfounded. She sucked in air and tried to steady her thoughts.

      “Are you lying to me?”

      “Stop it!” she screamed. “Just stop!” She shoved him away, and he stumbled back a step. “What about you? Who are you?”

      He sighed. “Hermes’s son.”

      “Hermes? As in god of thieves?” She shook her head as things fell into place. His ability to persuade. The running. His talent with music and languages. “Of course. What are you doing here?”

      “What? I’m trying to figure out—”

      “No. What are you doing here in Goldendale?”

      “Oh.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I’m psachno. Usually, I don’t know who I’m searching for. Sometimes, the gods report their offspring, then it’s easy. Otherwise, I go to areas where either a demigod or another immortal reports someone with potential immortal characteristics, and I check it out. Like what happened with Brand and Chelli. Sometimes I get lucky and stumble across someone . . . like you.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Leto? The Titan goddess?”

      He pointed to the boxes with her mother’s name on them. “Skata. I’m pretty sure she didn’t report you. Gods, what a mess.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. He’d misunderstood.

      Leto was a Titan goddess, one of the few that weren’t bound in the Underworld when the Olympian gods took over. She was goddess of motherhood and modesty, consort to Zeus, mother to Apollo and Artemis. Athan thought her mom was that Leto. He didn’t know.

      So what did he know? Something was missing from his story. “What about the hunting with your dad? The whole lost package thing?”

      Athan drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. Total honesty as a gesture of good faith, okay?”

      She nodded and waited.

      “About forty years ago, my dad led the Sphinx to the underworld. We thought she was dead, hundreds of years ago.” He paused momentarily. “No, thousands of years ago. But it turns out the Sphinx had a daughter, and she was also a Sphinx. Not even a year ago, she died, the daughter of the first . . .” Athan drew in another deep breath. “Recently, someone reported the monster near Goldendale. I’ve been tracking her ever since.” He cleared his throat, looked around the room, then pulled a chair over and sat across from her, knee to knee.

      Her heart stopped, and she wondered if he could hear it. Panic struck, its lashes quick and brutal. He was hunting her.

      “Finding you was a fabulous surprise.” His words were gentle, and he moved closer to her, his arms up in surrender. “You saw that Skia at the bonfire, didn’t you? That’s when I first knew—”

      “Wait a minute.” She held up her hand as she spoke. “You asked me out after you were suspicious about my mortality. Is that . . . Is that why you asked me out?”

      She put it out there, knowing the answer, knowing she would hate hearing the truth.

      “Maybe initially, but—”

      “And then you broke up with me because I wouldn’t tell you?”

      “I wanted you to trust me. And as psachno . . . I need to take you somewhere safe.” He spoke quickly, as if knowing she would cut him off again.

      “What is it with you?” All of her feelings for him turned to ice. “Was everything you did calculated?”

      “Of course.” He ran his fingers through his hair, making it stick up where it was wet with sweat. “But not the way you’re implying. At first, I was trying to figure out if you were a demigod. There were things about you that are . . . different. And when I started to suspect that you were . . . It’s my job to make sure you’re safe. But along the way, something . . . something changed.”

      His hesitation put her in physical pain.

      “Really?”

      He reached his hand out as if to touch her but dropped it when she pulled back. “This . . . this is different. I’ve . . . I’ve fallen in love—”

      “Don’t!” Her voice broke. “Just . . . Stop. Don’t say it.” She was pleading. Tears filled her eyes, and she was fighting to stay in control.

      “Come on. You knew that. It’s obvious.”

      “I don’t. I thought I did, but . . .” She moved toward the door, but he moved with her. The hair on her neck stood up with his proximity.

      “Please. Let me help you. Even if you don’t believe me on anything else, I can help you. That Skia, whoever he is, he’ll be back. They always come back. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      “You think you can help me?” she yelled. “You are at the root of every one of my problems in Goldendale. Since I met you, I’ve seen more Skia than in the rest of my life combined, I’ve had to leave school, and—”

      “Those things are not all my fault, and you know it,” he cut her off. He took a deep breath, and then, more calmly, continued, “Skia can be anywhere, and once they know who you are—”

      “That’s why I have to leave!”

      “No. Please listen. I can help.” His eyes were pools of pleading.

      She wrenched her hands away as if his touch burned. Unable to stand in front of him any longer, she paced the room. “I was doing fine until you got here.”

      “Until I got here?” The spark roared to life. “You weren’t even alive when I got here.” His finger rested on her chest. A vein in his neck pulsed. “I’ll tell you what I see; I see a scared girl pushing away the best help she has because of pride and fear.”

      The words stung, as if physical blows. She needed him to stop. “I want you out. I want you to leave me alone. Let me go, and—”

      “You are so naïve. You don’t even know what you’re suggesting. The Skia will hunt you. Like a dog.”

      How dare he? “I’m not asking, Athan. This is my home. I’m telling you to get out.”

      She pointed at the door to reinforce her point.

      “No.” He closed the distance until he stood before her. “I know you’re mad at me. And you have every right to be. I screwed up. I hurt you, and I’m sorry. But don’t ask me to leave you unprotected.”

      She shook her head while he spoke. “Do you not get it? I don’t want you here. You saying sorry doesn’t make anything better—”

      He grabbed her arm as pain flashed across his face. “Hope—”

      “Get. Out!” she screamed. She yanked her arm from his grasp and shoved him toward the door.

      The boxes were everywhere, and Athan stumbled, tripping over a stack in his path. He fell, just as the boxes spilled their contents on the floor.

      Oh, gods. No.
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      On the shaggy beige carpet, the Book of the Fates lay on the floor face up. The deep-maroon leather was worn at the corners, and in gold lettering was the inscription Curse of the Sphinx. The black velvet lay in a heap, the silver dagger with the ruby hilt fully exposed.

      Athan stared at the book and the weapon. His gaze went to the golden hilt at her side, then back to the book. Then finally, he looked up at her with wide eyes. “Why do you have that?”

      With a few steps forward, Hope bent to grab the book. But he was faster.

      He snatched it up, then backed away from her. His hurt at her refusal of him morphed to shock and then horror.

      He snapped the book shut and stared at the cover, and then he flipped it open.

      Hope stood still, her hand going to the dagger at her waist.

      “Why do you have this? Hope! Why do you . . .” He shook his head. “Oh, gods, you . . . You’re the Sphinx?” He took a step forward.

      Hope yanked the book from him, then scooted out of his reach.

      “Don’t come near me.” Adrenaline still ran through her veins, and her heart beat a rhythm of fight or flight. She stepped back again and brought the weapon out in front of her. She didn’t want to fight him, but she would, if he took one step forward.

      “It’s you,” he whispered.

      “Please just leave,” she pled. She didn’t know if she’d be safe if he left, but she couldn’t fathom killing him. Her hand trembled, and she clutched the blade tight in an attempt to make her shaking stop.

      “You’re the Sphinx. Oh, gods.” He reached for something at his belt, hesitated and then brought his empty hands up in a gesture of surrender. “You’re the Sphinx.”

      He knew. Hope’s mind raced. He was a demigod. Demigods killed monsters. Gods, was he one of them?

      The surprise on his face disappeared, and he shored up his obvious emotions. He clenched his jaw, and his eyes hardened with a look of resolve. “I’m so sorry, Hope. I’m going to need you to come with me.”

      He grabbed at her arm, and she pulled away. She brought the blade in front of her and waved it at him. “I told you to stay away.”

      Athan shook his head. “I didn’t want it this way.”

      He grabbed her wrist, his hand slid up her forearm, and then his thumb became a nail driving blinding pain up her arm as he pressed on a nerve.

      Hope dropped her blade, and his grip became a steel trap, so different than his touch only seconds before. With his other hand, he yanked the Book of the Fates from her. “Where did you get this? These have been bound—”

      “It’s mine.” She reached for it, but he held it away. She tugged and pulled to try and get away, but Athan was not letting go.

      The pressure turned to pain as he tightened his grip. “I’m not letting you go, Sphinx. My father has been looking for you. He needs you.”

      “So you’re just going to take me to him?” Her shock made her stupid. How could he do this? How could he . . .

      “You tricked me—”

      “I never lied!” she screamed at him.

      But his face was all closed off with no feeling. The son of Hermes pulled her out the door, and she stumbled down the steps.

      She couldn’t believe this was happening. Why would Hermes want her? How could Athan do this? The questions ran through her mind as he led her to his truck. As he pulled the door open, she realized there was nothing but death if she went with him.

      And death was not an option.

      “No!” Her panic exploded, and she kicked and hit, lashing out with everything in her. She heard Athan grunt as a strike landed, and the pressure on her arm lessened. She took the opportunity to wrench her arm free, and without looking behind, she took off running.

      Maybe if she could get far enough ahead, she’d be able to find a hiding—

      The force that collided with her threw them both to the ground. Hope bucked and threw everything she could at the weight that sat on her.

      “Hope!”

      She had no idea how long he’d been yelling her name, and she didn’t care. If Athan meant death, she would fight him for the rest of her life.

      “Hope!”

      “Let me go!” she screamed.

      Athan dropped his entire body on her. Chest to chest, his breath caressed her face. His gaze dropped to her lips, and then back to her eyes.

      She could see the conflict, but he was not even her friend anymore. He was the enemy. Tears pricked her eyes. She’d really liked him, and his betrayal was a knife in her heart. She turned her face to the side and shut her eyes, refusing to let him see how much he’d hurt her.

      He sighed. “I’m going to help you up. Please stop fighting me.”

      The pressure lessened and then disappeared except the grip on her wrists. He pulled her up until she was standing. “We’re going to get in my truck and then go talk with my dad.”

      Was that code for kill you?

      Hope opened her eyes, searching for a way out, and saw her potential salvation in the man strolling toward them.

      His gait was oily and fluid, and there was something strangely familiar about how he moved. The man passed under a streetlight, and Hope gasped.

      Skia. The one that had attacked her. She could make out the blackness of his eyes and the sharp angles of his features. The leer made her stomach clench in fear. He was not salvation. She was dead either way.

      “Darren.” Athan’s voice seethed. Releasing his grip on her arm, he pushed Hope behind him.

      She pulled back in shock, her heart skipping a beat. “You know him?”

      “You’ve seen him before?”

      “He was the other guy in the Dalles. The one that gave me this.” She pointed at her neck as if Athan could see it.

      “Skata.” Without looking back, he pulled a small silver blade from each hip. “Hold it, Darren.”

      “You two immortals. . .” Darren’s voice rubbed like sandpaper. “Together. Who would have thought?” He laughed. “It’s like two for one.”

      Not only could Athan see the Skia, he actually knew him. Gods!

      “What makes you think we’re coming with you?” Athan questioned, and, with supernatural speed, he flicked his wrist, sending the dagger flying.

      Quick as lightning, the Skia dropped, rolled, and came up with a black blade in each hand.

      At the sight of the dark daggers, Hope shuddered. She knew the pain that would come. But she refused to let the monster from the Underworld decide her fate.

      “I will kill you, Darren,” Athan swore, as he advanced on the demon from Hades.

      The rasp from Darren could’ve been a laugh, but it was menacing and full of hate. “You are not capable, demigod.”

      Athan dodged a blade, then punched the Skia in the gut.

      Hope stood frozen as Darren’s elbow stuck Athan’s side. With only a small wince to acknowledge the hit, Athan pulled back and circled the shadow demon.

      The two figures squared off, and it became a brawl.

      Instead of fleeing, Hope inched forward, stopping to pick up Athan’s blade on the sidewalk. It was lighter than her gold one, and the blade appeared to be the staff of the caduceus that Hermes was known for. The snakes wound around the hilt, and Hope guessed it was an emerald the snakes had for eyes.

      She looked up, transfixed, while the two enemies traded punches, kicks, and elbows. Athan had great technique, but he hesitated as if the moves were unfamiliar, or he was trying to recall them. Nevertheless, he moved quickly, and his blocks and intuition were solid.

      The Skia was a force to be reckoned with. What he lacked in technique, he made up for in speed, force, and sheer prowess. Grunts and curses singed the air.

      It was the perfect time to leave. Both were so occupied she could disappear before either even knew she’d left.

      She backed away, slowly so she wouldn’t draw their attention.

      She’d barely gotten a few feet when there was a crack of bone, and Athan screamed, falling to his knees. The Skia held a fistful of his hair, forcing his head back, exposing his neck.

      Time stopped.

      The Skia was going to kill him.

      She told herself that it was the best thing that could happen. With the demigod’s death, her secret would be safe. She could kill the Skia with the weapon in her hand and then disappear. It was for the best.

      But something in her heart screamed in protest. She would live to regret it she was sure, but if she let Athan die, she would be the monster he claimed she was.

      And she refused to let him be right about that.

      Hope looked down at the silver dagger, and she knew she was not going to be an accomplice to Athan’s death. She would not be a monster.

      “Stop!” she screamed, running toward them as fast as she could. “Stop!”

      The two immortals froze.

      It was all the time she needed.

      She leaped forward and dragged the blade across the Skia’s chest, slicing through his clothing, the blade biting into his pasty flesh.

      The Skia’s blade clattered to the ground, then disappeared.

      “Agghhh!” Darren hissed. Something dark oozed from the wound, staining his shirt with dark shadows. He opened his mouth, vomiting light. The cut pulsed a bright beam, and the Skia flickered, his very body seeming to fade.

      Athan swore.

      Hope dropped the knife, and the clang made her jump. She stared at the weapon, then glanced up at the Skia, but he was gone. She stooped to pick up the blade, but it was covered with a sticky pitch. Athan jumped up and grabbed the blade, wiping the darkness on the hem of his shirt.

      His skin was pale and clammy, and his hands shook.

      She stared at her hands and wasn’t surprised to see them trembling. She wanted to throw up.

      She wanted to run away.

      And she couldn’t move.

      Athan walked toward her, his voice gentle and slightly awed. “Hope?”

      He tucked the silver blade somewhere at his hip. And then he stood before her, his hands out with an empty offering. “You saved my life.”

      “Please leave me alone,” she whispered, and then she ran to her car.
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      Her eyes burned, but the tears had long since dried by the time Hope pulled into the well-lit lot with the blinking vacancy sign.

      After paying for her room, she drove through the parking lot until she located 217 and parked just below the door. She wasn’t sure a second-story room was best, but she had been just as uncertain of a first-story room.

      Housekeeping must have left the air conditioning on, and the bite made her shiver as she turned the deadbolt on the door. She surveyed the dark shadows.

      Furnishings, she told herself. Wanting to turn on the lights, she battled her fright and closed her eyes. Afraid of what might be in the room, afraid of who—or what—might see the glow of lights from outside. If someone had followed her . . .

      It didn’t matter that she was being unreasonable. She was terrified.

      She focused on her breathing. In, two, three, four, five, six. Out, two, three, four. After nine slow breaths, she opened her eyes. Nothing in the room had moved. What was initially lost in shadows was now clearly visible to her adjusted eyes. The bed, armoire, desk, and chairs. A small table sat against the window.

      She leaned over, pulled the curtains closed, and secured them to the wall with the table. No one would be able to see through the window. She turned off the air conditioner, turned on the light, and climbed onto the bed.

      The filtered light of the sunrise didn’t wake her. In fact, she hadn’t noticed the sunrise at all. She lay on the bed, staring at the black screen of the television as the room lightened around her. She’d spent the night fretting. What if? What if? What if?

      But by the time the sun was up, Hope decided fretting wouldn’t do. She probably hadn’t been fair to Athan, but it didn’t matter. Life wasn’t fair.

      As she saw it now, she had two choices: She could run, or she could stay.

      With a sigh, she acknowledged the truth: There was nothing to run to, and there was little to stay for. Would running away solve anything? She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure about much.

      But besides the two bags in her car, she’d left everything of value back at her house in Goldendale. And by everything of value, she meant her immortal blades, the statue of Hecate, and the Book of the Fates.

      She squared her shoulders. She would face whatever was there. And she would deal with it.
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      As she approached the house, she saw Athan’s monstrous truck. Of course he was still there. Of course.

      Her heart beat furiously, trying to leap from her chest. Mixed emotions warred momentarily before hurt settled hard in her gut.

      This was her house. Her stuff. Her space.

      How dare he? And yet, she’d expected it, hadn’t she?

      And what if Hermes was there? What then?

      Maybe it was suicidal, but with fierce determination, she decided she’d deal with him, too.

      She parked the car and stormed into her home.

      Athan was lying on the couch but sat up as soon as she opened the door. The thick, heavy Book of the Fates fell to his lap, lying open somewhere in the middle. With lithe grace, he closed the red leather cover and stood in one movement. He held it out to her.

      She crossed the room, pausing to grab her golden dagger that still lay on the floor, before snatching the treasured tome from him. Holding it close to her chest, she glared at him. “How dare you?”

      He’d been reading her history! The history of the curse. From the divine birth of her great-grandmother and her refusal of Apollo leading to the cursing of her grandmother, the first Sphinx. It was all in there.

      He inclined his head, and his eyes closed just too long to be a blink. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Like that would make it better? How much had he read? How much did he know?

      She didn’t know what to say. Her eyes bulged, and the lump in her throat wouldn’t go away.

      “I was there.” He swallowed as if the words were painful to speak. “I was there when your mom died.”

      Her heart stopped. “Oh, gods. Did . . . Did you kill her?”

      He shook his head. “NO! Skata. No. I was there when Apollo showed up.”

      That couldn’t be. Skia had killed her mother. “You’re lying.”

      “Gods. I have no reason to lie, Hope. Apollo came, yelled at your mom about fulfillment of the curse, and Thanatos ripped her soul from her body. I saw it happen.”

      “Apollo would have no reason to kill her.”

      “If she was married, it would fulfill the curse, right?”

      “Get out.” Every fiber wanted to lash out at him, but fear held her in place. He was a liar, a thief, and a demigod.

      “Hope—”

      “GET OUT!” Desperate to make him leave, she flung the red leather volume through the air, the pages fluttering.

      Athan caught the book, slamming the cover shut. “No. Not yet. You need to hear me. Then if you want me to leave, I will. Please . . .”

      She said nothing, but, clenching her teeth, she pulled out the golden dagger. “If you even try—”

      “I won’t hurt you, Hope. Not ever.” He blew out a long breath and set the book on the couch. “I’m sorry. So, so sorry. I was surprised yesterday, and I wasn’t thinking clearly. I won’t take you to my father.” He pointed at the book. “I didn’t know all of that.”

      He then told her how he was there when Apollo had Thanatos kill her mom, how his father, Hermes, wanted to find the Sphinx, to get back at Apollo. He told her how he’d come to do a job, find the Sphinx, but that he’d found the demigods Brand and Chelli, and how he’d tried to get them to go to a conservatory. Chelli only went after Brand was killed. Athan told Hope how she’d attracted his attention, and then he had to investigate her, too.

      “But remember the night we kissed? It was the first time in forever that I actually cared about something other than my job, or pleasing my dad. I tried to tell you . . .”

      She did remember. She’d been so confused by his words. She took a deep breath. “How do I know you’re not playing me now? How do I know you’re not going to leave and call your father?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Really, Hope? If I was going to turn you over, don’t you think I would have already? I mean, why be here now talking to you?”

      Good point. “What about the Skia, Darren? Will he be back?”

      Athan chuckled. “The wound was superficial, but it still came from an immortal blade. He won’t be back in this realm for a while. You made nice work of him.”

      Hope felt a stirring of pride.

      “Please. Don’t run. Don’t leave Goldendale. Stay here. You have people who care about you. Please.”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      He nodded. “I know. And I deserve that. But I’m hoping you’ll let me earn that trust back.”

      Was it wrong that she wanted to? “What about your dad?”

      It was the last of her protests.

      “Let all of this settle down, and I’ll talk to him. He’ll understand. You’ll see.”

      Her exhaustion pulled her to the ground, the walls around her heart crumbling, and she sat in a heap. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      He sat next to her on the beige carpet and put his arm around her. Leaning over, he kissed her temple.

      “Trust me,” he whispered.

      She leaned into him; the swelling in her heart told her she already did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      “I thought you guys broke up?” Haley frowned. “Not that I wanted you broke up, but Krista’s been telling everyone—”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “You think Krista would know?”

      “I guess not. Did you guys skip together yesterday?”

      Hope blushed. “We just had to figure some things out. Athan’s a little . . .”

      She searched for the right word.

      “Dramatic?” Haley asked, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Sensitive,” Athan finished as he wrapped his arms around Hope. “Miss me?” He kissed her.

      Her blush felt like the sun scorching her skin. “I . . . uh . . . yes.”

      “Ugh. I’m going to go find Tristan. You two . . .” Haley waved her hand. “Carry on. I’ll see you at lunch.”

      Athan laughed, his gaze soaking her in. “Did you talk with Mr. Jeffers?”

      Hope nodded. “He was very understanding.”

      She didn’t bother to say how the principal had stuttered over his “welcome back” speech, and praised her “exemplary study habits.”

      “I’m still going to have to figure out something for next year.” She sighed.

      “Always planning ahead, aren’t you?” He turned her so they were facing each other. “We’ll figure it out. Maybe Myrine could adopt you.” He leaned forward.

      “Eww.” Hope pulled back. “That would be sick.”

      “Shhh. Stop worrying, and let me kiss you.”

      And she did.
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        * * *

      

      Hope sat in chemistry, watching Mr. Burgess write his name in alcohol and then set it on fire. There was seriously something wrong with him.

      She closed her eyes, and Angela’s excitement burned her ears.

      “No, his name is Tre. And he has two older brothers,” Angela said.

      Hope shook her head and opened her eyes.

      Krista was practically glowing.

      Tre. The new kid. Of course. Hope had only seen the young man from the back. He was tall and blond, and his neck was tan. Very tan.

      “He is, by far, the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Like, so much hotter than Athan.” Krista turned to Hope and offered a smirk. “No offense.”

      Hope shrugged. “None taken.”

      Most of the venom from the little cheerleader had dissipated over the last couple of weeks. To have someone else absorb all of Krista’s attention? Hope couldn’t be happier.

      “So, why isn’t he in school? I saw him yesterday in the hall, and he said he was registering.” Krista pushed her lips out in a pout.

      “Oh, no. He’s not starting school till next year. They moved here from Tennessee, and the school year there gets out in May. He’s already finished.”

      Of course Angela would know.

      “Really? Dang it. I could really use the eye candy. I’m so over this already.”

      “There’s only three days left,” Angela said in a conciliatory tone.

      Hope smiled to herself, thinking of summer plans with Athan, Haley, and Tristan.

      Hope stared out the window at the blue sky while Mr. Burgess continued to ramble about how chemistry made the world go round.

      The bell rang, and Hope caught the end of Angela and Krista’s conversation.

      “Well, get your mom to get his address so we can invite them to do stuff. I don’t want to wait till next year.”

      Hope shook her head.

      Poor guys.
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      “Mr. Stanley!” Hope smiled at the butcher as she walked up to the meat counter. “Why didn’t you tell me Haley was your daughter?”

      The balding man laughed as if she’d cracked a joke. “I knew you’d figure it out. Done with school, eh?”

      She nodded. “I need something to help me celebrate.”

      “I have just the thing.” He turned and grabbed a pair of gloves. “Do you have a riddle for me today?”

      “Actually, I do. What’s more powerful than Zeus, more evil than Hades, the rich want it, the poor have it, and if you eat it, you’ll die?”

      He laughed again. “I’m not sure I agree with your assessment of the gods, but I know this one: Nothing.” He started packaging up her meat. “Are you and Haley going into Portland to . . .” His eyes narrowed.

      Hope turned to see what he was looking at.

      Three boys—two of them looked more like men—stood at the deli. The tallest one was talking with the man behind the counter, and the other two pushed each other in some testosterone-laden contest. Hope shook her head. She’d seen them a couple of times around town. The three blonds were equally tall, with broad shoulders. These were the guys Krista wanted to get to know; the youngest one would be in their class next year.

      Mr. Stanley muttered something under his breath and then turned back to Hope. His normally jovial face was set in a hard line.

      “I hope they don’t knock something over,” Hope said in an attempt to lighten the mood.

      Mr. Stanley came around the counter and handed Hope the package of meat.

      “Don’t hang out with them, okay?” His gray eyes were hard as stone. “Those guys . . . those kinds of guys are nothing but trouble.” But it sounded like he meant those guys in particular.

      Hope took the steaks, a little freaked out by the butcher’s intensity. He’d never given her advice before. Strange that he thought she needed it now.

      “I wasn’t going to.” She had no interest in the brash trio. “Thanks Mr. Stanley.”

      He nodded, but his eyes stayed on the three young men.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hope walked through her door and then kicked it closed behind her.

      Arms full of groceries, she walked through her living room, pausing to look at the pictures on the mantel—one of Hope and Athan soaking wet and laughing after a water fight a week ago, and another of Hope and Haley down at the river. There was another of Hope, Athan, Haley, and Tristan outside Stonehenge in Maryhill. The pictures of Hope’s mom and Priska were harder to look at. No, not harder, just more bittersweet.

      There were still a few boxes scattered throughout the house. Items she hadn’t needed yet sat neglected in half-empty boxes. She’d finish unpacking when she got back this weekend.

      Hope set the groceries down and started putting things away.

      In the morning, she would change into the Sphinx. There was no dread in her anticipation of the change. It was amazing to think that tomorrow morning she’d be flying through the mountains. And when she got back, Athan would be waiting.

      Her phone rang.

      She glanced at the screen before answering it.

      “Hello. Yes, I will wait for Mr. Davenport.” Hope thought she was being cheeky. She was feeling cheeky. Her smile fell when the woman spoke.

      “Hope is that you?”

      Hades in hell.

      “Aunt . . . Priska?” Her mind spun.

      Priska sobbed into the phone, her words incoherent.

      Hope slumped to the floor. How . . . How could this be? Her heart thundered.

      Priska was back! Un-freaking-believable.

      “Where have you been?” she whispered.

      Hope said nothing while Priska unfolded the impossible.

      She’d gone to Nashville. There was an Athenian temple downtown and a conservatory in the suburbs. Priska had convinced a group of demigods that she was one of them. Hades, she was one of them. She moved in and then fished for information.

      “I thought . . .” Priska hiccupped. “I got careless. I must’ve gotten careless. I thought I was covering my tracks.”

      Silence.

      “What happened?”

      “There were three. Sons of Apollo.” Priska’s voice was little more than a whisper. “They . . . kidnapped me.”

      Hope had no idea what to say. Kidnapped? Thoughts of torture, beatings, and hateful words pulsed in her mind. She wanted to know, and yet . . . She dreaded the information. “What did they do?”

      Priska sucked in a deep breath. “It was Apollo, Hope. Apollo killed your mom. Oh, gods Hope. Your mom . . . She married Paul . . . the day she died. The wedding certificate was here in the mail. She fulfilled the curse.”

      It wasn’t the question Hope had asked. Somehow she knew it was horrible. Or Priska would’ve told her.

      But she’d confirmed what Athan had said. He’d been right. Hope had accepted his explanation, but to hear it . . . to know it.

      Apollo! She hated him! Hate wasn’t even a strong enough word. How dare he?

      She knew the answer, and it was bitter.

      Hopelessness flooded her heart. Her breathing hitched, and Hope brought her hand to her mouth. Tears leaked in a slow stream, and she scrubbed at her eyes, trying to dam them. Fulfillment of the curse, and Apollo had killed her mother. There was nothing she could do.

      “Where are you?”

      The question brought Hope back to the present. “In a small town in Eastern Washington, Goldendale.”

      “Are you safe?”

      Hope thought about the question. Safe? What did that even mean? Safe from what? Safe from whom? She had friends who cared. A demigod boyfriend who would fight Skia for her. “I think so.” Hope told Priska everything. About Mr. Jeffers, the Skia, Brand, Chelli . . . and Athan. “I haven’t seen a Skia since that attack almost a month ago. I think it’s good. Athan and I—”

      “Aphrodite and Eros. You fell in love.” The words were quiet, but they exploded over the phone. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Priska seethed.

      The anger burned, and Hope felt raw hurt. “I—”

      “Don’t lie to me. I can hear it in your love-sick voice. How could you be so . . .”

      She didn’t finish, but Hope could fill in the blank.

      “I didn’t mean to, but—”

      “You didn’t mean to?” Priska sounded on the edge of hysteria. “Do you remember what I just told you? I’m sure your mother didn’t mean to fall in love, either.”

      The words were physical blows.

      “How . . . how could you say that? Athan is—” Who was this woman? Her aunt was never so cruel.

      “I’m trying to protect you.” Priska fumed. “Did you sleep with him?”

      “What? No!” Mortification heated her cheeks. What a nightmare! She could barely listen while Priska lectured on.

      “Well, that’s a mercy. Don’t let infatuation with a cute boy be mistaken for love. And don’t be stupid. Or maybe it’s already too late.”

      Hope wished she’d never answered the phone, and then guilt poked her in the chest.

      Priska sighed. “I want you to come live with me.”

      “In Seattle?” Was she kidding?

      “I’ll move to the Eastside if you like, or even up north, although the commute will kill me. But I can’t have you over there at the whim of Hermes’s son.”

      “No. I’m happy here.” There was no way that was happening. No way.

      “You can even bring your demigod boyfriend if he wants to come. I want you close to me.” She sounded exhausted. “Hope, those sons of Apollo are after you. If they find you . . . I don’t even want to think about what would happen.”

      “I’m in the middle of nowhere. They’re not going to find me.” It wasn’t just Athan. She had friends. People who cared about her . . . Haley, Tristan, Mr. Stanley . . .

      “Hope!”

      “No.” She let out a slow breath. “I’ll come for a visit, but I’m not moving.”

      “Then maybe I’ll move over there.”

      Hope wasn’t sure if it was meant as a threat, a gesture of love, or a sign of fear. “If that’s what you want.”

      Priska could make her own decisions, and so would Hope.

      “Will you come for a visit? Maybe stay the weekend?”

      Hope nodded. “Of course. I’ll come . . . tonight. I have to change into the Sphinx, but I can just stay with you. I’ve missed you.”

      Priska started sobbing again. “I would love that. I’ve missed you, too.” She coughed, then cleared her throat. “For what it’s worth, I’m so grateful you found friends who helped you.”

      A mixture of love and pain crashed through Hope’s heart. “Of course. I’m so glad . . . I’m so happy you’re back.”

      They said their goodbyes, then Hope looked at her watch.

      Athan would be home now. She could just take the steaks over there and tell him what happened. Because really, it was a miracle.

      She texted him, then took a few minutes to gather up the food before she raced out the door.

      Life wasn’t meant to be lived in perfect safety. Living was all about risks, love, loss, joy, pain, sorrow, and triumph. Hiding was a shallow existence; it wasn’t living. And now that she knew it, Hope wasn’t going to stop living.
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      “Dad, you’re asking the impossible.” Athan shifted from foot to foot. “You wanted me to find one person out of millions.”

      Hermes lifted his eyebrows. “It’s your specialty. Finding people.” He frowned. “And, if you haven’t found the Sphinx, then why are you still in this little town?”

      Athan blushed, and, for the first time in his life, he was at a loss for words.

      “Well, well. What did you find? Are you in love, my son?” Hermes laughed and clapped him on the back. “Love is a grand thing, to be celebrated for sure.” He draped his coat over the back of the upholstered chair and faced his son. “You must tell me all about her, but first let’s talk about the Sphinx. There is word on Olympus that Apollo’s sons are hunting the monster.”

      Apollo’s sons? Could he never catch a break? “What will you do with her? When I find her?”

      “If Apollo wants his monster, surely he will bargain for it.”

      “You would hold her for ransom? Dangle her like bait?” Athan clenched his jaw. Was his dad always this calloused?

      “It almost sounds like you care about this beast.” Hermes sat and put his head in his hands. “Athan. I need to you to find the monster. Your love . . . she’ll understand.”

      Athan faced his father. “I can’t do what you’re asking me. I . . . I don’t want to hunt down the Sphinx.”

      Hermes looked up and frowned. “You are the best, and I need this.” He stared at Athan, probing. “Have you already found it?”

      Athan willed his face blank and shook his head.

      Hermes sucked in his breath. “You would lie . . . to me?”

      His father’s gaze seemed to pierce Athan’s mind, but he couldn’t look away.

      The god’s jaw dropped then he whispered, “You fell in love with her?”

      Silence descended.

      There was nothing Athan could say.

      Hermes sat back in the chair and exhaled long and slow. “How long?”

      Athan collapsed into the other chair. “A month.”

      Hermes shook his head. “You do not know . . . Apollo will never let you have her.”

      Just his name set Athan on edge. “Why would he get to decide? Has he not done enough?”

      It was bad enough that Hope was cursed to be a monster. But to not let her love who she wanted?

      Hermes narrowed his gaze. “I will not allow this.”

      Something deep within Athan snapped. “You will not allow it? I love her, Dad. You can’t change that. Whatever you had planned will have to change. I won’t let you use Hope to bargain or barter.”

      Hermes straightened. “You will not allow?”

      The door slammed, and Athan jumped. The sound of footsteps grew distant as Myrine ran down the hall then closer again.

      “Athan?” Myrine’s muffled voice came from somewhere deep in the house. She was probably in the kitchen. Or maybe her study.

      “Be there in a minute,” he called back. He had to get his father out of here before Hope arrived. He looked at his watch.

      The floorboards creaked, and both men stood as footsteps approached the door.

      Hermes leaned forward and hissed at his son. “The Sphinx is a monster. An abomination. If Apollo thinks you are toying with what is his, he will kill you.”

      Athan opened his mouth to protest, but Hermes continued his tirade.

      “This false charity is beneath you. Get the monster, and bring her to me. That is your job. Now get it done.” Hermes stood and grabbed his coat.

      “Dad—”

      Both men heard the gasp on the other side of the door, and then the rapid retreat of footsteps.

      Hermes frowned.

      The front door slammed again, and fear roiled through Athan. He stood and looked out the window hoping he was wrong. But it wasn’t Myrine’s car in the driveway. Myrine hadn’t come home. Athan’s fear solidified into dread in the pit of his stomach.

      Hope’s green Civic was pulling out of the driveway like a bat out of Hades.

      Skata.
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      Glass shattered, followed by a thud. In one fluid movement, Athan slid his hands under the pillow, grabbed the matching silver blades, and sat up. The thin sheet fell from his shoulders, and he shifted to the edge of the bed.

      The night was dark and thick with humidity. The ceiling fan continued to whir despite the escalating tension in the small motel room. Through the broken window, the sour stench of rotten humanity wafted from the street. Athan waited to hear what, if anything, else was coming.

      He’d been following a lead, a mere rumor from an acquaintance of a friend. The message came via text a week ago and spoke of a golden girl at Athena High in Seattle. Thought to be a demigod, the girl didn’t blend in with the rest of the senior class and made no attempt to. By the time he’d arrived, the mysterious girl had disappeared. Vanished. No forwarding address. No next of kin listed on the records, no emergency contact. Just gone. The apartment was vacant despite the rent being paid through the end of the six-month lease. Even more frustrating, the girl had withdrawn from school weeks ago. Any trail she’d left was now cold. Bitterly so.

      Desperation made a foolish companion, and he wore his recklessness like a heavy cord, tangling his intuition and instinct into a messy knot. Regardless, he’d spent the next several days talking to students, searching popular hangouts, even going so far as to call the conservatory. Unfortunately, he’d gotten voicemail. Not too surprising. Most demigods carried their own cell phones. It was rare to use the conservatory’s line, and even more rare for someone to call it. Perhaps it would be worth a brief visit to see if there was any news of Hope, or rather the Sphinx. The thought of a visit to the demigod residence made his stomach roll. But if it led to finding Hope, it would be worth it.

      No sound came from the small sitting room on the other side of the bedroom door. If there were visitors, they weren’t human. He stood and crossed the room.

      As he reached for the handle, the door crashed open, and a thick, pale hand grabbed his wrist in a crushing grip.

      Athan ducked as black steel swept over his head. He tilted away from the hulking figure and kicked his heel into the Skia’s stomach. The soft give told him he’d missed the ribs. Not that the dead needed to breathe, but a punctured lung might’ve slowed the monster down.

      Crouching low, he swung his leg close to the ground in a smooth arc. The minion from Hades anticipated the move and closed the gap with a knee to Athan’s face. The taste of copper filled his mouth, and warm blood ran down his chin. He spit a mixture of saliva and blood and then swung his jeweled dagger at the Skia restraining him.

      Before he could connect, his wrist was released and he received an upper cut to his solar plexus. The air rushed from his lungs as he fell backward into the coffee table. The cheap furniture splintered to the ground.

      He rolled to the side, onto his hands and knees, allowing one gasping breath before forcing himself to his feet. The small amount of light coming in through the window was enough to confirm what he’d suspected. Pallid skin, onyx eyes, the telltale leer. Minion of Hades. Zeus Almighty! Would he never catch a break?

      He wiped the blood from his chin and faced the Skia. “You know I’m going to send you right back to Hell.”

      The only response was a wheezing crackle.

      They circled the debris, measuring each other, anticipating the first move that would begin the dance of death.

      Athan kicked a piece of the broken table at the Skia, but the monster skirted away. He kicked another and another, and the creature slapped each down before it made contact with his body.

      This was not going to be easy. The man was tall, taller than Athan, which would affect his reach, and judging from the two blows he’d taken, the demon knew how to fight and he was strong.

      He weighed his daggers, wishing for a distraction.

      A heavy thumping sounded through the thin ceiling.

      “Hey! Keep it down!” The deep male voice from above was loud and angry.

      The Skia’s head tilted up.

      Athan threw the dagger in his left hand. Anticipating that the Skia would move left, he spun that way and hooked his leg hard, catching the moving figure in the crook of his knee. Both of them crashed to the ground. The Skia swung his black knife, and Athan felt the pressure of the deadly blade on his leg. Gasping, he lurched up, drove his blade deep into the Skia’s chest, and rolled away. Bright light pulsed from the wound. Then the Skia began to hiss and fade.

      “Skata.” Athan pulled his leg close. His pajama bottoms were ripped where the Skia had tried to slice him, but the skin was unbroken. He exhaled his relief and tension all in one breath. That had been close. Too close.

      He staggered to his feet and picked up the knife from the carpet where the Skia’s body had dissolved. A few more steps and he retrieved the second blade from the kitchen where it was lodged in the wall. The adrenaline coursing throughout the fight began to wane, and his body shook.

      No time for a meltdown. He had to leave. He grabbed his duffle bag and threw his clothes and toiletries inside it. He slipped his shoes on, not bothering to tie them. No time. Opening the door into the dingy hall, he spotted a heavyset man with a red face headed his way. Athan backed into his room and locked the door, hoping to delay the man long enough to get away. Crossing the room to the broken window, he acknowledged his luck at being on the ground floor. Using the curtain, he pushed the broken glass away from the sill.

      A heavy pounding came from the front of the motel room. He yanked the window open and pushed out the screen. The angry beating urged him to hurry. The splintering of wood announced his human visitor right as Athan dropped the duffle to the dirt. Another second later, he pulled his body through the cramped opening. As soon as his feet hit solid ground, he ran toward his car on the other side of the lot, pushing the key fob to unlock and start the car. He needed to be gone.

      He slid into the driver’s seat and put the car in gear. As Athan merged onto the street, the sounds of sirens drew closer. He cursed his own stupidity. So focused on looking for Hope, he’d left a trail a mile long and a mile wide. It was a wonder Skia hadn’t attacked sooner.

      The ringing from the console pulled him from his morbid thoughts.

      “Athan Michael.”

      “It’s Peter Stanley.” The butcher Hope had befriended in Goldendale, the one that just happened to be a demigod son of Hephaestus.

      “Peter. Nice of you to call.” Athan couldn’t help the sarcasm leaking into his voice. “And at three in the morning. What’s got you up at this fine hour?”

      “Oh, did I wake you?” He knew he hadn’t. It was clear in the mocking tone of his voice.

      Athan sighed. His frustration wasn’t with the butcher. No sense in taking it out on him. “No. Sorry, rough night.” He released a long breath. “What’s up? Everything okay there in Goldendale? Have you heard from our friend?”

      “I’m not calling just to chat. You’re not that charming.”

      Athan snorted. “I’m well aware.”

      “She and Haley just talked. She’s still in Seattle.”

      It was something. “Did she mention where? I’ve been in Seattle for a couple months, and the closest thread I’ve picked up was a week old.”

      “Sorry, no. But she did say she’d met someone that knew me.” A heavy pause. “And you. Do you think she could be at the conservatory? They have someone new. Thenia called and asked for a phone chip a couple weeks ago,” Hephaestus’s son whispered.

      It better not be Hope. The demigods would crucify her if they discovered her true nature. Priska would know better. She wouldn’t let her. Hope couldn’t be so stupid. “No.”

      “If the other demigods found her, wouldn’t they take her? It makes sense. And it would be safe for her there.”

      Of course it made sense. Until you knew what she really was! “Um, yeah. Right. I’ll check it out in the morning.”

      “You could go now and find out.”

      Athan glanced at himself in the rearview mirror. His lip was busted, and his eye was puffy and purple. His chest was covered in his own sticky blood, and his plaid flannel pajama pants were ripped and stained. There was no way he was going right now.

      “I need to clean up first and maybe grab a few hours of sleep.” He paused but couldn’t think of a reason not to tell the other demigod. “Skia attacked, and I’m a bloody mess.”

      Peter laughed as if Athan had shared a joke. “Well, you’d best get yourself all spiffed up then. After all, you never get a second chance to make a first impression, or, in this case, a first second impression.” He chuckled again. “Good luck, son of Hermes”

      Without a goodbye, the line went dead.

      Athan thought about his options, but this was the best lead he had. And hopefully, hopefully, Xan wouldn’t be there.
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      “When we get there, let me do the talking, okay?” Priska’s gaze darted to Hope and then back to the road. “You’re only going to get one shot at this here—”

      “I know.” Hope blew out her breath, trying to expel some of the anxiety coursing through her. The plan had seemed like such a good idea last night. Now she wasn’t sure. No. She was sure. She was just scared. Did Priska really believe they could summon a god? Hope wanted to believe it. Because she didn’t know what else to do.

      Apollo’s curse made it impossible to love anyone without putting them at risk, and her. She thought of her mom’s death and Paul’s fear. Hermes’s words to Athan, warning him. Didn’t that speak volumes? And on top of that, there was the whole morphing into a monster, and demigods and Skia hunting her. She was ready to do whatever it took to get rid of the curse. Ready to take whatever chances were necessary. She wanted her life back.

      Hope had left Goldendale three weeks ago, after overhearing Athan and his father, Hermes, talking about capturing her to use against Apollo. Hermes had given his son an ultimatum, and Hope wasn’t going to stick around and see where Athan’s loyalties lay. It was a risk she couldn’t afford. Two days as a Sphinx had given her time to think, and when she’d morphed back into human, she drove into Seattle to stay with Priska. Hope wasn’t going to be a pawn for the gods. But she wasn’t above asking for a little help either.

      “Do you have the puppy?”

      Hope rolled her eyes. Where would it have gone?

      They’d spent hours searching through breeders’ ads online until they found a purebred Labrador retriever at the right age. When Priska had said they needed an offering, Hope balked at the thought. The idea of sacrificing a puppy was abhorrent, but Priska explained, with an exasperated shake of her head, that they weren’t going to kill it. The dog would be a token gift for the goddess, something that would show she’d done thoughtful preparation before seeking a petition. Yesterday, Priska flew to Colorado to pick up the eight-week-old pup.

      “Angel’s right here.” Hope held up the sleeping fur ball. The puppy cracked open an eyelid and licked her hand.

      “Don’t get attached. We’re giving it away in thirty minutes. Maybe sooner.”

      They exited the freeway and followed the off-ramp back around. Five minutes later, they pulled up to a white stone temple. The grounds surrounding the structure were lush and green with statues of minor gods scattered throughout. The concrete bases of the statues were littered with tokens: food, coins, an envelope, a brush. A brush?

      Hope stepped forward to get a better view of an offering to a young male holding a bow and arrow, and the puppy scampered on her heels. There was a plate with a cinnamon roll on it, the frosting dripping down its sides. It smelled good; the spicy sweetness perfumed the air and made her stomach growl. Eros better hurry up and get that, if he wanted it. And if he didn’t, would it be offensive to take a nibble?

      “Don’t get too close, or you might offend by not leaving a gift,” Priska pointed out.

      Hope drew back from the marble statue of the god of love. Angel yipped, and Hope scooped up the floppy dog as it beelined for the food.

      “Not for you.”

      Priska disappeared between two of the columns of the large temple, and Hope rushed to catch up.

      Hope had never been inside a temple before. She’d been sheltered from so much of the world while she and her mom hid. Seeking a divine audience went against everything she’d ever been taught.

      She felt like a tourist as she absorbed the surroundings. Humans had left offerings in hopes that the gods would take notice of them. If only the gods had never taken notice of her or her family. Life would have been much simpler if Apollo had never butted in when he wasn’t wanted. Her great-grandmother had refused the god’s advances, and he’d killed her and cursed her offspring. The root of all her problems came back to Apollo’s curse.

      She crossed the threshold and stopped. Twelve giant-sized marble statues, one of each of the major Olympians, lined the walls. Offerings littered the steps leading up to the daises of each god. These offerings were more than mere tokens. In front of Athena was a large planting container, and in it an eight-foot tree. Several cases of what she guessed was wine sat in front of the statue of Dionysus.

      Circling through the open room were several men and women dressed in traditional chitons. The flowing robes were of different colors, and the priests and priestesses only talked with those who wore their same color.

      Priska spoke to a young woman wearing midnight-blue trimmed in silver. Of course. Hope went and stood behind her aunt.

      “Artemis hasn’t responded to anyone this year.” The priestess appeared older close-up, maybe in her twenties. Her dark hair was pulled into a simple braid, and she wore no makeup.

      “I understand. But it’s important for us to make our own plea, and it needs to be in private. Is there anyone in the inner sanctuary?” Priska stood with her shoulders back, chin held high, and gave the priestess a direct look.

      The woman’s posture stiffened. “The inner sanctuary is sacred. I’m sorry. I’m happy to take your gift there, but you are far too old to be allowed to make an offering to the Virgin goddess.”

      She was implying there was no way Priska was still a virgin and, therefore, unworthy to go into the inner sanctuary. Hope wondered if there were such rules for each of the gods, and were they all so hypocritical?

      Priska raised her eyebrows. “What is your age limit here?”

      “Sixteen. Unless you are an Arktoi.” She bowed her head. “If your companion would like to act as your surrogate . . .”

      Hope suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. She was seventeen.

      “That won’t be necessary. Is there a restroom nearby?”

      The holy woman pointed to a doorway behind several hallowed icons.

      “I’ll be right back.” Priska’s posture softened as she addressed Hope. “Stay here, please. And keep Angel on a short leash.”

      Hope nodded at her aunt, then turned back to the woman in blue. The silence stretched into awkwardness.

      “How long have you been here?” Hope asked, more for something to say than actual interest.

      “Five years in May.” The priestess tilted her head to the side and examined Hope. “Are you thinking of becoming an Arktoi?”

      Hope’s mouth dried up. “I . . . haven’t—”

      “She wouldn’t be able to serve,” Priska said.

      Both Hope and the priestess stared slack jawed. Priska no longer appeared to be in her thirties. Now, she seemed no more than sixteen. Her dark, straight hair now hung well below the shoulders, and her face was fuller. She still wore the fitted skirt and tailored jacket, or Hope might not have recognized her.

      “Is this young enough? I can drop a few more years if I need to.” Priska sniffed.

      The priestess’s jaw moved up and down, but no sound came out.

      Hope had never seen her aunt shift either, but she knew it could happen. Demigods could recapture the ages they’d lived. Priska had allegedly allowed her body to age until she was quite elderly, but for as long as Hope had known her she’d always been in her early thirties. This Priska, teen Priska, had more softness in her appearance, but her personality was still sharp.

      “The inner sanctuary, please.” Priska held out her hand and deposited several coins into the priestess’s.

      The priestess closed her hand, but her eyes remained wide, and she swallowed several times.

      “We really don’t have all day.”

      As if someone had pinched her, the priestess jumped and led them between two pillars into a narrow hallway. She repeatedly glanced from Priska to Hope, and while her eyes were filled with questions, her lips pursed until the edges were blanched.

      Hope felt the same way.

      The hallway was lined with intricately carved doors, and they stopped in front of one with a forest scene. Deer lapped from a river that wound through a copse of evergreens. The length of the door was carved into a long bow on one side and several arrows on the other.

      “Your worship will be uninterrupted here,” the Arktoi said. “Please be sure to close the door on your way out.” The woman pulled a key from her belt and unlocked the door. “May the Goddess grant your petition.” She bowed and left.

      Priska eyed Hope. “Are you ready?”

      With a deep breath, Hope opened the door.

      The smell of fresh rain and dirt wafted out from the room.

      Hope stepped through the door and held her hand up to feel along the wall for a light switch. Only there was no wall. Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dark, and what she saw took her breath away.

      A crescent moon hung in the night sky. Patches of gray still covered the stars, and the air was thick with moisture. The ground was spongy, and Hope knelt to run her hand over the mossy covering.

      “This is impossible.” She glanced up at Priska. “How?”

      “This sanctuary is dedicated.” Priska’s face radiated reverence and love. “If Artemis is willing to visit, it is always on her terms and in a setting to her liking.”

      “Priska!” An exuberant young girl ran from between the trees and launched herself at Priska. “I’m glad you’re safe.”

      The two young women embraced. “It has been far too long since you’ve visited.”

      “I’ve been busy with my charge.” Priska rested her hand on Hope’s shoulder.

      Hope gaped at the goddess of night. Artemis’s dark umber skin contrasted with her pale, almost silver hair. Her slight figure was clad in black, fitted garments, and as she pulled the silver bow and quiver of arrows from off her back, her midnight eyes settled on Hope.

      “You are very young.” She set her weapons on the spongy moss and stepped up to Hope. “Very young, but not too naïve, I think.” Her gaze held Hope captive for a moment, and then the goddess contemplated the puppy struggling in Hope’s arms. “Who is this?” Artemis giggled as Angel licked her face.

      “She’s . . . she’s for you.” Hope held the pale Labrador out.

      Artemis peered from Hope to Priska and back to Hope again.

      “You are giving me an offering?” She raised her brows but did not take the dog.

      Hope shifted her gaze to Priska for help. Hadn’t she said she would do the talking? Priska was studiously examining the night sky.

      “No . . . I mean, yes. Yes.” Hope shook her head. “We got her for you.” She extended her arms again, the dog’s back paws dangling in the air.

      “Hope wants to break the curse,” Priska said, taking the puppy from Hope. “The Lab was my idea. She comes from a long line of hunters. She will be loyal and easy to train.”

      Artemis extended her hands. “Loyalty is difficult to come by. I will accept this with gratitude.” She took the puppy and set her on the ground. The pale fur glowed in the moonlight, and the puppy scampered about. “What do you need my help with, Hope? It was my brother that cursed you, not I.”

      Hope shifted her weight. “Yes, but do you know anything that could help me? Has he said anything to you?”

      Artemis drew in a slow breath and closed her eyes.

      Hope again looked to Priska, but she’d chased after the puppy, leaving Hope alone with the goddess.

      “She’s scared,” Artemis said, breaking the silence. “She feels responsible for what happened to your mother. And she feels bad about what could’ve happened to you.” She grabbed Hope’s chin and forced her head side to side. “You want to break the curse?”

      Hope nodded.

      “It won’t solve your problem,” the goddess warned, dropping her hand.

      “It won’t solve all my problems.” Hope took a deep breath. “But it will give me freedom to love who I want, and no one will hunt me.”

      “Perhaps.” Artemis grabbed an arrow and strung her bow. A faint twang, and the arrow lodged in a tree at least a hundred feet away. “Do you believe you are more deserving of this freedom than your mother or grandmother?” She released another arrow, which embedded in the trunk next to the first.

      “No. No more deserving than they. But no one deserves to be cursed by a god.”

      Artemis dropped the bow and arrow to her side and faced Hope. “Who are you to decide that?”

      Anger fueled her courage. “Really? Your brother got dumped, and he killed the girl who dumped him, and her husband. In the mortal realm, that’s murder, and in some states it will get you the death penalty.” She took a deep breath and continued, “But he didn’t stop there. In his infinite wisdom, he cursed their baby and changed her into a monster. Along with that, he made it so if she didn’t choose to sleep with him and have his babies, her posterity would continue to carry the curse. How exactly is there any shred of fairness or even a modicum of rationality to that?”

      Artemis did the last thing Hope expected.

      The goddess of night broke into peals of laughter. She dropped her weapons and held her sides as she chortled.

      “Dear gods, what did you do?” Priska walked back to Hope with Angel in her arms.

      Hope shrugged.

      “She is . . . very much . . . like you . . .” Artemis took lungfuls of air, her smile bright like the moonlight. “When you were younger, you had a very strong sense of justice.”

      “Most youth do.” Priska grimaced. “It doesn’t make them right.”

      “But their naivety doesn’t make them wrong, either.” Artemis sobered. “You are becoming cynical, Priska.”

      “No, Mother, just pragmatic.”

      Artemis’s focus shifted to Hope. “I can’t take away the curse. No one can. Even the Graeae have said as much.”

      Hope stomach dropped. “Can you help me?”

      “No.”

      Her heart stopped. Then why had they gone through all the––?

      “I can’t help you directly. There would be . . . problems on Olympus, if I did.” Artemis scanned the night sky before facing Hope. “You need to start with all the facts. Which means you need to go to the Olympian library and do some research on my brother. Then, if you have time, read up on divine law. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      “Yes.” No.

      Artemis rolled her eyes. “Priska will help. After you get your information, you’ll need to see an oracle. Be careful who you choose.” She bit her lip. “The rest will be up to you.”

      Research Apollo and divine law. Go see an oracle.

      “Got it.” Sort of.

      Artemis turned to Priska. “I am proud of you. No matter what, I love you. You have become far greater than I ever could’ve imagined.” The two hugged again. Artemis pointed at Hope but kept her gaze on her daughter. “Keep her safe. I will talk to my mother. You’ll be able to get her in, but the others will be very angry if they figure it out, so be careful.”

      “Thank you. I love you.” The women embraced again.

      “Work hard and be smart, young Hope.” Artemis clicked her tongue, and Angel bounded over to the goddess and wagged her tail. “Come, young pup. We have much training to do.” The two walked into the forest and disappeared into the darkness.

      The trees shimmered, and the surrounding forest’s colors blurred with a soft breeze, like watercolors running down a page. The moon waxed full, then waned to a sliver of pale light. Hope’s eyes adjusted, and they stood in a plain concrete room with a statue of Artemis with her bow drawn. The air was stale, and at the base of the statue lay a sundry of offerings, forlorn in their abandonment.

      Priska sighed. “Let’s go home.”

      Hope’s shoulders sagged as the weight of the encounter settled. “How do we get into an Olympian library?”

      The young Priska gritted her teeth and pulled the ornate wooden door open. “There’s only one.”
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      “How do we get into the Olympian library? And where is it?” Hope asked when Priska walked in the door. She wasn’t willing to remain silent forever. In the almost week since their visit to the temple, Priska had talked of her work, getting Hope enrolled in school, and how to spend the rest of summer. Not once had they discussed the subject of the library or the curse. But not for lack of Hope trying.

      Priska had morphed back into her older self and was back to work at Mr. Davenport’s office. “Good evening to you, too.” She set her bag on the counter. “Are we eating out again tonight? What sounds good?”

      Hope stared blankly at her aunt. She didn’t care if they ate in or out. She didn’t care if they had Italian, Chinese, Mexican, or Indian. What she wanted was answers.

      “My choice? Excellent. Let’s have Italian.”

      “It’s not going to go away because you won’t talk to me about it. I know that’s what you want, but I’m not going to do nothing. If you won’t help me, I’ll––”

      “Stop.” Priska closed her eyes. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t know—”

      “I would know if you talked to me. You used to talk to me, tell me stuff. Now it’s like you don’t even care.” Hope flopped down on the couch. “If my mom were alive—”

      “I said stop!” Priska glared at Hope. “You want to know? The Olympian library has two ways to access it. Two.” She held up a finger. “The first is from Olympus, where the gods live. The only way to get to Olympus is by invitation. Not going to happen.” She held up a second finger. “The only other entrance is through a conservatory. A home for demigods. Which you are not.”

      Olympus was definitely out, so a conservatory was the only way in. “But—”

      “To refresh your memory, I escaped from a conservatory about a month ago. Barely alive, I might add. And I feel the need to point out that the sons of Apollo are probably still hunting you. And did I mention that they were the ones that almost killed me?” Priska dropped her head into her hands.

      What had happened to her fearless aunt? Where was the woman who hunted Skia and laughed about it? “Tell me what I need to do to be safe?”

      “You need to not go.”

      This wasn’t a whim. It was her life! “But Artemis said you would be able to get me in.”

      “She did, and I can. But before you decide—”

      “You want to tell me all the risks?” Hope sucked in a deep breath, preparing for rebuttal.

      “No. It wouldn’t do any good anyway.” Priska’s shoulders dropped, and she studied Hope. “Your chin juts out when you get stubborn. Just like your mother. I can see it all over your face that you won’t let it go.” She picked up her phone. “Let’s order dinner. Then we’ll come up with a plan.”
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      “I am sick of this,” Hope muttered to herself as she trudged up the sidewalk on her way home from school. She kicked at a pebble on the ground and listened to it skip up the street.

      After all that planning with Priska, nothing was happening. Seriously, nothing.

      Demigods used the conservatory as a safe haven, and young demigods stayed there to get training and education. They’d moved close to the one in Seattle, and the goal was to have the demigods “stumble across” them, invite them in, and then, somehow in the course of her studies, Hope would sneak into the library and do her research. Priska had made it sound easy, and of course Hope trusted her. But seriously? Were all demigods on holiday?

      The overcast sky hung heavily with moisture, and rain oozed from the clouds, unable to be contained. Nothing like cold, damp weather to explicitly state that the extended summer was over.

      Not that she even cared about the weather. Or school. Or that Priska was likely already at their new apartment, baking cookies. Well, actually, that sounded kind of nice, but the rest of it was all-around sucky.

      All Hope wanted was for the stupid demigods to find her so she could get to the conservatory, find out how to break her curse, and maybe apologize to Athan. Maybe.

      She still wasn’t sure about that last one. In hindsight, she’d jumped to conclusions. He’d told her he’d been sent to hunt her. He’d also said he’d keep her safe. But when she overheard him talking to his dad, Hermes . . . No, it didn’t matter. A relationship between Hope and Athan wouldn’t work. Hermes had even said as much. And if Apollo found out, he’d kill Athan.

      But she couldn’t help the guilt that gnawed on her, especially late at night. Especially when she thought of how stupid she’d been. She shouldn’t have let Priska talk her into another new phone and number. She shouldn’t have put off calling him. Because when she finally had, he’d changed numbers too. And even though Haley still kept in contact with Hope, her best friend had no forwarding number for him.

      She wanted it to be over already.

      If patience was a virtue, Hope was a serious detriment to the moral fiber of society. Actually, the fact that she was a cursed monster would probably be considered worse than her impatience.

      But really, what was taking so long?

      Priska’s brilliant plan was to get Hope “discovered.” Like Athan’s initial misunderstanding, they were banking on the demigods assuming she was one of their own, and then hopefully she’d be invited into the conservatory. At that point she’d have to figure out how to get into the Olympian library.

      The Olympian library, where she could peruse every book ever written, every story ever told. It was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack. She’d need to figure out how it was sorted so she could focus on Apollo and her curse.

      The whole thing would be overwhelming, except for the little hang-up of not being able to even get to the haystack. She couldn’t do anything until she was found by some stupid demigods.

      Stupid demigods.

      She pushed through the glass doors into the sparse lobby of the high-rise apartments and strode toward the elevators. The doors were starting to close, and she cursed as she ran, sliding her arm into the shrinking gap at the last second. The doors slid back open, and Hope stared at the male occupant.

      He was young, certainly less than twenty. He exuded a strength and power that made her want to back away. It wasn’t just that he was well built, although he was. His shirt hugged his body, and the tattoos on his arms accentuated where his muscles dipped and curved. His hair was dark, almost black, cropped short, and although disheveled, it appeared to have been spiked up in the front earlier in the day. His eyes were a striking ice blue. Everything about him seemed hard.

      She hesitated, debating if she should back out, and then he smiled. Not in a friendly way to put her at ease. His smile mocked her, like he knew the effect he was having on her, and she was somehow beneath him because of it.

      “Are you coming in?” His accent was Irish or British . . . or maybe Australian.

      She frowned.

      “Or did you want to wait for your own lift, princess?”

      Definitely not American.

      “Hello?” He waved his hand at her.

      Yikes. She was still standing with her arm blocking the elevator doors. She shook off the shiver of fear.

      “Excuse me.” She stepped onto the elevator and gave him her most withering glare. “Would you push twenty-one, please?” While her words were polite, there was no warmth behind them.

      “Oh, but of course.” He inclined his head, pushed the button, and then leaned back as the elevator doors slid shut.

      Hope watched the numbers light up, one by one. A spicy smell, both strong and masculine, filled the small area. Hera and Zeus, he smelled good. Seven . . . eight . . . Trying to be discreet, she glanced at the young man.

      He met her eyes with appraising ones of his own, and he lifted his brows. “See something you like, sweetheart?”

      “You were staring at me.” It felt imperative that she correct his blatant misrepresentation. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to stare? It’s rude.” There was something arrogant and irritating about the stranger.

      He laughed, a short guffaw, and a dimple appeared. “I’m certain she did, probably right afore she boxed my ears.” He straightened up and held out his hand. “I’m Xan.”

      Hope refused to act intimidated, regardless of the butterflies in her stomach. Taking his hand, she replied, “I’m Hope.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Hope.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.”

      His hands were rough and calloused, and the handshake was brief. She took a step back as soon as her hand was released.

      After a brief silence, the elevator doors slid open with a ding, and Hope moved toward the exit. A firm grasp pulled her back from the door. The contact was brief, but a whirlwind of anxiety coursed through her.

      “I was thinking you don’t want to get off here.”

      She looked at him again and couldn’t help but feel like he was laughing at her. Even his dimple mocked her. Disgusted, she eyed the monitor. They were on the seventeenth floor. Someone must have pushed the call button and gone back to their apartment.

      She backed into the elevator. “Umm, thanks.”

      “Right.” He smirked.

      The door slid shut, and they started climbing again.

      An unsettling feeling gnawed at her stomach. Hope fixed her gaze on the climbing numbers. It was only another moment before the elevator stopped on the twenty-first floor.

      “Um, thanks for uh . . . you know, making sure I didn’t get off on the wrong floor, and uh . . . yeah.” She forced her lips into something she hoped resembled gratitude and glanced at the keypad, making sure she was on the twenty-first floor. She also saw that Xan was staying on the top floor. Penthouse.

      “You’re quite welcome.” He met her gaze, and his lip curled. “Have a nice day, Hope.”

      “Um, yeah. You too.” The doors slid shut and she stood frozen, seeing only her reflection in the polished metal. Could she have sounded any more stupid? What in the name of Hermes . . .  Her train of thought skidded to a halt.

      Hermes, god of linguistics. Athan’s dad.

      Athan. She shook her head.

      She needed to get over him. Because it was over. She’d probably never see him again. And even if she did, it wouldn’t matter. She’d never put him at risk.

      What Hermes had said about Apollo was true. He’d killed her mom because she’d married someone else. Apollo would never let her be with anyone but him. Ugh. And he was like a million years old.

      No. She needed to focus on breaking the curse. Because that was the only way for her to be free. Free to make her own decisions about life and love. She swallowed her emotions and locked her memories of Athan away in the darkest corner of her mind.

      She opened the door to the scent of chocolate chip cookies.
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      “How about I go pick up dinner tonight?” Priska set down her book and stood up from the couch.

      The weekend was drawing to a close. Hope had spent the bulk of it studying her Book of the Fates. Priska insisted that she read the whole thing and was taking it to the extreme by supervising.

      Their small two-bedroom apartment was sparsely furnished with a sofa and love seat in the living room and a dinette set with two chairs just off the kitchen. The worn suede couch faced a gas fireplace where orange, yellow, and blue flames danced in the grate, and three cinnamon candles glowed on the mantle next to the statue of Hecate. Hope stretched out her legs to the now empty side of the couch.

      “Does steak sound good?” Priska asked as she walked to the kitchen and grabbed her purse.

      Hope rolled her eyes.

      “Steak always sounds good. What are we celebrating?” She pulled the pillow out from under her knees and set it on top of the book.

      “Nothing,” Priska answered. “You look like you could use a little pick-me-up.”

      True. “And we should leave our shrine a little offering.” The effigy of Hecate, goddess of the crossroads between life and death, kept the Skia from being able to come into their apartment. Hope had no idea how it worked, only that it did. “Our plan isn’t exactly going well.” She fiddled with the fringe of the chenille pillow. “Do you think the demigods will ever find us?”

      Priska flinched. “Have some patience, Hope. I’m very good at hiding, as are you. We’ve had heaps of practice. Perhaps we’re not good at being found.”

      Hope was about to agree, but the words wouldn’t come. It wasn’t true. Shortly after Athan had come to Goldendale, he’d suspected her. And they weren’t exactly being subtle now. Besides, Priska was good at everything she did. “We’re both on the same page about this, right? You agreed to help.”

      The older woman bit her lip, and something in her eyes remained wary. “I’ll always act in your best interest, no matter what. My very purpose is to keep you safe.”

      Hope frowned at the non-answer. Demigods, the offspring children of gods and humans, were everywhere in Goldendale. Now, mere minutes from a conservatory, there are none to be found? “I don’t get it. Where are they?”

      Priska grabbed her car keys and phone. “Maybe we can come up with some ideas to help you get discovered after we eat.”

      “Will it put us in danger? Of Skia?” Despite wanting to be found by demigods, nightmares of the leering creatures from the Underworld still woke her from her troubled sleep.

      “Don’t worry about Skia,” Priska answered. “When we catch the demigods’ attention, they’ll protect you. And until then, we’ll manage.” She went to the door. “I’ll be back in an hour with dinner. Stay put and get your thinking cap on.”

      Right. Because if Hope thought hard enough, it would change something. She blew out a breath of disappointment and stood to get a drink of water.

      Hope sat curled up in her green chair, reading, when the buzzer drew her back to the present. That would be Priska with dinner. Hope jumped up and buzzed the building door open. She grabbed silverware and plates and filled two glasses, one with water, the other with wine.

      A few minutes later, a knock announced her arrival. Her stomach gave a growl, and Hope hurried to open the door. Her jaw dropped, and she took an involuntary step back. Xan stood outside her door in shorts and a tank top, glaring at her. His skin glistened with sweat, and she could smell the musk from his deodorant. Or maybe that was cologne.

      “I forgot my key, so thanks for buzzing me in.” Despite the expression of gratitude, his muscles were corded and tight and his eyes cold. He tapped on the door jamb. “Just a reminder; check to see who you’re letting into the building. Preferably before you let them in.” He pressed his lips into a white line.

      She gaped at him, speechless.

      “I would hate for you to let a monster in.” He clenched his jaw, and balled his hands into fists.

      Hope nodded. “No monsters in the building.” Was he talking about monstrous people or monsters? Her anxiety spiked with the thought. She should’ve checked who it was. Why hadn’t she?

      “And no bad guys. I’d hate for you to get hurt.” He took a step back and punctured the air between them with his finger. “Right?”

      “Right.” She glared. More than anything she wanted to hurt him.

      Without any departing words, he strolled back toward the elevator.

      “Next time, remember your key,” she mumbled. “Idiot.”

      Without glancing back, he raised his hand and waved. “Touché.”

      Hope slammed the door and stomped back to her chair. But the still voice of her conscience nagged. He was right. And she hated him for it.

      The security bell chimed again. This time she picked up the phone to confirm it was Priska before buzzing the building open. Priska came through the door, carrying a bag from The Met in one hand and a shopping bag from a trendy boutique in the other. She’d changed from her contemporary suit and now wore fitted jeans, an orange tank top, and a chunky cardigan that slid off her thin shoulders.

      Hope’s stomach gave another involuntary growl.

      “Are you ready for dinner? I’m starving.” Priska pushed past Hope into the apartment, and went into the kitchen. “Close the door and come into the dining room so we can eat.”

      Hope closed the door and walked into the kitchen.

      “What happened? Why did you change again?” She fell into her chair with a thunk.

      “Let’s eat first and then we can talk, okay?”

      Hope studied her aunt. “Okay, but you’ll tell me?”

      “I promise. It’s all part of my plan.”

      When the containers were empty, Hope gathered the last few bits of plastic, put them in the now empty bag, and crammed the bag in the garbage. “What’s going on? Why did you change your appearance?”

      Priska cleared her still-full plate and dumped the contents in the sink. “Have you met anyone you think is a demigod?”

      Hope thought about Xan. He was gorgeous, certainly, and he’d mentioned monsters . . . or had it been bad guys? Either way, there was something about him. “There’s a new guy in the building, and he’s kinda . . .”

      Priska drilled Hope with a hard look. “He’s kinda what?”

      She crossed her arms, and her gaze darted around the small apartment. “He’s really . . . attractive.” She couldn’t help the blush that flamed her face. “And he’s really arrogant.”

      Priska pursed her lips. “An arrogant, attractive boy, so you think he’s a demigod? Did you catch his name?”

      “Xan. I didn’t get his last name. He was in the elevator after school.” Hope didn’t mention their interaction before dinner. It was bad enough she’d let him in and he’d chewed her out. She didn’t need another lecture from Priska.

      “Xan.” Priska tugged on her ear and stared up at the ceiling. “I’ll see what I can find out.” She bit the inside of her mouth and was silent.

      The quiet stretched, and Hope became uncomfortable. “Are you going to tell me why you’re a teenager?”

      Priska’s head jerked as if being startled from deep thought. “Oh, sure.” She pulled on her long raven locks. “Hopefully I appear young enough that I can say I’m your cousin and it will be believable. I’m going to start school with you.”

      She did not just say that. “Why?”

      “Obviously what we’re doing isn’t working. If we want the demigods to find you, two of us will double the beacon.”

      “Double the beacon?”

      “Yes. Brighter light.” She flashed her fingers in and out. “I’m tired of trying to protect you and remaining invisible.” She made air quotes as she said the last word. “There are a lot of Skia here, and watching you is practically a full-time job, so I may as well make it such.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      Priska waved her hand as if the words were nonsense. “We’re a team, and I think we both want this to move along a bit faster.”
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        * * *

      

      “No, Charlie. I told you it will be at least another month before I can be back in the office.” Priska held her phone to her ear, a frown creasing her face. She was silent for a moment before continuing, “She can’t be that bad.” Another pause. “Fine. I’ll come in. Give me a half hour.”

      Hope sat on the couch, watching her aunt pace in the kitchen. No matter what Priska said, her job with Mr. Davenport was important, and not because of the money. Hope knew Priska was rich, so why did she work? Priska said it was something to do, but then why was she insistent that it be this job?

      Priska disconnected the call and came over to sit on the arm of the couch. The frown still marred her flawless features. “I’m sorry. The temp agency sent another Melody or Melanie.” She waved her hand, dismissing the past temporary assistants. “I’ll only be gone for an hour or two.”

      This wasn’t the first time Priska had taken time off from her job to help. Not even a year ago, Priska had searched for answers regarding Leto’s death and ended up getting kidnapped and beaten by sons of Apollo, barely escaping alive. Months of time away from her job and only a few days back before Hope had begged for help again. And for whatever reason, Priska wouldn’t just let the job go. Maybe there was something more with Mr. Davenport. Regardless, it wasn’t fair that Priska was giving up her life.

      “If you need to go, it’s okay. I’ll be fine here.” Hope shifted and dropped her feet to the floor to make room for her aunt.

      But Priska didn’t sit. “Of course you will.” She pulled her hair up in a twist to hide the length and went to her room. She came back tying a cashmere wrap sweater around her tiny waist. “Make sure you lock the doors. I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      “No problem.” Hope tried to reign in her frustration. She felt bad for Priska, but she was tired of this.

      The door closed, and Hope let her face fall. Nothing was going the way it was supposed to. Priska was always insisting that Hope stay indoors for her safety, but how was she going to ever get into the conservatory when she was practically hiding in her apartment? And there was something wrong with Priska. She seemed paranoid now. And way more bossy. Hope’s heart hurt. For her mom, for Priska, for Athan, and for herself. None of it was fair. None of it, and the load was far too heavy for her broken heart.

      She picked up her phone and dialed the number from memory.

      The number you’ve dialed is no longer in service. Please check the number and try again.

      She knew he’d changed his phone number. Was it wrong that she still held out hope? Or was it stupidity?

      She tapped End and then dialed the only other friend she had.

      “Hello?”

      Something deep within Hope burst with warmth and sunshine. “Haley?”

      Hope’s eyes welled with tears.
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      “Hope? Oh my gods! Where have you been? Are you okay? You just disappeared, and then Athan flipped out and disappeared too. And all the texts but no calls?” Hope’s best friend took a deep breath. “What happened to you?”

      Hope cleared her throat. “My aunt came back.”

      Silence.

      “I moved back to Seattle to live with her.”

      “What the Hades?” Haley let out a long breath. “Did you have to disappear? I mean, you didn’t come back, and . . . I mean, you said you had to go . . . I don’t even remember what you were going to do, because that was like three months ago.” Another breath. “Three months ago!” Another breath. “Okay, I’m done. And I’m glad you’re okay. And that you called.”

      “I miss you.” Hope’s emotions bubbled. “I mean, I don’t have friends here like you . . .” And Athan.

      Haley laughed. “Of course not. You should come for a visit. You wouldn’t believe how crazy it’s been. Krista is such a Gorgon. Do you remember that guy, Tre, that moved in? Was he here before you took off?”

      “Was he tall and blond?” Hope vaguely remembered a new boy at school before the year had ended. “Didn’t he have a couple of brothers?” The memory of him and his brothers at the Red Apple surfaced. Mostly she remembered the warning from Mr. Stanley, Haley’s dad, to stay away from them.

      “Yeah, well, rumor is that he and his brothers are demigods.” She snorted. “Anyway, they’re majorly rude. Tre asked all kinds of questions about you and Athan, as if the two of you were demigods, I mean.”

      A twinge of guilt nagged at Hope. She’d continued to maintain her status as a mortal teenager, even with her best friend.

      “But Krista set that record straight. She really hates you.” There was muffled yelling on the other end of the phone. “Crap. Sorry, Hope. My dad just got home. I’ll call you later, ’kay?”

      Hope said goodbye and hung up the phone. She should’ve felt better after talking to her friend. Better than the heaviness pressing on her chest or the gloom seeping its way to her heart.

      The walls of the small apartment seemed to contract. Almost like the space was shrinking. She had exactly no one she could talk to. Her emotions ballooned, and she knew she’d go crazy if she obeyed Priska. It took less than a breath to decide and only a few seconds for Hope to grab her wallet and keys. At the very least, she could go shopping.

      Forty minutes later, she was trudging back along the cobblestone of Pike Place. It wasn’t that the bags were heavy, but she’d bought too much, and it was an awkward balancing act. In retrospect, she shouldn’t have bought the bouquet of daisies and lilies, but the scent had reminded her of her mother, and she wanted something nice for Priska. After all, she was doing so much.

      Hope had spoken to the vendor without considering the extra bulk, and now she was carrying her food and trying not to crush the flowers as she avoided puddles and potholes in the street.

      A mirthful chuckle carried on the breeze, and Hope turned toward the sound. Xan stood on the street corner, by the cheese store, staring at her. His dimple mocked her, and when their eyes met, he strode toward her.

      “You look like you could use some help, young lady.”

      “I’m fine,” she replied stiffly, still irritated by their last encounter.

      He reached toward the bags in her left hand, taking the large honeydew melon that was throwing off her balance.

      “I’m sure you are, but I’m walking to the same location, and my hands are empty. Let me be a gentleman.”

      “Ha!” As if. But Hope let him take a couple bags. Shifting the remainder, her stride became smooth again. “Thank you, Xan.” The gratitude was uncomfortable and bitter on her lips, and she studied the ground as she extended the proverbial olive branch. She took several strides before realizing he was no longer next to her. Instead, he stood rooted to the spot where she’d thanked him.

      His lips pulled up into a half smile, and his dimple made another appearance. “You’re welcome.”

      Yeah. She pretty much hated him.

      Hope said nothing more the remainder of the walk to their building. Wanting to be rid of him, she kept a brisk pace, but Xan easily kept up. When they were both in the lobby, she extended her hands for the bags.

      “Thanks again.” They were just as bitter as the first time she’d said them.

      “Always happy to help, lass.” He took a deep breath. “Hey, sorry I was rude the other day. I know there is no excuse for rudeness.”

      “No. There’s not.” She set down her stuff and extended empty hands.

      Still, he kept the bags. “Which is why I apologized.”

      “Fine. Right.” She dropped her hands. Maybe she wouldn’t hate him completely. “Why did you jump all over me like that?”

      His eyebrows went up as she spoke. “Jump on you?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You know what I mean. There was no reason to—”

      A ding announced the arrival of the elevator. The doors slid open, and a floral scent spilled into the lobby. Hope glanced at the elevator, and her words evaporated.

      The young woman exiting was stunning. Not pretty. Not even beautiful. But striking in a way that Made. You. Stop. Her dark, almost black, hair cascaded down her back in soft curls. Her warm russet skin was flawless. She was tall and thin, but in a way that spoke of athleticism, not starvation. She had rich brown eyes and full, pouty lips. Hope had never seen anyone so gorgeous.

      “Xan! Where have you been?” The attractive girl’s voice held the smallest amount of irritation, as if speaking to a beloved but naughty child. She glanced down at his hands. “Shopping? Now? We don’t have time. We need to . . .” She glanced at Hope, and it was as if her eyes and brain had caught up with her mouth. “Well, well, well.” She leaned forward and studied Hope’s face. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      Hope narrowed her gaze. How dare she?

      Xan smirked. “Dahlia, this is Hope.” He addressed Hope. “This is my . . . cousin, Dahlia.”

      His cousin? They were nothing alike. No, that wasn’t entirely true. They were both incredibly attractive and apparently rude. But they didn’t resemble each other. At all.

      Something akin to insecurity snaked through Hope. Not like it should matter. Swallowing her pride, she extended her hand.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Dahlia.” The words were almost painful to choke out. No one should be that beautiful.

      “Um-hmm.” The flawless beauty’s eyebrows were still raised as she took Hope’s outstretched hand in a firm grip.

      Curious. Dahlia’s hands were calloused similar to Xan’s, like too much time spent shoveling or wielding a sword. Maybe she did a lot of manual labor.

      There was another awkward pause.

      “Did you guys just move in?” Hope tried to fill the uncomfortable void.

      “Uh”—Dahlia peeked at Xan before answering—“yes. And you? Have you lived here long?” Her voice had the clip of British English to it, each word distinct and clear.

      “Not very long.” Hope shifted on her feet and glanced at the elevator. There was no way to leave until she got her stuff back from Xan.

      “Where did you move from?” Xan asked.

      Hearing him right after his cousin made their accents distinct. His speech had a lilt to it that almost slurred the syllables. They definitely hadn’t grown up together.

      “Hello?” Xan waved his hand in front of her face. He was laughing at her. Crap! He’d asked her a question.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “I asked where you moved from.” The corner of his mouth pulled up.

      “Oh, uh, eastern Washington. A little town south of Yakima called Goldendale.”

      “Are you a small town lass?” Xan drew closer, and his gaze danced over her eyes, her nose, and stopped on her lips before sliding back up.

      She couldn’t help the blush that spread over her skin. “No. I mean, not that there’s anything wrong with that, but I . . .”

      Why did she need to defend herself to him? And why was he in her face? She stepped back.

      There was another awkward pause.

      “Xan?” Dahlia broke the tension. “Are we going to that, uh, thing tonight?”

      Embarrassment stained Hope’s cheeks. “I’m sorry to delay you.” She reached out and grabbed the bags from Xan. “Thanks for your help.”

      Xan’s gaze stayed fixed on Hope, and he pursed his lips. He paused only a moment before relinquishing the bags.

      “Right. It was my pleasure. Really. And sorry again, ’bout yesterday. Be careful, okay?” He shifted toward Dahlia. “All right, Dahl, let’s go.”

      The two left, taking the warmth of human interaction away with them.

      With a forced exhale, Hope glanced back to the elevator only to see the numbers lighting up as it climbed. Ten . . . eleven . . . twelve . . . Irritated, she set the bags down to wait.

      “Where were you?” Priska stopped mid-pace in the living room, cell phone in hand, as Hope stepped through the door. She held up the small black object. “I’ve called you three times and sent you four texts.”

      Hope set the bags in the kitchen and held out the flowers. “I went to the market to get stuff for dinner.” She offered the bouquet. “I didn’t hear my phone.”

      “No? Well, you scared me nigh to death.” Priska accepted the bouquet. “These are lovely.” She sniffed at the blossoms. “And the lilies remind me of your mother.”

      At the mention of her mother, Hope’s chest tightened. “She said daisies were your favorite.”

      “They are.”

      The two went into the kitchen. Priska filled a vase with water, and Hope started putting away the groceries.

      “Holy Demeter, you got a lot of stuff. How did you carry all of that home?” Priska asked as she clipped the stems and arranged the flowers.

      “I met one of our neighbors, and he helped.”

      “One of our neighbors?”

      Hope nodded. “That guy I told you about, Xan. We keep bumping into each other. He has a cousin named Dahlia.”

      Priska’s eyes widened a fraction of an inch. “Xan?”

      “The one I said might be a demigod.”

      Priska focused on the flowers for several minutes, and small pieces of stems fell into the sink.

      “Because he’s handsome?” Priska finally asked, but it was more of a sneer as she shoved the last stem into the vase.

      Hope pulled on her sleeves, the tension between her and her aunt a ballooning discomfort. Why was her aunt so weird about this? “It’s like they seem almost too perfect. Beautiful, like you. But they don’t look like you. Almost otherworldly.” She sucked at this. “Not like aliens or anything, but . . . not quite mortal.”

      “Like Athan?” Priska’s stare pierced Hope.

      She bit the inside of her lip as she thought. “Yes, but Athan seemed more human than these two. Or maybe I was too ignorant before.”

      Priska said nothing while she put the produce in the fridge.

      “Do you think they could be demigods?” If this was the case, Hope could finally start making some progress.

      Her aunt kept her back to her. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      The excitement that had been building in her chest deflated like a balloon. “Why not? You haven’t even seen them.”

      Priska shrugged. “Call it intuition. I don’t think they’re who you’re expecting.”

      “Well, I hope you’re wrong.” Because she was tired. Tired of nothing happening. Tired of being cursed. Tired of being alone. Tired of all of it.

      Priska held out the package wrapped in white butcher paper. “Should we grill the chicken or would you rather roast it?”

      Hope didn’t want to fight again tonight, so she let Priska change the subject. “Let’s grill it with the summer squash.”

      Hope thought she might see Xan or Dahlia in school. At the very least, she’d run into them again in the lobby. But as the days passed, it was as if they’d just disappeared.

      And she hated that Priska was right.
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      “I’m going into the office,” Priska said as she stirred cream into her tea. “Charlie’s behind on transcription, and he can’t afford to have Melinda mess it up again.”

      “What’s with all the M names?” The last three temps that had filled in for Priska were Melanie, Melody, and now Melinda?

      Priska grimaced. “The temp agency must be fixated on them.” She sipped her tea while Hope poured syrup over her toasted waffles. “I’ll be gone most of the day. Lay low, please, and maybe catch up on your homework.”

      “Sure. I’ll get right on it.” Her previous straight-A record had taken a nosedive into barely passing. It wasn’t that she couldn’t do the work, but Priska’s “gentle reminders” rubbed Hope the wrong way. It was like her aunt was always telling Hope what to do. And since Priska had started school, it seemed she was always hovering.

      The previous warmth of their relationship had almost disappeared. It was now spiked with discomfort, a sense of vigilance that made Hope want to run and hide.

      The only time Priska sounded like her old self was when she talked about Charlie.

      Priska rinsed out her mug. “I’ll be on my way then.” She stood watching Hope until Hope met her aunt’s gaze. “Be safe.”

      There it was again. Safe.

      Hope curled her hands into fists, her nails digging into her palms. “You, too.” She swallowed the rest of the words that wanted to spill out and instead tore at her waffle with her fork.

      Seconds later, she heard Priska’s key in the lock.

      Hope contemplated her options as she regarded the sparsely furnished apartment. There was no way she was staying holed up in the cramped space. She needed to get out. She shot off a quick text to Haley and went to change. Twenty minutes later, Hope was on her way to Goldendale.

      The sun burned through the clouds as Hope drove over Snoqualmie pass to eastern Washington. The evergreens stood stalwart against a backdrop of blue sky. The signs said it was forty-two degrees outside. Hope slipped on her sunglasses, easing the bright rays. Her thoughts drifted from her mom to Priska to Haley. It would be great to see her best friend. Hope had missed having someone to confide in.

      Music pulsated in the air, and Hope’s anticipation continued to rise. She exited the freeway onto the arterial that would take her to Goldendale. She hit the town of Toppennish, bright murals painted on the sides of buildings welcoming her. Then the sight of a run-down motel slapped her, and guilt wiggled into her chest. Memories of Athan pulled and tugged at her heart. Their fight and then their agreement to trust each other. She’d broken it. Or he had. But then she had run. What a mess. And she couldn’t let it go. Was it wrong that she missed him? That she wished it were different?

      She was going to drive right by Myrine’s house. It wasn’t even out of the way. Maybe Myrine knew where he was, or at least how to get ahold of him. Then Hope would at least have the option to call him, if she decided that was really what she wanted.

      Hope’s hands were sweating, and her heart stuttered. With a deep breath, she knocked.

      Myrine cracked the door; her blue eyes widened when they met Hope’s. The older woman appeared every bit a paradox. Her soft, white hair fell from the loose bun at the crown of her head and was a stark contrast to her unlined face. Her green T-shirt was singed at the hem, and she was barefoot despite the coolness of the year. Before Hope could say anything, Myrine spoke.

      “Kitty cat, kitty cat.” She tsked. “He’s not here, not here. Gone. Gone. Gone.” She shifted to close the door, still mumbling to herself. “Flew away, far away. Gone for months, you will not stay.”

      “What?” Hope slipped her foot in the doorway. “When did he leave? Where did he go?”

      Myrine drew back, and the door opened wider. “Not safe for you.” She shook her head. “Not safe for him. Riddles and death . . .” Myrine tilted her head. “What month are we in?”

      Hope hated the nonsense rhyming. It made her want to shake the poor lady. But she wanted answers, and Myrine was her only chance of getting them. “September.”

      Myrine closed her eyes and pursed her lips. The silence was as uncomfortable as it was odd.

      “It was last month. He continued to check in until last month.” Myrine took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She gritted her teeth and swallowed. “Why don’t you come in? We’ll both be more comfortable inside, and despite what either of us wants, this conversation isn’t going to be short.”

      Whoa! Myrine wasn’t rhyming. Or chanting. She sounded lucid. Hope stepped into the house, her skin crawling with anxiety. Her heart stuttered as she glanced at the surroundings. The last time she’d been in the blue house it was so cluttered she could barely get down the hall. Now, it was immaculate, well decorated, and inviting, giving every impression of a quaint bed-and-breakfast. Hope’s jaw dropped.

      “Amazing, isn’t it? I’ve decided to sell, and I’d like to get back what I put in. I used a little elbow grease”—she lowered her voice—“and a bit of magic. You know, spruce up the place.”

      Myrine led Hope into a small sitting room off the entryway. Two overstuffed chairs faced a fireplace, and a floor lamp of stained glass softened the light. Embers of an earlier fire left lingering warmth. Over the fireplace hung a watercolor landscape, and several pillows were arranged on a window seat. It was probably the most perfectly comfortable room Hope had ever seen.

      “Isn’t it relaxing?”

      Myrine’s voice seemed softer, soothing. The room called to Hope, drew her in, and she nodded at Myrine as her tension melted away.

      “I cheated in here,” Myrine whispered as she pointed at herself. “Oracle.” She broke into a bright smile. “Not only can I see across time, I can manipulate what you’re seeing now.” She sat in one of the chairs and indicated for Hope to sit in the other.

      Something about Myrine’s words gave Hope the distinct impression that she should run away, but a lassitude washed away the impression before it could become action. Hope sank into the chair, and the cushions molded to her, making her feel like she was sitting on a cloud. She could live in this chair for the rest of her life. And, oh, if she could read a book or two, right here . . .

      “You know they’re not real.” Myrine’s voice buzzed at the edge of Hope’s awareness.

      Grudgingly, Hope pulled her focus and zeroed it in on Myrine. She was saying something. Was it important?

      “The chairs.” Myrine tapped the arm of the one she sat in. “I mean, they are real chairs, but your perception is different than the next person’s. Yours are quite nice, actually. But it gets confusing when there are two or three other people in the room.” She mumbled something to herself. “Somehow, I’ve got to get that figured out.” She looked at Hope again. “But that’s my problem. What’s yours?”

      Listlessness soaked into Hope, and she frowned. What was her problem? She’d come to Goldendale. She wanted to see Haley and talk to Myrine.

      “Athan?” Myrine prompted.

      “Yes. I mean, that’s my question. Where’s Athan?” Hope pushed herself to the edge of the chair, but it was as if she were pushing through quicksand.

      “He’s searching for you.” Myrine leaned forward and studied Hope. “You should stop running away from people who are trying to help you. If you had a little trust, you’d probably be a lot safer.”

      Safe. There was something familiar about that word. Her brain was fluff, her eyelids heavy, and she leaned back into the chair.

      “What should I do?” Her words fell to the floor in a heap, barely decipherable. Hope felt almost as if she were having an out of body experience.

      “Do? Well, you can’t stay here. You’re having some kind of reaction.” Myrine yanked Hope up, then jerked away from her touch. Myrine’s eyes rolled back, then glazed over when she focused back on Hope. “Cats and bats and lots of boys.”

      What the Kracken? Really? Hope took three steps then slouched against the wall in the entryway. Her head felt funny, like she’d had too much cold medicine. The seconds ticked, and it slowly cleared out of her system.

      Myrine followed her, peering at Hope as if she was under a microscope. “Kitty cat, kitty cat . . .”

      Hope was tired of playing games. She only wanted one answer. “Do you know where Athan is?”

      Myrine’s eyes narrowed, and she clucked her tongue. “Pretty, pretty monster, why so blue?” Cluck, cluck. “You’re here for an answer, to find a clue. Riddle, riddle, riddles, puzzles, and words. The answers you seek aren’t in this world.”

      Nope. She was back to rhyming gibberish. Hope concentrated, trying to make sense of the words. Not in this world? Like not the human world?

      Myrine closed her eyes. “Careful, careful, careful. You must beware. Lies and trickery where lies the helm. The dead have no secrets in that far realm.”

      Was she talking about the Underworld? Artemis had told her to go to the conservatory.

      “Listen here.” Myrine put her finger on Hope’s temple. “And here.” Myrine touched her chest. “Look with your heart and your eyes, and you will find with your soul.”

      What a waste of time. “Thanks, Myrine.”

      Hope walked to the door. Coming here had been ridiculous. Besides the headache, she’d only learned that Myrine could use magic to make you fall asleep.

      “You don’t know. You can’t see. Your journey’s just beginning. Don’t thank me.” Myrine held Hope’s shoulders until their eyes met. “You really need to stop running away.”

      Hope caught herself mid eye roll.

      “Okay, I won’t run away.” She extended her hand.

      Myrine glanced down at it and then leaned forward, wrapped her arms around Hope, and whispered in her ear, “I know you won’t listen.” She pulled away and stepped back into the house. “Be careful.”

      Five minutes later, Hope was standing outside her best friend’s house. Haley Stanley lived with her parents in a small two-story cottage. It was painted a soft latte color with vibrant teal trim. Haley’s father, Peter Stanley, worked at the Red Apple as a butcher. Hope had met him right after moving to Goldendale, when she’d first gone grocery shopping.

      It had taken weeks of friendship with both of them before Hope connected the two. Haley had the same almond eyes as her mother, as well as her light brown skin. But personality-wise Haley was more friendly and gregarious like her father, which was why Hope loved them both.

      She knocked once, and the door swung open. A thick arm shot from the doorway, and meaty fingers grabbed her shirt. Instinct took over. Hope grabbed the hand with both of hers and pushed it flat against her chest. She twisted the arm and ducked underneath while applying pressure on the nerve that ran along the triceps.

      “Hope?”

      “Mr. Stanley?” Hope dropped her arms to her side, and she stared up in confusion. “Wha—”

      “Hurry. Come inside.” He pulled her in and peered up and down the street before he closed the door.

      His hands were clammy, his hair stuck up in the back, and he smelled as if he hadn’t bathed.

      Hope scooted back a step.

      “What are you doing here?” His normally cheerful features were morphed into a grimace.

      It was like a slap to the face. He’d always been nice to her in the store. She’d thought they were friends. “I . . . I came to see Haley. She said it would be okay if . . .”

      His tight shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Of course, of course.” He licked his lips. “I’m just surprised to see you.” He yelled over his shoulder, “Haley, come say goodbye to Hope!”

      Hope gawked at an all-too-familiar sight. Moving boxes. Everywhere. “You guys are moving?”

      Mr. Stanley blinked but said nothing.

      “Hope!” Haley jumped the last two stairs and ran to her friend. “I’m glad you’re here.” She offered a brief hug and then pulled Hope toward the stairs. “Dad, can Hope stay a little bit? Please?”

      Mr. Stanley gave a wave of his hand. “Five minutes,” he said, then he disappeared into the bowels of the home.

      “What’s going on?” Hope asked as they climbed the stairs. “You didn’t tell me you were moving.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Haley opened the door to her bedroom and stepped in, motioning Hope to follow. The sun streamed through the window, slashing the room in half, and labeled boxes were stacked by the closet and bathroom door. “Dad wouldn’t let me tell anyone.” She glared at the door as she closed it. “Like no one.”

      “Why?” Hope sat on the floor and crossed her legs. The sun’s rays warmed her, making the chill of her heart that much more pronounced.

      Haley threw her hand up in the air. “Get this. I don’t even know. He came home from work two days ago, shut himself in the basement for hours while talking to himself, and then came upstairs and announced we were moving. He wouldn’t even let me go to school yesterday.” She sunk to the floor. “Ever since you left, he’s been all weird.”

      “Does he hate me?” The idea made Hope’s heart hurt. Mr. Stanley had been the first friendly face in Goldendale. He’d shared riddles with her, saved the best cuts of meat for her.

      Haley frowned. “No. In fact he always asks how you’re doing.” Haley studied Hope. “How are you doing?”

      Hope shrugged. “Okay, I guess. My aunt—”

      Mr. Stanley opened the door. “Time to go, Haley.” His gaze settled on Hope. “You should go too. Best for you to not be in Goldendale any longer.”

      Haley rolled her eyes. “Come on, Dad. Quit being—”

      Mr. Stanley silenced her with a glare. He went to the window and pulled the drapes shut. Then he went to the door, looked into the hall, and closed them all into the room.
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      Hope’s heart started to pound. What did he know? This was a mistake. She shouldn’t have come.

      Haley opened her mouth, but before she could say anything Mr. Stanley spoke.

      “Don’t.” He held up his hand. “I’m going to tell you, but I want you to listen, okay?” His gaze darted back and forth between the two girls.

      Dizziness washed over her, and she braced herself physically as well as mentally for what could only be horrible.

      “Hope, you need to leave Goldendale and never come back. Do you remember those boys? The ones who moved in at the end of the year?”

      Hope remembered. She’d seen them at the Red Apple the last time she’d gone grocery shopping. Mr. Stanley had warned her to stay away from them, and Haley had said they were jerks.

      “They are here hunting the Sphinx.”

      Hope’s heart stopped. Her mouth fell open, and her breath caught as she wanted to defend herself, scream, and run all at the same time.

      “Don’t say anything, Hope. I mean nothing.”

      Her mouth snapped shut. She needed to leave. She stood, but Mr. Stanley’s next words made her freeze.

      “They know about Athan and that you two were involved.” He took a deep breath. “They know you’re a demigod, and they know I’m one too.”

      Wait. What? Mr. Stanley was a demigod? And he thought she was one, too? She looked at Haley, who was directing all her attention on scuffing her shoe. Haley knew? Why hadn’t she said anything? Hope faced Mr. Stanley, who held up his hand.

      “No questions. Please, just listen.” He rubbed his thick hand over his bald head. “The problem is they want to question all of us to find out what we know about the monster. They know we’ve been in the area since she started making an appearance.”

      “So what? Let them question you.” Moving seemed awfully drastic for another demigod. Hope, however, did need to get out of there. Unless, maybe they would take her to a conservatory.

      Almost as if answering her unasked question, he continued, “I have my family to protect. These boys, they don’t talk. They interrogate. My father, Hephaestus, warned me, and . . .” He gestured at Haley. “My family means everything to me.”

      His father was Hephaestus? Oh, gods!

      His gaze fell on Hope with sad resignation. “I’m sure Athan knows something; he’s Psachno, after all. If he told you anything, please keep it to yourself. But you should know, Athan came by the store after you left. He’s out there searching for you. For what it’s worth, I think that boy really does care for you.”

      Her heart swelled then contracted. It didn’t matter even if it were true. Which it probably wasn’t.

      “The best thing you can do is get in your car—”

      A booming voice yelled from outside, and Mr. Stanley flinched. Seconds later, a pounding on the front door commenced.

      Haley stood up, and Hope saw her own fear mirrored in her friend’s eyes.

      Peter Stanley grabbed at Haley and pulled her to the door. He motioned for Hope to follow, and then put his finger to his lips.

      The beating got louder, and a man swore.

      Mr. Stanley held his daughter’s arm in a firm grip, his face blanched with fear. “Go out the back and cross into the Williamsons’ yard. I’ll meet you at the store, Haley. Hope, you’d better get out of here.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice.

      All three ran downstairs, but Mr. Stanley went to the front door, getting there in time to stop his petite wife from opening it.

      “Soo-Jin, go with Haley,” Peter whispered.

      Hope could hear Haley’s mom behind them as they went through the kitchen. Haley reached out to open the back door, and Hope snatched it back. Check first, she mouthed, pointing at the curtain on the door.

      Soo-Jin frowned at the girls, then peered out the window. She drew back with pursed lips.

      “No one,” she whispered.

      Hope took a deep breath, trying to steel herself for what was to come.

      “Stop pounding on my door!” Peter roared.

      It was as good of a distraction as they would get. Hope yanked the back door open. The three of them took off at a run. Hope flung herself at the chain-link fence separating the yards. There was a shout behind them and then the pounding of feet. A glance over her shoulder revealed a tall, blond man closing the distance. There was no way Haley and her mom would both get away from him.

      If there was time, Hope would weigh her options. But really, there was no option. She leapt from the fence, her face contorted in anger, and she screamed her rage and fear. The man grabbed at Soo-Jin’s shirt and pulled the petite woman to the ground. Hope tackled the bigger man, and as they went down, Hope capitalized on her momentum with several hard punches.

      “Coward! Bully!” She struggled to her feet and kicked the man again and again.

      Soo-Jin scooted away, her eyes wide. Haley grabbed her mom and backed away from the beating Hope was delivering.

      “Go!” Hope yelled at them. “Go now.” She waved at her friend and prayed they would be safe.

      She watched as the two women climbed the fence and then dropped to the other side. When they disappeared the next street over, Hope thought of Mr. Stanley and the other men. She hoped he made it out okay. She would have to trust that he did.

      And she’d better go now, too.

      She kicked twice more, once to the man’s face and the other to his midsection. The hulking figure was still, and Hope knew she would have to take her chances at some point.

      She darted to the side yard, climbed the fence, and dropped into the neighbor’s yard. Another fence and another yard, then into the alley. Before crossing the street, she regarded the surroundings. A familiar truck sat outside the Stanleys’ home. Athan’s obnoxious vehicle screamed betrayal. Had he told those demigods about the Stanleys?

      Her car was parked on the other side of the truck. She’d need to walk past it. It’d be okay. She smoothed her hair back, and pieces of leaves and grass fell out. Great. Her clothes were rumpled, and her jeans had mud caked to the knees. She brushed off the worst of it, but much of the mess transferred to her hands.

      She needed to leave. Hope took a deep breath and tried to act natural as she crossed the street. Her heart pounded. Fear danced up her spine and pricked her neck. The sensation of being watched was a physical gnawing, clawing its way to her chest.

      Two blond men tumbled into her path, one of them bumping into her.

      “Out of my way, Gorgon,” he hissed.

      “Excuse me,” she replied as she stepped back. She inched around, keeping them in her peripheral vision.

      These were the same men she’d seen at the Red Apple months ago, before she left Goldendale. The more muscular one unlocked the door to the truck, and the other young man grabbed a handle and froze.

      “Where’s Prax?”

      The other boy swore and opened the door. He poked his head in the interior of the cab and swore again.

      Hope reached her car, her heart thudding. With a click of a button, she unlocked the door.

      The truck door slammed shut.

      Hope opened the door and slid in her seat. She heard yelling as she started the car. And even more yelling as she pulled off the street. But she didn’t look back. Even if it was for her, she wasn’t going to stop. And she’d never come back.

      When she got back to Seattle, Priska was still at the office. For once, Hope was glad.
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      The next day, Hope received a text from Haley to say they were fine but that she was going to “disappear” for a while. She apologized, but Hope understood. She completely understood.

      Priska also seemed to disappear. Not literally. She continued to attend school with Hope and hover around Hope in the mornings and evenings, but she was busy with her “after-school” job at Mr. Davenport’s office. Outwardly, Priska was present, but, when it was just her and Hope, she was jumpy, paranoid.

      While Hope adeptly slid back into shunning any and all of her classmates’ attention at school, Priska reveled in the attention. Oddly enough, her ability to become the top of the social ladder was similar to Athan. Priska had the same confidence of one that knew how to play a part. But while Priska would defend Hope, she made no effort to pull her into the students’ activities.

      The days added up into weeks, and Hope didn’t see Xan or Dahlia again. She wondered if they’d moved, or maybe they had only been here visiting. Any hope that they were demigods disappeared. Nothing was working out. Nothing.

      “Hope?” Priska stood at the stove, making dinner. The smell of garlic and onion permeated the air.

      “Yeah?” Hope stopped randomly skipping through channels on the television and glanced toward the kitchen, but she didn’t get up off the couch.

      “Did you get your homework done?”

      Hope snorted in response and went back to flipping through the TV channels. Talk show, talk show, news, rerun of sitcom. Ugh. The channels were almost a blur.

      “Hey, I asked you a question.” Priska poked her head out and pinned Hope with a glare.

      Hope avoided meeting her aunt’s eyes but turned off the TV.

      “Yeah. I’m done with it.” She wasn’t really lying. She hadn’t even peeked at it, but she was done with it.

      “Okay. Well, if you need something to do, maybe you could go read some of your history.”

      Irritated with the push, she stood. “Yeah. I’ll go to my room and get on that.”

      Hope could hear the heavy sigh before she closed the door.

      Whatever.

      She fell on her bed, frustration and hopelessness filling her. Picking up the large leather volume from the Fates, she opened it to the middle so she could have the pretense of reading when Priska came to call her for dinner. Hope stared out at the gray Seattle sky, and, when her eyes grew heavy, she gave in to the pull of slumber.

      The sense of falling jerked her awake. The sky was dark, and the large tome rested heavily on her chest. The clock’s red numbers noted it was barely shy of midnight. Her stomach gave a rumble. Why hadn’t Priska gotten her for dinner?

      Priska’s voice hissed like steam as soon as Hope opened the door.

      “No, you don’t understand. You don’t even know her. She’s not doing well, and I’m not going to have her whisked away by the most irresponsible people on the face of the Earth. She will know no one, and who would watch after her?”

      It was quiet, and in that moment Hope realized Priska was on the phone. Hope slid to the floor and listened.

      “You’re right. I don’t trust you.” A brief pause, then, “Don’t be ridiculous. You think you’ll keep her safe? You aren’t exactly stable, and your family is just as bad, if not worse.”

      Hope had never heard Priska talk to anyone that way before.

      “Ha. Like that would ever happen. No, you listen to me. I told your sister—” Pause. “Whatever.” Another pause and then, “You listen to me because I won’t say it again. Don’t even think about coming around here. If you so much as make contact . . .”

      There was silence, and then Priska let out a stifled scream. Something slammed onto the counter. Footsteps and then the restroom door closed.

      She wondered if Priska or the other person had hung up first. Hope put her money on the other person. If anyone spoke to her that way, she would’ve ended the call. Well, she would’ve wanted to. This new Priska scared her. Despite her diminutive stature, power radiated from the pixie-like demigod, but that wasn’t new. It was the anger that flashed and flared in an unpredictable pattern that was frightening.

      Hope climbed back in bed, her hunger forgotten as she digested what she’d overheard. If that conversation was about her, then someone was looking for her.

      No. Someone had found her. Someone Priska thought was unsafe.

      As Hope lay back down, her mind reeled, and she tried to process what this could mean.

      It was still dark when she woke up to Priska banging on the door.

      “Time for breakfast. We’ve got twenty minutes before we need to leave for school.”

      Hope groaned. “I don’t think I can go today.” Who knew what time she’d finally fallen asleep. Besides, she couldn’t face Priska. Not yet.

      “Are you sick?”

      The question was ridiculous. An immortal couldn’t get sick.

      “Uh, sure.” The response was laced with sarcasm.

      “Fine,” Priska said. “We’ll call it a mental health day. You can stay home.”

      Hope couldn’t believe her luck. Once Priska left for school, maybe she could—

      “Do have anything you want to go do?” Priska asked.

      Surely, Priska was kidding. There was no way she would let Hope leave the apartment. She cracked the door. “What?”

      Priska leaned against the wall as if it were holding her up. “On our mental health day . . . is there something you want to do?”

      Hope caught the pronoun and what it inferred. “You don’t need to stay home with me.”

      “I’m here to protect you. I’m not going to let you stay here by yourself.” Priska’s tone was resigned.

      Hope was safe in the apartment with the statue of Hecate, and they both knew it. “But—”

      “No, buts. If you want to stay home, that’s fine, but I’ll be here, too.”

      Hope glared. “What happened? Why don’t you trust me?” Even as she said the words, she knew this wasn’t about not trusting her. She staggered back as if struck as the pieces came together. “Oh gods. That was them? The demigods found us, and you . . .” She couldn’t even make the words come out. The accusation sat bitter on the tip of her tongue.

      “Oh, Hope.” Priska’s severe expression fell, and her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry you heard. I can’t let you go with someone who I know can’t keep you safe. We will find someone else.”

      She scowled, the betrayal swelling until it threatened to consume her. “How could you?”

      “I have to keep you safe.”

      “No! Demigods were here. They found me, and you . . .” Hope glared. The whole plan hinged on her getting to the conservatory, and it was right there. Priska was the one holding it up!

      “I would let you go if it wasn’t them. Anyone but them. They will—”

      “Don’t.” Hope held her hand out as if to push the words away. “Just . . . don’t.”

      Priska took a step toward the door, but Hope closed it before her aunt could cross the threshold.

      An icy chill settled over the apartment.
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      Hope grabbed her backpack to leave. Two days. It almost felt like she was going on vacation. She was so excited to get away from her aunt and out of the tension-filled apartment that she was practically giddy. It would give her time to think of a plan to find the demigods.

      “Where do you want me to take you?” Priska asked, breaking the three day, mutually imposed silence.

      Words lodged in Hope’s throat. “I . . . I’m going to change.”

      “I know you’re going to change. We’re going to go somewhere safe, you can morph, and we can hang out ’til you change back.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Hope’s mind stuttered over Priska’s outlined plan. No way. “I’ve been doing this by myself for a year.” Almost. “I don’t need you to tag along.”

      “What’s your problem?” Priska pursed her lips as she inhaled through her nose. “Why are you copping an attitude?”

      Hope coughed, and her chin dropped. She wasn’t trying to cop an attitude, but she needed a break from Priska and her hovering.

      “None of this is for me.” Priska’s eyes flashed fire. “I’m trying my best to keep you safe. Doing everything in my power . . .” She waved her hand. “I’ve killed three Skia this week. This week! And we are staying in this cracker box for you, with a scheme that borders on ridiculous. Because this plan might lead you to an answer that none of your ancestors could figure out, despite the fact that your grandmother was brilliant. Somehow your strategy will work. Maybe. If we’re really, really lucky.”

      “But you said—”

      “Furthermore,” Priska continued as if Hope hadn’t said anything, “You’ve sulked around the last week as if I’m thwarting your super awesome plan and it’s you against the world. You don’t play nice at school, where honestly, it’s your best shot at getting noticed by a legitimate demigod, a psachno, and not some loser . . .” She shook her head. “Hera and Zeus! I am trying to help you.”

      Hope seethed. How could she even respond to that without yelling at Priska?

      Priska closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. Silence settled in the cracks and the fissures of empty space. “If I let you go by yourself, will you stay out of sight? Go somewhere on the other side of the mountains and leave tonight?” The bright hazel eyes held only the embers of Priska’s earlier emotion. “I want you to be safe.”

      There was that word again. Safe. A hopeless mantra of paranoia eating at Hope’s life. Exactly why she needed to break the curse.

      “I’ll go tonight and get a hotel in Wenatchee. Then I’ll drive out early in the morning.”

      “And check in with me tonight and tomorrow morning, please.”

      “Fine.” She grabbed her bag and her keys and, without another word, fled the apartment.
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      It was a quarter after five in the morning when she sent Priska a text. Going to pull off now. Will likely be out of range ’til tomorrow night. Will check in again then. Hope hit send and climbed out of bed. It was easier to send the text now than have to worry about it later.

      The cool air hit her bare legs and made her shiver. If she didn’t hurry, she would be stuck in the stupid motel for the next two days. She pulled on her sweats and slipped on her flip-flops as she zipped up her hoodie. She grabbed a bottle of water from the table and shoved it in her bag as she walked out the door. Her thoughts went to Hermes, patron god of travelers, and she sent a silent plea that there would be a suitable exit within ten or fifteen minutes of getting on Highway 2.

      Perhaps the gods did listen. She saw a “No services” sign and followed the road through the foothill of the Cascades. She took the first dirt road past a barn and a trailer on blocks, and drove until there was nothing. The road forked, but grass had claimed the path on the right. She pulled into the thick brush.

      Pale pink tinged the horizon.

      Hope jumped out of the car and frantically pulled at the drawstring at her waist.

      Too late.

      Her body burned, cramped, prickled, and stung. With a whoosh, her amber wings unfurled, tearing holes through her white tee. Her legs pulled in as they morphed into the hindquarters of a great cat, her gray sweats tangled around her lower extremities. The stinging released as golden fur covered her skin.

      At least she’d managed to get her hoodie off in time. She pulled the sweats off and inspected them. No holes. That was good. She could still wear them home. She picked off the scraps of pink fabric that had been boy briefs seconds before. Her bra fared better, still in one piece, and was itchy against the golden fur that covered her from the chest down. It was a struggle to get the undergarments off, and she put the wisps and fragments into her bag, along with her pants, hoodie, and car keys.

      She faced the morning, letting the sun’s rays bathe her face. She unfurled her wings, letting the crisp air tease her feathers. With two strong beats, she pulled herself into the sky and flew.

      As she sat in a clearing on a distant mountaintop, her thoughts turned to Priska, swirling dark and distrustful. Hope didn’t know who the demigods were, or where she could find them. Priska might know, but it was clear she wasn’t sharing. Except what she thought was “safe.”

      Hope resigned herself to hopelessness. What could she do? How much longer would it take to find demigods Priska approved of? Would she approve of any demigods? Doubts seeped into the corners, at first unnoticed, then oozed like spilt honey sticking to every thought.

      Hope spent the two days in her cursed state, wallowing deep in a well of self-pity. If Priska wasn’t helping her find a way into the conservatory, perhaps it was time for Hope to do something about it herself. She refused to let Priska’s fear become her own. Life was meant for living.

      The golds in the sky melted into soft pinks, and with deep resolution Hope knew what to do. She needed to have a serious talk with her surrogate aunt. If Priska wouldn’t help, Hope would move out on her own.

      With a burst of motivation, Hope beat her tawny wings and took flight. She soared down from the mountain range to the fields below, eagerness pulling her to action. But the tall grasses of fall hid several previously unnoticed cars. How had she missed that yesterday?

      The sun lolled through the pink taffy and cotton candy sky, pouring its last rays across the mountain range. She dipped low to find vehicles on cinderblocks, or those abandoned without hope of fixing, but her car—

      “Hades in Hell!” A deep baritone hollered. “Steve! You gotta see this!”

      Another head popped up from the tall grass. The men were dressed in camouflage with bright orange vests screaming their presence.

      How had she missed that? And where was her car?

      “What the . . .” A gasp of disbelief.

      She pulled higher but could still hear the shouting.

      “What is that thing? Is that a monster?” Excitement laced the words.

      Indecipherable shouting. A heavy thud.

      She needed to get higher. She needed to get away. How could she have missed them? Panic made her thoughts run in a loop. Get away . . . Get away . . . Get away.

      “Good gods! Get a picture!” The same enthusiasm. The same tone. What was he twelve?

      She scanned the ground. The grass, the barns, dirt . . . Nothing was familiar. Nothing.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her heart was race, race, racing. Her breath only short gasps. This was wrong. Priska was going to kill her!

      “It’s a monster,” one of them said in a dispassionate voice. “We’ll be rich.”

      A loud bang disoriented her, and then white-hot pain seared her arm. Warmth trickled down past her elbow to her wrist.

      “Don’t! Don’t shoot.”

      Oh, gods, they were shooting at her! She scanned the dead grasses beneath her. Where in the name of Gaia was her car? Her eyes welled. Another shot echoed through the air, and stabbing agony hit her shoulder, and she faltered, her body tumbling toward the ground. No. No. No. She was immortal! These bullets couldn’t kill her.

      Gritting her teeth, she beat her wings and banked hard to one side and then the other. It was all she could think of to make herself more difficult to hit. Her blue Civic peeked out from the growth, the last rays of the day turning the amber grass a chocolate brown. Hope pushed toward her salvation.

      The sun dipped behind the mountains, the pinks darkened to purple, and Hope’s wings disappeared. Tumbling through the air, fur floated on the breeze, and then sloughed off in clumps as she hit the dry grass.

      Silence.

      Nothing. She allowed the pent-up whimper to leak out. It took several minutes before the pain lessened enough to sit up, and then several minutes to crawl to her car and get dressed. She sat in the driver’s seat for over an hour. When the darkness settled from dusk to night, she started her car.
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      “What the Kracken, Hope?” Priska held out her phone. The fuzzy grain of motion made her features blurry, but the video was of her. “I thought you said everything was fine?”

      “It is fine. You can hardly even see my face.” She pulled the covers back over her head.

      “It’s definitely not fine. Your curse has been hidden from the world for centuries. Mythology texts had the Sphinx killed by Oedipus in Thebes. Your grandmother wanted it that way. She sacrificed, risked her life, to go to the Graeae and have the curse interpreted by primordial power, to get as much security, as much privacy, as possible. But in the last year, you’ve announced, in no uncertain terms, that the Sphinx still exists. Artemis, what a mess.”

      Despite being under the covers, Hope closed her eyes and willed Priska to disappear.

      “You would think after everything you’ve been through that you’d have some understanding of the need for concealment now.”

      Hope knew she was referencing the previous picture and the article in the newspaper. She threw the covers back. “I do! It’s just—”

      “Funny way of demonstrating it.”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “Fine. You’re right. I should’ve been paying better attention and seen those men.”

      “No. That’s what you’re not getting. You never should’ve been in that area to begin with. If there’s even a chance of any population, you shouldn’t be there as a Sphinx.” Priska dropped her head into her hands. “I put a call into Charlie. I’m hoping the video will be off the Internet before morning. Maybe we’ll be lucky and no one local will see it.”

      “Even if they did, it’s not like you can tell it’s me.”

      “It makes that whole area off-limits. You can’t go over to eastern Washington at all. The sons of Apollo will investigate, and if you keep popping up where the Sphinx appears, they will want to investigate you. We don’t need that.”

      Ha! Actually, she did want the demigods searching for her.

      But a shiver of terror reminded her, not the sons of Apollo. And not as the Sphinx.
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      What a sucky day. Typically, November meant gray skies, at the very least, which would match her overcast mood. Usually, it meant rain. But the sun was out, mocking her. Hope walked down the crowded hall, glanced out the windows, and furrowed her brow. It was just wrong. People bumped and bustled by, words dropping in her ears, small tinkling sounds that meant nothing to her—football, party, dance.

      It wasn’t the sun that caused the crease in her forehead. No. She’d failed her calculus test, and not because she didn’t know the answers. Her mind had drifted to her fight with Priska, and like magic, twenty minutes had disappeared.

      The sun teased Hope, and she stared through the glass at the waning warmth of fall, the bright leaves burning against the blue sky. When the bell rang, her thoughts solidified into decision. She’d had enough school today.

      She spent the next several hours wandering the streets downtown. She stopped at a newspaper stand after noticing headlines she wished she could forget: Sons of Apollo Closing in on Sphinx, Monster of Poseidon Spotted Off Coast of Mexico, Did Scylla Escape Again? Mermaid Sighting at Half Moon Bay. Had the world gone mad? She’d never heard of many of the monsters being spotted. Granted she’d only started paying attention after her mom died.

      As the sun dropped lower in the sky, she made her way toward the market and bought a cup of tea. She was putting off the inevitable. The temperature continued to drop, and as the last rays dipped below the horizon, Hope knew it was time to head home, face Priska, and find something for dinner.

      Hope walked up Market Street and was almost to her building when someone grabbed her wrist. His skin was pale, and his fingers seemed more apt to play piano than fight. Nevertheless, his grip was a rough vise.

      Her breath caught, and her training took over. Hope twisted to the side, pulling her attacker toward her while she rotated her hand to take control. With her free hand, she torqued the arm and applied pressure on his elbow.

      Then she looked up at his face. What the Kracken? She released some of the pressure but maintained the offensive position.

      “What are you doing?” She hissed at Xan.

      He laughed. “I had no idea you could move so well.”

      Hope scowled and twisted his arm. “What do you mean?”

      “You blend in pretty well, considering.”

      Hope tilted her head, trying to decipher his cryptic meaning. “Considering?”

      He smiled, and his dimple flashed. He leaned forward, and his breath warmed her skin as he whispered in her ear, “Considering you’re a demigod, lass.”

      She let go of his arm, and dropped her hands to her sides. “What?”

      He laughed again as he pulled away. “Immortal, unable to die by mortal means. You’ll live forever. That kind of immortal.” He pulled his hand away from hers and tapped himself on the chest. “Demigod.”

      Fear. Excitement. Trepidation. “What took you so long?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? It’s been what, a few weeks—?”

      “It’s been months!”

      Xan exhaled forcefully. “Right. There were a few hang-ups.” He pursed his lips as he studied her. “And you were worried about a few weeks? How old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Shocker,” he said, his voice laced with sarcasm.

      A brief flash of irritation made her bite her tongue. What was that for? She wanted to snap a witty retort, but what came out was, “Where have you been?”

      He chuckled, and a dimple flashed. “Why?” His head dipped, and he whispered in her ear, “Did you miss me?”

      She blushed, and then blushed deeper as she increased the distance between them. “No, I was . . .” She stopped talking and took a deep breath. “I thought you might be a demigod.”

      “Now, Hope, why would you say that?” He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm as he led her toward the apartment building.

      She should have pulled away. And she would have. If she weren’t so cold. “Where are we going?”

      “What do you think? I’m here to collect you.”

      “To collect me?” Like she was a package? She pulled her arm free and stepped away from him.

      Xan stopped, his chin lowered in a condescending glower. “Yep. You need some education.”

      “You can’t make me—”

      “No?” His face hardened, and his eyes were ice. “Perhaps not. But if you don’t come with me, we won’t protect you anymore either.”

      This was what she’d been waiting for, so why was she nervous? And not just about the plan. There was something about him.

      “Are you coming or staying?”

      “What about school? What about Priska?” She grasped for straws, her words surprising her. Not even ten minutes ago she’d been ready to dump both.

      “School.” He stopped walking and regarded her with a smugness both brash and irritating. “Uh, yeah. Your primary education is going to take a bit of a shift. Consider yourself a high school dropout if you’d like.” He smirked, then continued, “Or, better yet, think of it as homeschooling.” He continued to lead her toward the apartment building.

      “And Priska?”

      He clenched his jaw. “The demigod living with you?”

      “Uh, yeah.” Was she supposed to disclose that or keep it a secret? “I mean, I think . . . How can you tell?”

      He stopped walking, and his ice blue eyes pinned her to the spot. “Does she have a Mark?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “All of us have a Mark, a birthmark. Given to us by our immortal parent.” He pulled up the sleeve of his shirt and started to take off his watch.

      Like the birthmark of the lyre Athan had. Hope couldn’t help but compare the thick muscles of Xan’s arms to Athan’s ropey ones. Her gaze travelled up to Xan’s face, and she studied his pale skin and striking features.

      He cleared his throat and pointed to his hands. There, on the inside of his wrist was the outline of a helmet, almost as if it were a stamp, in angry red tissue. “Lucky for me mine can be hidden. Ugly, eh?”

      Hope pushed the sleeves of her sweater up, but there were no marks. “I don’t have anything like that.” Crap! Of course she didn’t. She pulled the sleeves down.

      He nodded. “Yeah, you do.” He started walking again, and she hurried to catch up. “You may not know where it is, yet, but you’ll find it. Or someone else will.” He waggled his brows. “It can be anywhere on the body, and it can be any one of the symbols of your parent. I’m told I had an ancestor with a vulture scar on his face.” He laughed again. “That would suck!”

      Hope said nothing as he kept up the constant chatter. Her stomach churned with her warring emotions.

      They walked into the lobby, and Xan pushed the button for the elevator. “How long will it take you to get your stuff together? I’m ready to be out of this Hades-infested hole.”

      “We’re leaving now? Like right now?”

      “I’m sorry. Is this a bad time? Do you have a pressing engagement?” he mocked.

      “Well, I should . . .” She began to protest but caught herself mid-sentence. There would never be a better time. “No, now is good.”

      “Great. This is all working out so well for everyone.” His lips curled in a sneer, and there was no warmth in his expression.

      He was annoying. And a little scary.

      They got on the elevator, and Hope pushed number twenty-one.

      “What if Priska’s home?” She peeked at him from the corner of her eye. His white shirt hugged his broad shoulders and hung loose at his narrow waist. Dark tattoos were visible under the pale cotton sleeves.

      “She’s not. She left about twenty minutes ago. Out looking for you, actually. Perfect time for our escape.” He smirked as he said the last bit. “You don’t really like her much, do you?”

      Hope flinched with the accusation. “Why would you say that? How would you know?” Then it registered. “Have you been spying on me?”

      “Spying? That sounds awful. No, we don’t spy. We’ve been observing you.”

      She seethed in frustration, and the only sound was the ping of the elevator as it climbed.

      “I will say Priska’s made it difficult,” Xan said.

      The light went on, and her anger flared. “Was that you on the phone with her?”

      Xan frowned but didn’t answer.

      The small amount of guilt she had for leaving evaporated.

      “She doesn’t care for us, huh?” He fidgeted, his thumbs beating a rhythm on his thighs.

      “What?”

      “The other demigods? She doesn’t like us.”

      Hope forced her gaze away from his hands and risked a glance at his face. “No, she doesn’t care for you. I mean, not you personally. She probably doesn’t even know you.”

      His eyes hardened. “Oh, she knows me.”

      “How?” Oh, gods, was he a son of Apollo?

      The elevator pinged again. The doors slid open, and Xan waved her off.

      “How does Priska know you?” Hope stood in the middle of the hall, her surprise rooting her to the floor so that even a Mack truck couldn’t move her.

      Xan passed her and went right up to her door.

      “You owe me an explanation,” she yelled at him.

      He tapped on the door just above the handle. “Waiting for you, sweetheart.”

      “I’m not your sweetheart,” she snapped.

      With two steps, Xan was nose to nose with her. “You are my responsibility right now, and besides keeping you safe, I don’t owe you anything. Unless you’ve changed your mind about coming to the conservatory”—he stepped back and gave her a once-over—“sweetheart.”

      She needed him, so she swallowed the retort and stepped around him. Her hands trembled, and she fumbled to get the key into the lock. Her palms were wet with perspiration. This was the right choice, the only way. She was going to take it. With a deep breath, she opened the door and went straight to her bedroom.

      Part of her mind screamed to hit the arrogant demigod, the feeling pulsing through her chest and into her fists. But another part, the rational part, insisted she needed him to get to the conservatory. She would get in, get what she needed, and get out. She didn’t need to like him or even trust him. She only needed him to get in.

      She pulled large, heavy canvas duffle bags from the closet and packed her clothes, taking extra care to wrap the statue of Hecate in the middle. Within minutes, she came out of the bedroom with a bag in each hand and dropped them on the floor.

      She was about to tell Xan she was ready, but the words died in her mouth.

      He stood by the couch, his back to her, and his head bent over his hands. Something held his attention, and fear gripped her.

      “Hey.”

      “Yeah.” He turned to her with the red volume of her history in his hand.

      Fear shifted to fury. “What in the name of Hades? What are you doing?” She strode to him, snatched the tome from his hands, and held it up. “This isn’t yours!”

      “What?” His hands came up in surrender. “It’s not like there’s anything to read there.” His eyes narrowed. “Is there?”

      She said nothing but held the book close. “I’m ready. We can go.”

      “What about the rest of this stuff?” He waved at the furnishings.

      Hope was glad she wouldn’t be around to deal with it. Not that it would matter. “I’m sure Priska will figure something out.”

      “Great.” He grabbed one of the two green duffle bags, hefting it as though it didn’t weigh anything at all. “Here”—he extended his other hand—“give me the other one. It’ll balance out.”

      After handing him the other bag, Hope surveyed the apartment. She grabbed her backpack, shoved the leather book inside, and then slung it over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      “Get the door.” His head bobbed at the front of the apartment.

      She moved in front and opened the door for him, sweeping her arm into the hall. “Anything else?”

      He raised his brows and squared off with her. “Did you want to make me a sandwich?”

      If looks could kill, she’d be glaring daggers. What a jerk.

      They went back to the elevators, and Xan shifted both bags into one hand. “You pack pretty light.”

      Unsure if he was being facetious, she responded evasively, “I knew you’d be coming.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You knew I’d be coming?”

      “No. Not you, just . . .” What was she saying? “Priska said the best way to be safe was at the conservatory, and eventually demigods would show up.” She tried to stick as much to the truth as possible. “I didn’t know it would be you, obviously.” She rolled her eyes, but her heart pounded.

      “We could have nabbed you sooner, but with Priska . . . well, we had to delay.” He flattened his lips into a straight line.

      She’d said as much. “Do you hate her?”

      Xan became absorbed with something on the floor, and his expression went blank. “I don’t really know her, actually.” When he looked back up, his face was devoid of emotion. “Only of her. She’s done an excellent job at keeping you safe.”

      “She said there are a lot of Skia here.” Hope wondered what was truth and what was lie. Priska had said she would help Hope, but had she?

      “Aye. We’ve had to fight several off from the area.”

      “You and Dahlia?”

      “Aye.”

      The elevator dinged and slid open. The smell of body odor clung to the small space. Hope stepped in, and pushed for the ground level, but Xan reached over her and pushed for the lower level.

      “Let’s take your car. No reason to walk, right?”

      Hope blushed. “Right.” Gods, could she be any more stupid? She fished through her backpack and grabbed her keys.

      The grinding of gears was interrupted with a click as they passed each floor. When the doors slid open, Hope held out her keys. “Do you want to drive?”

      He angled his body toward her and furrowed his brow. “You don’t want to?”

      “No. You know where we’re going.” She dropped the keys into his outstretched hand. “I don’t.”

      He smirked. “True.” He took the keys. When they entered the underground concrete garage, he pushed the fob, and a beep and flashing lights identified her car. “A Civic?” He glowered. “You drive a Civic? Don’t you have enough to buy a nice car?”

      Hope glared. “I have plenty. I don’t see a need to flaunt it, and certainly not on something that’s only good for getting you from one place to another.”

      “Spoken like a woman that’s never been in a nice vehicle.” His face brightened. “I’ll take you driving. Maybe we can change your mind. We can count it as a lesson of sorts.”

      Xan popped the trunk, tossed in the bags, and closed it in one fluid gesture. Before she could get there, he’d opened her door for her. She took a step back with surprise.

      “What? You think because my dad is a god, I don’t know how to be a gentleman?” He punctuated the question with a flourishing bow.

      She climbed in and pulled the door shut.

      He rounded the car and crouched low, pushing the buttons to adjust the seat before getting in. Everything about him was a contradiction. Rude and polite, friendly and nasty.

      “Your dad is a god?” She laid on the sarcasm with a glare.

      He put the key in the ignition, but instead of starting the car, he stared her down. “I can do this all day, so let me give you a little advice. Don’t kick off something you can’t finish. And there’s no way you can best me, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t be condescending. It’s rude.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He started the car, eased out of the garage, and then began maneuvering through the maze of one-way streets in Seattle.

      Hope was silent in her contemplation. The demigod next to her was brash, but there was no pretense. Everything about his appearance seemed hard, but then his dimple, which was incongruous with his other features, would flash and make him seem almost friendly.

      “You’re quiet. What are you thinking about?”

      Blushing, she pulled her gaze from the busy city streets. “Nothing.”

      “When people tell you they aren’t thinking about anything, it’s usually because they’re too embarrassed to share.” He glanced at her. “If you don’t want to share, say so.”

      “I don’t want to share.” She shoved her hands under her legs, effectively sitting on them so she didn’t physically strike out. She stared at the hem of her plain t-shirt, contemplating ways to ‘accidently’ hit him.

      “Fine.”

      She bristled and ran her hand through her loose hair. Anxiety clawed through her, and the simple desire to control something had her pulling her hair up into a bun. The activity soothed the frayed edges of her nerves, and she could think again. She needed to not let him get under her skin. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You have to know. You’re all nice one minute, and then you say something snide or rude.”

      “It makes you want to hit me?” The corners of his mouth twitched.

      “Yes! I mean, uh, kinda. Sometimes.” It was like a game of cat and mouse, and the role of mouse was wholly unfamiliar to her. “You’re really confusing.”

      “Hmm. Really?” He shifted his hands on the wheel, fiddled with the radio, and finally pushed it off.

      Hope watched his parade of energy.

      “Honestly,” he finally broke the silence, “I don’t really think about it. I say what I think. Sometimes people like it, sometimes not.” He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture and then made a left turn. “Whatever. Why should I care what you or anyone else thinks of me?”

      “Don’t you want people to like you?” She did.

      “Nah. I like me.” He put on the blinker as they inched their way to a three-way stop. “Most of the time, anyway. And I have a few friends who like me regardless of how I am.” He pulled onto a curvy side street lined with trees, and the city traffic seemed to disappear. “I don’t need people to like me.”

      Hope mulled over his words as she stared out the window. Then her mind went blank. She knew this area. The weeping willows and tall maples. The small azaleas and butterfly bushes. As they drove through Madison Park, she remembered, her mother had taken her to the Arboretum for a picnic a couple of years ago when they lived in Kent. Right here. Emotion choked her.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat.

      “Are you okay?” Xan brushed her arm with his calloused hand.

      “Yes,” she choked out. She wiped away the tears with the sleeve of her sweater. “I came here with my mom once.”

      Xan said nothing.

      A few minutes later, they pulled into a circular drive and parked in front of a large Tudor home with stucco finish. The lot was large, and the hedges of trees made it disappear into itself. The grounds were immaculate. Beds of roses, lilac, lavender, and azaleas framed the house and lawn.

      The conservatory. This was it.

      Xan came around and opened her door. Then, not waiting for her to get out, he went around to the trunk and pulled out her bags.

      Hope sat rigid in her seat. Only demigods were welcome. They would kill her if they found out what she was. What if she couldn’t do this?

      “Hope, you coming?” Xan stood at the door, her bags in one hand and his other hand on the door handle.

      She would do this. She would figure it out. This was the only way.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” She got out of the car, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and followed Xan inside.
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      They stepped into a large foyer. A cut-glass chandelier hung from the ceiling, and in the middle of the open space sat a circular table, just under the chandelier. A beautiful flower arrangement of lilies, roses, and daisies perfumed the air. Scattered keys, books, and wallets sat discarded on the table.

      Xan threw Hope’s keys into the group and faced her. “You may as well put your phone there. It won’t work here until we get you a chip.”

      Hope frowned but held fast to the phone. “A chip?”

      “A little device that attaches inside the phone. Hephaestus’s son makes them. Something about the immortal plane coexisting on the mortal one and crossing signals. I don’t really understand it, but I can tell you regular cell phones don’t get reception in a conservatory. You can leave it there until Thenia installs a chip.”

      She wondered if Mr. Stanley was the son of Hephaestus he was referring to. If that was the case, she didn’t think there would be a chip coming anytime soon. “I’ll keep it all the same.”

      Xan shrugged. “Suit yourself. When we get the chip, you can have Thenia put it in. You ready to go to your room?”

      Was he serious? “I have a room? Wait! Am I in trouble?”

      Xan laughed. “Nah, you’re not in trouble, and it’s a guest room. But I thought you’d want a mite of time to get settled before we have a bit of supper.”

      As if on cue, Hope’s stomach growled. “Maybe we can drop my stuff off and get something to eat?”

      “Absolutely.” Xan picked up her bags and walked past a sitting room.

      Hope peeked in and looked at the leather chairs with longing. She could sleep in those chairs. They passed a gourmet chef’s kitchen on the right, which appeared spotless and empty, and headed toward a set of hardwood stairs.

      Halfway down the upstairs hall, Xan opened a door and dropped her bags onto plush white carpet. The room was severely decorated like a piece of modern art. The lines were clean and crisp, the room sparsely furnished. A queen-sized bed sat squarely in the middle of the room, the linens bright white, a stark contrast to the black frame and decorative pillows. A single black upholstered chair with a white pillow sat by the window. There was a black desk with a matching chair in the corner, and a black dresser. The walls were painted white with black crown molding. The one piece of art was a geometric print in black, red, and white.

      It was disgusting.

      “Seriously?” She refused to hide her loathing.

      “I know, I know. It’s awful,” he said, indicating the space. “But the other guest rooms are spoken for over the next few weeks. I’d rather not have to move you when Praxis and his brothers come, and Dion said he’s coming. So yeah, this is it.” He let out a sigh. “If you’re still around in a month, you can make it over.”

      She hoped not, but . . . “Why would a demigod leave?”

      Xan’s voice dropped, and he focused on a spot Hope couldn’t see as he spoke, “Some think they’re invincible; others have dreams they want to pursue.” He paused a moment and then faced her. “We’ll see what you’re made of and what you’re best at. If you stay.”

      “Whatever.” Hope tilted her head at the room. “Maybe it will look better after I eat.” She turned her back on the sterile environment and headed toward the stairs.

      Xan closed the door and followed her. “Don’t count on it.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      He passed her to lead the way down the hall, his gait relaxed and loose despite how well built he was. He reminded her of a panther, and she wondered if he knew Tae Kwon Do.

      “You don’t seem the deco type. More soft and mushy under that cold, prickly exterior. Warm colors, lots of pillows, overstuffed furniture.”

      She stopped. He could tell all that about her? “Did you pick that up while you were observing me?”

      “I’m right?” He came back and held out his fist.

      She examined his hand as if it might tell her what she was supposed to do. It was nothing like a high five.

      “Fist bump.” He raised his eyebrows. “All right then.” He dropped his hand and continued walking. “It was only a guess, Hope. Don’t freak out.”

      They walked into a very modern kitchen. The room was half the size of her home in Goldendale. An eight-burner range, complete with double ovens, sat below a large hood. There was a built-in microwave, warming drawer, and small wine refrigerator. Another larger fridge took up most of one wall, almost as wide as she was tall. And side-by-side pantries. There must have been a lot of food in there, and she wondered how many demigods lived in the conservatory.

      Xan walked around the kitchen as if he owned it. He pulled a large frying pan out from under the range and set it on top of one of the burners. From the fridge he gathered eggs, cheese, tomatoes, red and green bell peppers, mushrooms, and a ham. He handed her a knife, cutting board, and the peppers.

      “Chop them, if you would.” Xan carved a chunk of ham and quickly diced it. “How did you meet Priska?” he asked as he continued chopping vegetables.

      “She helped me after my mom . . . left.” She sliced the green pepper into thin strips, concentrating as she pushed away the pain of her loss. After a deep breath she continued, “Then again after Athan . . .” She froze. Should she have mentioned him? She began cutting the pepper again, and the silence ballooned. She stole a glance at Xan.

      His eyes were dilated, and he pointed the knife at her. “Athan? Athan Michael?”

      Hope nodded. He knew Athan?

      He snorted. “Did he kiss you?”

      She felt like she’d been sucker punched. “How is that any of your business?”

      “Yeah. What a wanker.” He chopped at the red pepper, his hand heavy with the knife, making a thud, thud, thud. He blew out a long, slow breath. “Sorry.” He grimaced. “Sometimes, Athan’s a bit, uh, underhanded.”

      Hope bristled. Even if that were true . . . “Why would you say that?”

      Xan muttered something under his breath before he answered. “Don’t believe anything he did, or said, was sincere. He had a motive.” He pointed at her again with the knife. “I promise.”

      Xan pushed the knob down and lit the stove. He added oil to the hot pan and tossed the peppers into the large skillet. The hearty smell made Hope’s mouth water. She mulled over his words as she thought of the first time Athan had kissed her. He’d looked tortured. He couldn’t have been faking that. But he had gone through her things and read the book of her history.

      “How long have you known Athan?” she asked.

      Xan eyed her, his head down as he stirred in the mushrooms. “A while.”

      “What does that mean?” As the mushrooms absorbed the oil, she debated reaching into the pan to grab a taste. One look at Xan made her decide against it.

      “It means I’ve known him for a while. Certainly a lot longer than you.”

      Why was he glaring? She rolled her eyes. “As in a few years? A decade?”

      Xan wet his lips and shifted to grab the eggs.

      Hope leaned against the counter, watching him as he cracked and mixed the eggs. When she couldn’t take his silence anymore, she broke. “Why are you being obtuse? It’s a simple question. Can’t you answer it?”

      Xan chuckled. “Obtuse?” He set the eggs aside and stirred in the tomatoes. When he glanced up at her, his face had lost some of the frustration. “No one likes to admit their age unless it is their first time.”

      Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “First time for what?”

      “First time being that age. You’re seventeen, right?”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve known Athan longer than you’ve been potty trained.”

      Whoa! “Really?” That couldn’t be right.

      Xan threw the eggs in with the vegetables and started folding it all into a scramble. “I’ve known him for almost fifteen years.”

      That would mean . . . She moved around to the bar and sat on a stool. “How old is he?”

      He met her gaze and frowned. “He really didn’t tell you?”

      Hope shook her head, suddenly not sure she wanted to know.

      “Well, that’s between the two of you.”

      She glared at him. “Don’t patronize me.”

      He met her eyes and continued, “I don’t want to get in between whatever the two of you have going on.” He covered his mouth but couldn’t quite hide the smirk. “Or whatever you think you have.”

      “I doubt that,” Hope muttered. As soon as it was out, she cringed.

      “You can doubt all you want, sweetheart. It doesn’t change the facts.” Xan threw grated cheese in with the eggs. He grabbed a loaf of bread from one of the pantries and then put two slices into the toaster.

      Hope watched as he assembled plates for both of them. He handed one to her and took a bite as he came around the bar to sit next to her on the wooden barstools.

      “Athan always does what is good for Athan,” he said.

      She set her plate down. “You don’t like him.”

      “Nope. Not at all. I don’t pretend I do, either.” He stuck another forkful of food into his mouth. After swallowing, he said, “Ask around, Hope. I’m not the only one. When you’re immortal, you need to learn to be able to read people. That includes their motives. It takes a while, but you’ll learn.” He pointed to her plate.

      Hope almost clapped with pleasure with her first bite. The breakfast hash was delicious. She forgot all about Xan as she ate. Forgot about Athan. Even forgot about the curse.

      “When you’re done”—he interrupted her shoveling—“I’ll show you around the rest of the house, eh?”

      Xan’s words brought her back to reality. He’d already finished and was watching her eat. Like seriously watching her. Weird. She took another bite, chewing more slowly. Why was he staring?

      “You should meet the other residents when they get back. Some of them will be teaching you,” Xan said. “And we should probably come up with a schedule. Maybe you could take some of the same lessons as Endymion. He’s about your age.”

      She shoved the food to the side of her mouth and asked, “Who’s Endymion?”

      “Apollo’s son.”

      Hope choked and started coughing.

      “You okay?” Xan pounded her back.

      Hope pushed his hand away. “I’m fine.” She coughed again. “Fine.”

      She stood and went to the sink to do the dishes.

      “Okay, if you say so.” He shifted back in his seat. “I’ll talk with Endymion about you joining him, although he’s been here a little longer than you.”

      The idea of having classes with Apollo’s son made her want to throw up. She grasped for a reason to avoid him and stood immobile while water ran over the already scraped plate.

      “Won’t he be more advanced than me?” she asked and then stacked the plate in the dishwasher.

      “You would think that, but I suspect you’ll be able to hold your own. Especially on subjects like fighting and strategy. Endymion’s a bit of a gimp.” He grimaced. “That being said, most of Apollo’s sons are able to hold their own, eventually. And they tend to be wicked smart, so you gotta be careful of that.”

      She thought of the nameless, faceless sons of Apollo who’d kidnapped and beaten Priska. Was this Endymion one of them? Probably not if he was a “gimp.”

      “You’ll meet Obelia. She’s our resident historian.”

      “Who’s her mom?” That was what Hope really wanted to know.

      “Hestia. Think house and home. She tends to go from one conservatory to the next. Not much for the world since she came inside.” He cocked his head and looked at her pointedly. “I think Athan found her, too. You should ask her about him.”

      Hope stopped washing the skillet. How dare he try to goad her like that? “Maybe I will.”

      “Maybe you should.” He chuckled, and his dimple flashed an appearance. “I like when you get belligerent and your chin sticks out like that. It’s cute.” He came around the bar to the sink.

      She glared at him and scooted away. “I’m not trying to be cute.”

      “Of course not. That’s why it’s cute.” He grabbed a towel, dried the pan, and then put it away under the range.

      They finished the dishes, and Hope wiped down the stone counters while her mind raced. She needed to find the library. Anxiety twisted her insides as she tried to think of a way to bring it up without sounding suspicious.

      “Come on, Hope. Finish up already.” Xan stood in the doorway.

      “Just because—”

      “Easy. I’m sayin’ don’t dawdle. It’s been a long time since I’ve given a welcome tour.” He rolled up onto the balls of his feet. His bouncing made him seem very boyish. His dimple was strong, and any earlier coldness had thawed.

      “All right.” Hope set the washcloth down. Maybe she wouldn’t have to say anything. Tour of the house. Library. Books. “Let’s go.”

      As they stepped out of the kitchen, Hope noticed an old-fashioned land-line phone mounted on the wall. Weird that they would still have one with cellphones, but maybe this was for demigods that didn’t have chips. She’d have to remember that if she ever needed to call someone. As if.

      The house was empty, not of furniture, but of other residents. Xan explained that on certain days everyone would leave and run errands together. If they all left at once and stayed in groups, they were less likely to be outnumbered. It made for a long day, but they hadn’t lost any demigods to Skia since the plan had been implemented.

      They walked through the hardwood halls, both treading noiselessly. Xan took Hope into a room that appeared to be an armory and then outside into an area that resembled a Greek arena. They peeked into a formal classroom, an electronics lab, a makeshift hospital, the gardens, a distillery, a music room, and then were finally on their way to the library.

      Hope loved books and the concept of libraries. All types of books in one area for a person to absorb. A book could take you somewhere, make you see the world through different eyes, transform you. The hallway seemed to extend forever, and then they were there.

      Xan stopped in front of a set of heavy doors that extended from ceiling to floor.

      The dark wood was carved with symbols of all the gods: pomegranates, doves, vultures, eagles, peacocks, dolphins, grapes, an anvil, snakes, dogs, cornucopia, owls, and much more. Hope reached out and touched the tortoise, then a puppy that looked oddly like the offering she and Priska had made to Artemis.

      “Do you want to go in or continue to stare at the door?”

      “Go in, please,” she whispered reverently.

      As soon as he opened the door, the smells assaulted Hope. Leather, musty pages, fresh paper. This was it. Excitement blossomed her chest. She would find answers here. She studied the endless bookshelves, and determination gripped her. She would break the curse. She would find freedom. She closed her eyes and pictured her mother. Memories of love, support, and faith washed over her. She would do this.

      “You all right?” Xan’s voice shattered the memories.

      Hope opened her eyes and wiped the moisture from her cheeks. “I’m fine.”

      “You like libraries.”

      It seemed such an inadequate a thing to say.

      “I love them. I . . . I have heaps of memories of my mom and me in libraries.” And so much hope for being in this one.

      “Yeah?” He cocked his head and lifted a single eyebrow. “Good for you.”

      She crossed her arms. Did he take nothing seriously? “Are you mocking me?”

      His eyes held hers, but he said nothing.

      “You must not care for libraries much.” She wrinkled her nose. Just saying that felt wrong.

      “Nope, not a bit. I don’t get it. What’s so great about a bunch of books? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m all about learning, but to read for pleasure? I don’t get it at all. To each their own, I guess.”

      It was practically a personal insult, and she glared at him. “Why am I not surprised by that?”

      “What does that mean?” His demeanor had shifted since they arrived, and there was no hostility in the question.

      “Nothing.” She didn’t want to fight. In fact, she needed to not fight if she was going to get what she came for. She pushed past him into the library and stopped. She blinked, trying to clear her vision. There was no way . . . The room was two stories—no, three. She glanced toward the back but couldn’t even see the wall. It was huge, amazing, and awesome. And she had no idea where to start.

      “It is incredible, huh?”

      He was still there. He took her by the elbow and guided her deeper into the room. As the doorway grew smaller, Hope still couldn’t see the back of the room. The smells of leather, paper, and dust grew stronger. Bookshelves filled the space, and the room wasn’t two stories, or even three. She couldn’t see the end of it. This would be a lot harder than she’d thought.

      “How is this possible? The books go on forever. How do you find a certain topic? Is there a system? Is it organized?”

      He laughed. “Power of the Gods. Every book ever written—ever published, I should say—is in here. All the conservatories share this same library. Even Olympus shares this library.” He walked around in a circle, his arms opened wide. “And yes, there’s a system to it.”

      “What is it?” She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry. How would she find anything in here?

      He dropped his hands to his sides. “No idea.”

      She frowned. How could you live here and not know?

      “I’m completely serious.” His eyes brightened with humor, and his dimple popped. His rugged attractiveness was at odds with the vast library.

      “How does anyone ever believe anything you say?” She walked past him to the first shelf, brushing her hands over the spines as she read the titles.

      “Everyone believes me. Implicitly. What you see is what you get. I don’t have time for pretenses. Although I do like to tease”—he held his fingers a scarce inch apart—“a little.”

      She nodded, but her attention was focused on the shelves. She removed a book, and the title jumped out at her, How to Read a Person Like a Book. She re-shelved it.

      “Seriously, do you know how it’s organized?” she asked.

      He tilted his head and pursed his lips. “Honestly, I haven’t the slightest notion.” He frowned. “Do you want to stay in here for a mite?”

      “Yes, please,” she answered, as she walked down the aisle. If she could figure out how it was organized, she could begin in earnest.

      “I’ll come get you in a couple hours, then.”

      She glanced back to him. “Oh, I’m sure I can find my way out.” Even as she said it, she doubted it was true.

      “Nah, you won’t. You might think that, but we’ve actually lost people in here.” He made a gesture with his hands. “Poof. Gone.”

      He was teasing; he had to be. But she couldn’t even see the door anymore.

      “I told you, every book ever published.” He grinned and waved her away. “Have fun. I’ll come get you.”

      She turned back to the books. Hope walked down one aisle and up another, pulling books off at random. She found her way out of self-help and into science fiction, then fantasy. She pulled a hardback copy of a book with wings on its cover. Oh, it was that author who wrote post-apocalyptic angel stories. She’d been wanting to read this one. She kept it and hurried to the next aisle, hoping to find historical records.

      Hope rounded the corner and jumped back. Someone else was there. Her heart pounded as she took in the massive figure. He wasn’t mortal. And he definitely wasn’t a demigod.
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      The terrifying creature had the torso of a man with dozens of arms extending out like legs of a spider. A true giant, the monster was well over twenty feet tall. Instead of a single head, the beast had several thick necks and heads stacked in a conglomerate mass like the compound eyes of an insect.

      Hope cringed.

      His arms moved in a blur, pulling books down and putting them back up in a slightly different order. Next to him sat a mammoth-sized trolley, and several other hands were shelving books from it. The sheer number of his hands and heads allowed him to be moving at all angles at all times.

      She’d heard of such creatures, other monsters created by the gods, but had never seen one. She shifted in an attempt to sneak away.

      “Ho there, young demigod.” The creature bellowed his greeting in a chorus of voices halting her retreat.

      She swallowed back her nervousness and faced him.

      “You must be new.” He stepped down from the ladder and shrunk a couple of feet.

      “Uh, yeah.” She shifted from foot to foot then extended her hand, hoping it wasn’t too sweaty. “I’m Hope.”

      “Aptly named, young immortal.” He smothered her hand with several of his own. “I am Briareus, the librarian. May I help you find something?”

      The words simmered on the tip of her tongue, but she shook her head and stepped back several feet. Something told her not to say anything about her task. “I’m browsing.”

      “But you have the look of a reader. I can see it.” Several of his heads faced her, his eyes focused.

      “I do like to read.” She held up the book.

      “That isn’t literature.” Several more heads focused on her, and hands froze midair. “That’s like cotton candy, little one. It will never fill you.” Several heads bobbed their disapproval and then went back to their task. “Tell me what else you like to read, and let’s see if we can find you something of substance to take back to your room.” He lumbered closer, his pace slow enough that he continued shelving books until he reached her.

      Involuntarily, she stepped back again.

      “Don’t worry, young Hope. My hands are not for hurting.” His eyes dropped. “Not anymore.”

      Dozens of eyes watched her, and her head spun as she tried to meet his gazes, one after another. There was a story about the hundred-handed, and she should know it. “Who created you?”

      “Mother Gaia and Uranus.” The sound of books sliding in and out of shelves continued, making a melancholy melody. “But Uranus hated us and had us thrown into Tartarus.”

      It sounded familiar. “But Zeus freed you?”

      Several heads bobbed assent.

      “He needed help overthrowing the Titans. And, of course, we were happy to help.” He sighed again, a chorus of exhales from his many heads, and his shoulders slumped. “But we have outlived our usefulness for fighting, and my brothers are gone.” He gave another small sigh, and from so many heads, it seemed to echo. “Now I’m a librarian.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “Oh no. It’s not that.” The gaze from several sets of eyes darted around the shelves, and the one head facing her swallowed repeatedly. “I love books, but I miss people, activities, interaction.” His voice dropped to an almost whisper. “Would you believe there aren’t many that enjoy a good book?”

      Hope could believe it. Besides that, Briareus would probably scare all but the bravest, or the most desperate. If she could get him to trust her maybe . . .

      “Not a lot of readers here, huh?”

      “Sadly, no.” He paused momentarily. “But you, you are a reader. Please, may I help you find a good book? Tell me what you like, and I’m sure I can make a good recommendation.”

      So she did. She told him about her love of Jane Austen, the Bronte sisters, Emily Dickinson. They talked literature as they walked down one aisle and then another and another. Hope kept her distance at first, but as the conversation continued, the cautious gap disappeared.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Hope probed.

      “Of course, young demigod.” Briareus bowed.

      “Is there . . . Where is . . .” She took a deep breath and stared at the floor. “Is there a section here about monsters?”

      Time froze.

      Now in the deep recesses of the library, the shelves and books lay covered in dust. Light filtered back from the windows, the air now musty with abandonment. She glanced up at Briareus and saw anger contorting his many faces. He leapt, and her breath was pushed from her lungs as he pinned her to the floor. Several of Briareus’s hands held her arms, legs, head, and torso in a vice-like grip. Two hands squeezed her throat.

      “You dare mock me?” he yelled. “You call me monster, but look at you! A bastard child, completely rejected by your family.” Several more heads spun toward her, and his breath assailed her, hot and foul, smelling of rotten meat.

      Her mouth formed the word no, but it wouldn’t come out. The pressure at her throat made it impossible to breathe. She gripped and scratched at his hands.

      He laughed. “Do you think your mother loves you any more than mine did?” He squeezed harder. “I know your kind. You killed my kin. And now you want to know more about monsters? No one cares for us. No one!”

      She wanted to tell him that she did. That she was just like him.

      He leaned over her, dozens of eyes blinking. “Do you think if I kill you, anyone will care, little demigod?”

      Dots swam in her vision, and she thrashed in vain.

      “It’s no use. No one is here. No one will hear you. No one cares.”

      His grip tightened, and her vision tunneled into darkness.

      A shout.

      A pinpoint of light broke through the darkness. The light spread ever so slowly. There was shuffling, the clatter of something falling, a thud.

      Books were strewn in front of her, a blurry mess as her eyes struggled to focus. Another thud. And warmth splashed her. Were those . . . fingers?

      She swallowed back bile.

      An arm lay inches from her face, yellowed fingernails at the end of curled fingers. She tilted her head and saw Xan fighting Briareus. Another thud and another arm, dark hair against pale skin, fell next to her. Black blood pooled from the severed limb, seeping across the wood floor. Hope sat up, and her head swam.

      Three Xans wielded broadswords with both hands, swinging at three of the monster, Briareus. She blinked repeatedly, and the six figures congealed into two.

      Braireus roared. His war cry from dozens of heads filled the air with a putrid stench.

      Her stomach clenched, and she backed away from the fray.

      Xan jabbed, pushing Braireus back. Braireus lunged. Xan ducked under the swinging arms and sliced into the monster’s body. Briareus bellowed with his injuries but continued his flailing assault. Back and forth, again and again. But Briareus was slowing. Fewer assaults, more defense.

      Then Xan brought the sword back for what Hope knew would be a fatal blow. As the sword whistled through the air, Briareus moved to the left. Two of his arms grabbed Hope from the ground, swinging her in front of the moving broadsword.

      Hope cringed, and her eyes closed in anticipation.

      “Let her go, Briareus.” Xan’s voice was commanding, cruel.

      Hope opened her eyes to find the sword poised at her neck, only a hair’s breadth away.

      “Will you let me go?” Briareus rasped.

      “If you let her go, I’ll not kill you.”

      “Swear to me. Swear to me that you will not kill me.”

      “I promise in the name of my father that I will not kill you for this.”

      Briareus dropped Hope to the ground.

      She landed on her side, and pain shot stars through her eyes. She clenched her teeth and scooted to Xan’s side.

      “You okay?” Xan asked, his voice soft, but his eyes and sword remained trained on the monster before them.

      Hope attempted a nod, and the disjointed movement sent shooting pain through her head.

      “Hope? Are you okay?” Panic laced through the words, but his gaze remained fixed on the threat.

      “Yeah.” Her voice came out barely above a whisper. She forced a swallow in her dry mouth.

      “Good. Go get . . .” His eyes shifted to her for only a second before returning to Briareus. “Never mind. Stay back so you don’t get in the way.”

      Hope was happy to comply. Still on her hands and knees, she pushed past the arms and books on the floor and scooted up against a bookshelf. Surely, this was far enough.

      “Briareus. You have violated your agreement.” Xan’s authoritative voice spoke of consequences to come. “By such, you are to be banished.”

      “No. No, sir. I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have hurt her, not really. I’m sorry. I lost control for a moment. But I promise . . .” He began to weep, tears streaming from the eyes on several of his heads, his noses running. “Please, sir, please.”

      It was grotesque to behold.

      “Briareus, you wrote the contract with Zeus. I cannot change or modify it.” Xan let out a long exhale. “I’ll send you to Olympus. You may discuss it with him there. Turn around.” Xan pointed the broadsword at the monster’s belly.

      Briareus twisted, facing the dark recesses of the library. The fleshy stumps of his arms oozed, dripping blood to the floor.

      Xan glanced at Hope. “You stay there. I’ll be right back.”

      He took two steps, his sword pointed at Briareus’s back, then stopped. Without turning his head, he said, “Don’t worry. There is nothing else in the library, no one else that would hurt you.”

      Nothing else? The thought of anything else brought fear bubbling to the surface. She pulled her knees to her chest, put her elbows on her knees, and dropped her head in her hands. If Xan hadn’t come, she’d be dead. How could she have been so stupid?

      A bright light flashed from behind the shelves. Hope flinched and closed her eyes.

      “Bloody hell. I get you off the street, safe from Skia, and one of our own attacks you.” Xan cleared his throat. “Tosser. What kind of protector am I?” He sat down next to her on the floor and tapped his knee against hers. “Are you okay? Really?”

      Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. She would be strong. “Yes.”

      If he heard the quiver in her voice, he ignored it. “Well, I’m glad for that.” He scooted closer until their shoulders touched. “I’m sorry. I completely forgot that today was Briareus’s day in the library. He’s usually only in once or twice a month. I should’ve checked.”

      She forced another swallow. “I’m okay.” She took a deep breath. Her heart rate was returning to normal, and her shaking had almost stopped. She released another shudder. Using the bookshelf behind her for support, she stood up. “Really, I’m okay.”

      Xan stood and took her elbow. “What in the name of all the gods possessed you to follow him into the depths of the library?” He ducked his head to look her in the eye. “He’s a monster, Hope.”

      She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I don’t know. I guess I figured if he was here in the house, he could be trusted.”

      What kind of people put enemies in their house?

      “Hope,” reproof hung in his tone, “don’t ever trust monsters. Ever.”

      Right. Of course not. “Hey, where’s your sword?”

      Xan grabbed her sleeve and gave it a tug. “Are you listening? Consider this your first demigod lesson, and the most important. Don’t trust monsters. Ever.”

      “Why not?” she challenged. But there was no strength behind the words as she swayed.

      He held her upright and quirked an eyebrow. “Really? They can kill you. And they will, at any opportunity.” He pointed at the severed arms and black puddles of blood. “Remember two seconds ago?”

      She wanted to roll her eyes, but with her luck she’d end up back on the floor.

      “I got it. Lesson learned,” she muttered.

      “Good. You ready to go?”

      She closed her eyes and willed her stomach to stop roiling. “Yeah.”

      He strode across the room, away from the destruction that littered the floor.

      Hope wanted to follow. In her mind, she’d sweep past him and maybe slam the door in his face. She let go of the bookcase and crumpled to the floor.

      Warm darkness cradled her and smelled faintly of pine. “Are you going to throw up?” a man whispered to her.

      “Throw up?” she croaked. Was it that obvious?

      “Some people puke when they have a big shock. You know, life threatened and all that.” A chuckle rumbled from him through her.

      Hope whimpered with the movement, and yet something inside her knew she was safe. She wanted to burrow into that safety. Cling to it. Never let it go.

      “If you throw up, I’m setting you down.” But there was no bite behind the words, and his arms tightened, cradling her closer.

      She kept her eyes closed and continued to focus on keeping her dinner inside her body. She heard the click of a door, and moments later she was set on a soft bed. Tears leaked through her eyelids, and she choked back a sob.

      The bed dipped next to her, and warmth, and pine, and safety wrapped her up again.
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      Her chubby legs swung against the warm wood, her feet dangling far above the ground. She turned to her mother.

      “Please? I promise I won’t tell them.” Her eyes begged, and her little heart thrummed with anticipation. All she wanted was to play tag with the other kids.

      “I’m sorry, baby. It’s not safe.” Her mom brushed her hand over Hope’s long blond hair. “How about I push you on the swing?”

      Hope shook her head. “No. I don’t want to swing.”

      “Then how about the slide?”

      The slide was for babies. “No, thank you.”

      “Then what do you want to do?” Her mom slid off the bench and knelt in front of her.

      Their identical golden eyes met, and Hope risked the truth. “I just want to be normal, like the other kids.”

      “Oh, baby.” Her mother frowned. “It’s not possible. The curse . . .”

      Hope knew. She might not understand all the words her mom spoke, but she knew. She would never be normal. She would never have a normal life. Never get married and never have a family. She would never be safe.

      “It’s not fair!” She scowled at her mom’s pretty face.

      “Nope. It’s not. But it is what it is, Hope.” Her mom stood up and extended her hand.

      With a sigh, Hope slid from the bench and took her mom’s hand.

      “When I grow up, I’m going to break the curse,” she announced.

      Her mom’s hand tightened around hers. “You are probably clever enough to do it, sweet girl.”

      Hope swung their joined hands. “And then we can play at the playground whenever we want. And have lots of friends.”

      “That sounds lovely.” Her mom smiled.

      Lots of friends to play with sounded nice, so much better than just her and Mom. It would be like Priska coming every day, and more besides.

      Hope jerked to a stop, and her mother swung her up into her arms.

      “We need to go.” Her mom’s voice was quiet and tight. Worried. Scared.

      Hope sat up, and her head swam. She surveyed the unfamiliar room and recognized her bags on the floor. The vision flitted through her mind. Strange. That dream hadn’t come for months. But that wasn’t the end . . . What was the end?

      And what—

      The pounding came again, harder.

      The door.

      The geometric contrasts of the room were draped in shadow, but the harsh angles reminded her of where she was and why.

      She cleared the sleep and dreams from her throat. “Yeah?”

      “It’s Xan. I thought you might want to come down for breakfast.”

      Hope cracked the door.

      He stood in the hall, wearing jeans and a fitted long-sleeve black T-shirt. He was clean shaven, and his dimple made him seem boyish. “Morning, sunshine.”

      “Hey.” Memories from the library came rushing in, and Hope dropped her gaze. Had she leaned on him? Clung to him? By the gods, had she cried last night?

      “Well?” Xan raised his eyebrows. “Breakfast?”

      Her clothes were stained with monster blood, her breath probably smelled, and there was a fair chance her hair could nest an entire flock of birds. “Um, yeah, but,” she paused, “I really need a shower. Can I meet you in a few?”

      “Sure.” He tapped her chin until she met his eyes. “You know the way?”

      She rolled her eyes. The house wasn’t that big. “I can find it.”

      “Great. See you in a bit.” He headed down the stairs.

      Hope closed the door. She went to the window and peered out. The sky was overcast and drizzly. With a grunt, she pulled the curtains shut, blocking out the depressing morning sky. She checked her phone, but apparently Xan was right. No service.

      The shower beat the tension from her shoulders and back, and the scent of grapefruit filled the bathroom. This would work. She was here, and the Olympian library was just down the hall. She could make this work.

      She ran down the stairs to the kitchen, rounded the corner, and crashed into someone’s back. “Oomph.”

      “What the—?”

      Hope’s stomach gave an involuntary lurch. The young man before her looked to be about her age. His golden hair mirrored her own, and his skin was only a couple of shades lighter than hers. Most troubling were his eyes, the color of the sky on a cloudless day. Thin and wiry, he looked like he’d spent too much time in front of a computer. Nevertheless, he was more than handsome, and he smelled of sunshine. She didn’t need to be introduced to know who his father was.

      “I-I’m sorry,” Hope stammered.

      The young man laughed. “Of course you are. But then, I shouldn’t be standing in the doorway, eh?”

      “Ummm . . .” Something was off, but she couldn’t place it. “Yeah. Right.” Her insides wound tight with inexplicable tension. She slid past him and his companion, entered the kitchen, and sought for a familiar face.

      Their eyes met, and Xan waved for her to join him.

      Hope grabbed a banana on her way across the room, and her stomach growled in anticipation.

      “What is it with you guys?” she asked, her mouth still mostly full.

      Xan’s brows drew together, and he held his spoon filled with cereal suspended in the air. “What?”

      “What is it with the other demigods? Everyone is so . . .” She searched for a word that would convey her whole message. Nice, but not.

      Xan shrugged. “It’s the conservatory.”

      “What? You didn’t even know what I was going to say—”

      “There’s no way to explain everyone’s personalities, their eccentricities, or some peoples’ stupidity, so we chalk it up to being at the conservatory.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to make sense. If you live here, you get along.” He waved his spoon at her. “You don’t have to like anyone, but you do have to get along. Got it?”

      “Yep.” She wouldn’t be here long enough for it to matter. “What’s the deal with breakfast?” She pointed to the cold cereal and wrinkled her nose.

      “Get whatever you want.” He waved her away with his spoon. “But be sure you clean up after yourself,” he called after her.

      She didn’t need to be told twice. After surveying the contents of the fridge, she layered ham, cheese, and tomato on whole grain bread and put it under the broiler while she put everything away.

      It took another minute to find a plate, and then she pulled out her open-faced breakfast sandwiches. She set the plate down to grab a drink, but when she returned, it was gone—the entire plate, sandwiches and all.

      She spotted the blond boy holding it on the other side of the room. He picked up a sandwich while an exotically dressed girl with sepia-brown skin talked to him, and then he took a bite. Of Hope’s sandwich.

      Hope glanced at Xan as if he could help, but he was facing the opposite direction. Judging by his hand waving, he and Dahlia were in a deep conversation. There were three other people in the room, but none she recognized. Except the blond boy eating her sandwiches.

      With a deep breath, Hope walked across the kitchen to where the young man stood. He and a petite young woman were talking, or, rather, she was talking to him while he took another bite of Hope’s sandwich.

      “Excuse me,” Hope snapped at him.

      “It’s the unobservant newcomer,” he mumbled past the food in his mouth. He glanced at her, and curled his lip up in a sneer.

      “You have my breakfast,” she seethed. She held out her empty hand for the plate. How could someone be so rude?

      “I’m surprised you noticed.” He took another bite, ignoring the outstretched hand.

      Hope gawked at the girl, seeking confirmation that this was really happening.

      The other demigod wore a blank expression.

      Hope turned back to the young man. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      He shook his head, his mouth full. Again. He held the almost-full plate in one hand, the half-eaten sandwich in the other.

      The petite girl reached out and took a slice of apple off the plate. Meeting Hope’s eyes, she took a bite.

      No freaking way! She grabbed the remaining sandwich and crossed the kitchen to Xan.

      “Hey, you got some breakfast?” He pulled a chair out for her.

      Hope nodded but didn’t sit down.

      “Good. You’re going to need your energy.”

      She raised her eyebrows. She had plenty of energy to hit that blond jerk.

      “We’re going to do one of my favorite things.” Xan smirked. “Do you like to spar, Hope?”

      The thought of fighting Xan was a different story. “I used to take martial arts, but it’s been a while.”

      “Well, we’ll brush up on your skills.”

      Dahlia rolled her eyes at her cousin. “I swear you have a one track mind.”

      Hope glared over at the other side of the room but kept her eyes away from the blond boy, instead focusing on a cluster of framed roosters.

      “I would love to hit something.” She probably already would have if Xan hadn’t warned her to get along.

      Xan frowned. “Ten minutes ago, you were saying how overly nice everyone is.”

      “That was ten minutes ago.”

      He followed her gaze.

      “Ten minutes can change that much for you?” He tilted his head as if trying to puzzle her out.

      Dahlia laughed.

      “Yeah.” Hope gritted her teeth. “It can change a lot.”

      “Fair enough.” Xan stood up and took his bowl to the sink.

      “Did you see who she spent that time with?” Dahlia called after him.

      Hope glanced up. The blond boy and his companion were both watching Xan.

      Xan’s gaze went from Dahlia to Hope and then to the blond boy, eyes widening. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      It wouldn’t do her any good. She needed allies, or at least neutral parties. “No. Thanks,” she said. “Are you ready to go?”

      “You’re not done eating.” He pointed to her sandwich.

      “I’ll eat on the way. I’m kinda done in here.” She shifted her weight. Better to remove herself than to tempt fate.

      “Got it. Dahlia, do you want to come?”

      Dahlia bobbed a shoulder, her dark curls bouncing slightly with the movement. “Sure, why not? I don’t have anything pressing right now.” She pushed her chair back from the table. “Let me call Max. I’ll meet you in the gym. You going to be on the mats?”

      “Yeah. I’ll see her stand-up game. Then we can go from there.”

      “I’ll join you in a bit.” Dahlia pointed to Hope. “You might want to change your clothes. You’re going to be dripping sweat.”

      They walked past the blond jerk and his friend, into the open halls stopping at the foot of the stairs.

      “See ya, Dahl.” Xan dismissed his cousin with a wave.

      “Ciao.” Dahlia took the stairs two at a time.

      Xan grabbed Hope’s sleeve and held her back.

      “What happened in the kitchen? What got you bent out of shape?” His cold blue eyes met her gold ones.

      Hope shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s . . . stupid. That blond boy took my sandwiches when I went to get a glass of water.”

      Xan snorted. “Endy. Total wanker. He joined us a few years ago. His mom was trying to raise him. . . ” His lip curled with disgust. “But he’s here now. Complete tosser if you ask me. You should’ve hit him.”

      “You said I had to get along with everyone.” She didn’t have the best social skills, but she knew hitting wasn’t considered good manners.

      “I’m not sure he counts. Like I said, tosser.”

      His English was spotted with an occasional slang term wholly unfamiliar. “What’s tosser mean?”

      Xan laughed. It was so unexpected that a small droplet of spit flew out of his mouth. He reached out to stop it from hitting her. “Sorry,” he said with a chuckle. “Tosser. It means unpleasant.”

      Unpleasant. And a jerk. She might just hate him.
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      “Let’s do target drills for warm-ups. I know you have energy to get out, but I’d like to see your technique before we spar. I need to be able to fill the gaps, lessen your weakness. We don’t want Skia to kill you, right?” Xan pulled on hand “mitt” targets and held them out stacked one above the other. “Start with kicks.” He shook the targets. “Let me know if you want these lowered.”

      She pushed his hands up to her head level. “I got good kicks.” She pulled her right knee into her chest, her heel coming up to her hip. With slow control she extended her heel until it touched the mitt, and then held it there.

      “Ah, but can you put some force behind it, lass?” Xan pushed back with the thick pads.

      Game on.

      Xan ran her through front kicks, then round, side, crescent, hook, and twist kicks. Then, using both mitts, he pushed her on combination kicks, then combination kicks and punches.

      Hope wiped sweat from her face, and Xan threw the pads to the ground.

      “You’ve got the basics down. Come on. Let’s get sparring gear on and see how you do when it matters.” He grabbed a black mesh bag from a bench near the door.

      “Um, I don’t have sparring gear.”

      He threw her the bag.

      “I tried to guess your size. See what fits. We can change out what we need to.” He grabbed another bag from a hook on the wall.

      Dahlia walked in wearing shorts and a tank top. Her dark curls were pulled into a high ponytail. “Here’s your mouth guard, Hope. Put it in now, while it’s still hot.”

      Hope took the blue rim, stuck it in her mouth, and then bit down. The warm plastic molded to her teeth. She then strapped on the rest of her gear.

      Xan stood in the middle of the mats and motioned for her to join him.

      “Dahl, you can ref for us. Hope, I’ll only hit you as hard as you hit me. You’ll be setting the pace here.”

      “All right.” Hope’s stomach churned, and her hands dampened with clammy nervousness.

      “Fighting stance!” Dahlia’s voice was sharp.

      Both Xan and Hope shifted their weight with their stances.

      “Go!”

      Hope circled Xan, measuring his steps, waiting for him to advance. She watched him, waiting . . . waiting . . . waiting.

      After several seconds, Xan took out his mouth guard. “Come on. I know what I can do.” He waved her to him. “I need to see what you can do.”

      Hope took a deep breath and advanced. She threw a front-round kick combination, and Xan deftly stepped to the side. The next several moves were just as awkward, and Xan’s ability to anticipate her strikes ate at her confidence. When her butterfly kick met nothing but air, she growled and backed away.

      “Stop!” Xan called. “You’re spending too much time in your head. You need to relax. Remember, this is for fun. Stop thinking. Stop holding back. Show me what you can do.” He put his mouth guard back in. “Let’s go.”

      Pushing away her worry, she thought of Endy taking her sandwich. The desire to strike surfaced, and Hope moved forward.

      How many times could she surprise him? How many times could she make contact with his gear? Hope threw a six-technique combination and then pulled back before Xan could counter. When he attacked, she counted the number of techniques he threw. Again and again. He always threw eight techniques. One, two, three, four, five . . . six, seven, eight. There was a slight hesitation. This was it. She’d found her counter time. On the next exchange, she exploited it. He came in for one, two, three, four, five. . . She scooted in, swept her leg up to block his jab, and then twisted to kick him in the helmet.

      Xan straightened, and he shook his head once as if to clear it. A grin stretched across his face. “Nice.”

      “Time!” Dahlia’s voice drew Hope’s focus away from Xan.

      Hope had completely forgotten about Xan’s cousin.

      “Bang on, Hope. Let’s get our face shields on and see what you can do with a spear.”

      “A spear?”

      “Yeah. Have you used one before?”

      “Very little.”

      “Good,” Dahlia interrupted. “I can play, too, then.” She raised her eyebrows at Xan.

      “All right,” he answered her unasked question.

      “We’ll be a team, Hope. We’ll knock him on his arse.” Dahlia strapped on her gear as she spoke.

      Hope took the offered wooden staff. The tip was covered in soft foam. Unsure of how to wield it, she swung it around a few times. She felt like a poser. Refusing to wallow in insecurity, she studied Xan, how he moved as he spun his staff, striking the air and ground with fierceness. Dahlia stood across from Xan and swung her weapon with precision. Hope watched and then tried to mimic the others’ technique.

      “All right, girls. Let’s do this.” Xan motioned for Hope and Dahlia to advance.
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        * * *

      

      Hope was so sore it hurt to breathe; it hurt to think. She hauled herself up to her room, leaning against the wall for support.

      “When you’re done with your shower, we can get dinner,” Xan said, pulling her up the last few stairs.

      I can’t even lift a fork to my mouth.

      Hope hobbled through the door and stared longingly at her bed. Her clothes were soaked with sweat, her hair stuck to her neck, and she must have smelled fierce. But all she wanted was to collapse on the ugly bed. She kicked off her shoes on the way to the bathroom. She stood in the doorway and contemplated the tub and the shower. Two more steps, then she sat on the toilet lid, willing herself to find the energy to bathe.

      A knock at the door startled her. She’d fallen asleep on the toilet?

      “Come in!” she yelled, not wanting to have to move to get the door.

      “You haven’t showered yet?” Xan’s warm laugh drew closer. “Here’s your supper.” He held out a plate of spaghetti and meatballs with roasted broccoli on the side. “Can you lift your arms to eat?”

      As soon as the aroma of garlic and thyme hit her nose, Hope reached out greedily.

      “I’ll manage.” She shoveled a bite of warm sauce and noodles into her mouth, groaning with pleasure.

      Xan sat down on the edge of the tub and raised his eyebrows. “You did well today. I’ve never seen a demigod with such a strong foundation.”

      She choked on her disbelief and coughed to clear it.

      It was almost as if he understood. “Well, not this early in their training anyway.”

      Hope continued to eat, but a warm blush crept over her cheeks.

      Xan told her she would be having lessons independent of Endymion, Apollo’s son. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for the two of you to be fightin’. Not right now.”

      While she would like the opportunity to beat Endymion to a bloody pulp, she also understood it would do nothing for her to do so. “Fine by me.”

      When she finished, Xan stood. “Your blood sugar should be up now. Take a quick shower and then jump in a tub with some Epsom salts.” He pulled a carton out from under the sink. “Then you best go to bed. Your body’s gonna need its rest to recover from today.” His eyes gleamed with pride.

      “Thanks, Xan. For dinner, for the salts, and even for the . . . fights.” Ugh. That was not the right word! She waved her hand, and it flopped back and forth like a fish. “Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      He laughed, a deep chuckle. “Aye.” He put his fist up to her chin and bumped it softly. “Now, you better hurry. Your body’s gonna call it quits in about fifteen minutes. You’ll want to be in the bath by then or you’ll miss out on your soak, and I promise, you don’t want to miss it.”

      Hope had never taken a bath in salt water. “Why don’t I want to miss out on a salt bath?”

      He cocked his head.

      “If you don’t take a salt bath, you’ll be really sore tomorrow. You might even need an ice bath.” He leaned over and turned on the water.

      Ice? Was he kidding? An ice bath sounded like torture. She could do this.

      “Okay. Then get out. I’m not stripping down with you here.” She pointed at the door.

      “All right.” His gazed darted from her to the shower, then back to her. “I’m leaving.”

      “Good night, Xan,” she hollered out to him as he crossed her room.

      “Sleep well.” His voice floated back to her, almost a promise that she would. And then the door clicked shut.

      Hope stripped out of her damp clothes, rinsed off in the shower, and then slid into the warm bath.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Hope woke up surprised at the soreness that still permeated her body. Rolling over, she gasped at the tenderness. It hurt to breathe.

      Even with the muted light, Hope could tell she had slept late. She quickly dressed, despite her protesting muscles, and went downstairs to the kitchen.

      As she came toward the room, she could hear several distinct voices in the midst of a heated conversation. Her feet slowed as she listened.

      “All I’m saying is I think we should all be included in her training. You’re not in charge of her, Xan.” It was a woman’s voice, her accent thick.

      “I’m not saying you won’t be included, but I’m Hope’s mentor, so I’ll decide when her training starts.” Xan’s voice held the same authority as when he had commanded Briareus.

      “Why isn’t Dahlia her mentor? She was there when you found her. Aren’t girls supposed to be partnered with other females?”

      “Why are you pushing this, Obelia? Why do you care?”

      “Who did you say her mother was? How do you even know she’s a demigod? And how come we haven’t gone through the formal questioning with her?” The blond boy, Apollo’s son, fired off questions in a caustic voice.

      “Really, Endy? She had a small army of Skia following her for weeks. And if that isn’t enough, Athan actually found her while he was searching for that monster, the Sphinx.” There was a forced exhalation. “I would think you, Obelia, would understand the need for her to get adjusted, considering. And finally, Myrine said she’d be coming.” There was a brief silence, and then Xan continued, “Now, I’m done. We’ll get to the formal questioning. We always do.”

      Concerned about the course of the conversation, the shock at the mention of Athan, Myrine, and the Sphinx, Hope debated going back to her room and packing her bags. But they didn’t know. They couldn’t. And she couldn’t quit now. The mention of Myrine jogged her memory. She had said don’t run away. With a deep breath, Hope steeled herself and walked through the doorway.

      The conversation stopped. Xan, Obelia, and Endy stood in the middle of the kitchen. Another brunette girl sat at the table, her nose in a book, seemingly oblivious to the conversation happening right in front of her.

      Nerves raw, Hope said nothing as she crossed the kitchen. She pulled the fridge door open and let the cool air wash away some of the warmth staining her cheeks.

      “Good morning, Hope,” Xan said, his breath on her neck.

      She turned to address him and stepped back into the shelves on the door of the fridge.

      “Why are you standing so close?” She grimaced, even as her heart jumped an unsteady rhythm.

      He leaned forward and whispered, his lips brushing her ear, “How much did you hear? A lot?”

      She nodded as a blush spread across her face. Why was he standing so close?

      “Don’t worry. It will be fine.” He kissed her on the cheek, then continued in his hushed tone, “Let them think what they want.”

      Her blush deepened.

      “Umm, yeah, okay.” Had he just kissed her?

      Xan finally stepped back. “What are you making? Can I help?”

      Hope grabbed the first thing she saw. “Eggs?”

      He took the eggs from her then grabbed a pan.

      “If I help, can I have some?” He winked and twirled the pan.

      “You two are disgusting.” Endy’s snide voice carried across the room. “Is that even allowed? Come on, Obelia.” He sauntered toward the door, the diminutive girl following right behind.

      “Whatever, Endy. You don’t like the attention off of you”—Xan raised his head, his eyes lit with anger—“‘cause the sun rises and sets on you, eh wanker?”

      Hope sucked in her breath.

      In a streak of light, Endy was across the room and in Xan’s face. “What does that mean?”

      While Endy was taller by a couple of inches, Xan was broader and a lot more muscular. And undoubtedly the better fighter.

      Lips curled in disgust, Xan scrutinized the other demigod. “Exactly what I said, Sun-boy.” He poked the handle of the spatula at Endy. “And, unless you want me to focus my full attention on you, I suggest you shut your gob.”

      Endy backed away a couple of steps. “I’m not afraid of you, Xan.”

      “I should hope not. We’re all playing for the same team, right?” Xan glared at the eggs.

      Hope stood rooted at the counter, watching the scene unfold, but when Xan returned to cooking, she forced her attention to grating cheese. She was in the middle of something, and this was bigger than she was. She kept her ears trained on the interaction.

      “Uh, yeah. Same team.” Endy’s voice dripped sarcasm, but he backed up another couple of steps.

      “Great. See you in an hour in the gym. In the meantime, don’t you have something else to do?”

      Endy left the room without another word.

      When he was gone, the girl with thick auburn hair spoke, “You shouldn’t provoke him, Xan. We were all a little sensitive when we first got here.” She set her book down next to the empty plate and glass in front of her.
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      Xan laughed. “He didn’t just get here, Thenia. And that was only a little payback for being an arse yesterday.”

      “Are you keeping score?”

      “Nah. I want him to remember we don’t mess with our own. Not without significant consequences.”

      “Oh?” Thenia stood up and collected her dishes. “Because it almost seemed like you were marking your territory.”

      Dahlia laughed. “Xan was mouthin’ off because Endy was a sod to Hope yesterday.”

      Xan lifted an eyebrow at his cousin.

      “What?” Dahlia pushed her hair back behind her shoulders. “He was. Don’t get all pissy with me.” Dahlia pointed back and forth from one girl to the other. “Hope, this is Thenia. Thenia, Hope.”

      Hope extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You, too,” Thenia said with a brief handshake. She turned to Dahlia. “Gods, it’s been a while since we had a new girl. She’s going to cause some upheaval, huh?”

      Dahlia looked away from the other demigod and shrugged.

      “Are you talking about me?” Hope hated when people talked about her as if she weren’t there.

      “Of course,” Thenia said. “You’re too beautiful to not be viewed as competition or a threat. Even if you were ugly, you’d still be like a new toy. We haven’t had a new girl for . . . Oh, it’s been since Marilyn, right?”

      “Obelia,” Dahlia corrected.

      Xan froze, but he said nothing.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here. It’s been boring as the Underworld. Even if you’re stupid, you’ll add some spice,” Thenia said.

      Did no one here have manners?

      “I’ll see you in the hospital later,” Thenia said, then she walked from the room.

      “What does Thenia teach?” Hope asked Xan.

      “Medical stuff right now, at least until we get Endy up and going. She also does some history, quite a bit of strategic planning, and the crafty stuff.”

      Xan scooped eggs next to a piece of toast and then handed the plate to Hope.

      She sprinkled cheese onto the eggs and spooned berries into bowls.

      They walked over to the table and Hope sat first. With his foot, Xan pushed Thenia’s vacated chair close to Hope and then joined her at the table.

      “Her mother is Athena.”

      Of course. She’d need to be careful of Thenia. Athena was known for her exceptional intelligence. Hope didn’t need anyone figuring out who, or what, she was. She took a bite and surveyed the room. Everyone had cleared out. Even Dahlia was gone. Her stomach lurched with a sense of impending danger. She set her fork down and fought the urge to flee.

      Xan took a bite of eggs. After swallowing he said, “I’m not going to ask you a bunch of questions. I’ll eventually need to know who your parent is, but you can tell me when you’re ready. At this point, I’m here to make sure you have a good education. Our parents might screw us up, but you don’t have to pretend here. What you decide to do with your immortality is a highly personal decision.”

      Relief washed over her. Trust, an unfamiliar but rather pleasant sensation seeped through her heart. With the warm blossoming in her chest came a sense of empowerment. “Thanks.”

      “And I’m sorry about the cock-up at the fridge. I wasn’t thinking about how that might make you feel.”

      Hope blushed but said nothing. She wasn’t sure how that made her feel.

      “Endy pisses me off. Talk about a god complex. I wanted him to know that if he messes with you, he messes with me.”

      Hope’s jaw dropped. It was the first time, since her mom had died, that she felt like someone had her back. “I think he got that.”

      “I hope so.” Xan’s voice was unrelenting. When his eyes met hers, his smile was as fierce as his words.

      They finished eating in silence, but it was comfortable—each in their own thoughts, neither needing to say anything.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” Hope stacked their dishes in the dishwasher, while Xan washed the pan.

      “Well, how sore are you?”

      Hope frowned. “Why am I still sore? I’ve never been so sore in my life.”

      Xan’s low chuckle rumbled through the space between them. “Aye. I probably should’ve told you, but I didn’t want you to hold back. The weapons were all immortal, so it might take you a day or two.”

      “Immortal weapons? How did you get so many?”

      “Hephaestus. And his sons. They like to make them, and I like to use them.” He rotated his neck in a quick stretch. “But they’re immortal, making the recovery extended. Sorry.”

      He didn’t seem a bit sorry.

      “Liar.” She slapped her hand over her mouth. Why was she always rude around him? It was like the filter from her brain to her mouth had been completely removed. Not that it had ever been a strong skill, but still.

      He laughed. “You’re right. I’m not sorry, but I’m knackered too.”

      “Well, that makes me feel better,” she chirped, her tone full of snark.

      He raised his brows. “You should do a light workout today. It’ll help you not be sore. And your lessons start today.”

      The berries soured in her mouth.

      “What does Dahlia teach?” Maybe they’d ease her in with a friendly face.

      “Well, her mom is Eris, so what do you think she teaches?”

      Eris. Goddess of strife. Sister to Ares, right? Or was that too easy? She strained to put together the family tree of Greek deity. “You’re really cousins?”

      Xan stopped picking at her fruit. “I told you I don’t lie.”

      “Right. Sorry.” How many times was she going to put her foot in her mouth this morning? She racked her brain for something, anything, else to say. “Does every god and goddess have a demigod child?”

      Xan shook his head. “Not all. The ones bound in the Underworld obviously don’t. And Persephone comes up, but she, Hera, and Artemis don’t have any.”

      “You mean, they don’t have any right now?”

      “What?” He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “Hera and Artemis have had demigod kids before . . .” Her eyes widened, and panic beat in her chest. She blushed. “I mean, they would’ve had kids at some time, right?”

      “Artemis is the goddess of virgins.” He looked at her like she’d sprouted another head. “So no sex for her. No sex, no children.” He blew out a breath. “And Hera is the goddess of marital fidelity. It’s like her motto or something. No human kids for her, either. I don’t know about Persephone, but I doubt it.” He pursed his lips. “Anyway, some demigods have good relationships with their immortal parents, and some don’t. There’s no general rule.”

      “Who’s your dad?”

      Xan stiffened. “You can’t guess?”

      All at once she knew, and she felt stupid for not putting it together right away. “Ares.”

      “Right.” Xan grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the door. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go to class.” He led the way out the back.

      Hope stepped out onto a large stone patio with pots and containers dotting the edges. A vibrant lawn extended way past what the yard size should have been. Across the grass were several outbuildings, a flower garden, and a stone pathway lined with spiky grasses and fuzzy, white plants leading out into the yard.

      He whistled quietly and then crossed over to a greenhouse.

      “Hey.” Hope ran across the lawn to catch up. “I thought we were going to work out?” As soon as she said it, she recognized she’d been looking forward to it. That was bad. She didn’t need to become attached.

      “We will this afternoon. I think a little lesson in botany would be good this morning.”

      Good for her or good for him? One glance at his face and she decided not to ask. Somehow, she’d made him mad. Again. It was almost like a special talent, putting her foot in her mouth. And she wanted him on her side, at least until she got what she needed in the library.

      They entered the greenhouse and were greeted by Kaia, Demeter’s daughter, who was short. Like ten-year-old-boy short. Her dark, curly hair was pulled up in a bun, and her thick glasses made her doe eyes huge. She was distracted, but nice, and she and Hope spent the next couple of hours digging in the dirt. When Kaia released her with praise, Hope wasn’t even sure they’d planted anything.

      Despite telling herself she wasn’t going to get attached, Hope couldn’t help the excitement that thrilled though her as she rinsed the dirt from her hands. It was time to work out. She raced inside to change before heading to the gym.

      Xan greeted her with a pair of gloves, and they ran target drills. Over and over again, Xan called out combinations of punches, kicks, and strikes. It took all her focus to land what he called.

      “All right. That’s it.” He tossed the targets against the wall.

      “That’s it?” Hope asked. “I was just getting warmed up.” Her arms hung limp like they were filled with lead, and her shirt was dark with sweat.

      Xan shifted back a step, his face deadpan.

      “You have, uh, study hall in thirty minutes, and you’d better shower afore you go.” He indicated her sweaty clothes.

      “Study hall?” Why would it matter if she were showered? “Like sitting in the library reading?” That would be perfect. Maybe she could get someone to help her figure out how the library was organized.

      “Uh, no, not really. But you’ll probably be doing lots of reading.” He rubbed his bottom lip and threw the targets into a pile in the corner.

      He was hiding something. She could feel it.

      “You best hurry. You don’t want to be late. Fifteen hundred in the library; if you get a minute, eat something. You might be in there for a long time.”

      “Fifteen hundred?”

      “Three o’clock.”

      Hope glanced at the clock and then ambled toward the exit.

      “Hope?”

      She wiped the sweat from her face and pulled her wet shirt away from her body. “Yeah?”

      “Can I give you a piece of unsolicited advice?”

      She raised her brows. “Sure.”

      “Seriously, don’t be late.” He paused and then added, “You’d better run.”

      Hope started at a slow jog.
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      She slid into the library at 3:01, her damp hair pulled back into a loose braid.

      Hope scanned the front of the room and saw only the young woman, who was always with Endy, sitting at a table reading a book. Obviously Hope’s teacher wasn’t here yet. She let out a sigh of relief.

      The young woman stood up and walked over to her.

      “You’re late.” She slammed a folder down on the table.

      Hope opened her mouth to protest and then snapped it shut.

      The girl curled her lip into a harsh sneer.

      “My name is Obelia. I’ll be reviewing the current demigods with you.” She sounded formal, as if they’d never seen each other before, and she kept her gaze above Hope’s head, never meeting her eyes.

      Hope measured the petite woman. Her movements were graceful, and despite being small, she was willowy with cropped, curly black hair. While the girl didn’t look to be very far into her teens, Hope knew appearances could be deceiving.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Obelia. I’m Hope.” She held out her hand.

      Obelia eyed at it briefly then put the stack of folders into it. “Your reading. I’ve listed who the god is, the mortal parent, and the demigod children going back as far as we have records. In the case of demigods currently living, I’ve tried to include whether or not the mortal parent is still living, and any other pertinent details. I’ll check back with you in about an hour, and we’ll see how you’re doing.”

      “Okay.” Hope hefted the thick folders of papers in her hand. Yellowed edges of paper stuck out with bright white pieces. There were handwritten notes and typed text. “Um, before I start this, could you tell me how the library is organized? How do you find certain topics?”

      Obelia raised her eyebrows. “Yes. I could.”

      Excitement tickled Hope’s heart, and she bit her tongue to prevent herself from saying anything to irritate the demigod.

      Obelia stood silent, glaring at Hope.

      The excitement turned sour as the silence grew awkward.

      “Your reading.” Obelia pointed at the folders. “Go ahead.” With that, Obelia left, her pixie-like body disappearing behind a stack of shelves. A faint hint of something fruity hovered in the air, but it disappeared with the demigod.

      With a huff, Hope sat down at the desk. She’d need to know how the library was organized before she went searching again. And with only an hour before Obelia returned . . . Hope sunk back into the chair in defeat. If she got lost, would Obelia even look for her? Or would she get in trouble for not following directions? It wasn’t worth the risk. She opened the blue folder on the top of the stack and began to read.

      Spidery script was mixed with clean print and text. The papers were varying degrees of weathered and aged. She read bits from each page, scanning through the contents.

      She’d had enough history in school to know some of the famous people she was reading about. Hitler’s father wasn’t really Ares. It was Hermes. It was believable, considering the lies he’d told and the persuasive power he’d had. Believable, but super creepy. Athan was Hitler’s half-brother. Ugh. That was gross.

      Ares had fathered Ghengis Khan. Endy, the obnoxious son of Apollo, was actually only a few months younger than Hope was, and he wasn’t the only living son of Apollo, which she’d known. Cleopatra was Aphrodite’s daughter. Shocker. But so was Gwen Stalio, the lead singer of Pradia, the blond bombshell who’d mysteriously died last year.

      Hera’s and Artemis’s folders were empty. As were Hades’s and Persephone’s.

      “You know, if you don’t read all the information in the folder, you’re going to miss something.” Obelia stood at the edge of the desk, her hands on her hips, her face pinched with displeasure.

      “I was skimming through them.” Hope closed the folder. “I have every intention of reading everything.”

      Obelia sniffed.

      Hope held up the stack of folders. “Why are some of them empty? Xan said that some of the gods and goddesses haven’t had demigod children, but I mean Hera probably cheated on Zeus at least once, right?” She had to know. A Book of the Fates couldn’t be wrong, could it? And if it was right, how could there be no other record?

      “Are you kidding me?” Obelia hissed. She looked around, as if to make sure they were alone, then leveled a glare at Hope. “You shouldn’t blaspheme like that. It isn’t funny. Like, not even a little bit. And it could get you killed.”

      Okay. Maybe there was no record. “Right. So if the folders are empty, they don’t have demigod children.”

      “That’s right, Einstein. Why don’t you start with Aphrodite and end with Zeus? Do you think you can do that?”

      What had Xan called Endy? Dosser? Tosser? Ugh. Was that a male term only, because Obelia was awful. “Yes.” Get along. Hope needed to get along until she could get the information on Apollo and divine law. “I can do whatever you tell me.”

      “Good. You know I’ve worked hard to compile all that data, and your tests aren’t going to skip around, all willy-nilly.”

      Did she say willy-nilly? Hope bit the side of her mouth to keep her face straight.

      “Maybe,” Obelia continued, “you can follow the outline so we don’t waste each other’s time, okay?” She pulled a piece of paper from under the stack of folders and set it on top.

      It was a lesson schedule, listing the gods, their children, and dates of exams.

      Hope’s stomach sank. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t see that.”

      “Of course not.” Obelia rolled her eyes.

      The flame of irritation burned up Hope’s throat. If the outline had been on top, she would have followed it.

      “I said I was sorry,” Hope bit out. It seemed like Obelia was trying to pick a fight. And if she was in charge of the library, Hope was going to need her help. Best not to piss her off.

      “Yeah, you did. Which, of course, makes it all better.” The girl pursed her lips then took a deep breath. “Let me say how sorry I am, too.”

      The words fell to the floor, the insincerity bouncing off the ground and pelting Hope from every direction.

      Hope didn’t know what else to say. Everything seemed to make it worse.

      Obelia frowned. “Why don’t you actually do some studying now? That way, when I come back, we can talk about what you’ve learned. You should be able to get through the information on Aphrodite.” She pulled a bright yellow folder from the stack and set it off to the side. “Right here. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      What a gorgon. It must have been torture to bring her in to a conservatory, and why? Why would Athan even bother? Ugh.

      Hope opened the yellow folder and glanced at the top sheet. Time disappeared as Hope delved into the history of Aphrodite’s children. She read the story of Eros and Psyche with growing bewilderment. Hope couldn’t understand how the beautiful goddess could be jealous enough to want to thwart her own child’s happiness. There was much discord sewn by the goddess of love, much of hate, jealousy, and hurt. There were also tales of love granted, some which were exciting or refreshing; however, many were tragic. And when it came to her demigod children, Aphrodite’s daughters were often famous models, actresses, singers, and, more often than not, they met early, untimely deaths.

      Clomping wood on wood drew Hope’s attention from the papers scattered across the top of the desk. Obelia crossed the room, several inches taller than earlier that day. She was dressed in vibrant colors that made her rich, reddish-brown skin practically glow. But the scowl she wore marred her beauty.

      Hope saw the neon platform heels the young demigod wore and tried to suppress a grin. They had to be at least six inches.

      “Something funny?” Obelia’s voice matched her frowny face.

      Hope was never going to get on her good side. “No, ma’am.”

      “Miss.”

      Hope’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement, and she was at a complete loss of words.

      “Miss,” Obelia repeated. “I’ve never been married, so I’m a Miss.”

      Oh gods. Seriously?

      “Of course. I’m sorry.” Hope glanced at the floor and wondered if she could crawl under the desk and then somehow escape through a trap door. Somehow she doubted there was a trap door in the Olympian Library.

      Obelia sniffed, and the tension around her eyes smoothed out with her exhale. “Are you ready?”

      Now what? Hope rubbed her chin. “Ready for what?”

      “For your quiz. You’re here to learn, and I’m here to make sure you’re learning. Put the folder down, and let’s see if you’ve retained anything.”

      Hope closed the folder slowly. Somehow, no matter what she said, it wasn’t the right thing. But perhaps this quiz would be more objective.

      Obelia gathered the folders together and held them to her chest.

      “Tell me what you know about Aphrodite,” she said.

      Hope took a deep breath. “What do you mean?”

      Obelia glared at her. “Can you remember anything you read? Anything at all?”

      Hope blushed. “Yes. I just wanted to know . . . I mean, what do you want to know about her?”

      Obelia crossed her arms. “Tell me anything you remember.”

      Hope began reciting. “She was born when Cronus castrated Uranus. She is the goddess of love, sexuality, and beauty. Her symbols are doves, scallop shells, dolphins, pomegranates, and apples. She was married to Hephaestus, but her lovers include Ares and Adonis. Her divine children include Eros and Phobos. She’s had dozens of demigod children.” Hope recited everything she could remember reading about the goddess.

      After a solid ten minutes of Hope talking, Obelia held up her hand.

      “You’re very good at memorization.” Another frown.

      It was so disheartening. The compliment completely deflated Hope. She’d been feeling really good, too. And then Obelia just grumped it all away.

      “Let’s see how much you remember tomorrow, and why don’t you read about Ares, too? We’ll pick up at three o’clock. Sharp. Don’t waste my time with tardiness.” Obelia clomped her way to the door.

      Hope didn’t smile this time at the sound of the shoes. She had an almost uncontrollable urge to stick her tongue out at the pixie-like demigod. Almost.

      And she still didn’t know how the library was organized.
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      “How are your classes going?” Xan asked over breakfast a couple of days later. “Are you learning much?”

      They sat at the large kitchen table. The smell of cinnamon hung in the air.

      Hope ran her finger along the grain of the dark tabletop. “Yeah, I guess.” The botany classes were fun, even if she sucked at making things grow. She loved the fighting and strategy classes. The anatomy and physiology courses were probably her favorite. Thenia taught those, as well as mathematics and sciences. Hope was supposed to be taking a cooking class, but Obelia refused to allow her to do that until Hope “showed more promise” in her history class.

      “But?”

      She leaned over the table and muttered, “Is Obelia always antagonistic?”

      Xan laughed. “Is she giving you a hard time, luv?”

      “She’s mean.” Hope could mostly avoid Endymion, and she did her best to. But she had to meet with Obelia almost every day for classes, and it sucked.

      Xan’s shoulders fell. “Don’t be too hard on her. She’s had a rough adjustment.”

      “How long has she been here?”

      “Three or four years.” He peered up at the ceiling for a moment, then back to her. “Maybe longer.”

      “What happened?”

      He bent forward and motioned for her to do the same. When they were inches apart he whispered, “I’m not telling you.”

      He sat back with a smirk.

      She sat up straight in the wooden chair, frustrated by his teasing. “Why not?”

      “It’s not my story to share. Ask her if you want to know.”

      As if that would ever happen. Obelia had nothing but hate for her, as was manifested in every nasty interaction.

      “Is it because Athan found her?” He’d hinted at this before.

      Xan shook his head. “Not my story. But he did everything arse backward.”

      Hope studied him. There was more to this story, too. “Why do you hate him?”

      “I don’t hate him.” He took a deep breath. “Actually.” His shoulders dropped.

      She waited for him to continue, anxious to hear about Athan, and a little curious about Xan, too.

      He stood up abruptly, nearly knocking his chair over, but with his quick reflexes, he grabbed it before it hit the floor. “You better hurry up. You have class.”

      She stared up at him, hoping he would change his mind, sit down, and spill, but then his words sunk in. She glanced up at the clock on the wall behind him and then jumped up from the table.

      “Holy Hades!” She dropped her bowl in the sink. “I’ll get that later!” she yelled as she ran out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s go over how the library is organized.”

      Hope dropped the green folder containing information on Hermes’s sons and stared up at Obelia in shock.

      “Really?” Hope had asked Obelia twice and been refused. Twice. As the days ticked by and Hope wasted time studying about demigods, incidentally not in alphabetical order, she’d occasionally poked around in the shelves closest to her desk. She’d found information on psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Interesting but not particularly helpful.

      “You’ll need to be able to do research for your next few assignments, so we can’t put it off any longer.”

      She’d been putting it off? Of course, she had.

      “The library is organized by era first. Depending on when the book was written or published. Publication date takes precedence if there’s a discrepancy. If the book was never published, then it will be found in the era in which it was written.”

      Hope nodded as she recited the information to herself.

      “Once you get in the right era, books are organized by subject, then finally by author.”

      “Like a regular library,” Hope said.

      “Right.”

      “But how do you know what is what if there are no labels on the shelves?” Hope’s leg bounced with excitement, and her heart thrummed with anticipation. This was it. She was going to finally be able to start her search.

      “There’s a map. There, on the wall.” Obelia pointed to countless frames lining the walls. Quite literally, there were hundreds. Maybe thousands.

      Was she kidding? Reading the maps would take years. She was never going to find anything.

      “That’s the only way?” Her heart thudded dully with despair, and tears burned her eyes. It would be impossible. She’d never find anything.

      Obelia pursed her lips. “Or you can use the computer.”

      Like flipping a switch, anger clenched Hope’s stomach.

      “And where, pray tell, is the computer?” Gods, did demigods take lessons on being obtuse?

      Obelia pointed to the desk. She pushed a button under the right corner. The wood grain became translucent, and the bright light of a computer screen glowed to life.

      Hope rolled her eyes. Right there, the entire time.

      Obelia gave a brief lesson on searching for books by topic, title, author, and era. It took less than ten minutes. She then collected the rainbow of folders and stood. “Why don’t you spend the rest of class time getting comfortable with this? We’ll pick up studying tomorrow.”

      Wait. “Really?”

      Obelia raised her eyebrows. “Did you want to do something different?”

      “No. This is great.” Just go away. “Thanks.”

      Obelia left, and Hope tapped on the screen, trying various combinations of keywords, authors, and eras. Thankfully, she had a notebook to record the titles and locations. She tested it out and spent the better part of the next two hours familiarizing herself with the computer, then the library. When the lunch hour was coming to a close, Hope entered several more searches. It was the best she could do to bury her history. With minutes before her next class, she sprinted to her still sterile room and shoved the books between the crisp, white linens of her bed.

      Hope sat up all night reading page after page, searching for some clue about Apollo, curses, and monsters. Hope continued to spend her days in classes, but her nights were now filled with research. After the first day, she stopped taking the books to her room and spent the bulk of her night in the library, catching only a few hours of sleep each night.

      As the new moon approached, she felt the urgency to find the information. Time was running out, and no matter what else Priska had said, Hope knew she couldn’t change at the conservatory.
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      Hope sat at what she considered her desk in the library, a tentative truce easing the tension between her and Obelia. The smell of paper, leather, and old books hung heavily in the air. Hope was studying about Hermes, and thoughts of Athan burned through her concentration. She stared at the paper listing the god’s children, but her focus was on the only one she knew.

      With a big swallow of apprehension, she looked up at Obelia. The demigod daughter of domesticity was scowling at the computer screen.

      “Can I ask you something?” Hope blurted.

      “Can?” Obelia glanced up at Hope and sneered. “Can is the ability. So, can you?”

      Hope blushed, wishing she could take the words back. “Um, yeah. Never mind.”

      “That’s not a question.” Obelia let out a slow breath, and her face cleared. “Do you have a question?”

      “Well, I wanted to know, um . . .” Hope hesitated, shifting in her seat. How should she ask? Was there a better way to do it? More than anything, she didn’t want to say it the wrong way and not get an answer. “I wanted to know about how you came to the conservatory. I heard Athan found you, too.”

      Obelia froze. There was one, two, three heartbeats of silence.

      “Yeah, Athan found me, but he didn’t bring me here.” Obelia pointed to the ground as she spoke and then gritted her teeth.

      Either she would continue or not, but Hope wasn’t going to stop her for anything.

      Obelia’s petite body sagged. “I was in Nairobi, British East Africa. That’s where my father was from. He died when I was very young, and I lived with two of his sisters in the city. My aunts were charmed with the foreigner who came to call. He was well-off, well educated, and seemed to be well respected in the short time he’d been in the community.” Obelia wrung her hands. “I used to love to hear him say my name, especially when the room was silent. He would whisper, but he knew I could hear. It would make me laugh.”

      Hope stared at Obelia, slack-jawed. She couldn’t be saying . . . There was no way . . . A growing weight pushed on Hope’s chest. “You dated Athan?”

      Obelia’s laugh was filled with bitterness and scorn. “Sure. At least I thought so.” Her eyes filled with tears. “It’s his way of getting you to leave with him, to trust him.”

      The sting of betrayal burst white hot in Hope’s chest.

      “It’s his way?” Hope took a ragged breath; the pressure was unbearable.

      “Well, it certainly seems to have become his way.” Her brow creased, and she pointed at Hope. “You didn’t know.” She stood up. “You thought he was serious about you?” Pain flashed through her eyes, and her features hardened. “I’m so sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry.

      All Hope could think was she would not cry in front of Obelia. With another deep breath, Hope closed her eyes and swallowed her hurt. She imagined the crumpled bricks around her heart being replaced with steel walls. Hard. Cold. Impenetrable. She shouldn’t have asked. When she opened her eyes, Obelia was still there with a small, contemptuous smile playing on her lips.

      Hope refused let the other girl see how much she’d been hurt. “No worries. I completely understand the mix-up.” She straightened and met Obelia’s dark gaze. “I hope you’ll excuse me.” Hope stood and gathered her things. “Thanks for the information. You’re a wealth of knowledge.”

      Obelia smirked, but her dull eyes were haunted with pain.

      Hope forced herself to walk until she was out of the library, but once the door closed behind her, she ran to her room. Slamming the door shut, she flung herself on the bed, burying her head into the bright cotton bedding. When the first sob came, the dam broke, and Hope cried her pain into her pillow. Shame, anger, and hurt controlled her body until she couldn’t move, and exhaustion took over.

      The morning light made the night seem very far away, and Hope began to doubt the veracity of Obelia’s story. After all, she was clearly a bitter person. Hope needed clarification. She needed verification. She needed someone she could count on for the truth.

      Xan came to mind, as did Dahlia. Both were forthright, even brutally honest. She needed that. But both had made it clear they were not impartial regarding Athan.

      With a growl of frustration, Hope crossed the black and white room to get in the shower.
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      Hope went to breakfast, distracted and distraught. She’d scrubbed the evidence of her pain from her face, but her back was throbbing. She would have to leave today or early tomorrow morning at the latest to make the change, but she wanted to talk to someone first.

      “Hey.” Xan bumped shoulders with Hope while she stood at the open fridge. “You’re looking a mite glum today.”

      “Yeah?” She glanced at him, his good mood a grating irritation. “I’d hope I’m entitled to a bad day now and again.”

      “Right.” He stepped back, surveying her.

      She didn’t really want to fight with Xan. It wasn’t his fault she was irritable. It wasn’t his fault she’d been played. He’d even tried to tell her as much. She just hated that he was right. She stared at the contents of the pantry. Oatmeal, cold cereal, pasta, rice, and canned fruits and vegetables lined the shelves. What was with all the processed food? There had to be something else. She turned to open the next door, but it stuck. “Hey, this one—”

      “That’s not a pantry, luv.” Xan crossed the hardwood floors.

      Hope glanced down. A small keypad sat below the handle.

      Xan grabbed her shoulders and rotated her back to the still open doors. “This is the pantry. That’s what we’ve got.”

      Why would you have a closet in the kitchen? Hope swore and reached for a loaf of bread.

      “All right then. I’ll be having a seat over there. If you want some company, you know where I am.” He bumped her with his hip before going back to his seat.

      Hope made a quick sandwich and then left the kitchen without speaking to anyone else. She wandered outside on the damp grass. The huge mansion was actually quite small for all it contained. Hope contemplated the paradox of the immortal realm in the mortal world while she ate. Honestly, it made no sense. None of it. The conservatory sat in the middle of the city, but the demigods rarely left, instead choosing to stay safe in isolation because of Skia. Skia hunted demigods. Most demigods hunted monsters. And others sought out new or young demigods to bring them to the conservatory. Which seemed like another sad version of hiding. Her thoughts pounded into a solid headache at her temples. With a sigh, she decided to go to class. This morning it was “crafts and life skills” with Thenia, which usually meant building something.

      Thenia, daughter or Athena, was one of those people. The ones so comfortable in their own skin you wanted to hate them, but you couldn’t because they were incredibly nice. Thenia was tall, probably close to six feet, and solidly built. She had long auburn hair and warm russet skin. From the notes she’d studied with Obelia, Hope knew Thenia’s father had been from one of the islands and living in Oregon when he met Athena. The demigod had been placed in a boarding school in Europe when she was younger and educated herself voraciously. She loved school, reading, the arts, strategic games, and hands-on projects. Most of the other demigods deferred to her. She was one of the senior demigods in the house—Xan being the other.

      During one of their first lessons, Thenia shared how luck found her in boarding school when she was still a child. Demeter’s daughter, a girl named Lily, became her best friend, and Demeter had been quick to take Thenia under her wing, too. Hope hadn’t gotten to the Ds in history yet, so that was all she knew about Lily.

      Hope made her way to the craft room attached to the greenhouse. The large oblong room was filled with industrial tables holding sewing machines, art easels, a pottery wheel, a spinning wheel, and boxes and bins of supplies. Several tables were covered with half-finished projects. Hope walked in and dropped into a seat at the first table. The room smelled of paint thinner, clay, and wet wool.

      “Hope?” Thenia stood up from behind a far table.

      Hope pulled herself from the chair and glanced to the back of the room. Two large plastic bins sat open on the table by the daughter of Athena. Yards of fabric were strewn across the surface, and a few had fallen to the floor, a veritable sea of color and patterns. A third bin, filled with envelopes, sat at Thenia’s feet, the lid propped up next to the chair.

      “Come on back,” Thenia called.

      Hope walked to the back of the room. As she approached, she noticed papers filled with lines on the next table over.

      “Hey.” Hope glanced at the papers and fabric.

      “Hey yourself.” Thenia was all sunshine and butterflies, but when her eyes met Hope’s, her voice dropped, “You all right?”

      “Yeah, just great.” Hope frowned. “What are we doing today?”

      “Oh, you’ll love it!” Thenia’s face lit up, and she held up a pattern. “I thought we could sew a skirt.” She cocked her head. “Do you know how to sew?”

      This had become routine, especially with Thenia, who assumed Hope far more capable than she was. At least she’s nice about the disappointment. “No. I’ve never even picked up a needle and thread before.”

      “Hmm.” Thenia pushed the fabric back, clearing a space. “Maybe we’d better begin with something more basic. Let’s do”—she surveyed the spread—“buttons. We can sew buttons. We’ll move on to a sewing project in a little bit. Always start easy, you know, to build confidence.”

      Thenia did that a lot. She’d address Hope and then make a comment to herself about her teaching. Usually, Hope found it endearing. But today, it rubbed her irritation raw.

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?” Thenia asked as she pulled out needles, thread, and scraps of fabric from a bin near the wall.

      “The little aside?” Hope glowered as Thenia dropped buttons on the table. “You told me what we’re going to do, and then it’s almost like you’re coaching yourself.”

      Thenia laughed and sat next to Hope. “No, Hope, I’m not coaching me. I’m trying to coach you. It seems like you just got here, but soon enough you’ll find your skill, what you’re best at, and then you’ll have to master it. While you master it, you’ll also teach it. I’m trying to give you some teaching pointers.”

      That was laughable. “I won’t ever be teaching here.” Ever.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Your talents may lead you in another direction, but it’s nice if you choose to contribute. When and where you can, of course. The choice is always yours.” Thenia motioned for Hope to come closer. “Now, let’s sew some buttons. Pick one out and grab a scrap of fabric.”

      Thenia demonstrated how to thread a needle, tie it off, and sew a button securely onto fabric. It took Thenia all of two minutes. At the most. She then got up and started cutting fabric at the next table over.

      It took Hope the better part of a quarter of an hour to get her needle threaded and knotted. Forty minutes later, Hope set her sewing project down with an, “Ugh!” There on the table in front of her was a mess of fabric and thread. Somewhere in that mess was a purple plastic button.

      Thenia came over to where Hope sat chuckled as she examined Hope’s work. “Well, this is a mess. I don’t think we’ll be moving on to anything else today.”

      Hope snorted her disgust. Nothing was going right.

      Thenia tilted her head, and the skin around her eyes creased. “What’s with you today? Your button’s a mess, but everyone’s first sewing project is. Who cares?”

      The chastisement stung because, really, who cared about a button? “Sorry.”

      “What’s the problem?” Thenia asked as she sat down next to Hope. “This isn’t really about the button, is it?”

      Hope shook her head.

      “What’s the matter?”

      Hope’s defenses crumbled. Tears slid down her cheeks, and she fought to compose herself.

      Thenia patted Hope’s knee and offered a sad smile. “Oh, no. What is it?” She leaned closer and gave Hope an awkward hug. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Hope pulled away and dropped her head into her hands. “I don’t know.” But this was her best chance at getting a straight answer. She plunged ahead. “Obelia told me that Athan . . . that he’s manipulative, and—”

      “This is about Athan?”

      Hope bit the inside of her mouth and nodded.

      Thenia dipped her head and took a long breath. “I’m sorry.” She met Hope’s gaze and held it. “I don’t know his whole story, but I’ll tell you what I can, okay?”

      Fear made her want to curl in on herself, but Hope thought of her steel wall and sat up straight. “I want to know the truth.”

      “Of course you do. Let me see.” Thenia scooted back in her chair and studied the vaulted ceiling. “You already know Athan’s dad is Hermes. The two of them are very close. I know he had several years with both of his parents before his mom died. He came to stay with us at the conservatory when he was probably ten or eleven.” She glanced at Hope and then focused on picking the knotted thread of her button. “Even then he was very charismatic. And when his grief abated, he exuded enthusiasm. He was practically a human magnet: charming, made everything fun, and enjoyed the company of everyone. He and Xan were very close, but he had lots of friends.

      “He and Xan left the conservatory for a while, a couple of years, I think. I don’t know what happened. I’ve heard rumors, but neither Athan nor Xan have ever talked to me about it. They changed. Both of them. Although Xan has been better the last year or two. But Athan?” Thenia exhaled a slow breath. “Even though he was still able to put up the front, he became restless. Closed off. The last five years, he’s been all about his work. We heard rumors that he employed tactics to get demigods here to the conservatory, tactics that were manipulative, but we’d lost enough demigods to Skia that the end justified the means. Now when we see Athan, it’s usually only for a day or two. He spends most of his time searching. Sometimes, I’m not sure what he’s searching for. I’m not sure he knows, either.” Thenia propped her chin on her fist. “I hope one day he can find happiness again.”

      Hope listened with a growing sense of dread.

      “It’s all an act?” Her mortification spread over her skin in bright scarlet.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know exactly what he says or does. Several years ago, he brought in a couple female demigods that became distressed when he left, one in Europe and Obelia in Africa. Both had quite an emotional adjustment. But not everyone he brought in had a problem. And none in the last couple of years.” Thenia paused as if contemplating her next words. “He may not have meant for there to be such an attachment. That is something better answered by Athan.” Her weak smile and soft tone were pure sympathy.

      Hope absorbed the words and meaning of what was said, and a sharp tearing sensation ripped through her chest. She stifled a scream. She wanted to punch something, kick someone. Athan came to mind. And Xan. And yet, part of her was insistent that it was different with her, that he had to have meant it.

      She stood up. “I’m sorry, Thenia. I need to leave now.”

      Thenia stood, too. “I understand.”

      Hope walked from the room, stopping in the foyer to grab her keys on the way out of the house. It was time to go anyway, she reasoned, as she walked to the detached garage. She’d need to be on the road at some point today. Now was good. She started the car and pulled out onto the drive.

      She needed to clear her head. She needed to fly. She needed to get out of the city.

      And so she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Hope spent the better part of the first day as a Sphinx uprooting trees on a mountainside in the Cascades. She kicked, pulled, and punched, splitting the wood and the skin of her hands over and over and over again.

      Late that night, guilt about the destruction ate at her, and she flew a large percentage of the pines to a lumber mill near Arlington. She rationalized that she was helping the loggers, that it wasn’t anyone’s personal property she’d destroyed. But the hollow twinge of shame continued to nag at her conscience. It wasn’t until the first rays of sun streaked the sky that she collapsed amid the remaining ruin. Exhausted by the exertion, she slept.

      The late afternoon sun beat warmth through the feathers and fur on Hope’s back. She let consciousness seep into her, stretched in the bright light, and then lay back down. The tantrum had left her strangely purged of her pain and anger. The hurt remained, but it was the dull ache of a healing wound, still there, but no longer pulsing with her heartbeat. She would be okay.

      The sun dropped, now low in the sky as evening overtook day. Hope took a cathartic breath. It was time to be done. Time to focus on what she could control. Move on from the hurt, find a way to break the curse, and then really live her life. Athan was gone, and she would let her feelings for him go.

      As Hope drove south on I-5, back toward the conservatory, she cringed. Had Xan told her there were rules about leaving? Would she be able to get back in? She’d checked her phone on the drive out of Seattle. The only messages, and there were fifty-six, were from Priska, and Hope deleted them all.

      Half the cars were missing when she pulled behind the conservatory and into the massive garage. Another one of those impossibilities. Ten cars in what appeared to be a two-car garage. Well, usually ten cars. Perhaps it was a shopping day, which might make it easier to sneak back in. And gods, she was starving.

      Having not eaten for the past two days, the kitchen would be first. Food took precedence over cleanliness, regardless of how bad she must have smelled.

      She stepped through the glass back door, and someone screamed.

      “Hope? By the gods!” Dahlia grabbed her and shoved her into one of the tall bar chairs. “Where in the name of Hades have you been?” As Dahlia’s voice got louder, she jabbed a finger at Hope’s face.

      Hope frowned and took a step back. “I needed to get away.” Even with the distance, she leaned away from her friend, and the anger that radiated from her. “Why are you so—?”

      “Worried?” Dahlia cut her off and took a deep breath. She muttered to herself while she paced the length of the kitchen and then came back to stand in front of Hope. “Seriously? Xan has half the house scouring the city, looking for you.” Dahlia shook her head. “I need to call him.” She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and dialed as she continued yelling. “You can’t leave like that! I mean, what were you . . .” She stopped yelling and addressed the phone. “She’s here, Xan. No, I don’t know. Just walked in the door. No. Right.” She tapped the screen then glared at Hope. “Where was I?”

      Hope blew out a noisy breath. “I’m sorry, Dahlia. I didn’t mean to worry anyone; I needed some space.”

      “Well, next time tell someone.”

      Hope jumped in before Dahlia could say anything else. “I did. I told Thenia I was leaving.”

      “You told Thenia you had to go. She thought you meant leave the room, not leave the conservatory. Zeus and Hera. You really need to—”

      “All right!” Hope yelled. She was tired, hungry, and emotionally beat. “I get it. I’m sorry. Can’t you let it go?”

      Dahlia crossed her arms and growled, “You are in serious trouble, Hope.” She sniffed the air and grimaced. “You smell”—she sniffed again—“like an animal. Where were you?”

      Hope shifted from foot to foot. “I went hiking?”

      Dahlia flicked her hand back and forth in front of her nose.

      “Well, take a shower. You stink.” She walked out of the kitchen, muttering about animals.

      Hope slathered peanut butter and jelly onto bread, eating the first sandwich while making a second. Then a third and fourth. She drank a pint of milk and was munching on an apple when Xan strode through the door.

      He stopped when he saw her. His cold eyes locked on hers. She stopped chewing and forced a swallow.

      Something gripped her stomach, and fear ran down her spine. “Xan?”

      “Don’t. Just . . . don’t.” He took a deep breath, his eyes skimming over her as if making sure she was really there. After another ragged breath he said, “Finish eating and then come to the study. We need to talk.” His gaze bounced around the kitchen and then back to her. “Please. Please, come to the study when you’re done.”

      “Okay.” She felt very small. “I’m sor—”

      “No.” He cut her off. “You don’t even know what you’re saying. Come talk to me when you’re done.”

      He didn’t sound angry. Tired. But not angry. The niggling fear abated. She’d finish her apple first.
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      Hope loved the study. Overstuffed, worn leather chairs sat in front of a real wood-burning fireplace. Perfect for reading. A picture of a cat curled up in the midst of a loaded bookshelf hung over the mantle. The lighting came from two torch lamps and a side lamp on the end table between the two chairs. There was a desk of dark mahogany in front of the windows, and rows of bookshelves extended floor to ceiling. There was even a ladder that slid along the wall of books. Despite there not being a door, the sounds of the house always seemed muffled and distant from within the study. Maybe the magic of the conservatory was like at Myrine’s house.

      Hope stepped into the small, and apparently uninhabited, room. “Xan?”

      “Hope?” His voice came from behind the chairs facing the fireplace. He stood and pressed his palm to his heart. “Zeus and Poseidon.” He crossed the room in two strides and wrapped her in a hug. “Where have you been?”

      She was all kinds of nervous to be this close to him, but mostly because he’d notice how she smelled. She took a step back.

      “I’m sorry I took off without telling anyone. I didn’t know it would cause a bunch of problems. I didn’t mean to make anyone worry. Anyway, it won’t happen again.”

      Xan nodded but said nothing. His fists hung clenched at his side, and his lips were pinched.

      The silence dragged on, and Hope’s guilt pushed her with it an urgency to fill the void and placate the irritated demigod. “I shouldn’t have freaked out. I went up to the mountains, did some hiking, and I probably should take a shower. I’m really, really sorry.”

      “I know you didn’t mean anything.” He took a deep breath, and the corded muscles of his neck relaxed. “Come over to the fire, and let me tell you a story.” He tugged on her hand.

      Hope followed him to the overstuffed chairs, and they each took one. Hope watched Xan while Xan watched the fire.

      “You know, it doesn’t seem that long ago.” He met her gaze and blinked repeatedly before turning away. “But it was before you were even born.” He stared into the dancing flames. “We had a young demigod brought to the conservatory. She was . . . amazing. Beautiful doesn’t even describe her. She was striking and incredibly talented, too. She sang, danced, and was a great actress. She was Aphrodite’s daughter, and she oozed sexuality. Men and demigods were falling all over her.” He fell quiet again.

      Hope wasn’t sure what this had to do with her. She glanced back at the doorway, wishing for a shower. His next words drew her focus back.

      “One day,” he continued, “she took off. Just like you, she left without a word to anyone. She had big aspirations. Big plans. She talked about them all the time, but I didn’t really take her seriously. It was dangerous, and I didn’t . . . She moved to Hollywood and climbed to the top. She became famous. Really famous.” He stared at Hope, his hard gaze piercing. “Always dangerous for a demigod, it makes you such an easy target for Skia.” He sat back in the chair. “I tried to protect her. I couldn’t help it. We fought a lot about it. And then I couldn’t take it. I decided not to be involved.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I stopped checking on her. Several months went by, but then she called and apologized. It was impossible to stay angry with her. Impossible to stay away from her.” He looked up at Hope again. “She was amazing.”

      Hope frowned.

      “You said that.” An ugly feeling pierced her heart. It wasn’t fair to compare Hope to this girl.

      “Yeah, I know.” He dropped his head again, and took two ragged breaths.

      She knew it was bad. Of course it was bad. But she still wanted to know. “What happened?”

      “Skia got her. I couldn’t be there all the time. I mean, I tried to be there, but she traveled a lot. She’d want me around and then refuse to see me for weeks. One day, she demanded I come be with her. I couldn’t go. We’d just found a new demigod. I can’t even remember who it was now.” He pinched his lips and ran his hand through his hair. “I wasn’t with her, and they got her.”

      He seemed like the kind of guy that would blame himself. Terrible. And an actress? “Would I know her?”

      “Aye. There are songs, stories, and books about her. She’s still considered one of the best actresses, ever. She was born Norma Jeane Mortenson, but you would know her as Marilyn Monroe.”

      Hope thought her eyes would bug out. “Marilyn Monroe was Aphrodite’s daughter?” How had she missed that in her reading? “The Marilyn Monroe? As in ‘Story of my life. I always get the fuzzy end of the lollipop?’”

      “Aye. You like Some Like it Hot?” He chuckled. “That was a good one.”

      Hope struggled to make sense of what he was saying. It seemed preposterous. And what about . . . “I thought Skia took the bodies or burned them or—”

      He shifted in the seat, the leather creaking in protest. “I was supposed to meet her that night. When I arrived, they’d killed her. So, I killed them.” He flattened his lips into a grim line. “Just not in time.”

      The thought of Xan fighting Skia made her stomach lurch, but she could see him filled with anger and obliterating anything that stood in his way. And the Skias’ bodies would have disappeared after he killed them, but Marilyn Monroe’s didn’t. “You made it look like suicide? Why would you do that?”

      “It was probably rash, but at the time I didn’t want Hades to know he’d won. We’d lost several demigods, and Skia had become the equivalent of the boogeyman, even to mortal adults. There were rumors they were killing humans. I was trying to hide what had happened. I had no idea it would create that kind of sensation.”

      “Why wasn’t any of that in the notes Obelia gave me?”

      Xan shrugged.

      “You thought—”

      “What I thought was that you had left.” He shifted his body, and the conversation, back to Hope with an even stare. “Maybe it was what Obelia had told you; maybe it had been something else. All I knew was you were gone. You need to stay until you’re trained. At least that long, Hope. Until you can defend yourself. I don’t want . . .” His voice dropped to barely above a whisper, “I think you’re pretty amazing, too.”

      Hope’s breath stuck in her throat. What? No, no, no! She did not have time for this. She couldn’t even open the door to those feelings.

      “What? Did I say too much too soon? I’m not trying to pressure you, and I’m not asking for any kind of relationship besides friendship. I’m sure Athan messed up your head, and that kind of thing takes time to get over. I don’t have any ulterior motives, either. I like you. I like your strength, your perseverance, and I understand your mistrust. I don’t want you to mistrust me, though. I’ll be honest with you, about everything. Always. I . . .” His eyes plead with her, saying far more than his words. “When you think you’re ready, think about me, ’kay?”

      Hope took a deep breath. “I can’t, Xan.” If he was going to be honest, it was the least she could give back. “I can’t go there right now.”

      “Yeah, I understand.” His eyes were bright, and he rolled his shoulders. “But someday you might.”

      Hope sat, contemplating what he had said and what he’d done. He’d organized a search party for her as soon as he knew she left. He’d gone out hunting for her the last two days and into the night, because he was worried about her. He was a fabulous teacher, and so patient. Her heart warmed. He was the closest thing to a best friend she had since leaving Goldendale. But her heart didn’t melt. And that was the crux of it. She wasn’t ready to open her heart again. Not like that.

      “I can’t promise—”

      He held up his hand. “Seriously, I’m not asking for anything. Knowing what you said before, and what Obelia told you, I’d expect now to be a terrible time to be hitting on you.” His dimple flashed for the first time that night. “And don’t run off like that again, all right? If you want to leave, let me know. We can figure something out if you need to get out.”

      “Okay. I promise.”

      “That’s it, really. I wanted you to know why we don’t run off.” Xan leaned back in the chair and watched the fire flicker and flame.

      The tension dissipated, and the silence was no longer uncomfortable. Hope leaned back in her chair and let her gaze fall to the flames. Several minutes passed, and exhaustion seeped into her body. Warmth and comfort seeped from Xan’s hand to hers.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      The question poked at something she wanted to bury away and never acknowledge. “About what?”

      “About what happened with Obelia? About what happened with Athan?” He crouched low until he was eye level with her.

      Her shoulders dropped. Of course, he wouldn’t let her.

      “Not really.” But she kept going. “I thought he was sincere, and it turns out he’s a liar.” She glanced back into the flames.

      “Yeah. That sucks hard. He’s pretty messed up, though. Not that that’s an excuse for what he does.” He made a sound low in his throat. “Anyway, I’m sorry. I wish it had been different. Especially for you.”

      She sagged into her seat. Somehow Xan’s pity made her heart ache. But the pain of Athan, his betrayal and lies, while still tender, it wasn’t fresh, not so raw, more like a two-day-old bruise. “Yeah, me too. But I’ll be all right.”

      “I know you will be.” Xan stood up. “Oh, by the way, I’m going to have to go out of town tomorrow. I need to go to the coast.”

      Hope frowned. “Why?”

      He sat on the arm of her chair. “There’s a group of Mer-people off the coast of California causing problems. They’re luring boaters into shallow water.”

      For real? “There are mermaids?”

      Xan laughed. “Aye. You didn’t know?”

      “I thought the monsters had almost all been destroyed.” By demigods like you, actually. But the thought of Xan killing anyone was nearly impossible to believe. Not that he wasn’t capable, but more that he had such restraint. Like what had happened with Braireus.

      “No. And the Mer don’t consider themselves monsters. They’re Poseidon’s people.” He made air quotes. “There’s a sanctuary in the Mariana Trench. Their numbers aren’t very big, so they’re pretty secretive. But every once in a while a group of adolescents will do something stupid.” He waved his hand as if dismissing youthful antics, then rested his elbows on his knees, and his eyes became somber. “If it were just a boat or two being sunk, I wouldn’t intervene. But two human children drowned yesterday, and some teen boy the day before. That’s not right.”

      “That’s awful.” And it was, but her thoughts went to the library. With Xan gone, she would have almost free rein for her research. “How long will you be gone?”

      “A couple of days.” He narrowed his eyes. “You know, on second thought, you probably should come with me.”

      “What?” He couldn’t be serious. She needed to stay here. “You and me on a trip? But—”

      He smirked. “Right. We’ll take Dahlia, too.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand.

      “I don’t want to leave you here with Endy and Obelia. Especially not when Ty and his brothers could be here any day.”

      Great. Just what she needed, more demigods. But she did appreciate not being left with Obelia and Endy.

      Silence stretched between them. Hope half-heartedly tried to think about a way to get out of leaving but gave up when she thought of Obelia yelling at her.

      “You all right?”

      Hope frowned. Was he kidding? “Sure.”

      Xan squeezed her hand. “You look right mad. Have I done something to upset you?”

      It wasn’t his fault. None of it. “No. I’m just . . . done.”

      “Want to belt it out?” He leaned forward, and his fist barely touched her chin. “We could go spar if you’re not too tired.”

      It was barely eight o’clock. The desire to hit something spread from her heart to her limbs. “That’d be awesome.”

      “Go get your gear, and I’ll meet you in the gym.” He brushed her cheek with a quick kiss, and then he was out the door.

      Somehow the kiss felt less like a kiss and more like a hug. It was nice. Weird, but nice.

      The exercise was cathartic. Hope channeled her frustration, hurt, and anger into her blocks and counter skills.

      Xan called time.

      Both were breathing heavily and beaming.

      “You’re all right.” He pulled off his gloves and dropped them in his mesh sparring bag. He sank to the floor to pull off the rest of his gear.

      Hope sat next to him and took a long drink from her water bottle.

      “You’ve gotten much better. Not so hesitant in your movements.”

      She laughed, a weak, tired wheeze. She put her mouth guard in its plastic container. “Sparring with you is nothing like sparring with mortals.”

      “Aye. I should hope not. Humans are slow and weak.”

      It would probably seem that way to her, too, now. “There should be a sign on every martial arts academy: ‘No demigods allowed.’”

      “You were well trained, but not challenged enough, I think. And honestly, you’re better than almost anyone here, except maybe Dahlia.”

      She blushed with the praise and shoved her pads into her bag. “You seem determined to make up for lost time in challenging me.” The pads would dry, but she’d definitely need to clean them before she sparred again. She lifted the hem of her damp shirt and wiped her face.

      She caught Xan looking at her stomach, and she pulled the shirt down.

      Xan’s gaze travelled up over her sweaty shirt and stuttered over her lips before making eye contact.

      “I’m starving,” he said, his voice husky and deep. A faint pink tinged his skin.

      Her stomach jumped.

      “Do you want to get something to eat?” His brogue became more pronounced, and his gaze was intense, burning into her.

      Hope shook her head as much to clear it as to answer him. “No, I ate a lot when I got back. Besides, I need a shower in a serious way.”

      He laughed. “Aye. You almost smell like wet fur. Did you sleep in a bear’s den last night?”

      Fresh anxiety coursed through her. She stood up and slung her gear bag over her shoulder. “Maybe.” She needed to get out of there, but the feeling of connection with this strange demigod had her reaching out without consciously thinking it through. She brushed her hand against his arm. “Thanks for the workout. I feel much better.” She let out a slow exhale. “What time do we leave tomorrow?”

      Xan stood up. “Zero six. Unless you want to fly. Then we could go a bit later.”

      She’d never been in an airplane, and she didn’t want to. The only kind of flying she was going to do was the kind she could control.

      They walked out the door together, and their shoulders brushed.

      “No, six o’clock is fine. Are you driving?”

      “We’ll take my car, but I’ll make Dahlia take first shift. That way we can both catch a little extra sleep. Later, Hope.” Xan walked toward the kitchen.

      “Good night.” Hope called after him. She went to her room and threw a couple of outfits into her canvas duffle bag. She wasn’t sure what she would need, and Xan hadn’t told her to bring anything in particular. She buried the immortal daggers under the clothes and shoved her Book of the Fates on top. Then, grabbing a change of clothes, she headed to the bathroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      They drove thirteen hours straight, and Hope slept for twelve of them. Xan woke her up at noon for lunch but let her return to the back seat while he took the next driving shift.

      It was early evening when consciousness pulled her through the fog of sleep. The movement reminded her that she was in a car, and the voices told her with whom. The lemon of Dahlia’s lotion mixed in the small space with the earthy scent of Xan’s cologne. Their words tickled Hope’s ears, and she kept her eyes closed.

      “You’re being too protective. How is she ever going to learn to defend herself if you don’t let anyone near her?”

      Xan snorted. “She’s had to defend herself plenty before she ever got here, Dahl. And she has contact with almost everyone. Besides, she can handle herself fine. You should’ve seen her last night.” A moment of silence. “I think she could give you a run for your money.”

      “I know she can fight,” Dahlia said.

      “Then what’s the problem?” He huffed.

      “That’s not the only way she’ll be attacked.”

      Someone shifted in their seat.

      “True. But it’ll end any attack,” Xan snapped.

      There was a long exhale.

      “You’re not going to be able to keep them all away from her. Endy’s scared of you. Ty and his brothers won’t care a bit.”

      “Aye,” he whispered.

      Hope yawned and stretched, drawing attention to the fact that she was waking up. She met Xan’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “Good morning, princess. Have a nice rest?”

      Her smile wobbled, and then she fixed it firmly in place. “Yes, quite. Thank you.”

      Dahlia twisted in her seat.

      “How much did you hear?” Her brows drew up in expectation.

      Hope blushed. Caught. “Just that Endy’s scared of Xan, but Ty won’t be.” She thought about it. That was the second time she’d heard Ty’s name. “Who’s Ty?”

      “He’s an arse. All of them are,” Xan said. “Do your best to stay out of their way. I’ll have a talk with them when they get there. You don’t have to worry about it, Hope.”

      She wanted to agree with him, but Dahlia’s words held more conviction. These were boys Hope would need to worry about. “Who’s his father?”

      “Apollo,” Dahlia said. “And if you think Endy’s an idiot . . .” She frowned. “He’s got nothing on these guys.”

      Apollo’s sons. What if they were the same ones from Goldendale? They almost certainly were. This was bad. Bad. Bad. Bad.

      “Hey, it’s okay.”

      Hope realized she was still shaking her head and stopped. “Oh, no. It’s fine.” She would need to step it up, get the information, and get out. “When do they get here?”

      Xan and Dahlia shared a look, and then Xan met her eyes in the mirror again.

      “Any day,” Dahlia said, and then she faced front.

      Xan frowned. “Who knows? They could come soon, but it could be weeks afore they get here.”

      She’d really have to dedicate more time to her search. It had been frustrating. She’d found lots of books about curses from the gods, but everything about her curse was wrong. In the histories she’d read about monsters, the Sphinx was said to be sent by Hera to Thebes, and her parentage was believed to be of primordial monsters, like she’d learned in Mr. Barton’s class all those years ago. How could there be so much misinformation? And did that mean all the information about monsters was wrong? How was she supposed to find anything accurate? Her thoughts drifted to the book in her bag.

      “Hey, can I ask you a question?” She continued without even pausing for breath, “Can a Book of the Fates be wrong? And where are they? In the library, I mean.”

      Xan frowned, and Dahlia turned again to face Hope.

      “The Books of the Fates?” Dahlia asked.

      Why were they staring like that?

      “Yeah. The ones by the Moirai.” Surely they’d heard of them.

      “The Books of the Fates are in the Underworld, Hope. The Moirai are bound there, and so are their writings.”

      “And even if they were here, no one can read them.” Dahlia quirked her head. “I mean the writing is allegedly invisible unless the person reading them is pure or something.”

      Hope’s lips made an O. She swallowed. “Why are they in the Underworld? I mean if no one can read them, it shouldn’t matter, right?”

      Dahlia studied Hope, and Xan quirked an eyebrow. “It’s always been that way.”

      Hope scowled. Great. She’d thought if she could get Apollo’s book, there would be information there.

      “How do you even know about The Books of the Fates? Has Obelia already talked to you about them? That’s pretty advanced.” Xan’s pointed questions seemed more than idle curiosity.

      Uh-oh. “No. My mom used to talk about them. The whole of a person’s life recorded just like a story.”

      Dahlia cocked her head “Your mom told you?”

      She’d stumbled and didn’t know how to recover. Hope bit the side of her mouth and nodded.

      “Right. Well, that’s what we’re taught. Why the interest?” Dahlia asked.

      Hope’s foot bounced with an urge to run, but there was nowhere to go. She glanced out the window as the pine trees passed by. “Ah, a project Obelia has me working on. I thought if I could read someone’s Book, I could get the whole story, instead of reading different accounts by different people. I mean, they don’t always add up.” It sounded good. Maybe.

      Xan laughed. “That would be the best way to go about it. The Fates can’t lie, hence their stories, nay, history, would be accurate.” He winked at her. “That would save heaps of time on research, and Obelia would be out of a job.”

      Bummer. On both counts.

      “We’re here.” Xan pulled off onto a long road that led to a hotel on the top of a bluff overlooking the ocean.

      It was gorgeous. Hope rolled the window down, and balmy air filled the vehicle. The humidity was cut by the cool breeze lapping off the ocean waves. The air held a salty tang, and the crash of waves reverberated up the bluff.

      “Here?” Dahlia hissed and glared at Xan.

      They drove the rest of the way up the hill in silence. Sprawling in front of them was a gigantic white structure, glowing from the lights strategically placed on the grounds surrounding it.

      Xan handed the keys to his BMW to the valet, and they crossed the circular drive to the lobby doors. The glass slid open, and they stepped into a marble foyer, where an enormous glass sculpture hung suspended from the ceiling, dripping in golds and creams. Hope stood rooted, trying to take in the extreme opulence. She’d never seen anything like it before. She glanced down and had to race to catch up to Xan and Dahlia.

      “Two rooms, please.” Xan slid his credit card across the counter.

      Dahlia fixed Xan with a glare.

      “I hate you for this.” She scanned the lobby then said, “I’ll catch you later.” She stalked off.

      What was that? Hope had never seen her friend this upset. She’d never seen anyone that upset. What had Xan done to deserve that kind of wrath? She studied him as if to figure out the puzzle.

      “Sir,” the receptionist said, “would you like them adjoining?”

      Xan caught Hope watching him and smirked.

      “Sir?”

      His gaze was still locked with Hope’s, but he answered, “Aye.”

      “Would you like the rooms to be next to each other?” The receptionist’s eyes shifted from Xan to Hope.

      Hope wanted to laugh at him. The receptionist thought he’d said “I.”

      His face tightened, and he turned back to the receptionist. “Aye. Yes. I would like the rooms to be adjoining, right next to each other. Thank you.” Xan enunciated each syllable as if speaking to an idiot.

      Hope narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be a jerk, Xan.”

      The woman blushed and typed on the keyboard under the counter.

      “Here you are, sir. Seven hundred eighteen and seven hundred twenty.”

      He took the proffered keys, signed the papers she put in front of him, then extended his hand. “Here’s your key. I’ll meet you for dinner, or would you rather rest?”

      Hope noticed several shadows, some long and dark, all foreboding. She inched forward and took the key. “What about Skia?”

      Xan looked around, scrutinizing the corners and patches of dark. “Right. I’ll come up with you if you want to sleep. Otherwise, let’s go have dinner now.”

      “Where’s Dahlia?”

      Xan frowned. “Getting pissed. Probably best to avoid her tonight. She hates this place.”

      They crossed the lobby and entered the restaurant. “You’ve been here before?”

      “Aye.”

      He said nothing more about it as they had dinner, or even when they went to their rooms later. He insisted on keeping the adjoining door open until Dahlia got back, but Hope fell asleep before that happened.
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      “Get up,” Dahlia said.

      Something cold slid down the front of her shirt, and Hope sat up with a squeal.

      “Bloody Hades, Dahl. Don’t be taking your anger out on her.” Xan touched Hope’s arm.

      Dahlia glared at them both.

      “It’s her fault I’m here, so shut your face.” She still wore the same rumpled clothes as yesterday, and pain seemed woven into her features. Pain and anger. She started toward the restroom.

      Hope climbed out of bed and shook the ice cube from her shirt. She grabbed her bag and covered her chest.

      “I should go, uh, clean up.” She trailed after Dahlia.

      “Go use Xan’s.” Dahlia poked her head out then closed the door in Hope’s face.

      Hope spun around, incredulity hot in her chest. It was one thing to be upset, but—

      “It’s my fault.” Xan grabbed Hope’s bag and crossed into his room.

      Hope padded after him.

      “I should’ve taken us to a different hotel, but this is the closest one.” He spoke to himself as much as to her.

      “What’s wrong with her?” she asked.

      “She has a lot of memories here.” He handed her the bag. “Go get dressed. We’ll leave as soon as you’re ready.”

      “Where are we going?”

      Xan quirked a brow at her. “To the ocean.”

      Hope rolled her eyes and closed the bathroom door behind her.

      Twenty minutes later, the three of them were hiking down to the water.

      “What exactly are we doing here?” Hope studied the uninhabited beach. The waves pounded on the dark, jagged rocks and lapped at the sandy breaks, leaving bits of kelp and seaweed stranded on the shore. The ocean appeared as deserted as the beach.

      Dahlia said nothing as she kicked rocks off the path.

      “We’ll ask the Mers to leave the humans alone, first. If they don’t . . .” Xan stared out at the water.

      Hope didn’t like the way that sounded. “If they don’t?”

      “Then we’ll deal with it,” Dahlia snapped.

      “Is it dangerous?” Hope couldn’t help the nerves scratching at her. Dahlia’s deadpan glare made it worse.

      “Not usually.” Xan pushed Dahlia down the path. “Go on ahead. You’re not helping here at all.”

      Hope wanted to ask Xan about Dahlia. Why was she angry? Her short temper reminded Hope of how she felt about Athan . . . Oh. Oh no.

      They eventually made it down to the beach. The smell of salt water and tangy kelp competed with the sour smell of dead fish. As the three of them wandered toward the rocks, the smell of fish grew stronger.

      “Ugh. I hate the Mer,” Dahlia grumbled. “I hate fish.” She clutched her stomach. “I hate you, Xan.” She ran back up the path toward the hotel.

      Xan motioned Hope forward.

      “Where’s she going?”

      “To throw up,” he said with a shrug. But she saw the pain buried in his eyes as he stared after his cousin, while he chewed on his lip. And then he turned back to the trail, and with two steps passed Hope to lead the way.

      “Will she be all right?”

      “Eventually,” he said.

      He offered no other assurance, and Hope was left struggling to believe him.

      They climbed over the rocks, Xan offering his hand when there was a sharp drop or a steep climb. Eventually, they arrived at a pile of fish bones on a sliver of beach.

      “Come on.” He leaned over and untied his shoes.

      Hope followed suit. “Why are we getting barefoot?”

      He rolled up his pants to his knees.

      “Are we getting in?” The idea of standing in the crashing surf, fish guts washing over her skin, maybe even live fish swimming around her . . . She backed up.

      “Don’t be daft. We’ve only got to stand in the surf to call them. Once they get here, we can get out.”

      “Do I have to?”

      He shuffled in the sand toward the water. “I guess not.”

      She swallowed her fear.

      “Sorry. I can help.” She peeled off her socks and rolled up her cuffs.

      Xan stepped over the fish, grabbing two corpses by the tails.

      Hope followed him into the surf, cringing as the waves crashed over her feet.

      “David!” Xan yelled then threw the dead fish bones into the water. “David!”

      Obviously this wasn’t the first time he’d done this if he knew the Merman’s name.

      The surf pounded at their feet, and the pull of the undertow grew stronger.

      Xan grabbed a silver dagger from his waist and dipped it in the water. “David!”

      She recognized the irritation laced through his voice. David was going to have to deal with an angry demigod if he didn’t hurry up.

      Hope saw the crown of dark hair break through the surface, followed by smooth caramel-colored skin and soft Asian eyes. The man coming toward them was bare-chested, his muscles tight and toned. He looked familiar. Really familiar.

      Hope stumbled back and heard Xan splash next to her. Her jaw dropped when the god walked out of the surf and onto the beach.

      Standing before her, buck naked. Oh, gods. She blushed and dropped her gaze.

      “Son of Ares.” Poseidon’s voice was soft but carried over the surf. “What do you want with my young captain?”

      Xan bowed low, and when he stood, he kept his eyes averted. “I was seeking an audience because there are Mer leading humans to their death, Lord.”

      Poseidon frowned. “What are human lives to you? How is this your concern?”

      Xan shifted his feet in the sand. “My concern is for your people, Lord. The humans have spotted the Mer. If they continue to see them, they will hunt them.”

      “You know how men think?”

      She was hearing verbal ping-pong, and one of the players was a god. A god that could make his own rules.

      “I know how fear and anger think, Lord Poseidon. Man will hunt what he fears. It behooves us all if your people remain in their realm,” Xan responded.

      Hope risked a glance and saw Poseidon’s pursed lips as he studied Xan. “I will think on this, young demigod, and discuss it with my generals.” Then Poseidon pointed at Hope. “What are you doing with this demigod?”

      Her heart pounded, and fear coated her throat. Words wouldn’t come.

      “She is at the conservatory with us, Lord. She is my charge. I am her trainer.”

      Poseidon studied her, his gaze piercing.

      “Ah, the rumor is true.” His face lit up.

      The water on her feet warmed, and the waves calmed.

      “I wish you the best of luck, daughter of Leto.” He inclined his head.

      Her fear dissolved. She wasn’t sure if he’d kept her secret on purpose or just been misleading, but she felt a surge of gratitude all the same. “Thank you.”

      He shifted his gaze back to Xan. “I will take care of the Mer. They will not bother the humans again.”

      The god turned, and Hope blushed again before he dove under the surface of the water and disappeared.

      “Shite.” Xan’s voice broke the spell. In two strides, he closed the distance and pulled Hope in for a hug. “He could have killed us.”

      Hope pulled away from him. “Stop it.”

      “Sorry.” His eyes were wide, and he wrung his hands. “Leto? Wow! No wonder you’ve kept it a secret. I mean, wow.”

      She couldn’t figure it out. Why had the god kept her secret?
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      Hope walked into the kitchen and stopped. Silence greeted her. Xan sat at the table, engrossed with his phone. He gave Hope a nod of acknowledgement when she came in but returned his focus to the screen in his hands.

      While she flipped pancakes, she wondered where the other demigods were. Dahlia, Obelia, Endy, and even Thenia had yet to make an appearance. Even the somewhat spacey Kaia, Demeter’s daughter, was nowhere to be seen.

      “Xan?” Hope set a stack of pancakes on the table between the two of them, then handed him the extra plate. “Where is everyone?” She buttered a pancake and poured syrup over the top.

      Xan grabbed four pancakes from the stack. “Dahlia is taking a break. Obelia and Endy are probably avoiding me still, and Thenia and Kaia haven’t come home yet.”

      “Come home?”

      “From when they were combing the streets for you.”

      That seemed like forever ago, but Hope realized it had only been three days since she’d come back from her time as the Sphinx.

      “I sent them another text. I think they’re out having fun.” He waggled his eyebrows as he doused his pancakes with maple syrup. “Girl time.”

      A sharp pain of loneliness seared her heart as her thoughts went to Haley. Hope pushed the pain away. She’d left her friend a message on her way back to the conservatory after suffering through her time as the Sphinx but never heard back. Hopefully they were safe somewhere. “When someone disappears . . .”

      He finished his bite before answering.

      “Everyone goes out. Or at least everyone is supposed to. Endy is still too young to be of any help in a search, but . . .” His eyes hardened, and his lip curled. “Let’s leave it at that.” He took another bite before going to the fridge.

      “And Dahlia?”

      He pointed at the milk container in his hand. “Do you want some?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He poured them each a glass. “I’m glad you brought this up. We never really talked about it, and we should. You’re lucky Dahlia was here when you got here.” He set the milk in front of their respective places and took his seat. “In the future, I think it would be better if you had one of us with you. Or at least let one of us know where you are.”

      “You think I need to worry about Endy or Obelia?” She had a hard time believing either of them would attack her. Obelia was wimpy and Endy too much of a pretty boy.

      Xan cut another piece of pancake, and another, and another. “Ah, no. But I don’t trust them.”

      She didn’t either.

      “Where’s Dahlia now?” She sipped at the milk.

      He speared several large pieces of pancake. “Dahlia has a hard time when someone disappears, and then we had to go to Half Moon Bay. She’ll probably be gone for a week, out coping. Anyway, I just got word that Dionysus’s son is supposed to be coming any day. Things will really change while he’s here.” He stuck the loaded fork into his mouth.

      Did he really just shove that bite in his mouth? It took a second for his words to register. “Change how? And what’s Dionysus’s son’s name? I don’t remember reading about a current son in the notes Obelia gave me.”

      He loaded up his fork again. “Ha! I’m surprised you haven’t picked up on that yet. Obelia’s teaching—”

      “Is the best ever?” Obelia stepped into the kitchen, arms crossed and voice sharp. Endy trailed after her, and both wore matching expressions of smug superiority.

      Xan faced the other demigods. “That wasn’t quite the message I was going to give, but, whatever.” His smile was tight and without warmth. Hope remembered it from when they’d first met.

      Obelia glared at him, her hands on her hips. “Oh? What were you going to say?”

      Xan set the fork down and took a deep breath.

      Endy stood next to Obelia, scowling at Hope and Xan. Hope measured the two demigods, one bright as day, the other dark as night. If it came to an actual fight, she and Xan would win. But she remembered Xan’s warning to get along.

      Xan stiffened and glared at the other demigod. “Hello, Sun-boy. Did you enjoy your time off?”

      Endy clenched his teeth and took a step forward. “Time off?”

      “From responsibility, honor, integrity.” Xan stood and cleared his place, setting the mostly full plate and glass in the sink.

      Endy took another step toward him. “Are you trying to insult me?”

      “I don’t think I’m trying at all.” A muscle in Xan’s neck jumped.

      Endy gritted his teeth and clenched his fists.

      Both of them appeared to understand some boundary not to be crossed. Hope itched to hit them. If Endy struck first, would it be okay to retaliate?

      Xan closed the remaining distance. “Do you have something you want to say?”

      “You know, Xan, you can be a real shab.”

      Xan tilted his head to the side as if measuring the insult. “Shab?” He turned toward Hope. “Is that even a word?”

      She bit her lip and managed to shrug one shoulder. The tension filled her stomach, leaving no more room for pancakes. Should she go stand by him?

      Xan leveled his gaze at Endy. “Am I supposed to be insulted by a nonsense word? Go on.” Xan waved dismissively at the other demigod. “Go work on your vocabulary, you git.” The glare disappeared, and he addressed Hope, “Thanks for the pancakes, luv.” He said it like the confrontation had never happened, but the tightness around his eyes told otherwise.

      Hope waited for Obelia and Endy to leave the kitchen before addressing Xan. “You hardly ate any. And what’s with them?”

      “Endy’s always been a D-bag. I don’t know why it’s getting worse, but I’ll have Thenia talk to him and Obelia when she gets back.”

      Hope had a theory, but she wasn’t going to share. She took her half-full plate to the sink, turned on the water, and scraped their food down the garbage disposal. What a waste. “Shouldn’t we do some grocery shopping? I don’t think I’ve contributed anything since I got here.”

      Xan blew out an extended breath and rolled his neck. The tension level seemed to drop as he shook his head. “No need. I put money in the community pool for you last week. You can cover me next week, when money’s due again. You have money from your mom, right?”

      “Of course.” She wasn’t sure how much money a god would give their child, but the trust fund from her grandmother would be more than sufficient. As she washed, Xan chatted about some new military weapons he was getting.

      “They’re all U.S., which some argue isn’t as great as the Israeli, but in my opinion they can hold their own. These aren’t new per se, but I don’t have them, so I’m excited.” For as irritated as he was ten minutes ago, he was now bouncing with excitement.

      “What are you getting?” His enthusiasm was almost contagious. It was clear he wanted to tell her.

      “An AT-4, which is an anti-tank weapon, an M20 grenade launcher, and a couple machine guns.”

      She listened to him without understanding. Finally, she interrupted, “Why is it that you need these weapons?”

      A slow grin spread from his lips to his eyes. “I don’t need them. I like to know what’s out there, give her a try. I should be familiar with all weapons, all types of combat. It’s part of who I am.”

      Hope wanted to laugh at him and his fascination with big guns. “You don’t seem like the bloodthirsty type that I envisioned a son of Ares to be.”

      “No?” He frowned. “Hey. I think that’s the first time you acknowledged my immortal parent.”

      “It took me a while to actually believe it. You really don’t fit what I would have thought.” At all.

      “You mean totally crazy about killing, accumulating power, a complete arse?”

      “Something like that,” Hope quipped. She thought back to the list Obelia had given her: Genghis Kahn, Attila the Hun, and Basil the Bulgar Slayer. That last one sounded like something from a kitchen, not a fierce warrior. But these demigod children of Ares had been responsible for killing hundreds of thousands of people. Xan just didn’t seem to be in that same vein.

      “I get that all the time. Believe me. I got it from my father a lot. But he eventually got tired of saying it, and he left.”

      “What do you mean he left?” Most gods didn’t raise their children. Had his childhood been like Athan’s?

      “I mean, he completely stopped coming to check in on me. I was seven when he told my mom I’d never amount to anything. Then he left us.” There was a soft silence, and then he continued, “Me mum . . . I’m sure she’s why I’m normal.”

      Hope shook her head. “Who told you you’re normal?”

      Xan laughed. “Okay. But she’s probably the reason I’m not out slaughtering everything that moves.” Xan put the pan away and flicked the towel at Hope. “I do love fighting, and there is something to having his blood in me. The weapons, the hand-to-hand combat, the strategic planning, it all comes pretty easily.”

      He flicked the towel again, but this time she caught it.

      “What a gift,” she joked, “brother of Genghis Khan.”

      “Better than Hitler.” Xan pulled on the towel and drew her close.  His demeanor shifted, and the smile faded. With a pensive expression, he studied her. “We all have power, Hope. As demigods, more than most. As individuals, we get to choose what to do with our power. It is that choice that makes us who we are.”

      His words made her uncomfortable. As if he could see something good and strong within her. Something she knew wasn’t there. And if he really knew her, what she was, he wouldn’t be so nice.

      “That’s a bit thick.” As soon as the words were out, Hope wished she could take them back.

      “It is what it is.” He dropped the towel on the counter. “I can’t wait to try the new weapons. You should come with me. It’ll be fun.”

      Hope tilted her head to the side. “You have the most interesting definition of fun.” She made air quotes as she spoke. “Fun, in a sick masochistic way.”

      “Oh, come on. They aren’t immortal weapons, so they’ll hardly hurt. Unless you shoot yourself. But if you’re that bad, you deserve what you get.”
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        * * *

      

      The next several days were quiet. Xan told her Kaia and Thenia had decided to do a girls trip to a conservatory in the South. Obelia and Endy were still making themselves scarce. And Dahlia had told Hope she was working on a project and then disappeared.

      Hope and Xan spent hours exercising and studying different martial arts and shooting weapons. The arms he’d received were military grade, and that was the freakiest thing Hope could think of. How had he gotten military weapons? He’d refused to say.

      Of everything they did, her favorite was Han Mu Do, a Korean martial art that focused on stand-up grappling. Hope found she could use Xan’s weight in her favor, and she loved tossing him to the ground.

      But there was still a lot of free time. Hope put her head down and pushed forward, taking every opportunity to search about her curse.
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      The house was quiet as Hope tiptoed down the hall. It was late, well past midnight, and she’d just finished the last of the books she’d taken to her room that afternoon. As always, there was nothing there to tell her how to break the curse but plenty to tell her what she already knew. Apollo was a selfish jerk.

      She cracked the door and listened, and when only silence greeted her, she tiptoed down the stairs. She’d skipped dinner, and a midnight snack sounded perfect.

      Hope flipped on the kitchen light and froze. There on the wall was the phone. She’d forgotten all about it. She picked up the receiver and heard a dial tone. Without any regard for the time, she punched in her best friend’s number, hoping it still worked.

      “Hello?” Haley’s voice was thick with sleep.

      “It’s Hope.” Emotion clogged her throat, and she coughed to clear it.

      “Hope! Oh, gods! Are you okay? You got away? We got away. Where are you?”

      Hope wanted to tell her everything. About the curse. About Athan being a liar. About Xan, Dahlia, even Endy. But she couldn’t. What if they monitored the line? What if she put Haley and her family at risk? She’d never be able to live with herself.

      “I’m in Seattle. I miss you.”

      They chatted for a few minutes, but Hope worried that someone would catch her. Every minute was a risk. She didn’t know the rules, but she couldn’t afford to break them either. They said their goodbyes and promised to stay in touch. A promise Hope was determined to keep.

      She just needed to break the curse.

      The next morning, she skipped practice and told Xan she wanted to do some reading. Sitting in front of the fire in the study, she flipped through brittle pages about humans cursed during the early years after the Titans were overthrown. Deciphering the spidery scrawl used every ounce of her concentration, and she moved her finger across the page inch by crawling inch.

      “Hey, there you are.” Xan plopped into the chair next to her. “I should’ve known you’d be in here.”

      Hope closed the book. “Hey, yourself.”

      “What are you reading? Anything good?” He reached out and grabbed the book, hefting its weight but not even cracking the cover. He handed it back to her, a furrow creasing his brow. “That’s some heavy reading. What kind of report does Obelia have you working on?”

      Hope mumbled incoherently as she shoved the book to the bottom of the stack. “What have you been up to?”

      “Weapons training. And Dahlia decided to join the realm of the living again, so I had to kick her butt.” He nudged her with his foot. “You doing all right?”

      She sighed. Truth was she wasn’t doing all right. She missed Priska. And Haley. Her old life with her mom. And when all this was over, then what? Or worse, what if she couldn’t break the curse? “I’m trying to figure out what I’m doing.”

      Xan blew out his cheeks. “What do you mean?”

      Hope almost told him everything.

      “I . . .” She couldn’t do it. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I mean, what’s next? Once I’m done here, then what?” It was the best truth she could share with him. And yet, even that felt like a lie.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      His words caught her off guard. “Want for what?”

      “You know. What do you want with your life? It’s really not much different than anyone else, mortal or immortal. At some point everyone asks themselves, What do I want to do with my life? And you know, you can go do whatever you want. Some demigods are hedonistic, others altruistic. You get to decide.”

      And that was the crux of it.

      “I can do whatever I want?” She already knew the answer. She couldn’t. She wasn’t going to be able to decide.

      “Sure,” Xan said. “It’s not like anyone’s going to tell you what to do. Take some time; figure it out. There are lots of things that you can do here or out in the world.” He waved his hands around.

      “Like Athan is a, what did he call it, Psachno, right? And he chose that?” Where did that come from? She hadn’t thought of Athan for days. And here he was sneaking back into her thoughts.

      Xan studied her, his brow furrowed. “Aye. Athan takes his job very seriously. Psachno are seekers. They find demigods and occasionally immortal creatures, like monsters.” He softly tapped at her knee as he said it. “He’s very good at it. Mostly because he doesn’t do much of anything else. Except occasionally work for his dad, Hermes.”

      “Like what?”

      “He helps escort the dead, delivers messages to the gods—that sort of stuff.”

      Hope remembered Athan telling her about his father’s business. What he’d said made more sense now.

      “And what about you? What do you do?”

      Xan’s face cleared, and he laughed. “It doesn’t seem like much right now, huh?”

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “It’s okay. We all have different roles. I’ve been Psachno. I’ve been Daskalos, a teacher. Earlier in my life I was an Archarios, a learner or novice, what you are now.” Xan pointed to her then dropped his hand to his side.

      “Archarios.” She tried out the word. The gutturalness felt foreign, but something about the word resonated with her desire to belong.

      He laughed again, an indulgent chuckle that made her blush.

      “At one point, I was called kopritis,” he said.

      She tried to remember if she’d ever heard this one, but nothing came to mind. “My Greek isn’t that good. What does kopritis mean?”

      “Ah, let’s say it means lazy.” He reached out and nudged her leg.

      “Is that what it means?”

      “Yes, but it’s not a very nice way of saying it.” He relaxed into the chair and extended his legs toward the fire.

      Hope looked down his long legs to his bare feet, and the fire licked at her heart.

      “Were you? Lazy, I mean?” She had a hard time imagining Xan lounging around doing nothing, and yet he seemed very relaxed here at the moment.

      “At the time? I reckon I was. At least by our standards. I wasn’t contributing anything to the greater good. I wasn’t even improving myself.” He sat up straight and tilted his head to the side. “I think everyone goes through a phase like that in their life.”

      Hope pursed her lips.

      He tapped her leg, but this time his fingers lingered. “Don’t disapprove. You might be there one day.”

      That was ridiculous. She wouldn’t even dignify that with a response.

      “The point is you can take all the time you need. It doesn’t have to happen tomorrow.” Xan scooted to the edge of his chair and then stood up. “In fact, if you don’t like something, you can even change your mind.”

      Hope stared at this philosophical Xan. His patience and understanding continued to surprise her.

      Xan moved closer and extended his hand to help her up. “You really are making great progress. I know I don’t tell you enough, but you’re coming along nicely. It can be a bit overwhelming here, and I want you to know you’re doing right well.”

      “Thanks. You’re right. It’s been a lot to take in.” Her voice shook from the overwhelming exhaustion. She accepted his hand, and he pulled her up. For as comfortable as the chairs were, they did suck you in.

      She went to pull her hand away, but he didn’t release it.

      “I can see that. It’s been a long time since I was there, but I can remember.” He squeezed her hand. “And whatever I can do to help . . .”

      He was such a great friend. “Thanks.”

      “And you asked what my role is. What I do.” He took another step closer, and they were toe to toe.

      He studied her and his voice dropped, wrapping comfort and peace around her as he spoke, “I’m Kathigitis. I’m your mentor.” He brushed her hair away from her face. “I have the task of keeping you safe, making sure you get good instruction, and it is my responsibility that you learn and progress.” His lips tilted upward, and he held her chin. “It’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.”

      Her gaze dropped to his lips, and her breath caught in her throat. Her thoughts muddled into a tangled mess. Part of her wanted to step toward him, to close the distance. To feel his lips on hers. But part of her wanted to run far, far away. Her heart pounded, but she couldn’t tell if it was in anticipation or fear.

      She glanced up to his eyes and took a step back. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” Not yet. She blushed as she studied the fire; the flames danced and crackled. What was happening? The last time she’d felt this way . . . Her thoughts went to Athan and then recoiled.

      Xan’s hand at the small of her back brought her to the present.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t even know what to say.” Their eyes met, his cool blues so different from her gold ones. She noticed the hints of creases, the lines of worry, etched into his forehead, and part of her wanted to brush them away.

      She heard footsteps at the same time someone cleared their throat.

      Hope went to step back, suddenly aware of the proximity between her body and Xan’s, but Xan’s hand, still at her waist, held her close. Too close.

      “Am I interrupting?” Athan’s voice was light, and he stood in the doorway. His lean body looked thinner than she remembered, and his green shirt made his eyes bright, like they were lit from within. But he wasn’t smiling. No, his jaw was clenched, his gaze hard.

      “Athan.” Xan turned to the other demigod, and his arm slid around Hope’s waist. “Welcome back.” The words were cold and hard.

      Hope wanted to die. She wanted to run. She wanted to hit Xan. She wanted to hit Athan. The indecision overwhelmed her, and she stood stock-still. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Say something. Anything. But she couldn’t think of a single thing.

      “Thanks, Xan.” Athan hadn’t taken his eyes from her. Then he smiled. “What’s the matter, Hope? Cat got your tongue?”

      The tension was a palpable force radiating between them.

      “I, um . . .” She glanced at Xan and then again at Athan. What was he doing here? Why now? The strain was too much. “I’m sorry. I need to go.” She withdrew from Xan, and, without meeting Athan’s eyes, she fled the study.

      What was that? She berated herself as she scurried to her room. For months she’d hoped he’d find her. Almost prayed for it. But now that he was here? The cat really did grab her tongue, and she acted ridiculous. Not that it should matter. She was furious with him. He was a liar. Why was he here?

      She climbed the stairs, internally groaning with the weight of the questions inside her. Hope wasn’t sure if she wanted to cry or hit something.

      “Uggghhh!” She threw her hands up and slumped into the wall.

      “Goodness, girl. What’s that about?” Thenia’s voice came from behind.

      Hope spun around, her face flushed. “Thenia! Sorry.” She exhaled. “I just . . .” What could she say? “Welcome back.”

      “Thanks.” Thenia leaned forward and asked, “Any chance this is about Athan?”

      Hope stepped away from the wall, closer to the smiling demigod. “You know he’s here?”

      “Yeah. He came in about ten minutes after we got back. We were still unloading the car when he pulled up. He said he was looking for you. Did he find you?”

      Hope snorted. “You could say that.”

      “Oh good. Did you talk to him?”

      “Uh, no.” Hope thought she might be sick. Just thinking about the two men in the study made her cringe. “Not really. I was in the study talking with Xan when he came in.” How could she even explain her irrational behavior?

      “Xan?” Thenia said, and her smile faltered. “Uh, were you talking or kissing?”

      “What?” Hope blushed at the thought of how close they’d come. Had Athan seen that? “No. No kissing.” If it was possible, she blushed harder.

      “Right, then. Well, still, that couldn’t have gone well.” Thenia pursed her lips.

      “They really don’t like each other?” As soon as Hope said it, she knew. The tension that had filled the room was like a tidal wave. Weird. Because Xan was so nice to everyone. Well, except Endy, but he was a jerk.

      “No. Not so much.” Thenia paused as if weighing her words. “Those two have a lot of history. You should be careful.” Her raised eyebrows were like an exclamation point that came too late.

      Hope’s gaze flicked to the ceiling. “Great.” She met Thenia’s eyes. “You know, I think I’ll just go to my room. I’m done for tonight.” Hope couldn’t deal with one more thing. She took two steps and then turned back. “Thanks, Thenia. I’m glad you’re home.”

      Thenia smoothed her expression, but her eyes remained focused and serious. “Sure,” she said. And then after a moment of hesitation, she added in a lowered voice, “Good luck.”

      The weight with which she delivered her well wishes spoke volumes about the trouble Hope was in, and she grimaced. “Good night.”

      But there was nothing good about it. Nothing.

      As if Thenia could read thoughts, she responded, “‘Night, Hope.”

      Hope went into the sparse guest room and closed the door behind her. She let out a long, slow exhale and leaned against the door.

      “How long have you been at the conservatory?”

      Hope yelped. Turning around, she noticed Athan sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “Sorry.” He was quickly at her side. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Then what the Hades are you doing in my room with the light off?” Hope flicked the light on and glared at him.

      “Right.” He took a step back. “Sorry. I wanted to talk to you, and you left abruptly.”

      Hope clenched her teeth. “Oh. Well then, it’s all okay. Come on in.” Sarcasm dripped with the words. “What do you need to say?”

      Athan frowned. “What’s with the hostility? Did I do something to you?”

      She sputtered in her attempt to say anything, but words formed and disappeared before she could get them out. Finally, she said, “I trusted you.” She knew she was being irrational, but all the pent-up emotion erupted, blasting into the air between them. “I don’t even know what to believe anymore.”

      Athan reached his hand out to touch her face, but something in her expression made him hesitate before contact. He dropped his hand to his side. “I never lied to you, Hope.”

      “Really?” She wanted it to be true, had been wanting to hear those words for so long. But how could she trust him? “Did you lie to Obelia?”

      “Obelia?” He stepped back as if she’d delivered a physical blow. His faced fell, and pain etched into his features. “Yes,” he answered. “I lied to Obelia, but that was a long time ago, Hope. I admit I’ve screwed up a lot, but not with you.”

      “Stop.” She couldn’t hear it. His words tore at her heart, and she choked back the tears. “It’s too late. Don’t even try to justify yourself now.” She took a deep breath. “I thought you said you hated lies and deceit more than anything. That’s what you told me.” She lowered her head, unable to even look at him. The pain she thought she’d battled and defeated roared back to life, bringing a physical ache so strong it threatened to smother her. In a voice barely above a whisper she said, “You’re the biggest liar I’ve ever met. Please,” she pleaded, “please, get out.”

      The silence extended and punctured fresh wounds, exacerbating the emotional bleeding of her heart.

      She caught herself mid-sob and cleared her throat.

      “Get out, Athan.” She choked on the next one and coughed over and over.

      He reached out in protest, but his hand fell to his side as she pulled away.

      “Okay, Hope.” His voice was filled with hurt. “If that’s what you want.” He stepped past her and opened the door. Without another word, he slipped through and closed it behind him.

      Hope walked to her bed and threw herself on it. Her chest ached, racking sobs breaking through wave after wave. She cried for her loss, for the pain over the last year, for the unfairness of it all. She cried until she was exhausted, ’til there were no more tears left.

      But even as evening disappeared into dusk, and dusk to night, she still didn’t have any answers.
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      The morning light was muted, the overcast Seattle sky preventing any warmth or light of the sun from touching the area. A lot like her life.

      Her emotions were still raw, but she was hungry. A quick glance at the clock told her it was late enough that the kitchen should be empty by now. Hope showered and dressed. Her stomach gave a loud growl, and she decided hunger took precedence over her pride. She slipped a pair of boots on and opened the door. The hall was quiet. Taking a deep breath, Hope made her way to the kitchen.

      As soon as she walked in, she saw him. Xan sat at the kitchen table with a glass half-filled with water tilted to the side in his hand.

      “I was wondering how long it would take you to come down this morning.” He worried the glass with his fingers, and his smile fell flat.

      She stood in the doorway, her emotions warring. Uncertainty ate the words from her mind, and she said nothing. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, she crossed the kitchen to the fridge.

      The tension in the air pulsed and contracted, taking on a life of its own.

      “I’m sorry,” Xan said, and the tension popped. “I did it all arseways last night. I shouldn’t have put my arm around you, like that. I’m sorry.”

      She met his gaze.

      “It’s just . . .” Hope struggled, unsure even of what her feelings toward him were.

      “No, you don’t owe me an explanation. You told me you weren’t ready. I wanted to apologize.” He stood up, took his glass to the sink, dumped the water, and then started for the door.

      “Xan, wait.”

      He came back to her, a spark of hope in his eyes.

      “Are we”—Hope stumbled over the words—“still friends?”

      Xan laughed, his dimple flashed, and his shoulders relaxed as if he’d dropped an invisible weight. “Hope, I like you. Clearly, I like you, so yes, we’re still friends. I’ll be your friend as long as you want me to be.”

      She sighed with relief. She wasn’t sure she would’ve stayed if he’d said no. “I think I need . . .” She stopped and took a moment to reflect. Where she was used to insecurity filling her, a sense of confidence thumped in her chest. “You know, I don’t know what I need. But could we work out? I’d really like a good workout.” She needed to work through the rest of the frustration nagging at her. Somehow, she knew, punching would give her that release.

      Xan’s relief lit his face. “Aye. Let’s go work up a sweat.”

      Ten minutes later, the two walked off to the gym, the previous strain dissipated.

      It was early evening before they called it quits. Both were wet with sweat, and Hope’s muscles were screaming from overuse. Her meager breakfast was long gone, and she was dying for a hearty meal.

      “Hey, when do I get to go shopping? I’d do a lot right now for a good steak, or pot roast.” Her mouth watered with the thought. And it would feel great to get out of the conservatory.

      “Not for a while. I can take you out next week though, if you’d like.”

      The thought of going out with Xan filled her with warmth. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      He bumped her, shoulder to shoulder. “I think Dahlia went shopping yesterday, so there should be some fresh meat. Do you want to grill steaks?”

      She was getting used to Xan’s constant touches, and she bumped him back. Steak sounded like the best thing in the entire world. “Mmm. Yes. I would sell my soul for a good steak.”

      Xan chuckled. “Don’t sell your soul. Hades is brutal.”

      As luck would have it, Dahlia had been in the kitchen with Obelia most of the afternoon, and they’d put together a feast. There were New York strips grilled to order, baked potatoes, grilled asparagus, creamed spinach, Caesar salad, and fresh baked bread. For dessert, the two had made a double chocolate cake with thick fudgy frosting, Tahitian vanilla crème brûlée, and caramelized poached pears with fresh goat cheese and candied pecans.

      Hope gasped at the sight and smells of all the food. She grabbed a large dinner plate and filled it. Twice. But even with a full belly, she eyed the sweets. She grabbed a salad plate and served up a small helping of each dessert. The cake was dense and rich and not much to her liking, but the crème brûlée and pear were divine. She was silent while she ate, her focus on her plate of food. She was down to her last bite of the pear, the flavors melding in her mouth, when Xan interrupted.

      “How can you stand to eat that?” Xan wrinkled his nose with disgust.

      She couldn’t help it. She laughed so hard she almost spit pear pieces at him. She clamped her hand over her mouth and swallowed. But the laughter bubbled up out of her.

      His laughter fed hers, and the two of them laughed hysterically. Tears streamed down Hope’s face. Dahlia gave them both a quizzical look, which only made them laugh harder.

      Obelia rolled her eyes and muttered something to Dahlia.

      Athan walked into the room, and with one glance, Hope’s laughter dried up, and her stomach dropped. His gaze held her, and shame clawed through her for how she’d treated him last night. All he’d asked for was a chance to explain. And she’d refused him. Had it been premature? Doubt wiggled in her stomach.

      “Hope?” Xan’s voice pulled her back to the table.

      She pulled her gaze from Athan and focused on Xan.

      Xan followed her gaze to see what had drawn her attention. “Oh.” His voice dropped. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She wanted it to be true more than she actually believed it. She watched as Athan crossed the kitchen and spoke with Obelia. The young woman’s face lit with joy as she chatted happily with the son of Hermes.

      “Are you done?” Hope was done watching, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away. She needed to get out of there.

      Xan laughed. “Yeah. I was done a long time ago. I’ve been waiting on you, piggy.”

      Was he being serious? She forced herself to look at Xan.

      He smirked and shook his head. “I can’t believe you can eat that much.”

      Hope collected her dishes and stood.

      “Did you really call me a pig?” As she stacked the plates, she reconsidered her protest.

      Xan laughed again. “Yep. Totally. I can only say it because there is not an ounce of fat on you, so you’d better not have a complex and get all twitted out on me.” He grabbed one of her extra plates, and the two of them crossed over to the sink.

      Hope forced herself to keep her gaze away from Athan and instead studied the plates she carried.

      “And now you’re trying to act like I’m unreasonable? Do you want to pick a fight?” She pushed him, but her arms felt like jelly, and there was no force behind her shove. She giggled when he pretended to stumble forward. Whoops. Her gaze caught on Athan’s. His eyes were flinty, and he was practically baring his teeth.

      “Ha! That’s funny,” Xan said, and he pushed her back. “I actually just finished handing you your arse.”

      Her fatigued legs almost gave out, and she wobbled back upright.

      “Did you almost fall?” Xan taunted. “Yeah, I beat you.”

      Athan was at her side, holding her elbow.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Xan,” he said, but his eyes never left hers. “You all right?” he whispered. He brushed his thumb over her arm in a tender caress.

      Hope swallowed the lump at the back of her throat and nodded.

      “She’s fine, Athan.” Xan grabbed her other elbow and pulled her away. “Leave her alone.”

      Hope blushed. “No, it’s—”

      “Ironic company you’re choosing to keep, Hope.” Athan’s gaze hardened, and he took a step back. “Be careful. Xan’s not always reliable. Right?”

      Xan’s ice blue eyes glittered, and he tightened his jaw. “Right.”

      What the Kracken? The hostility between the two was stronger today, if that was even possible. She tugged Xan’s sleeve.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” But she couldn’t help glancing back at Athan as they walked out the door.

      Hurt was etched into his frown.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Hope trudged down the hall to the library after breakfast. Over eggs and bacon, Xan announced that they were going back to their regular study schedule, and now her morning would be spent with Obelia.

      “No, really, Xan,” Hope protested. “You said yourself that she leaves out stuff. Isn’t there some way I can independently study this course?”

      Xan laughed. “All your lessons are independent study. It’s not like you’ve even had a test yet.”

      Hope said nothing.

      “Are you sure you’re not just trying to avoid Obelia?” he continued, “I know she isn’t always the most pleasant person to be around—”

      Grossest understatement ever. “Is she ever pleasant?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “Why don’t you go to class now? You can be grumpy with me later. I’m sure we’ll find a way to work that off this afternoon.”

      Hope left and was fuming to herself as she walked through the library door. She stopped as soon as she entered.

      “Why does that matter?” Obelia asked. She stood inches away from Athan, her back to Hope.

      “Please, Obelia?” Athan’s green eyes met Hope’s then. “Here she is now. I won’t keep you.” He reached out and touched Obelia on the arm.

      Obelia glared at Hope, but her features morphed into something much sweeter when she turned back to Athan.

      “I’ll see you at lunch?” She batted her lashes as she toyed with the edge of his shirt.

      He smiled down at the petite demigod. It was the same tilt of his lips he’d given to everyone in Goldendale. Warm with no meaning.

      “Of course, Obelia,” he answered, then he pulled away and started toward the door. As he passed Hope, he whispered something. He was out the door before Hope deciphered it.

      “Study hard.”

      Hope gritted her teeth. “What are we learning about today?” She crossed the dark wood floor to the study tables, dragging her feet with dread.

      Obelia shuffled through the folders. She pulled one and then another out of the stack and then extended them to Hope. “We were going to study Artemis, but let’s have you read up on some of the monsters.” She handed the folders to Hope. “I heard you had a run-in with one when you first got here,” Obelia said as she placed the folders in Hope’s hands.

      The inquiry made her jaw drop. The girl had never asked anything about her before. Ever. “Yes, here in the library, actually. Briareus.”

      “And you went with him for a book?” The sideways look spoke volumes. “Surely, you saw he was a monster?”

      “Well, yeah, but I had assumed that if he was here in the conservatory, he was safe.” She bit back any further explanation. It wouldn’t do her any good. Obelia hated her.

      Obelia’s hand went to her throat, and she took a deep breath. “Athan was right. You do need some education on monsters.” She pulled the bottom folder from Hope’s hands and placed it on top. “Start with the monsters. I’ll come back for you in a couple of hours.” Obelia crossed the room to leave.

      That conversation was, by far, the most civil Hope had ever had with Hestia’s daughter. She took the folders and headed over to a table to read. Hope always thought she knew a lot about Greek mythology, but the information in this folder was different. It was astounding.

      The Minotaur, a crazed half man and half bull, sent as a curse to Minos, the king of Crete. For sustenance, he consumed human flesh.

      The Sirens, bird-women creatures created by Demeter (Demeter! She’d always thought she’d be one of the nice gods). Sirens were women cursed for their immorality, as if the gods didn’t sleep around. These cursed creatures sang a beautiful song, calling for the lost Persephone, but the song lured men to their death.

      Argus, a hundred-eyed monster, cursed by Hera for infidelity. He was set to watch over Io to prevent Zeus’s roving. When Argus was killed by the demigod Hercules, Hera put his eyes in the tail of the peacock. As if Hera had never been unfaithful. And then Hope realized she might be the only one who actually knew that. Ugh. Gods and their secrets!

      The stories were depressing. The humans who’d offended the gods were then cursed to become monsters, half-breeds. In some cases, it was the human’s offspring, as if an innocent child offended the gods by its very existence. And the monsters were offensive to both man and god. More often than not, their end was horribly tragic.

      Her mood plummeted to despair as she read.

      A few of the stories she was familiar with, but her mother had only given broad strokes of the story. Even in school, nothing had been this comprehensive. It was the details, the very details that made her sick. Not one monster, not a single one, had met with a happy ending. Why would Athan want to shove that in her face?

      There was no hope. She laughed as she thought it. Her mom had always told her she had been aptly named, but she wasn’t sure what there was to hope for.

      “Did you find something funny?” Obelia stood over Hope, arms crossed over her chest.

      “Not particularly. It was one of those laugh-so-you-don’t-cry kinda things. It’s really horrible and depressing.” Hope indicated the folder she was reading from.

      Obelia leaned on the desk, tapping the papers with her manicured nails. “They’re monsters.” She spoke slowly as if Hope were dim. “If they weren’t created that way, they were changed because they were monsters inside. They either lack intelligence or character. They don’t deserve your pity.”

      Hope was floored, and her temper flared. “Really? None of them were ever good? Do they not have any redeeming qualities?”

      “Like Briareus?” Obelia’s sarcasm was punctuated by her raised eyebrows. “He was created to help, but the Titans refused to have anything to do with him. Zeus took pity on his kind and tried to let him be helpful, but Briareus is a monster. He betrayed those who would have saved him from Tartarus. Hopefully he’ll be thrown in the pit for a millennium. And he deserves it. You of all people should be glad for it.”

      But Hope wasn’t. “Do you think, maybe, if they were treated with more respect—?”

      “How can you respect a monster? They’re awful.” Obelia stood up, ending the conversation. “Why don’t we take a break for lunch? Take the folder. I’ll see you on Thursday.” With that, Obelia left again.

      Hope flipped through the folder. Athan had given it to Obelia to give to Hope. Was he trying to tell her something? Was he trying to say she didn’t stand a chance?

      Story after story, printed on white paper, stacked in the red folder, all stories that would discourage her from having any hope. A bright blue flashed from between the pages. Hope flipped back through, this time more slowly, until . . .

      She pulled out the bright paper. Monsters—histories, myths, legends, and fates. Look for volumes by the Moirai. There will only be a few. The rest are in the Underworld. Third row from the left, all the way in the back. Be brave. -A

      What the—?

      He was helping her. Why? She folded the paper and shoved it in her back pocket.

      A glance told her what she already knew. No one else was in the library. Time to do what she had come here to do.

      Third row. All the way in the back. It took fifteen minutes to walk to the back of the library. The dust was thick on the heavy tomes filling the shelf. Most of the lettering was in Greek, and Hope searched for the familiar markings indicating curses. She pulled out book after book, until several small piles lay at her feet. Then she sat on the floor in the midst of her search.

      She pulled the closest volume off the top of a pile and blew the dust from the spine. Gold lettering in Greek was embossed on the cover. She opened the book; etchings swam in front of her, and she blinked. With a snap, the writing solidified. Cassandra, Daphne, Castalia . . . Hope read story after story of these women who had rejected Apollo and were cursed for it. None had escaped.

      She pulled another book down, and another, and another from the seemingly endless stack.

      She found exactly nothing about the curse of the Sphinx. But each of these tomes were from the Moirai, so she knew they were accurate. But after hours of research, the only conclusion she had was that curses were fulfilled, not broken.

      She refused to give up, but it was all she could take for today. One by one, she shoved the books back on the shelf and then stood. She took the blue paper and slid it between the books separating the ones she still needed to read. There were only five tomes left. Of course they were the biggest. And probably the most depressing.

      Hope had skipped her afternoon workout to do research in the library. She trudged to her room, knowing she needed to get herself together. Artemis had told her to come to the conservatory for a reason. There was something here she needed to learn. And she refused to believe it was that her existence was hopeless.

      She showered and dressed in jeans and a sweater. Ready for dinner, she crossed her room while mentally counting down the days until she’d change into the Sphinx. Ten. She had ten days before she would morph into the Sphinx. She steeled her heart. She’d have to leave for good this time. Whether she had an answer or not. She couldn’t leave and come back without an explanation again. This was it. Nine more days.

      She opened the door and heard yelling from downstairs. She took two steps before Athan was up the stairs, pushing Hope back into her room.

      “Hey—”

      “Shh!” He hissed and clapped his hand over her mouth, closing the door behind them. “You need to get out of here.”

      Her gaze narrowed, and she shook her head. She glanced down at his hand and gave it a tug. It didn’t even budge.

      He leaned into her, his lips grazing her ear as he whispered, “I’ll take my hand off your mouth, but be quiet, okay?”

      Her heart did a funny flip. How could he still affect her?

      He pulled his hand away.

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped. “Get out of my—”

      His hand halted her speech. “They’re here.” He swallowed, and the vein in his neck jumped with his erratic pulse. His fear became a thick cloud surrounding them. “They’re here, and they’re hunting you.”

      Apollo’s sons. Her mind raced. Should she leave? She thought about the five volumes left in the library.

      “I’m not leaving,” she murmured. Her resolve pushed the fear away. “I’m too close. I need to go through those volumes, and this is my only chance.”

      Athan inched closer, his eyes begging.

      “I can do it. If they find out what you are . . .” He didn’t need to finish the thought. They both knew.

      “I’ll make sure they don’t.” She forced herself to say it with confidence she didn’t feel.

      His shoulders sagged. “Why won’t you let me help?”

      How much could she tell him? Did she trust him? He hadn’t told her secret yet. “I only know that I need information in the library. That’s all I have to go on.”

      “Okay.” He sounded defeated, but when his eyes met hers, green flame blazed within. “Be careful of Xan. He’s not the good guy you think he is.”

      “Why would you say that?” Hope frowned. “Are you jealous?” Boys were stupid.

      A familiar smirk blossomed over his face. “Should I be?”

      She hated that he could read her.

      “Maybe.” She dropped the word like a hot pan.

      “Not hardly,” he said, but his haunted eyes contradicted the words. “Well, let’s go down, and I’ll introduce you to more of your enemies.”

      Hope took a deep breath and nodded. She opened the door and saw Xan coming up the stairs.

      “Holy Hades,” she swore and stepped back into Athan. She shoved him back in the room and closed the door.

      “What are you—?”

      “Hope?” Xan said her name as he knocked on the door.

      Athan rolled his eyes and offered her another smirk.

      She did not need this right now.

      “Just a sec, Xan.” She briefly contemplated her sparse room, but there was nowhere for Athan to hide. She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him into the bathroom. “Stay here until we get down the stairs. Then you can come out.”

      He leaned in, closing the distance between them.

      “Are you trying to hide me from your boyfriend?” he whispered in her ear, his lips tickling her skin.

      Her heart jumped at his nearness. That was not fair.

      “Don’t be a jerk.” She couldn’t put her finger on why this was important, only that she didn’t want Xan to know Athan was in her room. She looked up into his green eyes, and her heart thudded with anticipation and wanting. “Please?” she breathed.

      His smile turned to a grimace. “Fine.” He gritted his teeth. “Fine.”

      But it wasn’t fine, and worse, she didn’t know how to fix it. She didn’t know how to fix anything. There was another knock from Xan, and without another word, Hope left Athan in the bathroom.

      She pulled open the bedroom door. “What’s up?”

      Xan’s eyes lit up, and he tried to step into her room.

      But Hope wasn’t about to let that happen.

      “I’m starving. Let’s go down for dinner.” She pushed him out into the hall and closed the door behind her.

      “Before you go down there, there’s something I need to tell you.” He pulled her to a stop and levelled her with his somber expression.

      Hope gave him her full attention, trying to pretend she didn’t already know. Trying to pretend she wasn’t scared. Trying to pretend Athan wasn’t hiding in her room. But even with her preoccupation, the furrow on Xan’s brow and the strained tendons of his neck told of the tension he was struggling to contain.

      “Are you okay?” He reached up as if to touch her face, but she flinched, and he dropped his arm with a frown.

      “I’m fine.” Her heart raced, and she licked her lips. Her gaze darted down the hall. “What’s up?”

      “Ty and his brothers are here.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Don’t go anywhere with any of them. No matter what, all right?”

      “Okay.” She had no intention of going anywhere with them. Ever.

      “All right.” He let out a long exhale. “Where were you this afternoon? You missed our workout.”

      “Uh, I was reading. In the library.”

      “Really? I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      What was with the twenty questions today?

      “Yeah. All the way in the back. Sorry. Should I have let you know?” Was she supposed to tell him everything? He wasn’t the boss of her. The thought crossed her mind, and then guilt followed. She pointed down the stairs, and they headed toward the kitchen.

      Xan thumped his fist against the wall with every step. “No worries. It was probably better. Ty and Prax came in talking about killing a monster and going after some demigod. Better you didn’t have to listen to them.”

      She recognized them as soon as she walked into the kitchen. These were the three blond boys she’d seen in Goldendale before she moved, and then again when she’d gone to visit Haley. One of them was supposed to be in her grade at school. But none of these men were seventeen.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” The tallest one shoved another away from him and sauntered up to her. “Who are you?” His gaze traveled from her head to her ankles and back up again. To his credit, he didn’t focus on her chest.

      “Hope.” She extended her hand.

      His grip was firm, and he squeezed more than was courteous. Hope clenched her jaw and squeezed back.

      “Whoa! You’re not a pussy, eh? Good. Good. Prax, Ty, come meet your cousin. Or should I say aunt?”

      Hope shrugged as if the question meant nothing to her. As if they meant nothing to her. But her stomach was rock hard, and images of her aunt’s terror flashed in her mind.

      Two additional tall, blond young men came over and sized her up.

      “She’s awful thin. You sure she can fight?” This one had a blond patch of hair below his lower lip and two piercings on his right eyebrow. He was built like a tank. He leaned forward and pushed her with two fingers.

      Anger rooted her to the floor, and she braced herself. “I can fight just fine.”

      He lifted his chin to the taller brother then extended his hand. “I’m Ty. That’s Tre, and that’s Prax. You’re Leto’s daughter, huh?”

      “I am.” It didn’t matter if she was scared, only that they didn’t know it. She stood tall.

      “Never knew she had a daughter.” He said it like if he didn’t know, then maybe it wasn’t true.

      “I didn’t know she had to tell you.” She knew this kind of person, and Hope refused to be bullied.

      The one named Prax laughed. “This one has fire, she does.”

      He smirked, and his eyes lit with humor. Maybe he wouldn’t be so bad.

      “Stay out of our way, and you’ll be fine, Aunt.” Ty said aunt like ant.

      “Hey,” Xan said and stepped forward as if to challenge the hulking boy-man.

      Ty was a jerk.

      “Right,” Hope said, cutting Xan off. “Then you best stay out of my way too, Nephew.” She hoped the best defense would be a strong offense, but she couldn’t help the shiver of fear running down her spine. Were these the demigods that tortured Priska? It seemed very possible.

      Athan walked through the door, and an awkward silence descended. He gave Xan a brief nod, but his attention skimmed right past Hope.

      Hope brushed past the boys and over to the counter. It was only then that she realized she was the only girl in the room. “Hey, where’s Dahlia?”

      While she wouldn’t say she was close to Dahlia like she’d been with Haley, the daughter of Eris was the closest thing she had to a girlfriend.

      He frowned. “She and Thenia took Obelia and Kaia shopping.”

      All the women gone? These guys were big trouble if even Dahlia didn’t stick around.

      “Well, let’s have some dinner,” Ty said with a sneer. “Little Aunt, what are we having? What are you making for us?”

      Hope studied each of the men in the room. Ty, Tre, and Endy all issued challenges with their eyes. Prax looked aloof. Both Xan and Athan appeared tense.

      “She’s not your servant, Ty.” Xan pushed past him and put his arm around Hope’s shoulders. “So don’t be an arse.”

      “Oh. It’s like that, then?” Ty smirked. “Well, I’m going out to get something to eat. Prax, Tre, you coming?” He glanced to his brothers.

      Endy stood, hope shining in his eyes.

      “Oh, very well. You can come too, little brother.” Ty sounded like he was throwing scraps to an annoying dog.

      The four blond boys left the kitchen. The very walls seemed to sigh with relief.

      Hope would need to be very, very careful.
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      There was a tap on her door.

      “Are you ready to go?” Xan asked.

      “Yeah, just need to put my boots on,” Hope hollered back as she zipped up the knee-high black leather biker boots. They were steel-toed, which wouldn’t make a difference with Skia, but it made her feel tougher all the same.

      “If you have immortal weapons from your mom, you should bring them.”

      That was the other reason she wore the boots. Each had a sheath, made specifically for her mismatched pair of blades. The immortal weapons were hers now, but her grandmother had taken them from other demigods. They were from her mom, but not the way Xan meant it. She’d kept the blades hidden in her room since being at the conservatory, but after Endy’s not-so-veiled threat, she’d started wearing the blades in her boots.

      Hope pulled open the door. “Ready.”

      “Good. Let’s go.”

      They walked down to the kitchen together.

      Xan and Thenia made the assignments. They would break into groups of four. One group would go to the market and the other to the warehouse store to stock up. The three sons of Apollo had left on a tip about the monster they were hunting. Hope wasn’t sure if Athan had thrown them the false information or if they’d gotten lucky, but she was glad to have them gone. Too bad they wouldn’t take Endy with them.

      “Each of you has a buddy, and you stick to your buddy like glue.” Xan looked pointedly at each of them. “Consider it a lesson in teamwork.”

      “Endy and Athan. Thenia and Dahlia. Hope and Obelia—”

      Obelia? Hope’s hand went up.

      “No way,” Obelia protested.

      Xan flinched, and his lips flattened. “Don’t argue with me, Obelia. You can do something different when you make the assignments.”

      “Which happens never,” she muttered.

      Hope dropped her hand. Why would Xan put her with Obelia?

      “All right, people. Let’s go.”

      Hope hurried to catch up to him. “What the—?”

      “I know what you’re going to say.” His jaw was set, but his eyes pled for understanding. “It’s not what you think.”

      Hope crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

      Xan squared his shoulders. “You’re a good fighter. Probably better than Dahlia now. But don’t tell her I said that.” He scanned the kitchen, but the other demigods had gone out to the garage. “I always pair my good fighters with the ones that suck. It gives everyone an even chance.”

      Of course Obelia sucked, but . . . “What about Thenia?”

      “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair. “She’s great at strategy, but she sucks. And she always goes with Dahl. Sorry, luv.”

      “Fine.” Not really, but there was nothing she could do about it.

      They walked into the garage, and Hope stopped. Obelia and Endy sat in the back of a black sedan. Together. Which could only mean . . .

      “Get in, Hope. We’re waiting on you,” Athan said. He slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door.

      Anxiety churned her stomach, but she crossed to the car to get in.
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        * * *

      

      Wandering Pike Place Market in awkward silence was awful. During the drive, Obelia kept trying to get Athan to talk to her, but he returned only monosyllabic responses, and by the time they parked she was seething silently. For whatever reason, Endy was as withdrawn as Hope, so for almost two hours the only conversations were between Athan and the vendors.

      “Here you are, young man,” the Asian man held out a white grocery bag filled with apples.

      Athan exchanged cash for the bag and extended it to Hope. “Can you carry one more bag?”

      She rolled her eyes. She held a bag of oranges and another filled with herbs in one hand and bags of potatoes and carrots in the other.

      “Sure.” She reached out and grabbed the apples.

      “How much longer are we going to be?” Endy asked, shifting from foot to foot, his hands conspicuously empty.

      Athan gritted his teeth. “Only a couple more things on the list, then we can go.”

      It wouldn’t take much momentum to swing the bags and hit Apollo’s son. Hope contemplated smacking him, and a deep sense of satisfaction came with the thought. Was there a way to make it look like an accident?

      “This is boring,” Endy huffed. “Whatever. I’m going to go get donuts.” He stalked off.

      Hope’s mouth gaped. What in the name of Olympus was he thinking? The moment of shock was all it took for him to be swallowed by the crowd.

      “How many Skia have you seen?” Athan asked Obelia.

      “I don’t know. Maybe one?” Obelia’s wide eyes scanned the crowd.

      Hope wanted to tell her it was too late to start now.

      Athan turned to Hope. “How many?”

      “At least five, but all alone and in shadows.” And none that she recognized. If Skia worked together, the demigods wouldn’t stand a chance.

      He ground his teeth and pointed at the street. “Go out in the sun. I’ll go get Endy.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better to stay together?” Hope asked, but by the time the words were out, she was talking to Obelia. Athan had dodged into the crowd and disappeared.

      Obelia held up her hands, revealing several bags in each. At some point, she’d gotten saddled with Endy’s share. Between the two of them, they had all the bags. Of course.

      Hope shook her head. “Come on.”

      She stepped into the waves of people who would carry her to a break in the tents.

      “You don’t have to be rude,” Obelia said following close.

      Hope frowned. “I wasn’t being rude.”

      “Not to me. To Athan. It wasn’t his fault, you know.”

      What? Hope turned around, but the demigod was fixated on the ground and refused to meet Hope’s eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Hope stopped as she recognized the surroundings. They were by the artesian stalls where she and her mom had bought scarves. Was that only a year ago? It seemed like so much longer—

      “Sure you do,” Obelia said, her voice drawing Hope’s attention back to her. “It’s not like he can say no—Skata!” Obelia’s eyes dilated, and she dropped her bags. Tomatoes and onions spilled onto the ground, rolling underfoot of the pedestrians.

      “What’s the . . .” Hope knelt to try to rescue the produce, and she saw them.

      Two Skia stepped from the shadows behind a table laden with jewelry, their black eyes and tell-tale leer startlingly frightful.

      “Go. Go!” Hope yelled. If they could get out on the street, maybe . . .

      But Hestia’s daughter stood rooted.

      Time meant nothing.

      Hope pushed Obelia with her shoulder, but the smaller demigod only stumbled to the ground. Dropping her bags, Hope grabbed Obelia’s arm and yanked her upright. “We need to go, now!”

      Hope shoved through the throng, closing the distance to the gap that would lead them outside. She glanced behind her. They weren’t going to make it. The Skia were right behind them.

      “Go.” Hope ushered Obelia toward the opening with one hand and, with the other, pulled her knives from her boots.

      “Skia!” Hope shouted in an attempt to draw the creatures’ attention to her.

      “She’s got a knife!” a vendor yelled.

      Several took up the alarm. “Skia!”

      Screaming began in earnest, and the pedestrians pushed to get away. Mayhem ensued, and Hope stood, blocking the exit to the street. The two shadow-demons leered at her as they drew closer. What was left of the crowd dissolved into the periphery until her world consisted of her and the Skia.

      “Don’t think we’re after you, monster,” one rasped. “We want the demigod.”

      “Over my dead body,” Hope replied, holding out her immortal blades.

      “Little monster, you don’t know what you mean. She would kill you if she knew what you are.”

      It didn’t matter that he’d spoken the truth. Hope skirted to the side, effectively putting one Skia in front of the other, and then she lunged. The Skia in front jumped out of her way, and she caught the one behind it unprepared. Her blades sliced across his abdomen, and she followed the knifing with a kick, effectively pushing him back.

      “Stop now.” A cold blade rested at her throat.

      He had baited her, and she’d fallen for it!

      “Why do you fight for the demigods?” The stench of decay on his breath carried over her shoulder, making her eyes water.

      “I need answers.” She clenched her blades, weighing her options.

      “And you think they have them.” He breathed on her neck. “You smell so alive, and not altogether monster . . .”

      He was smelling her? Gross!

      She gritted her teeth and pushed closer to the Skia. His hand relaxed, his blade dipping. She dropped one of her knives and grabbed his wrist, pushing his hand down away from her neck, away from her chest. She doubled over, and with the other hand she shoved her blade back to deliver a death strike.

      The blade never struck.

      The Skia were gone.

      She bent, retrieved her blades, and then slid them into her boots.

      “Oh my gods!” A woman rushed to her side. “Are you okay? Did you fight them? You must have—”

      “I’m fine.” Hope pushed away, but a crowd materialized around her, and she bumped into someone else.

      “You all right there, demigod? You must have put up quite a fight.”

      She ignored the chattering voices and made her way outside.

      Obelia stood in the sun, her eyes wide. “You’re alive.”

      Hope nodded and glanced at the shadows, but something in her gut told her they wouldn’t be coming after her again. If the Skia were sent to kill her, the one could have done it when his blade was at her throat. What was going on?

      “Well, nice.” Obelia scowled.

      “What?”

      Obelia pointed behind Hope at the growing crowd. “It looks like—”

      “Excuse me, could I get your autograph?” A young man pushed between the two immortals and addressed Hope. “I can’t believe that you’re a—”

      “Are you really a demigod?” a woman shouted above the din.

      “Hey, demigod! Who’s your momma?”

      “Demigod, come here!”

      The voices clamored.

      Hope grabbed Obelia’s arm and pushed toward the donut stall. “It looks like what?”

      Obelia glared daggers.

      “You’ve got a fan club,” she finished as Athan and Endy crossed the cobblestone street.

      “What in the name of Hades . . .” Athan regarded the two girls then at the growing mob following them. His nostrils flared, and he glared at the crowd. “Get in the car.” He ducked his head.

      “But the food—”

      “No time to worry about that. You’ve exposed us.”

      Dozens of people crowded the street, phones out, likely snapping pictures. With a swallow, she tucked her chin to her chest, her hair falling like a curtain on either side of her face. She ran to catch up to the others.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They pulled into the garage, and Athan put his hand on Hope’s knee.

      “Stay a moment?” he implored, his voice melodic.

      Hope remained in her seat, even though every muscle in her body begged to run.

      Endy exited as if the vehicle would explode any moment, and he slammed the door shut so hard the entire car shook.

      “Athan?” Obelia fidgeted in the back. “When you’re done, will you come find me, please? I really—”

      He shifted and faced the demigod. “Of course ’Belia,” he said. “You can wait in my room if you want.”

      Hope’s heart stopped.

      “Thanks.” Obelia left.

      In his room?

      “What in the name of Every. Single. God. Do you think you were doing? You could’ve gotten killed!” He glared at her.

      Was he kidding?

      “What was I supposed to do? Nothing?” She swallowed back something green and ugly.

      He flinched. “Hades, no. Why would you say that? It’s just . . . I can’t believe you didn’t run. Why didn’t you run?”

      “And leave your precious ’Belia?” She pursed her lips. “If I didn’t do anything, they would have gotten her.” And then what conversation would they be having?

      Athan ran his hand through his hair. His woodsy scent filled the small car. “Don’t you get it?”

      “No, Athan, I don’t get it.” She pushed back the tears, putting the heels of her hands over her eyes. “Don’t act like you care. I can’t take it. I don’t know what game you’re playing at, but—”

      Athan covered her mouth with his hand, his rough skin chaffing her lips.

      The contact was electric, and Hope’s hands fell to her side.

      “Don’t put words or motivations on me,” he said as he withdrew from her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I get that you don’t want my help, and that’s fine. But don’t judge me.”

      Before she could formulate a coherent thought, Athan was outside the car and closing the door.

      Hope dropped her head into her hands, her emotions a tangled mess. His scent lingered in the car, and she sat back, breathing it in. Gods, she was such a mess.

      She heard a door slam, then someone yelling. With a deep breath, she opened the door.

      “—but everyone is okay,” Athan was saying when she got into the kitchen.

      Hope closed the kitchen door, and both Athan and Xan stopped, their focus aimed at her. The two young men stood inches from each other; their anger roiled through the room.

      “Hope, thank gods.” Xan crossed the kitchen and pulled her into a hug. He sighed into her hair. “I can’t leave you alone for one afternoon without trouble finding you.” He brushed his hand down her back.

      Hope peeked over Xan’s shoulder where Athan glared at them.

      “I’m fine.” She pulled away.

      “What happened?” Xan led her to the table and sat, pointing at the chair next to him.

      Hope remained standing. Athan stared at her, and she shifted from foot to foot. Part of her wanted to hug him, to have him hug her. But whatever this was going on between them wouldn’t even let her get near.

      “Did you kill them?” Athan asked. “Did your immortal blades pierce their hearts?”

      Xan’s gaze went from Athan to Hope. “You have immortal blades?” His face relaxed. “A great fighter and blades. I won’t worry so much.”

      “No. I didn’t get their hearts.” She hated to admit it. Somehow it felt like failure.

      Athan frowned.

      “But you sent them back to Hades, anyway,” Xan continued. “That’s awesome that you have your mom’s blades. I didn’t even know Leto had blades.” He smiled like she’d won the lottery.

      “Yeah, good thing,” Athan said, his tone flat.

      But it didn’t feel like a good thing. Hope scowled at him. If he were any closer, she’d hit him. “Why are you being such a jerk?”

      Xan crossed the floor in a blur. “You know, Athan, if anything, you should be singing her praises right now. If Hope hadn’t saved Obelia, you’d be sitting at a tribunal for your disregard of the rules. Don’t be an arse. Thank her.”

      The color seemed to drain from Athan’s face.

      “You’re right.” He faced Hope. “Thank you.”

      And then he left.

      A tribunal? What the Hades was that? Hope looked at the empty doorway, then at Xan, and then back to the doorway. Why was everything such a mess?

      “Hey, come talk to me,” Xan said, touching her shoulder.

      Fear clenched her heart, and she brushed off his hand. “Not now. I need a minute.”

      She fled to her room.
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      Hope did her best to avoid everyone. She got up early with the intent to spend the day in the back of the library. She spent hour after hour reading the pages of the dusty tomes. For whatever reason, she was able to read the writings of the Moirai, or at least these. What had Dahlia said, something about only the pure? That had to be a mistake.

      Hope finished another book about Apollo’s curses, this one about the men and women who had refused him and had somehow gotten turned into plants. She hadn’t realized there were so many. And who would want to be a tree? She almost laughed at herself. Who would want to be a Sphinx?

      By halfway through the day, she was lonely. Lonely and bored. Somehow, she was no longer used to solitude, and she took the next book and went to find a comfortable chair.

      A few hours later, Xan came into the study and stood in front of her. “Here you are.”

      Hope was curled up in front of a crackling fire. She marked the page and then set the book facedown.

      “Hey, Xan.” Hope had spent the last several days making herself scarce. The amount of tension between the demigods gave her anxiety, and she seemed to be stepping in the middle of something every time she moved. But seeing Xan alone in the study seemed like old times, and she smiled up at him. “How was your day?”

      He frowned. “Fine. I wanted to let you know we’re going out of town.”

      She sat up. “Who’s going out of town?”

      He perched on the arm of the chair. “Me and Thenia and those bloody sons of Apollo.” His face screwed up as if he’d tasted something bad. “Might as well get them out of your hair for a bit.”

      “Why? Where?”

      He laughed, but it sounded forced. “It almost sounds like you’ll miss me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course I’ll miss you. Why would you even say that?”

      He snorted and looked away from her. “We’ve got to go to Florida. It’ll be another short trip. You’ll hardly notice I’m gone with all your reading.”

      “Can’t I come?” She didn’t want to stay with Athan. His personality was giving her emotional whiplash.

      “If you hadn’t exposed yourself as a demigod last week, I’d take you. Seriously, your picture is everywhere.” He rubbed his forehead. “Anyway, there’ve been reports of Scylla being off the coast. Thenia and I are going to assess the situation and try to contain her. Then we’ll move her back to the Ionian Sea.”

      She thought about the Mer people and their run-in with Poseidon. “Is it dangerous?”

      He blew out a loud breath. “Poseidon doesn’t get as worked up about the monsters. One way or another, we’ll make her get back.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like a. . .” Threat. He’d said it so casually. Like it didn’t even matter.

      Hope remembered reading about the beautiful nymph, Scylla, who had become a victim to Circe’s jealousy. Glaucus, a mortal fisherman had discovered an herb that could bring dead fish back to life. Curious, he’d decided to try it himself. The herb had made him immortal, but his lower half had changed such that he became the first merman. Glaucus fell in love with Scylla, but she’d been repulsed by his fish features. Because he was a monster.

      But Glaucus had been determined and he’d asked Circe, the goddess of magic and witchcraft, to give him a potion to make Scylla fall in love with him. Unfortunately for all of them, Circe had fallen in love with Glaucus. When Circe had tried to woo Glaucus, he denied her. In her anger, Circe poisoned the water where Scylla bathed. The beautiful woman was transformed into a six-headed monster with tentacles from the waist down. Scylla fed on the flesh of sailors that got too close to her, and she historically inhabited one side of the Strait of Messina. Charybdis—another cursed monster—inhabited the other side.

      “Don’t sound shocked. She’s caused a triangle of destruction, and boats and planes are disappearing like crazy.”

      It wasn’t Scylla’s fault. If you were cursed to be a monster, didn’t something in your nature change? Hope thought about her grandmother strangling men outside of Thebes. That had nothing to do with her being a monster and everything to do with going crazy with grief.

      “Sometimes you have to weigh out the options of doing something you don’t like with doing nothing. Sometimes all the options suck.” He shrugged. “That’s the way it goes. We’ll go see what we need to do and take it from there.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “You are going to miss me.” His whole face lit up.

      Hope rolled her eyes. “Why does it have to be you? Why can’t Dahlia go?”

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she’s a bit of a hothead.” He chuckled. “Besides, she doesn’t work as well with Thenia. No one can assess situations like Thenia, and despite what Ty or Athan might say, my intent isn’t to destroy Scylla if I don’t have to.”

      Whoa. Destroy her? Something about his words made her uneasy. But she knew him. He didn’t hate all monsters. He wasn’t a vicious killer. “I wish—”

      “You’ll miss our lessons, right?” His dimple flashed.

      He was teasing. And it shouldn’t matter that much, but her eyes welled with tears. Nothing was going right. She couldn’t find the information about the curse. She missed her relationship with Athan. She could feel her relationship with Xan shifting, and she didn’t know how to freeze it where it was. She dropped her head, knowing if she met his eyes, she’d be sobbing. And when had she become such a crybaby? She sniffed.

      And then Xan wrapped her in a hug.

      “Hey, really, don’t be upset,” he spoke into her hair. “I promise we’ll only be gone a few days. I’ll call you every day and make sure Dahlia is giving you a good workout. It’ll almost be like I’m still here.”

      His nearness sent her heart rate into overdrive.

      “I’ll be fine. I don’t know why I’m throwing such a fit.” She laughed apologetically and tried to pull away.

      Xan kissed the top of her head and released her.

      A flush crept across her cheeks, and she couldn’t bring herself to meet his gaze.

      “It’ll be good to have the three amigos gone, too.” And maybe she could sort out her feelings for Xan. Feelings she didn’t even want to admit were there.

      He grimaced. “I really hate those guys.” He gritted his teeth and stared at the wall for a moment before returning his gaze to her. “Well, I’m glad you’ll miss me at least.”

      Hope moved to punch him in the arm, but he deftly blocked the strike, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her toward him. “Don’t throw a punch at the demigod of war unless you want to fight. You want to fight, little girl?”

      She laughed. “No, sir. Not tonight. I’ll save it for when you get back. Maybe Dahlia can show me some moves so I can beat you.”

      “Don’t count on it. Who do you think trained her?” Xan pointed to his chest.

      “Bummer.”

      “Yeah. But it’ll be good for you to practice with someone else. Dahlia has a different style of movement. You can learn from her.”

      Xan sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs. Hope pulled the other next to his and then sat.

      “I have to say, Hope, you have the makings of a great fighter. If you didn’t let your compassion get in the way, you’d be lethal.” He frowned at the fire for a moment before continuing, “Probably good you have such a conscience, though. You won’t have to learn some things the hard way.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “Have you ever killed someone?”

      She shook her head as she inched forward. “Are you speaking from experience?” The idea was ridiculous. Sure, Xan rarely spoke of his past. Only hints here and there. But he was so nice. And yet . . . Athan clearly didn’t like him. And she remembered how biting Xan was when she’d first met him. She’d thought he was a jerk. And she still had no idea why Xan and Athan’s supposed friendship blew up.

      Xan stared into the fire, and his voice was quiet when he spoke, “Having Ares for a father, life was a bit tumultuous, especially in the beginning. He is a very aggressive individual. He has definite opinions and thought things in our “home” should be to his liking—him being a god and all. Not many people will tell a god no, and even fewer will stand up to Ares. It’s probably what attracted him to my mom.”

      He was quiet, and Hope knew there was lots he wasn’t sharing.

      “When things got bad, she threatened to go to Aphrodite, Themis, Dike, or any other god or goddess that could or would intervene. That’s when he left. When me mum died, I grieved in a horrible way. I think there was a time that I was like a monster. I’m sure it was terrible to behold. Then I became destructive in another way, more self-destructive. But even then, my choices affected more than just me. Eventually, I hit bottom and had to make a decision.

      “I made peace with my father and with who I am. Now, I mostly like myself. Although, not everyone else does.” He studied her face. “But, that’s part of being true to yourself. Even when someone else doesn’t approve, you have to be true”—he reached out and briefly put two fingers on her chest—“here.”

      Hope nodded.

      Xan stood up. “I’ve got to go pack, but I’ll see you in the morning. Thenia and I don’t leave until noon. If you want, we can have breakfast.”

      “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      He bent over and tapped her chin with his fist. “Don’t let life get you down, luv. Chin up.”

      She ducked her head and blushed from his touch, then again with his words. And she thought Athan was a sweet talker. “All right. Go pack already.”

      Xan waved from the doorway and then left.

      Hope leaned back in her chair. There was a lot Xan wasn’t telling her, a lot that made him what he was, but it was almost like he didn’t want to be defined by the past. Maybe that was what drew her to him. Because more than anything, she didn’t want to be defined by a curse.

      Despite being hurt by what Athan had done—what she now knew was manipulation and lies—she wanted him to apologize. She wanted him to tell her he’d been sincere and that he really liked her. But even if that were true, then what? It wasn’t like they would live happily ever after.

      And why was he here? He was all nice and chummy with her one minute, then hostile and withdrawn the next. If he was going to stay at the conservatory, would he also be giving her lessons? Should she ask? Would it even matter? She hated to ask for help, and she was going to leave in a week. Questions circled her brain.

      She unwound herself from the chair, grabbed her book, and headed upstairs. She’d ask Thenia. After all, the demigod daughter of Athena had offered to talk, right?

      Hope knocked softly on the dark door.

      “Come in.” Thenia’s voice came through the thick wood muffled and distant.

      Hope poked her head in and swallowed her pride. “Hey. Would you mind talking while you pack?”

      Thenia waved her in. “Not at all.”

      Hope walked into the room, taking it in as she did so. The room was spacious, but inviting and warm. A large, thick carpet covered most of the dark wood floor, and a large bed with rich brown leather upholstery was pushed up against the wall. The bedding was a soft cream that begged to be touched, and there was an upholstered daybed with matching cream pillows. The lighting was muted, and the coals of a recent fire still glowed in the fireplace.

      Hope sat down on the daybed. “Do you need any help?”

      Thenia laughed. “No, not really. I’m never sure what to bring on these trips. I won’t know what I need until we get there, so I take some basics, and then I almost never use anything I take anyway.” She shoved a couple of books and some clothes into a bag. “We’ll make do. We always do.”

      “You’ve done this before?”

      Thenia gave her a half smile. “Once or twice a year. Life creates chaos and havoc. When it’s immortal, it’s our job to take care of it.”

      “Is it always a monster?” Hope had a sinking feeling.

      “No, in fact, usually not. Rogue Skia cause a lot of problems, and sometimes it’s a demigod that’s being destructive. Occasionally, like now, it’s a monster that escapes its binding and makes a mess.” Thenia walked into the bathroom.

      “Oh.” But since she’d been there, it had only been the Mer people and now Scylla. Except . . . “Is that what you were doing in California?”

      Thenia poked her head out. “Two Skia that were killing humans. We sent them back to Hades.”

      “You don’t always hunt Skia?”

      Thenia cleared her throat. “Skia are supposed to be about balance, but I’m guessing that isn’t what you wanted to talk about.” She ducked back into the bathroom and came out minutes later with a bunch of toiletries in a bag. She stopped inside the doorway and gave Hope a pointed look. “You wanted to talk about Skia?”

      Hope took a deep breath. “No, I wanted to ask about Athan.” She paused, unsure of how to start.

      “What about him?” Thenia put the toiletries into her suitcase then eyed the room as if assessing what else to take.

      “Um, does he usually come for a visit? Is he going to stay long? Will he be teaching me? Why is he here?” Hope asked all her questions in a rush, making sure she didn’t chicken out of any of them.

      Thenia walked over to her nightstand and grabbed a book and highlighter. She paused at the writing desk and pulled some gold coins from a drawer. She put the coins in a leather satchel and deposited all of this into her bag. She then turned to Hope.

      “Athan hasn’t come to the conservatory for a visit in as long as I’ve been here. I have no idea how long he’s planning to stay or if he is going to teach, but thus far he hasn’t said anything to me about it. Usually curriculum goes through me, but as a demigod, and a senior one at that, he really doesn’t have to ask permission. He can do whatever he wants. As for why he’s here, I can only guess. But I don’t want to give you false expectations.” She came over and sat on the daybed next to Hope. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

      Hope fell back on the bed then propped herself up on her elbows. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You did pretty well just now.” Thenia patted Hope on the knee. “You’re going to get the most direct answer from him.”

      Hope chewed on her lip as her heart raced with trepidation.  “Can I trust him?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve always trusted him, and he’s never given me a reason not to. Although, I admit my interactions with him have been limited. Do you know if he lied to you, Hope?”

      Hope’s stomach was tied up in knots. Literally. Big sailor knots, and the thought of talking with Athan created more knots. “I don’t know if he was lying. He never said he was, but it’s not like he’s going to say ‘I’m lying to you’ either.” Hope’s thoughts went to what she’d learned in the Olympian Library. “And he lied to Obelia.”

      Thenia frowned. “I know she was deceived, and I’ve heard her side of the story, but I’ve never heard his, so I can’t really say where his head was then.”

      “And you said there were other demigods? Other girls . . .?” Hope left it hanging.

      Thenia collapsed next to Hope. “Yes. There were others with similar stories to Obelia’s. I thought about this more after our conversation last week. There haven’t been any of these stories in the last few years, Hope. The only demigod Athan’s brought to this conservatory in the last two years was Panos, Hephaestus’s son. And I heard he brought a girl named Chelli to a small conservatory in Eastern Washington last year.” The demigod’s eyes went to the ceiling momentarily and then back to Hope’s. “It was about eight or nine months ago, if my math is right. Oh, and there was a girl, a daughter of Demeter’s around the same time as Panos. Narella was her name. I never spoke to Chelli, but I saw Narella in L.A. She’s a pretty happy person.”

      “But you don’t know.” Hope was trying to process this information. Part of her wanted to believe there was a possibility.

      “Hope.” Thenia threw her hands up. “You need to talk with Athan. Get it out. Then you can decide.”

      Hope deflated. Thenia was right. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m happy to listen, to help you find answers and wisdom. But in this case, the best advice I can give you is to address the issue head-on.”

      “I’m—”

      “Scared?”

      “No.” As soon as Hope said it, she knew it was a lie. “Well, maybe, yes. I mean what if . . .” She played with the satin edge of the pillows.

      “You’ll never know until you talk to him. You have the next few days when your studies will be a little more lax. Take the opportunity to seek him out and ask him. Then you can deal with whatever it is. But right now, you’re fretting about the unknown. And it seems he is, too.”

      Hope took a deep breath. “I think I’d rather go fight Scylla.”

      Thenia laughed. “Sometimes facing pain is scarier than fighting a monster, but I have faith in you.”

      “Thanks, Thenia.” Hope stood up. “I hope your trip goes smoothly. Do you really think you’ll have to kill Scylla?”

      Thenia frowned as if the idea was ridiculous. “Is that what Xan said?”

      “He said you would try to move her back to the Ionian Sea, but if you couldn’t, you’d do what you had to do.”

      Thenia chuckled. “He’s so dramatic.” She stood. “No. We’ll not have to kill her. Scylla gets bored every few years and goes swimming. Most mortals are agnostic, and they chalk it up to shark attacks or a boating accident. If you pay attention to the news, you’ll see evidence of when something immortal is wreaking havoc. Things won’t add up. But mortals only believe in the gods if they want something. The rest of the time, it’s as if the world exploded into existence.” She surveyed her room. “And Poseidon’s a softie. More than the other gods, it seems. He thinks all the creatures in his realm should be free, so his bindings aren’t very strong.” She shrugged. “It keeps us busy, but it is a waste of human life. Sometimes I wonder if Poseidon is humoring Hades. Not that it matters. There are plenty of creatures under Zeus’s bindings that get free too. Anyway, to answer your question, we’ll move Scylla back. Both Xan and I have done it multiple times.”

      Hope stopped halfway to the door. “Is it safe?”

      “No, it’s not safe.” Thenia went to her dresser. She pulled out a pair of pajama bottoms and a tank top. “But we know enough to not be complacent, so it will be fine.”

      “Well, be careful.” Hope leaned on the door.

      “I always am. Thanks, though.” Thenia pulled her sweater off and then put on the tank top. “You be careful too.”

      Hope nodded. “I will. Good night.”

      “’Night, Hope. See you in a few days.”

      Hope closed the door behind her and went to her room. She’d make it a point to talk with Athan tomorrow . . . Or maybe the next day.
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      “Who is it tonight?” Hope asked. “Are you still going out with”—she searched her memory—“Jack?”

      Dahlia laughed. “You’re thinking of Max, and no, we broke up.” She stood at the mirror in her expansive bathroom, curling her hair. The marble countertops were covered with makeup, hair products, and brushes. The walk-in shower had panels of jets facing each other, and the soaking tub was surrounded by plastered pillars.

      The smell of coconut-lime wafted into the bedroom where Hope lay on Dahlia’s king-sized bed. “Well?” she asked, rolling onto her back. Her head dropped over the edge, and everything was upside down.

      “His name is Harrison. Second year law at UW. Six foot two and Scandinavian . . . I think.” Dahlia brushed mascara over her lashes.

      “Do you like him?”

      Dahlia snorted.

      “You don’t?”

      Silence.

      Hope flipped over and sat up. “You don’t like him, but you’re going out with him?”

      Dahlia continued to apply mascara to her thick lashes. When she finished, she stared at the tube, twisting it over and over in her hand. “He’s hot. And fun. We’re going to that skydiving place in Renton.” But she remained focused on the purple tube.

      “But you don’t like him?” Hope insisted.

      “Of course I like him. He’s nice, too.” Dahlia frowned, and her gaze rested on Hope for only a moment before darting back to her hands “Why the inquisition?”

      “You know it’s not going anywhere. You’re dating him, and he might be in love with you, but you’re going to break his heart—” The thought of her playing some poor guy was upsetting.

      Frowning, Dahlia set the mascara down and looked at Hope. “Are we still talking about me, ’cause you’re getting really worked up over poor Nelson?”

      “I thought you said his name was Harrison?”

      Dahlia chuckled and waved her hand, but her skin tinged pink. “So I did.” She came over and sat on the edge of the bed next to Hope. “What’s the matter? Are you still pining over Athan?”

      “No.” Hope bit her lip. “Well, maybe a little, but that has nothing to do with you . . .” She waved her arms.

      “Dating a lot?” Dahlia raised her eyebrows. “Sleeping around?”

      “I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “You probably thought it, though.” Dahlia exhaled. “I’m not going to talk about my current relationships with you because, quite frankly, they are none of your business. But I don’t sleep around.”

      That was fair. It wasn’t any of Hope’s business, but still. “Why would you go out with someone you don’t like?”

      “I do like Harrison. And Nelson, too. But it’s just for fun, you know?” Dahlia tipped her head back, and she gazed into the air above her. She sighed, and the hard exterior dropped. “You better hand me my phone.” She pointed at the bedside table.

      Hope rolled over, grabbed it, and then handed it to her friend. “Why do you need your phone?”

      Dahlia scrunched up her face. “Because I’m going to cancel on poor Harrison. You and I are going on a double date instead.”

      Wait, what? “I don’t want to go on a date.”

      “Too bad. I think you’ll like Ben and Jerry.”

      Hope immediately got the reference and laughed. “Why? What did I say?”

      “Nothing. But after we get done talking, all I’m going to want to do is watch stupid rom-coms and eat ice cream.”

      A few minutes later, they were both in pajamas. Hope tugged at the ribbed tank and lacy shorts Dahlia had given her.

      “Come on.” Dahlia led the way down to the kitchen and flipped on the light.

      Hope prayed no one else would see her.

      “I met Roan about . . .” Dahlia frowned and closed her eyes. “About fifty years ago, I think. We were both at a concert. It was loud and hot and wild.” She opened her eyes and then the freezer. “I spilled my drink down his shirt.”

      Hope shook her head. “How embarrassing.”

      Dahlia laughed. “I did it on purpose.” She grabbed two pints of ice cream and then handed one to Hope. “Chubby Hubby okay?”

      Hope shrugged. She didn’t much care for ice cream, but she wasn’t about to tell Dahlia that.

      “Would you rather have Chunky Monkey or Boom Chocolatte?”

      “This is fine.” Hope pulled the lid off and took a small bite, avoiding the bits of chocolate covered somethings and dark and caramel colored swirls. Cold sweetness was all she could taste.

      “It’s my favorite.” Dahlia led the way back to her bedroom. “Anyway, I wanted to meet him, and it was all I could think of.” She stopped as if remembering something. “Actually, it was Xan’s idea. He said the lads had been known to do it a time or two, and it usually worked.” She tilted her head to the side. “It goes to show you how desperate I was that I would listen to my cousin.”

      Hope sat down on the bed, sinking into the softness. She took another tentative bite, and salty peanut butter cut through the sweetness. “You dumped your drink on him so you could meet him?”

      “Correct. All down the front of him. Then I offered to clean it up, but he laughed and pulled his shirt off.”

      Hope blushed.

      “Don’t be a prude. It’s not like we had sex right there. He only took off his shirt. Anyway, then he did this gesture”—Dahlia raised her hand, palm up—“as if to tell me it was okay, and then he turned away.”

      “Really?” Hope had a hard time believing anyone could turn away from Dahlia, and lifted her eyebrows. “Are you embellishing the story?”

      Dahlia snickered. “No, seriously. He was there with his mates and had just ended a relationship, and he was definitely not looking for another.”

      “What did you do?”

      “The concert was almost over, and I was getting desperate.”

      Hope raised her eyebrows as she ate more ice cream. The combination of salty and sweet was growing on her.

      “I took his shirt, and when he tried to grab it back, I kissed him.”

      “You kissed him?” Hope had no idea if that was a bad thing or not. She couldn’t imagine kissing someone she’d just met, but hookups happened all the time now, right? Had they been uncommon fifty years ago? Or had that all been part of the sexual revolution?

      “Roan broke it off, took his shirt, and frowned at me. ‘You shouldn’t kiss someone if you don’t mean it,’ he said. ‘It’s a rule.’” Dahlia’s eyes filled with tears. “We got married two months later.” Tears dripped down her cheeks, and she wiped them away with the back of her hand.

      “You married him?” It wasn’t that Hope couldn’t believe someone wanting to marry her friend, but the idea of Dahlia settling down was a little hard to fathom.

      Dahlia’s emotion hung heavy between them. “We had our honeymoon at Half Moon Bay.”

      Oh gods. No wonder she’d been mad at Hope and Xan when they’d gone to California. “At that hotel?”

      Dahlia nodded. The tears continued to fall, and she grabbed the duvet and wiped her red-rimmed eyes, sniffling again and again. “I always meant it with Roan. Everything.” She glanced up at Hope. “But it didn’t matter.”

      Even before Dahlia started her story, Hope had known it didn’t have a happy ending.

      “What happened?” As soon as she asked, she knew it was rude. The pain that crossed Dahlia’s face was shocking. “Sorry. You don’t have to tell me.” But Hope was curious.

      Dahlia hiccupped then leaned over and grabbed several tissues from a box on the nightstand. “I know what you’re thinking. Everyone thinks it. Why would anyone want to stay with me, right?”

      “No!” How could Dahlia even think that?

      “It’s okay. But he didn’t leave.”

      Hope wasn’t sure what to say. She definitely didn’t want to make it worse. Whatever tore them apart had to be bad.

      Dahlia sopped at the tears and wiped her nose. “We were married for five years.” She held up her hand, her fingers splayed. “Five years.”

      Hope held her breath.

      “And then he disappeared.” Dahlia waved her arms across her chest. “Gone.” She searched through the tissues, picked a less wet one, and then scrubbed her face. “Anyway, you shouldn’t lead my cousin on.”

      Hope’s jaw dropped. Where did that come from?

      “If you’re not interested, don’t make him think you are.”

      Her denial stuck in her throat, like a pretzel had lodged somewhere it shouldn’t. She coughed then cleared her throat. “What are you talking about?”

      Dahlia flopped back on her bed and covered her eyes with her arm. “You’re either really naïve, Hope, or really manipulative.” She sat back up and glared. “I don’t think you’re smart enough to play him, though.”

      And somehow that was an insult. Should she be manipulative? Would what Dahlia was accusing her of make more sense?

      “Xan likes you. You have to know. It’s all over his face. In everything he does. Ugh. It makes me sick,” Dahlia said.

      Hope poked her spoon into the soupy mess that surrounded the still-formed ice cream and swirled it around. The chocolate darkened the white ice cream, blending it into a latte brown. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say. Xan liked her, and she liked him. But like that? Honestly, she couldn’t make heads or tails of her feelings for him.

      “I’m sorry, Hope. I’m being a Gorgon. I think it would be best if you left me alone tonight. I’m not going to be very good company.”

      Certainly not. Hope scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up. Why did pain make people inflict pain on others? The discomfort nagging at her heart was a physical ache, and she hurt for Dahlia, Athan, and even a little for herself.

      Dahlia’s dark eyes were bright with tears. She offered a smile, but it seemed like it made her sick.

      “Do you want me to take your ice cream?” Hope pointed at the other container, the lid still on.

      Dahlia held out the carton. “Thanks.”

      Hope grabbed it and stared at her friend. She wished she knew what to say to make it better. Maybe she should give Dahlia a hug, but the idea made Hope nervous. A sense of helplessness filled her, and she walked to the door. “I’m sorry, Dahlia.”

      The beautiful young demigod rolled onto her side, facing the wall, her back to the door and Hope.

      There was nothing else to say, so Hope left.
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        * * *

      

      The house was quiet, and after a lonely dinner of leftovers, Hope found her way to the study with one of the last books of the Moirai. As she read, her mind continued to drift to Athan, and she wondered if she was going to miss her opportunity to talk to him before Xan came back. Then she thought about what Dahlia had said. Xan was in love with her, but would he even like her if he knew what she was? Would she ever be free to be herself? And if she was, would anyone really care for her?

      She heard laughter outside, and the front door banged open.

      “Na pari I eychi! Skata! Skata!”

      Then the door slammed shut and someone shuffled into the foyer. The speech was slightly slurred as he continued, “Geia sou?”

      Something thudded to the floor in the entryway.

      “Geia sou?” a man with a deep voice shouted.

      Hope pulled herself out of the chair and stuck her head into the entryway.

      There stood a young man only slightly taller than she was. A large duffle bag lay on the floor of the foyer, and the man’s head was moving side to side. His curly black hair stuck up wildly, and his skin was tawny beige. She was struck with his prominent features, a wide nose that was slightly crooked, and generous lips. He grinned, revealing a chip on his front tooth.

      “Ah, hello.” His accent was thick and guttural. “I am Dion, Dionysus’s son.” He stepped forward and extended his hand.

      Hope took his hand and shook it once before letting it go. Alcohol exuded from him and hung thickly in the air.

      “I’m Hope.”

      “Hope, yes. It’s nice to meet you. Aren’t you oraios?” His blurry eyes inspected her. “Yes, quite beautiful, no?”

      Hope blushed and ducked her head.

      “Malista, aye. Umm, is there room for me?”

      “Room for you?” Hope glanced around as if looking for answers. “What?”

      “Domatio? A place for me to sleep?” He pointed to his bag.

      “Oh, a room.” Right. She was an idiot. “I’m not really sure where . . . Let me go find Dahlia.”

      “Ah, Dahlia is here? Fantastikos!” He grinned again.

      His enthusiasm was contagious. And she giggled. Footsteps in the hall drew their attention, and then Athan came out from the kitchen.

      “Athan!” Dion yelled his name with gusto. “It is aprosmeno kalo you are here, no? Thavmasios to see you, adelfos.” He embraced Athan and kissed both his cheeks.

      Hope stood fixated with the exuberant welcome.

      “It is nice to see you, too, Dion.” Athan laughed as he pulled away, and Hope could see the humor in his eyes. He winked at Hope. “I see you’ve met Hope.”

      “Yes, the lovely Hope.” He leaned toward Athan, and whispered, “I do not know this, but I believe she thinks me trelos.”

      Athan laughed again. “You are crazy, Dion. It’s why everyone likes you.”

      “Likes me?” Dion shook his head. “No. Oloi agape mou!”

      Athan smirked. “I’ll take Dion to his room. He’s completely intoxicated.”

      He lifted Dion’s bag and tried to lead the young man toward the stairs, but the Greek demigod protested, “No. I feel quite, how you say, dandy. Malista, aye. I feel dandy. We stay up and talk, no? Much to catch up on. And there is a beautiful girl a flertaro.”

      “Come, my friend. There is tomorrow. You’re going to be sick all too soon.”

      Their voices faded.

      Hope’s thoughts had been derailed, and she stood smiling in the entryway. Athan had winked at her. Maybe he didn’t hate her after all.

      The next morning, the sun was out. Hope’s mood brightened with the weather. The thought made her wonder at Endy’s cloudy disposition, and then she laughed out loud at the appropriateness of his being in Seattle. She wondered briefly which came first and then forgot all about him as she got ready to go downstairs for breakfast. Eager with anticipation, Hope tripped over herself as she sped through her morning routine.

      As she entered the kitchen, she noticed Athan was the only one there. Her enthusiasm waned slightly from her nervousness as she contemplated how to address him.

      “Good morning, Athan.” Even to herself it sounded formal, and she cringed.

      “Oh?” He raised his eyebrows. “Are you talking to me now?”

      “I. . . I was talking to you last night.”

      He crossed his arms. “No, I spoke to you. If I remember correctly, you said nothing. You’ve said nothing to me for days. Nothing since we got back from Pike Place. Nothing, until now.”

      “I’m sorry?” Hope was struck with disbelief. He’d noticed how long it had been since they spoke? He’d been counting the days? “I guess I was hoping . . .” She took a deep breath. “I-was-hoping-we-could-have-a-talk-and-kinda-sort-things-out.” It all came out as one word, and she took another breath. “Please.”

      His gaze burned her, and she lowered her head.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” She couldn’t believe it. He’d actually said yes, and he didn’t seem mad. She wanted to jump up and down and scream. She wanted to giggle. She wanted to cry with relief. He didn’t hate her?

      He nodded. “Let’s have lunch tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Disappointment punched her. What about right now?

      “I have plans with Dion today.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Sorry.”

      “Oh.” Hope’s enthusiasm deflated a little and then perked up. He’d still said yes. “What are you doing?”

      Athan’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Dion came across Endy last night, and there was some wagering. Endy lost, and we have a beautiful day.” He pointed out the window. “Dion and I are going golfing.”

      The sun was because of Endy? Wait.

      “Golfing? You golf?” She’d never met anyone who golfed.

      He laughed. “Yes, I golf. Actually, I play most sports.”

      Of course he did. And he was probably good at all of them, too. Demigod son of Hermes. Stupid god of athletics.

      “Golf is Dion’s favorite.”

      “Did you lose a bet to him too?” She held her hand out. “None of my business. Sorry.”

      “Nice. Sometimes you surprise me too.” He rinsed his plate. “Now, I have to get everything ready for the demigod of wine, who will probably sleep another hour or two.” He started for the doorway out into the foyer but turned back at the last second. “Yes, I lost a bet, and if I could give you some advice, don’t gamble with Dion.” He winked and offered a parting wave. “Have a good day, Hope.”

      Happiness pulsed through the air, and she skipped across the kitchen floor.
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      Dahlia fought as intensely as Xan, but her style was much more aggressive. She didn’t wait for Hope to attack and then counter. Rather, as soon as the fight started, Dahlia went all out punching and kicking. However, like Xan, she also broke their sparring to give pointers and tips.

      “Their eyes aren’t going to hit or kick you, Hope, so there is no reason to focus there.”

      They stood on the blue sparring pads in their gear. Dahlia had a wicked round kick and had clocked Hope in the head three times in a row.

      “But you can assess their emotions in their eyes,” Hope countered.

      Dahlia frowned. “Yes, but that will only tell you their intention to fight. And you should be able to read that before the first punch is thrown. And if your attacker is Skia, you won’t read anything in their eyes.” She pointed at her chest and abdomen. “Look at my body.” She shifted to kick, and her torso moved too. “Read their body.” She drew back a punch, and again her torso shifted slightly. “Then count the timing. Remember, the best attack—”

      “Begins with a good block.”

      “Good,” Dahlia complimented her. “Now, let’s see what you can do.”

      Unlike Xan, Dahlia didn’t hold back at all. The fighting was intense, and she’d often interrupt the sparring by shoving Hope out of striking distance.

      “Don’t expend so much energy countering your opponent’s move. If you can use their momentum to your advantage, then do it.” Dahlia showed Hope some grappling techniques that used an opponent’s force against them.

      “There will always be someone bigger, faster, and stronger than you. That means you have to fight smarter. Use your advantages and see what you can do to minimize theirs. If everything else is equal, technique will win. Shades of Hades, even if all else isn’t equal, the best technique should win. You need to make sure you have it.”

      Dahlia shook out her dark hair, and it fell in cascading curls down her back. “I think that’s it for today. I have a date, so I can’t stay and play.”

      Hope thought back to their conversation a few nights ago. “A date with who?”

      Dahlia pursed her lips before answering, “Doesn’t matter to you. Now, go take a shower, or whatever it is you do. I’ve got to go.” She threw her gear into a mesh bag and then hung it on a peg by the door. “Good night, Hope.”

      “Good night. Have fun, Dahl.”

      “I will.” The beautiful girl walked out the door.

      Hope scanned the room. Despite Dahlia having called time, Hope wasn’t done. Her gaze settled on an athletic bag that had been bolted to the floor. Two others hung from the ceiling. She went over to the stereo, cranked the music up as loud as it would go, and then started kicking and punching the bags. She matched the staccato beat of the drums, thumping the bag over and over and over again. When she couldn’t move her arms anymore, she went upstairs to take a shower and go to bed.
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        * * *

      

      Hope’s aggressive exercise left her exhausted, and when her mind finally allowed her to relax, she slept late the next morning. Anxiety slowed her, and she dawdled through her morning routine. When it came time to pick out something to wear, she pulled out a cream sweater her mother had bought her for her birthday and completed the outfit with dark boots and skinny jeans. Yep. That would be fine. She smiled at her reflection and headed downstairs.

      She walked into the kitchen and heard a low whistle.

      Dion sat at the table, a plate of eggs in front of him, untouched. In his hand, he held a stemmed glass filled with what appeared to be a mixture of juice and wine.

      “Poly oraios! Hope, you are beautiful.” He tilted the glass at her.

      She blushed and pointed at the glass in his hand. “Isn’t it a little early?”

      “Ah. You are beautiful, but skliros, no?”

      Hope grimaced. “Skliros?”

      “Hard, cruel, tough.” Athan answered from behind her.

      His words were like a physical blow. Is that what he thought of her?

      “She’s not really one to spare your feelings,” Athan continued talking, directing his comments to Dion. “But . . .” Athan hesitated as he met her eyes. “You’ll always know where you stand.”

      She wasn’t even sure where Athan stood with her, or she with him. While the two men spoke, Hope surveyed Athan. His bronzed hair and skin were lighter than she remembered, probably from spending so much time indoors. His jeans hung low on his narrow waist, and although he was lean, he was far more muscular than the son of Dionysus.

      “Alitheia kai ithikotita. Truth and honor.” Dion glanced at Hope, then continued his conversation with Athan, “Do you ever get tired of your ideals?”

      Athan laughed. “I’m not training her. Xan is.”

      “Xan?” Dion laughed. “You’re, how you say, teasing, no?”

      Athan shook his head. “No. Really. Xan is her mentor.”

      “Alitheia? Ouai. I wouldn’t have . . .” His glazed eyes wandered over his plate and then to Athan. “Everyone grows, no?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” Athan smirked, driving in the thick sarcasm coating his words.

      Hope narrowed her eyes. “Why would you say that? Why is truth and honor such a stretch for Xan?”

      Athan pinched his lower lip before answering. “I would hate to burst your bubble about someone you think you know.”

      Hope glared at him. What was it with demigods not answering questions? Maybe there were advanced lessons she hadn’t gotten to. The idea was infuriating. “Why don’t you try me? I like to make my own assessments. I appreciate honesty. And, sometimes, like Dion said, people change. I’d like to think people can change.”

      Athan’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? Would you give Xan the benefit of the doubt?”

      Her immediate thought was yes, but she considered. “I’d like to think so.”

      “Hmmm. Do you believe in double standards?”

      Dion rubbed his temples and stood.

      “You two have some history. I think I will go now.” He took his glass and left the room, his plate of food still uneaten on the table.

      Hope looked at Athan, and he held her gaze. Why was he staring at her? “What?”

      He licked his lips as he regarded her. “What time do you want to go to lunch?”

      Her heart jumped, and something warm, like honey, spread through her chest.

      “I haven’t had breakfast yet.” Her voice came out all breathy, and the warmth spread to her cheeks.

      “No? You slept in?”

      Hope rolled her eyes and swallowed a giggle threatening to escape. She’d stayed up half the night worrying he’d cancel. Even now she teetered on the edge of hope and doubt, but excitement fizzed through her like a carbonated drink.

      “Well, how about brunch, then? Are you hungry?”

      Hope bit her lip. Would he remember?

      Athan laughed. “Yeah, yeah. I should’ve known. Okay, let’s go get something to eat.”

      He did!

      “Where are we going?” She rolled up onto the balls of her feet, ready to sprint to the car.

      “Downtown. There’s this bakery in the Market that makes an incredible egg scramble, better than you’ve ever had. And they get their sausage from a local butcher. You’ll love it.”

      They stepped out the door to be greeted by three tall, blond men.

      “Hope and Athan,” Ty said with a smirk.

      Hope frowned. What were they doing here? “I thought you went with Xan and Thenia?”

      Ty laughed, a short barking sound. He looked her up and down, his lips curling into a sneer. “I bet you wished we had.”

      Athan clenched his teeth, and the muscles of his neck tightened. “Back off, Ty. I’m not interested in dealing with your drama right now.”

      “Whoa-ho-ho. What do we have here? You two know each other well? Is Hope the demigod you found in Goldendale? The one that disappeared for a while?”

      Athan grabbed Hope’s arm and stepped to go around the side, but Ty and Tre moved to block them.

      “Are you? Weren’t the two of you friends?” He made air quotes around the word friends.

      “Why would it matter?” she asked.

      Ty chuckled. “World’s greatest psachno, and he loses his prize. Not so great after all, eh, Athan?”

      “Come on, Hope.” Athan tugged her hand, but again the bigger men blocked their path.

      “No. I want to ask her something. I know you already told us you didn’t see anything, but maybe she did.”

      “She didn’t.”

      Hope glared at Athan. She hated when others answered for her. She directed her gaze to Tre and Ty. Prax stood behind them, a scowl on his face.

      “What do you want?” she snapped. “I’m hungry, so make it fast.”

      “Gods, I’d love to break you, Hope. You’re so mouthy.” Ty leaned forward into her personal space. “I bet you like it rough, too.”

      Athan stepped in front of Hope. “If you have a question, ask her. Otherwise, get out of her face.”

      “What do you care, Athan?” Tre stood toe to toe with the other demigod. “She’s not with you anymore. She’s with Xan.”

      Hope gritted her teeth. She was not property. “What’s your question?”

      Tre stepped away from Athan and said, “Have you seen the Sphinx?”

      She glanced up at Athan, her heart nearly pounding out of her chest.

      Ty grabbed her jaw. With an iron grip, he forced her to face him.

      “Have you?” he growled.

      Hope tried to shake her head, but Ty didn’t release her. Clenching her chin tighter, he brought her face close to his, and she stumbled forward.

      “Have you seen the Sphinx?” His sky blue eyes, eyes that matched all of his brothers’, were colder than ice.

      She shoved him away with every bit of her strength, and he fell to the ground. “I shook my head.”

      He jumped up and stepped toward her, his hands balled into fists. “You looked at Athan first.”

      “Because he’s my friend.” Her blood pressure climbed with her pulse.

      Ty glared at her and took another step. “You haven’t seen her?”

      “Not since last Halloween. But then I see at least five of them every year.” If he came any closer, she’d go for the blades in her boot. There was no way she was going to let him touch her again.

      “Come on, Ty.” Praxis called. “She said no. Leave her alone.”

      Ty turned back to Hope. “I don’t believe you.”

      That was it. She’d had enough. “I don’t care two cents what you believe. I told you no. And no means no.”

      She grabbed Athan’s sleeve and pulled him to the garage.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” she hissed.

      Athan opened the car door for her then met her gaze. “Because they can tell when you’re lying.”

      Just great.
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        * * *

      

      The drive was short, and Athan made small talk. There was no further reference to the earlier conversation. It wasn’t until they sat down with their food in the little café that he broached the subject of the two of them.

      “What happened? Did you hear me and my dad talking? Is that why you left Goldendale?” Athan sipped his orange juice. “I thought you’d at least come back to get your stuff.”

      She’d been afraid of this moment. Afraid he would crush her heart. That he wouldn’t care. So why did she feel like they were sitting at her kitchen table in Goldendale? “I sent movers to pack up and bring it all over to Seattle. I did go back to apologize to you. I wanted to patch things up, but you were gone. Myrine was completely coherent for a few minutes then went all crazy again. I saw Haley, and those beefed up lunatic sons of Apollo showed up. In your truck, I might add.”

      He grimaced. “I sold them that monstrosity. I hated that thing, and I was trying to get them off your tail.”

      “I don’t think they recognized me, though. Not that time.” She thought about her brief fight, while she smashed pieces of her muffin with her fork.

      “I can’t believe you saw them again. Gods, Hope. Do you have a death wish?” He ran his hands through his hair, eyes wide.

      She studied him while considering his words. He seemed sincere, like he really did care. “They seem pretty bad.”

      “They are the worst kind of immortals, taking pleasure in other’s pain.” He pushed his empty plate back. “Twisted and sick, and they will kill you. We need to figure a way to get you out of the conservatory.”

      “I’m leaving.” Now that they were talking, she wanted to tell him everything.

      His hand stilled on the plate. “What?”

      She nodded. “Next week.” She took a sip of orange juice. “It’s not like I can change in there. And the sons of Apollo are only going to get worse. I can’t hide from them, if I’m right there.”

      He ran a hand over his face. “They’re brutal, too. You know, they’re the ones who tortured your aunt.”

      Her heart froze. “Priska?” Guilt hung in her chest, followed by a burning hatred. “They’re the ones?” If they came near her again, she would kill them.

      “Where are you going to go?” He reached across the table, his hand stretching toward her. Then he grabbed her fork and took a bite of her breakfast. “Would you move back in with Priska?”

      She missed her aunt, but she couldn’t go back. She’d need more help breaking the curse, and Priska wouldn’t, or maybe couldn’t, take the risks necessary. “Maybe I could move in with Myrine.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not really an option,” he said after swallowing another bite. “Myrine sold her house. I don’t even know where she is now. Would you need to stay with anyone?”

      “Isn’t there protection in numbers? Especially if someone like Ty comes after me.”

      “Nice thought, but have you seen those guys? I think your best bet is to go back into hiding.”

      Hope took a deep breath. “I want to break the curse. That’s why I’m here. I’ve been trying to study and find clues in the Olympian library.”

      “Is that why you were asking about monsters and curses? Did you find anything?”

      “Not much.” She frowned, unsure if she should tell him about Briareus. “Why did Myrine move?”

      Athan took the change of topic with grace. “That’s how Myrine is. She does her own thing. It’s always nice when our paths cross, but she’s her own individual. She doesn’t really cater to anyone. If she likes you, she’ll help you, and she’s always truthful, but . . .”

      “But?”

      “But her perspective is sometimes different.” He stared at her, searching her face for something. “She told you to come here.”

      “No. Actually, I went with Priska and made an offering to Artemis. Artemis told me to come here.”

      He flinched as if she’d struck him. “Artemis? Really?”

      Hope nodded.

      “Skata. Did she tell you why?”

      “She told me to come here and do a bunch of research. Myrine told me to beware lies and trickery, and something about another realm.” Her shoulders dropped, and she pushed her eggs away. “But so far, all the time in the library has been a dead end.”

      He frowned. “You’ve really found nothing?”

      Even if it was wrong, she couldn’t lie to him. And she didn’t want to. She shook her head. “I’m not even sure why I came.”

      “That’s the thing about oracles and gods. You never know what you’re going to find. It isn’t always about the literal thing you’re doing. Sometimes they put you on the path of where you need to be.”

      And he would know that how? Right. His dad. “Okay, but still I don’t know anything, and I’ve got to be out of there before I change again.”

      Athan grimaced. “I want you out of that house, now. It isn’t safe with Apollo’s sons in it.”

      Hope thought about her options. She really didn’t have any. She needed to finish that last book of the Moirai. It was all she could think to do.

      Athan stared at her. Examining her, as if her face would answer questions that her words would not.

      “What happened? Did you fall in love with him?”

      She blushed. He wasn’t really going there was he? “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you’d be happy to see me, but. . . What’s going on with you and Xan?”

      This was not the conversation she wanted to be having. Hope considered her words carefully. “Nothing is happening with Xan.”

      He exhaled a slow breath, but he was clearly waiting for more.

      Time to tell him the whole truth. “I thought what had happened in Goldendale was . . . mutual, that you cared about me.” Her mouth was dry, and her heart pounded. She went to sip again at her orange juice, but only a few drops trickled their way into her mouth. She forced a swallow.

      Athan raised his brows but said nothing.

      “When I got here, I heard you had a history of doing whatever necessary to get an immortal to the conservatory, even using . . . deception.” It was the nicest way she could think of to say it.

      His eyes widened, and his face blanched. After taking a deep breath, he schooled his features and said, “Even if that were true, you said yourself that you’d give someone the benefit of the doubt. Or does that only apply to Xan?”

      Irritation flashed through her. “I did say that I would try to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.”

      Leaning forward, he set his fork down. “Did you mean it?”

      “Yes, I meant it, but—”

      “Not for me?” he snapped as he sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. He clenched his teeth as if trying to bite back further protests.

      “I didn’t say that.” Why was he doing this? Why was he so mad? She shifted in her plastic seat but couldn’t get comfortable.

      “Then what?” He flung his arms, gesturing as he spoke, “You would forgive Xan’s past.”

      She didn’t even want to talk about Xan. “I didn’t say that either. I don’t even know his past. I only know how I’ve been treated.”

      “And you think he’s more sincere?” He thumped on the white tabletop with his index finger.

      “It isn’t about a comparison.” She glared at him. How dare he? They were beginning to draw attention, and Hope took a deep breath before continuing, “I always thought you were sincere. You never gave me any reason to think otherwise. It was only when I got here and heard things—”

      His green eyes hardened. The longer she spoke, the more corded his neck became, his pulse thrumming under his tanned skin. “From whom?”

      “Xan, and then Obelia. Even Thenia told me there had been stories.”

      Athan’s gaze bored into her, and he scrunched his face. “You believed the stories?”

      “Not at first. But, it made me doubt, and you weren’t here to contradict any of it.” Had she been too quick in her judgment? Had she misread him? Had he kept his distance because he thought that’s what she wanted?

      “I came, Hope. As soon as I knew you were here, I came,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. “Do you know where I was before I came here?”

      Her heart tripped and skipped. “Myrine said you were looking for me.”

      “Yeah.” He leaned toward her. “I spent weeks searching small towns along the Columbia River and in Portland. Then I got a tip and came over here to Seattle. Since you left, I’ve spent every minute scouring the city for you.”

      “I didn’t know.” She dropped her gaze to the white Formica tabletop. That sweet something burst in her chest, spreading its warm honey again.

      “Did you know . . .”

      For the first time since she’d left him, joy pulled her lips into a smile.

      “Did I know what?” She glanced up, excited. So excited to hear what he would say.

      Terror lined his features. “Skata!”

      Her entire body was doused with fear. “Athan?”

      Athan stood up. “Our meal has come to an end. We need to leave.”

      He pulled his wallet from his pocket and threw several bills down, his gaze remaining fixed on the front window of the café.

      Hope studied the scene but saw only the regular street traffic of Pike Place Market. She begged to be wrong. “What is it?” Please not now.

      Another minute of silence. He still didn’t answer but surveyed the café, his hand resting on his belt.

      “Athan?” Her heart pounded. “Athan?” Something was really wrong. The last time he’d freaked out—

      “Skia.”

      Hope’s food turned to lead in her stomach. “Are you sure?”

      He refused to meet her eyes when he spoke, “Maybe they didn’t see us yet.”

      There was no confidence behind the words, and Hope knew he was trying to spare her. The wall around her heart melted just a fraction before fear kicked back in.

      “We need to leave now. We’re sitting ducks in here.”

      She glanced around at the other patrons and the bright lighting. “They won’t attack us in here, will they? I mean, there are people and no shadows for them to come in through.”

      Athan frowned. “You have more studying to do. If they’re already here, in this realm, they don’t need shadows. They don’t need darkness. They just prefer it. Skia will attack anywhere. We may appear mad, the police might get called, and innocent bystanders might even be killed, but Skia don’t care.”

      His heavy words sunk in, and her shoulders sagged.

      “Do you have a weapon?” Athan asked.

      “Of course.” The two knives were tucked in her boots. She knew better than to leave a conservatory without them.

      “Okay, we’re going to walk out the front door as though we have seen nothing. I’m hoping that they’ll be counting on us going out the back. I can’t see them anymore.”

      “Maybe they moved on.”

      “We’d have to have incredible luck for that to be the case. But I doubt it. If they saw us, we need to move.”

      They crossed the crowded café. Athan surveyed the busy sidewalks through the wall of windows and then opened the door. “Let’s go.”

      He grabbed her hand, and they stepped out the door.

      Hope scanned the bustling shoppers for signs of the creatures from the Underworld. She couldn’t see them, but the chill of death rolled through the air around them. They were close.

      “How many?”

      Athan said nothing.
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      The seconds felt like hours.

      If there was only one Skia, he wouldn’t attack. Not the case with two of them. Two, and she and Athan would each need to take out one. It would be scary, and dangerous, but they could each handle one. If it were more . . . Hope tried to think of a scenario where that would be okay. She was good, but she’d never be able to best two on her own.

      “I saw two.”

      Hope’s pulse quickened. Her hands started to sweat. She pulled one of the daggers out from the sheath in her boot. “Even match, right?”

      They were almost to the car.

      “Right?” Even to herself, she sounded unsure.

      The Skia leaped out from behind a parked car, and the force knocked the breath out of Hope’s lungs as she fell to the ground. She kicked up, and her heel connected with the pale face of a male Skia. As he fell back, Hope popped up. She scrutinized the monster from Hades, the human body infused with dark powers from the Underworld. His obsidian eyes revealed nothing, and he wore the telltale leer. His square jaw was all hard angles, much like his body, and his movements were lithe like a panther.

      He came at her again, and in a flash, knives whistled past her face. Skia daggers were forged of black metal, and the hilts of Hades’s immortal weapons appeared to be writhing bodies with screaming skulls at the end.

      The Skia swung as he moved in, a long arc coming down toward Hope’s face. She threw a block with her left arm and delivered a sidekick to his abdomen. The force sent him flying backward, and she took a fraction of a second to glance at Athan. He was fighting as well, his focus consumed on the Skia swinging a blade at him.

      Hope eyed the creature on the ground. He hadn’t gotten up yet, and she knew this was her chance. With a flick of her wrist, she sent the golden dagger through the monster’s eye and into the Skia’s skull with a wet thunk.

      She went to help Athan.

      This other Skia moved like a bull. His large, heavy frame spoke of power, and as Hope worried about what would happen if one of his swings connected, he punched Athan in the stomach. Athan stumbled backward against the hood of a car.

      Hope stepped between the two of them.

      The heavyset Skia opened his mouth in a soundless laugh.

      Even as he moved toward her, she knew she was no match for his strength. She stepped back in an arc as he moved forward with his first kick until she stood behind him. She reached for her other weapon, but it stuck in its sheath in her boot. This was her chance, and she needed to strike. Hope kicked the creature in the back, pushing him forward and off balance. But she’d missed the tender spot where the kidneys sat. If the dead still had kidneys.

      She spared a moment to glance over at Athan. He’d sat up but was still on the hood of the car. He needed more time.

      The Skia charged, his face contorted with anger. He crossed his arms, then swung at her with his left fist in a backhand.

      Hope dodged the projected strike, but her block wasn’t strong enough for the follow-through right hook. The connection sent her back several feet and to the ground. Dazed, she struggled to her feet. With a shake of her head, she tried to clear her vision of the two Skia standing side by side.

      The first Skia’s body began to dematerialize, wisps of black smoke rolling off the body.

      She concentrated on the large Skia and realized she hadn’t been seeing double. Two Skia advanced, their movements slow and deliberate. Like sharks circling before an attack. She was outnumbered. They knew it, and she knew it.

      She debated running but discarded the idea. There was no way she wanted to leave Athan, nor did she want the Skia on her back. The newcomer was short, no more than five and a half feet, his once olive-tone skin now sickly, and he had jet-black hair on his head and face. The larger Skia loomed even bigger next to his companion.

      Hope unsheathed her jeweled dagger. She had no great options. No good ones either. But maybe they didn’t know that. With a deep breath, she ran toward her attackers, screaming through her fear. Hope faked right toward the smaller creature and then spun. With the force of her movement, she buried her knife into the large Skia’s chest. He clutched at the blade and vomited a beam of light.

      Hope shifted to face the swarthy Skia. Lightning fast, he kicked at her hip, shoulder, and then head in rapid succession. Hope blocked the first two and stepped closer, taking away his legs. She swung a hook and then an uppercut. Both were deftly blocked. She stepped back to kick, but the Skia slid into her space, turned his body sideways, scrunched down, and drove his heel into her chin.

      Hope fell backward, seeing nothing but stars.

      She could feel him drawing closer, but she was blind to strike. She staggered to her feet, her arms flailing in front of her as she tried to find him. If she knew where he was—

      “You are cursed.”

      Judging by the distance of his heavily accented voice, Hope knew he was close. Her brow drew down. “How would you know that?” she shouted, scanning her still blurry surroundings.

      A gray silhouette began to take shape in the shadows between the cars. The dark Skia stepped through them until he stood before her, just out of reach. “Hades holds only truth. There are many questions that are answered when you go to the Underworld.”

      Was that a threat?

      As if in answer, he raised his knife to strike.

      There was a blur of movement, and then the Skia was on the ground with Athan sitting on top of him. Athan struck at the Skia’s face, his fists connecting once, twice. And then the Skia brought his legs up around Athan’s throat, pushing the demigod back to the ground. The Skia rocked forward and pulled out his blades.

      Athan screamed.

      Hope screamed. She charged the dark creature, driving her shoulder into him, shoving him away from Athan. Both Hope and the Skia crashed to the ground. He scrambled for the dark blades, but Hope pulled his legs to drag him away. The Skia beat on her forearm, an icy sledgehammer pounding again and again until she let go.

      She’d lost. With a roar of frustration, she lunged, but the creature stood and danced away.

      And then he sheathed his blade.

      “I will come back for you, Sphinx. One day, we will finish what was started.” The man became mist and disappeared.

      With deep, gulping breaths, Hope ran to Athan and knelt by his side.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. He glanced over her body as if to see for himself.

      Hope nodded.

      “Their blades. . .” Should she tell him?

      He waved away her words. “You’ve become a great fighter.”

      In that moment, the compliment meant nothing. He was still injured.

      “Are you okay?” Her hands fluttered over him. She wanted to help. Would he let her?

      “A scratch, I think.” He pointed to his leg. “We need to get back. I should have someone look at it.” He grimaced, and sweat beaded his brow.

      She stood. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Athan stood with a slight sway but waved her away when she stepped up to help. “Go get your weapons.” He pointed to where the Skia had fallen but continued toward the car. “I’d hate to tempt fate by hanging out on the streets of Seattle. One Skia attack per decade is my quota. I’m ready for a little R and R.”

      They reached the car, and relief cascaded through Hope as the doors locked and they pulled out onto the street.

      Maybe Athan was going to be okay. Maybe a scratch wasn’t so bad.

      The drive was silent. Athan’s breathing became more labored as the seconds ticked by. Despite the short distance, when they pulled into the conservatory, Athan was gasping in shallow breaths, and his skin had lost its color.

      When she stopped the car, Athan spoke, his voice tight with pain, “I’ll need your help to get up the walkway, but I’m going to try to make it to my room without alarming anyone. Once we’re there, I’ll need you to get Dahlia or Endy, okay?”

      “Okay.” Her heart pounded. “Are you going to be all right?”

      He laughed, but the sound was off. “I’ll be fine.” He gasped and clenched his jaw. “Eventually.”

      Athan leaned on Hope, becoming heavier as he limped up to the door. When he pulled away, Hope noticed his pant leg was saturated with blood.

      Hope tossed the keys onto the table. Screw not alarming anyone. “Dahlia?” she yelled. “Endy?”

      Obelia poked her head around the corner from the kitchen.

      “Where have you two been?” She glared daggers at Hope. “I can’t believe you left. You both know the rules! What in the name of Hades—”

      “It was my . . . suggestion . . . Obelia.” Athan gasped as if he’d run a marathon.

      Obelia’s mouth snapped shut. “Why?” Her voice dropped and was almost pleading. “Why would you—?”

      “I needed to explain something.” He swayed but caught himself on the table. He inhaled, the ragged breath rattling in his chest.

      Dropping her head, Obelia closed her eyes with a wince. When she looked up, her eyes were filled with tears. “What could you have to say to her?”

      “Obelia, not here.” Athan’s voice trembled, and his knees buckled.

      Time seemed to slow.

      “Athan?” Hope stepped toward him.

      He reached out to her, but before he could make contact, his eyes rolled back, and Athan slid to a heap on the floor.

      Obelia screamed.

      “Dahlia!” Hope’s voice carried throughout the house. “Endy!”

      Footsteps came running.

      “What is it?” Dahlia rounded the corner, and with only a glance, she ran into the kitchen. Grabbing a pair of shears, she cut away the pant leg of Athan’s jeans while she yelled for Endymion.

      Surprisingly, he came out of the kitchen. With his brothers.

      “What is all the yelling for?” He eyed Athan on the floor and then the three women. “What do you want me to do?” Endy turned to leave, and Ty, Tre, and Prax all laughed.

      “If you leave, Endy, it had better be out of this house. That goes for each one of you sons of Apollo. You all know the rules of the conservatory. As long as you are here, you will use your power and knowledge for the greater good.”

      “Who’s to say what the greater good is though?” Ty crossed his arms and leveled a glare at Dahlia. “It appears that the son of Hermes tangled with something he shouldn’t have. That’s not my problem.”

      Dahlia looked up from where she was tying a tourniquet on Athan’s leg. “I’m the senior demigod in the house right now, so I have that say, ’taur head. Either get your medical supplies and help, or get out of this house.”

      Grumbling under his breath, Endy left the area with Ty, Tre, and Prax right behind him.

      “We’ll meet you in his room,” Dahlia yelled after him. She pulled Athan up by the arms and draped him over her shoulder. “Hope?”

      Hope was right behind her. “Yeah?”

      “Gods. What happened?”

      Hope outlined the fight in brief details as they moved Athan to his room. Obelia interrupted once to curse at Hope, but Dahlia cut her off.

      “Save your energy, Obelia. We’re going to need you to be productive. You can yell at Hope all you want, on your own time. But not right now. I need to hear this.”

      Obelia and Dahlia listened to the rest of the story.

      Endy walked in just after Hope finished. The other sons were noticeably absent.

      “What happened?” Endy looked bored as he assessed the wound.

      “Skia.” Obelia hissed, glaring at Hope.

      “Skata!” Endy regarded Hope with wide eyes. “For real?”

      Hope nodded. Why would he think she was kidding?

      Endy flushed. “I don’t know if I can do anything to help. What did they get him with?”

      Hadn’t he trained for this? How could they not have an emergency kit? “A knife.”

      Endy gasped, and his head jerked back. “Athan’s knife or theirs?”

      Didn’t he know he needed to do something? Hope was having an out of body experience. The person answering the questions was like a robot, even while her mind reeled. “Theirs. I think.”

      “Did you see it?”

      Feeling came back in a rush, and nausea roiled over her. Her hands shook, and she clasped them together to get them to stop. “When he got cut? No. Yes. I mean, I was there, but I was fighting. There were three of them.”

      Sour bile burned at the back of her throat. If she opened her mouth again, Hope was pretty sure she’d throw up. Without saying anything else, she left. It was only a dozen steps, but she was shaking by the time she got to her room; it took her several attempts to get the door open. Her palms were damp with sweat, and she wiped away the perspiration running down her temple. She made it to the bathroom just in time. She retched over and over. The vomit burned, and tears dripped down her face. She wiped the snot and tears with toilet paper, closed the lid, and then put her head on it.

      A knock sounded on the door.
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      She couldn’t get up. Not yet. She was too sick to care who it was.

      The knock came again.

      “Come in,” she rasped, and then she snapped her mouth shut before she could throw up again.

      “Hope?” Dahlia’s voice filtered back through the room. Seconds later, she opened the door to the bathroom. “Ah, here you are.” She looked at the toilet and then back to Hope’s face. “Bollocks. You all right?”

      Hope shook her head.

      “No, I wouldn’t think so.” Dahlia squatted down until she was sitting on the floor too. She reached out as if to touch Hope and then withdrew her hand.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Hope whispered.

      Dahlia let out a long breath and frowned. “I wish I could tell you he’s going to be okay, but it’s too early to tell. Endy sucks. He isn’t even as good as Thenia when she’s drunk. And those other boys are worse.”

      Hope’s tears ran unchecked, dripping onto her sweater and making little wet marks. She was congested, and her entire face was oozing. She grabbed tissue, scrubbed at her eyes, and wiped her nose. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Dahlia leaned over and flushed the toilet. “That stinks.”

      Both were silent as the water washed down the drain and then trickled to fill the bowl again.

      “Athan never should’ve taken you out of the conservatory,” Dahlia said when it was quiet again. “I don’t know what he was thinking. Not that it matters now.”

      “Why not? I mean, Xan’s allowed to—”

      Dahlia raised her brows. “Xan knows how to fight.” She pursed her lips. “Athan is brave and impetuous, and wicked smart. But he’s a mediocre fighter.”

      Somehow that made Hope feel worse. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t.” Dahlia held up her hand. “Don’t feel bad.” Pride gleamed in her eyes. “I can’t believe you fought three Skia at once and lived. And killed two? That’s pretty amazing, you know.”

      Dahlia was clearly trying to cheer Hope up, but the pit in her stomach gaped, raw and painful. “If Athan hadn’t stepped in—”

      “You’ve got to stop that, or you’ll go crazy. If Athan hadn’t stepped in, it would be you in that bed instead of him, Hope. And that wouldn’t be better. Trust me.”

      Hope couldn’t argue without revealing anything.

      Dahlia put her hand on Hope’s leg. “As a senior demigod, and the one that took you out of the conservatory in the first place, he should have done everything to protect you. That was his responsibility.” Dahlia stood up. “Now, are you done in here?”

      Maybe? “Yeah.”

      Hope dropped the toilet paper into the garbage and gingerly pulled herself up.

      “Good. I hate puke.” Dahlia stepped out of the restroom.

      Hope washed her hands while Dahlia continued talking.

      “One of the reasons I could never get along with Dion is he’s always trying to get everyone piss drunk. And even if it tastes good going down”—she pointed at the toilet—“it’s nasty coming up. I reserve it for only very special occasions.”

      Like having to go to Half Moon Bay. But Hope didn’t say it. Instead, she focused on herself. “I hate how it affects my reflexes.”

      Hope dried her hands and came out of the bathroom.

      “I know, right? Not sure why the boys like it so much. Now, do you need anything?”

      “Nope. I’m going to brush my teeth and clean up. Then can I go sit with Athan?”

      Dahlia nodded. “You might have to fight Obelia for the right, but I won’t stop you.”

      “Thanks, Dahlia.”

      “Sure, ’course. And for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re safe.”

      Emotion welled in Hope’s throat. It was nice to have friends.

      “I’ll check on you later, Hope.”

      “Okay.”

      The door clicked shut, and Hope went to lock it. She went back to the bathroom and set her knives on the counter. She rinsed her mouth and then brushed her teeth and her tongue. Twice. Sticky with sweat and blood, Hope turned on the shower and peeled off her clothes. She let the hot water beat down on her skin, relieving the tension in her back.

      She dressed in gray sweats and a black T-shirt and then padded her way to Athan’s room. Hope knocked once, and when there was no answer, she slowly opened the door.

      Athan’s room was dark, lit only by a small floor lamp in the shape of a candlestick. The walls were a pale-olive-green and the bedding and upholstery a darker shade of the same color with accents of rich blue. Trophies from track and field lined a high shelf, and several shelves of books lined one entire wall. In one corner were a smattering of musical instruments and a desk by the window.

      The desk was covered with papers, and there were several frames containing black-and-white pictures. As Hope drew closer, she saw a beautiful woman with fair hair, pale skin, and bright eyes. There was another one with Athan, the woman, and an older man who looked a lot like Athan. They were dressed in what appeared to be period costumes from the 1800s, and they were laughing. There were a few others of Athan and the man in regular clothes and one picture of a young lady with dark hair and dark eyes.

      Suddenly feeling as though she were prying, Hope stopped examining the room and went over to the bed. A chair was pulled up next to the bed, and Hope sat in it.

      “Athan?” She reached out and took his hand. It was warm and dry, and touching him brought back memories. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered the words and put her head on the bed. His scent was everywhere. Her tears fell silently.

      Hope awoke in the middle of the night, stiffness in her shoulders and neck from sleeping at a weird angle. Her first thoughts were of Athan, and she studied his body to see if he’d moved.

      A sheen of sweat covered his brow, and, even in sleep, his features were contorted with the pain.

      Hope went to the bathroom and ran a washcloth under cold water. When she stepped into the room, she noticed the door ajar. A cursory glance around revealed nothing significant out of place or altered. She went to the door and scanned the hall. There was no one, and Hope tried to shake off a sense of unease.

      She went back to Athan and put the washcloth on his forehead. A familiar squeak made her sit upright. That was her door! She dashed down the hall.

      Her door was closed but unlatched, yielding to the pressure of her hand. Certainly she would’ve closed it. With raw nerves, she eased the door open but left the light off. Her eyes, similar to that of a cat, dilated quickly, allowing for perfect vision even with the minimal light. Scanning her room, nothing seemed amiss in the almost sterile environment. She stayed in the doorway until the door was wide open, touching the opposite wall. Through the break on the hinge side she could see the blank wall. No one there either.

      She stepped through the door. The air carried her familiar smell and something more. Somebody had been in there. And probably more than one somebody. She crossed the room, checked the closet, and then the bathroom. Nothing. It was as stark and ugly as always, and completely unoccupied. The smell could have been Dahlia and Xan.

      Hope reached across the counter for a cup, and something nagged at her consciousness. Her gaze traveled over the bathroom—the toilet, shower, counter, mirror. Something was missing.

      Her clothes lay in a heap on the floor, right where she’d left them, the blood now a dark, rusty stain. She kicked them to the corner and reached down to pick them up. Her muscles screamed in protest. She jerked upright, and her head swam. Her nausea resurfaced, and a feeling of defeat crawled over her. She’d better lie down before the exhaustion, or whatever this was, made her. She dropped her clothes in the laundry basket and collapsed on the bed.
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      In the hours between night and morning, Hope awoke to the distant muffled voices of an argument. Sleep pulled and sucked at her consciousness, promising relief from the aching of her muscles. She rolled to the side and then pushed herself up on the bed. The nausea was gone, but her head was only lightly tethered and threatened to float away.

      She crossed her room and opened the door. The voices scratched and clawed at each other, almost like physical blows. She debated going back to bed, but her stomach growled, letting her know that wasn’t an option.

      When she recognized his voice, she ran down the stairs and straight into the kitchen.

      “Xan!” Her smile froze and dropped with her limbs when she took in the rest of the scene.

      Endy and Obelia faced him but turned to glare at Hope, accusations sharp in their eyes. Xan held both her daggers in his hands. His consternation made her want to run back upstairs and throw up again.

      “Where did you get those?” She stepped forward and held out her hand.

      “They were in your room. Do you think they’re yours?” Endy reached out to grab the gold dagger, but Xan held them high.

      “They are.” She glared at Endy and held out her hand to Xan. Her anger spilled over, and she glared at him when he didn’t give them to her. “They were given to me by my mother.” She pointed at Endy. “You went into my room without my permission.” She stepped forward, tempted to hit him. “Besides the rules of propriety, aren’t there house rules that forbid such prying?”

      “Hope.” Xan sounded weary.

      “What?” Her jaw clenched. How dare they make her feel like she was on trial for having immortal weapons? How dare their sneaking be the reason she got in trouble? And beneath the anger was screaming, hot fear. Suddenly, the smells in her room were recognizable. Recognizable because they stood right in front of her. Both Obelia and Endy had been in her room.

      “These are yours?” It was as though Xan were willing it to not be true.

      “They are.”

      “Where did you get them?” He seemed to sink into himself, as if the burden was too heavy to bear. “Did you steal them?”

      “Steal them?” She frowned. “No. I told you my mother gave them to me.”

      “Who’s your mother?”

      “Leto.”

      “Leto? The Titan goddess? Impossible!” Endy sounded outraged. “There is no way—”

      “Stop.” Xan grabbed the golden demigod by the shirt. “Obelia, why don’t you and Endy go find someone else to harass?” He shoved Endy away from him. “I’d like to speak with Hope alone.”

      “We want to witness.” Obelia scowled and took a step toward Xan.

      Xan towered over her, glaring at the petite demigod. “Get. Out. Now! You too, Endy.”

      Obelia’s legs bowed, and she walked away without another word.

      Endy stood, his body ramrod straight, scowling at Xan.

      “Endymion!” Xan roared.

      Hope covered her ears.

      “I command you to leave this room!” Xan punctuated his directive with his fist to Endy’s face.

      Something crunched, and Endy staggered backward and fell to the floor, blood dripping from his smashed nose. He looked up at Xan with a mixture of terror and hatred, while his hand smeared the crimson across his face. “You . . . you broke my nose.”

      Xan stood over Endy, his fists clenched and his frustration simmering at the surface.

      “I can’t believe you,” Endy growled. “You know what this means.” He pointed at the weapons still in Xan’s hands. “She’s a monster. There’s nothing else that could explain—”

      With a flick of his wrist, Xan threw the dagger with the blood rubies. It spun through the air, flashing silver and red. With a thud, it lodged in the floor right between Endy’s legs.

      “Shut your face. I’ll decide what I do.” He waved the gold dagger. “Now, if you don’t leave in the next five seconds, Sun-boy, I will kill you with your own weapon.” He held up the golden blade.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he said. Despite his bravado, he scrambled up, then wiped his nose with a wince.

      Xan smiled cruelly. “Try me.”

      Endy shifted, as if to walk forward, but then shifted again and stepped back.

      “You’re an idiot, Xan. If you had your way, you’d get us all killed. Well, I’m not going to sit here and do nothing. I’m getting my brothers.” With that, he walked from the room, cursing under his breath.

      Oh gods, his brothers.

      Xan pointed to the kitchen table. “Sit down.”

      Hope dropped into a wooden chair.

      Xan crossed over to the doorway and stooped low. He clasped the hilt of the dagger and pulled it from the floor, leaving a gaping scar in the hardwood.

      He took a seat across the table from Hope and set the daggers between them.

      “Where did you get them?”

      “From my mom.” Her eyes welled with tears. “Like I said.”

      “And your mom is Leto?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Titan goddess?”

      Hope dropped her head. “No.”

      Xan rubbed his hand over his face. “Is your mom a goddess?”

      “No.” There it was. Now there was no way of going back.

      “What in the name of Hades?” He pushed back from the table and paced the room. “Even Poseidon said . . . Oh gods, he knew. This is bad.” He stopped pacing and came back to the table. He pulled the chair out and flipped it backward before sitting down. He narrowed his icy blue eyes. “But you’re not mortal?”

      “No.” Hope focused on the table, her finger tracing concentric circles in the wood.

      He took a deep breath. “I can hardly believe I’m asking you this.” He reached out to touch her, but withdrew his hand before contact. “Hope, are you really . . .”

      Hope forced herself to meet his eyes.

      Sadness, worry, pain crossed his features, one after another. Xan dropped his head into his hands, and his breathing hitched.

      She owed him this. “My mom died about a year and a half ago,” Hope began. “She’d started dating Paul Crawford. She said it didn’t mean anything; they were just having fun. And it was nice to have a friend. Sarra, Paul’s daughter, was my best friend.” She pushed away the emotions climbing through her heart. “She was the first friend I’d had for, well, most of my life really. Until then, we’d moved a lot, trying to stay hidden from the other immortals, Skia, demigods, even the gods.”

      Hope took a deep breath. “Anyway, it was Friday. I went to school like any other day. Sarra and I rode the bus; we talked about what we were reading and what we were going to do on Saturday. I was in English when someone from the office came in. They called my name, and I was surprised. I’d never gotten called to the office before. But I thought my mom had come to get me to go on a trip or maybe shopping, you know?” She paused, the memories catching up to her.

      She tried to stop the tears from coming, pushing her emotions down. She gasped a couple of shaky breaths before continuing, “When I got there, they had me sit outside the principal’s office. Then, the school counselor called me into her office. She told me there had been an accident, a fire, at our apartment building. That my mom had been caught in it and she’d passed. That’s how she said it. ‘She’s passed, Hope,’ like it was a test she’d taken. At some point, I stood up and ran out of her office. I remember running on the street. I ran all seven miles to the apartment. And when I got there, it was black. Burned. Not all of it, but enough. I sat there until Sarra got off the bus, and her father took her away, calling me a monster.”

      Hope couldn’t hold back her tears, and they slid down her cheeks and onto her shirt. “I ended up in foster care for a few weeks until the court cleared my emancipation paperwork. I don’t remember much except yelling and babies crying.” She dropped her head into her hands. “I do have one vivid memory of sitting in my room at a time that I had changed. Someone was banging on the door, and I screamed for them to go away. I couldn’t have them see me like that.” Hope gestured to her body.

      Xan said nothing, but his eyes were wide.

      Hope continued, “It’s only two days and one night, when Apollo’s power is the strongest. Otherwise I look human.” She raised her shoulders and brought her elbows close to her body, curling into herself. “After the emancipation was granted, I moved to Goldendale. Priska was trying to track down information about what had happened to my mom. I got settled, got into a routine, and went to school. But, I was . . . lonely. And then I met Athan. At first, I didn’t even like him. After a Skia attacked me, we kind of became friends. At least I thought we were friends. I didn’t even know he was a demigod until another Skia attacked us both. Anyway, Athan said . . .” She shook her head. This wasn’t about her and Athan. “It doesn’t matter what he said.”

      Her gold eyes pled for understanding. “I had no intention of ever coming to a conservatory when Athan tried to recruit me before he knew what I was. I knew demigods killed monsters. But . . .” She couldn’t tell him about Artemis. “I was told I needed to get to the Olympian library. This was the only way.”

      “Bloody Mer,” Xan swore.

      “Now, I don’t even know why I did. I haven’t found a single answer.” She put her head in her hands. “I’m sorry, Xan. I didn’t mean to deceive you.”

      “I still don’t know what you are. These daggers are really yours?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Are you the Sphinx?” He ran his fingers through his hair.

      Hope didn’t want to answer, but if anyone deserved the truth it was Xan. Gods, he was going to hate her. It was physically painful to have to admit it. She closed her eyes and nodded her assent.

      “Bloody Hades!” He slammed his fist on the table.

      Shame bound her. Hope shifted in her chair; her body screamed to flee. But she owed him this, so she gritted her teeth and stayed seated.

      Xan yelled and shoved away from the table, his chair crashing to the floor. He grabbed her arm in a vice-like grip. With a yank, he pulled her up. “What the Hades were you thinking?”
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      Instead of waiting for her response, he dragged her across the kitchen toward the pantry.

      No, not the pantry.

      He stopped in front of the other door, the one with the key pad, and punched in a code. With a forceful yank, he pulled the door open, shoved her in, and then slammed it shut.

      What the Kracken?

      Hope stared at a stainless steel wall, the seams of the door almost invisible.

      Thump. Thump, thump, thump.

      Oh, gods. Xan was pounding on the door.

      Guilt churned her stomach, but she pushed it away. Honesty wouldn’t have gotten her a better result. She wouldn’t have even gotten in the front door. Artemis had told her this would be the only way. What more could she have done?

      Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

      She surveyed the cold room. It was small, no more than three cubic meters. The walls, ceiling, and floor all appeared to be stainless steel. The door was flush with the wall, no handle on her side. The light came through small holes in the ceiling, the artificial light harsh and bright.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      She sat in the corner and pulled her knees to her chest.

      Thump. Thump.

      It was like Athan all over again, only worse. So much worse.

      Why was it so much worse?

      Thump.

      She dropped her head to her knees and let her tears drip to the cold, hard floor. She knew he’d feel that way. Hadn’t Priska warned her? If they discovered what she was, they would kill her.

      The hissing of air startled her from her stupor.

      Xan stood in the doorway, sadness filling his eyes. He extended his hand, his raw knuckles dripped blood onto the hardwood floors. “All the books . . . All the stories . . . I thought the Sphinx was killed in Thebes. I thought Oedipus killed you after he solved the riddle. How old are you really?”

      She scrambled up but stayed where she was. “Seventeen.”

      “How long have you been seventeen?” He crossed his arms and frowned.

      She hated that he didn’t trust her anymore. “Almost a year. I’ll be eighteen next month.”

      He seemed to make a decision as he stood aside and waved for her to pass. “But you were created thousands of years ago?”

      If he was going to kill her, he wouldn’t let her out, right? Could she trust him? Hope stepped into the kitchen. “Not me, my grandmother, Phaidra. She was the first Sphinx. She lived thousands of years. Her daughter, my mother, was named Leto.”

      “Leto. By the gods. How did Poseidon know?” He let out a slow breath. “You don’t know what this means.” He blinked, pausing too long as he cursed to himself. “All right.” He closed the door, crossed the kitchen, and sat down at the table.

      Hope stared. Certainly he couldn’t mean to continue their previous conversation?

      He indicated that she sit.

      Maybe he did. She sat across from him.

      “Tell me, how is it that you are not”—he gestured to her body—“the Sphinx all the time?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked at the door to the steel room. The door was dented, as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. She averted her eyes. “This is how it’s always been for me and my mom. Only around the new moon when Apollo’s power is the greatest, otherwise we appear human.”

      “The history of the Sphinx ended when you, or rather your grandmother, died after Oedipus solved her riddle. She was always a Sphinx.”

      Hope snorted. “Your history is wrong, and it sucks.”

      “Obviously.” He gave her a half smirk but still wore his worry like a mask. “I don’t know what to do, Hope. Endy and Obelia are demanding you be killed. And they’ll pull Tre, Ty, and Prax into this. Technically you’re a monster.” He swallowed. “Although I can hardly believe it.”

      “I can leave. I never should’ve come here in the first place. Please tell me you’ll let me leave.”

      He stretched his hand across the table and grabbed hers but refused to meet her eyes. “I don’t know what to do, but I don’t want you to go, and I don’t want you to die, either.”

      Hope pulled her hand away. “Now what?”

      He threw his hands up. “What possessed you to come to a conservatory?”

      Hope told him about going to the temple, giving Artemis an offering, and then what the goddess had told her, careful to leave Priska out of it. “I only want to find a way to break the curse.” Hope leaned forward. “I want to be free to make my own choices.”

      Xan let out a prolonged exhale. “I’ll call a quorum. We’ll discuss this, and then majority rules on the decision. It’s the best I can do.”

      Hope dropped her head on the table. “They’ll kill me.”

      Xan ground his teeth. “No. I’ll call Thenia and Kaia and see when they’ll be back.” He sounded hopeful but not very convinced. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      She wanted to believe him. “Can you really promise that?”

      His shoulders sagged. “I think so. They like you.”

      “Like me?” In what world did demigods like monsters?

      “Not everyone wants to wipe out the monsters. It’d be easier if Thenia was here already. She’s really good at reasoning, especially with Endy and his brothers.”

      “Right now it’s you, Dahlia, Endy, Tre, Ty, Praxis, and Obelia?”

      “Dahlia left last night to meet Kaia, but Dion’s here, right?”

      “Um, yeah.” It sounded like terrible odds.

      “Is Athan awake?”

      Hope shook her head. “I haven’t checked on him this morning, but he was comatose last night.”

      “Shite.” He hit the table with his bloody hand and then winced.

      “They’re going to want to kill me, huh?” It felt as if she were talking about someone else, and yet the pit in her stomach wouldn’t completely let her forget the sphinx was her.

      He ground his teeth and ran his fingers through his already disheveled hair. With another long exhale, he stood. “Let me see what I can do.”

      “Xan?” She had to ask. No one had told her anything, and she needed to know. “Is Athan going to be all right?”

      “Probably.” His face was sallow, and he looked exhausted. “It wasn’t a death strike, right? It just nicked the leg?”

      Hope nodded.

      “Yeah, he’ll be fine in a couple weeks. Skia blades only kill a demigod if we’re struck in a vital organ.” He pointed to his chest and then his head. “To a human, its very touch would be deadly.” He scratched his cheek. “I have no idea what would happen if one touched you.”

      Hope had a good idea, but it didn’t matter.

      “Anyway, other wounds from Skia cause a coma for a bit. Our bodies have to burn off the poison, or something like that.”

      “Would any immortal weapon do that or only the blade of a Skia?”

      “I’m guessing any immortal weapon, which is why I threatened Endy. Thenia would probably know, or maybe Obelia.”

      There was no way she was going to ask the daughter of Hestia anything. Ever.

      “I’m going to see if Dion is sober. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him sober, but we can hope.” He pursed his lips. “You should go to your room. I can’t promise you’ll be safe there, but it’s that or . . .” He glanced at the steel room.

      She flinched at the thought of being stuck in the metal box. “Can’t I leave?”

      Xan shook his head. “That’s the fastest way to ensure they hunt you down. This way, the sons of Apollo will be bound by the quorum’s decision.”

      “Would you kill me?” If that was her fate, she knew he would do it swiftly. Kindly, if there was such a thing.

      “What?” His posture slumped and he blinked, blinked, blinked at her.

      “If you guys vote, and the majority wants to kill me, would you do it?”

      He stood over her, and with his still-bloody knuckles, rubbed his chin. “You want me to kill you?”

      “No! But if that was the vote—?”

      “No one is going to kill you, Hope. I promise.”

      “Okay.” His words were hollow, but she didn’t have the strength to argue. She leaned back in the chair. “Can I go visit Athan?”

      Xan rolled his eyes. “Make it quick.”

      Then, muttering something about quorums and Dion’s sobriety, he left the room.

      Hope sat at the table, tracing the wood grain and then the pattern on the placemats. She wasn’t sure why Xan would let her roam free; everything she knew about demigods and monsters contradicted it. Maybe he really did care for her, regardless.

      The door was ajar when she got to Athan’s room, and Hope tapped quietly before walking in. The air was heavy with incense, the lights dim. She stopped in her tracks when Obelia stood up from the chair at the side of the bed.

      “What are you doing here, monster?” Obelia whispered, but the small girl’s voice seethed with venom.

      Hope gritted her teeth.

      “You should leave!” Obelia came at Hope with clenched fists.

      “I can’t?” Hope felt beaten, and her timid words came out more like a question.

      “You can’t?”

      “No.” She pulled herself straight, feigning courage she did not feel. “Xan told me I had to stay until after your quorum.”

      “He’s calling a quorum?” Obelia’s voice was no longer quiet. “What in the name of Hades? This is ajabu! Hawezi kuita Kiwango!”

      Hope stood dumbfounded; she wasn’t even sure what language Obelia was speaking.

      “Shetri! Huwezi kufanya hivyo na mimi! Wewe ni yanaangamiza kila kitu!” Obelia continued screaming at her.

      The door opened, and Dion strode in. He stopped, his gaze darted between the two girls, and then turned to the demigod. “Me synchoreite, Obelia. I, uh, do not think the dynati foni, shouting, is helping our filos, no? You come with me, arketa koritsi.” He grabbed Obelia by the hand.

      “Don’t touch me! It’s not me that should be leaving!” Obelia stuck out an accusatory finger. “Get her out of here!”

      “No, no. Let’s go. You are ichiros, very loud, no?”

      He pulled on her hand one more time, but Obelia resisted again.

      Hope stood transfixed by the scene. Even though she wanted to help, she knew of no way to intervene without making it worse. She couldn’t understand why Dion was helping her, and not Obelia.

      “If you touch me again—”

      Dion didn’t let Obelia finish her statement. With speed that contradicted inebriation, he crossed the room. He clamped one hand over Obelia’s mouth, and used his other arm to encircle her body and arms, then picked her up. Swaying, either from her weight or the alcohol, Dion carried Obelia from the room.

      Hope stood still for a solid minute. He’d let her stay. She went over to the bed, sat down, and with a deep sigh, she put her head on the mattress’s edge.

      “What a mess, Athan,” she whispered, taking his hand. Intertwining their fingers, she stroked his soft skin. Her heart pulsed with a sense of grief. Leaning over the bed, she put her lips to his forehead then sat back down again.

      “I shouldn’t have come here.” She stared at him, as if he might answer. But his eyes remained closed, his chest rising and falling in a deep, slow rhythm. “You know, if it weren’t for you, I never would have. You were very convincing, son of Hermes.” She swallowed back the hurt that bubbled up. “All that time in Goldendale, I trusted you implicitly. I never, not for a second, thought you might be lying to me.”

      She got up from the chair and paced the room. The muted light and movement helped diffuse her tension. She walked slowly back to the bed, all her focus on the young man she couldn’t help but love. Trying to memorize his features, she traced his eyes, his nose, and his lips. She let her fingers trace from his shoulder to his hand and back up again. She glanced at his eyes, and seeing they were still closed, she picked up his hand and pressed it to her lips.

      “Demigod of thieves, you stole my heart, and now I think I’m going to need it back.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I can’t stay here. I’m sure they’ll never let me, and with you injured, I’m afraid some will want to kill me.” She choked on a sob.

      The fingers in her hand twitched and then clasped hers.

      “I won’t let you go.” His voice was scratchy.

      “Athan?” Her mouth formed his name but made no sound.

      “If you leave, Hope, I’ll find you. I’ll travel the whole world to find you.”

      Tears filled her eyes. He was awake!

      He smiled, and his look was one of infinite patience. “Hope.”

      For a moment, she allowed herself to almost believe it would be okay.

      “We’ll find a way,” he said.

      Her heart fluttered. “A way to what?”

      His lips pulled up into the familiar smirk, and he whispered, “To break the curse. I won’t let Apollo have you.”

      Hope checked behind her, but the hallway was empty. She crossed the room and closed the door. She wanted to cry. “You don’t hate me?”

      His eyes widened, and his already ashen skin paled further. “Gods, Hope. Really? I’m okay with you in whatever form. I like you. I told you that. Your curse is only . . . a curse. It doesn’t define you.”

      His words stole her heart. Cautiously, she leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. It wasn’t nearly enough, but she refused to hurt him anymore. She drew back to look him in the eyes. “I’m sorry I ran.”

      A deep growl rumbled through Athan’s chest. His green eyes lit from within, and weaving his hands through her hair, he pulled Hope back to him.

      They kissed, tentatively at first, but caution disappeared when Hope climbed onto his bed to be closer. It was like fire and lightning, and love and warmth. His hands cupped her shoulders, then traced down her back. She could drown in him. Love, and hope, and a feeling of fierceness swelled from her heart to her toes.

      “Gods, I’ve missed you,” he breathed against her skin.

      The door crashed opened, and Hope jumped, instinctively pulling away from Athan and scrambling to the edge of the bed.

      Endy stalked across the thick carpet, his eyes narrowed as if hunting prey. “Well, well, well. The beast’s here. Are you trying to finish him off?”

      Her blood boiled, and she clenched her hands into fists. “What are you talking about?”

      “Are you going to strangle him?” Endy taunted. “You know, that’s what your name means.” His smirk was cruel, and his confidence was unnerving.

      “Hope doesn’t mean—”

      “No. Sphinx. For being creative, coming up with all those riddles, you’re not very smart.”

      “Hey!” Athan shifted and spoke around Hope, “Get out of here.”

      “Don’t worry, Athan. I’ll make sure she doesn’t hurt you anymore.” Endy towered over Hope, his hand resting on a golden blade attached to his belt.

      The insult took her off guard, and Hope’s jaw went slack. “I would never hurt him.”

      She started to rise, but before she was upright, Endy grabbed Hope’s shoulders and threw her to the ground. She landed on her hands and knees but popped back up.

      Instinct took over, and she slipped into a fighting stance.

      Endy laughed. “I know Xan tells you you’re good, but he’s just trying to get in your pants.” He pulled out the golden dagger and brandished it in front of her face. “Do you recognize this? I can kill you with it. Do you really want to fight me, Sphinx? It will only take one—”

      Endy didn’t get to finish.

      Hope was pushed aside, and Athan gripped the golden boy by his shirt collar. “Don’t. Touch. Her.” His breaths came in short gasps. “She saved my life.”

      “You’re sick,” Endy argued. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” He continued to wave the bright blade. “Lie down, Athan. I’ll take care of this.”

      Athan didn’t counter with words. He struck with his fist, and the crack of bone meeting bone reverberated throughout the room.

      Endy fell to the floor in a heap.

      “Holy Hades,” Hope breathed.

      Athan slid to the floor.

      “A little help . . . please?” He grimaced as he pulled himself up to a sitting position.

      Hope got him back to bed and pulled the covers over him.

      He grabbed her hand. “Don’t disappear, Hope. Please don’t leave.”

      She caressed his cheek, his whiskers scratching her fingertips. “Go to sleep. You need to rest or you won’t get better.”

      His head bobbed unsteadily, and she was sure he would pass out. It was all her fault. She blinked back tears and brushed his hair away from his face.

      “Shhh. Go to sleep. Everything will be okay.” She knew the words were a lie, but what could she say?

      “Promise me. Don’t make me search. I will, Hope. If you leave . . .” His words slurred together, and he collapsed in exhaustion.

      How could anything ever be okay?

      Hope pulled Endy to the corner of the room, put a pillow from a chair under his head, and then placed a cold washcloth on his cheek where a mottled purple blossom had begun to spread. If he kept this up, his face would be hamburger by evening. At the very least, he was going to have a nasty bruise to go with his broken nose.

      She glanced around the disheveled room. Everywhere she went, she seemed to make a mess.
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        * * *

      

      She should’ve gone to her room. It’s where Xan had told her to go, but something told her it would also be the first place Endy would go if he wanted to find her. Endy, or anyone else. She needed someplace safe so she could think. Quiet and safe.

      The library. Besides, there was one book left by the Moirai. Maybe she’d get a chance to finish it before she left.

      She pulled open the heavy doors, the smell of old paper and wood polish assailing her. As she made her way through the library, the sunlight dimmed and the artificial light grew. She finally reached the back of the room and pulled the heavy volume from its shelf. Brushing the dust off the cover, she read the inscription. Curse. Exactly like her Book and the others by the Moirai. She traced the gold lettering, but her mind was still reeling from Athan’s kiss, Endy’s accusations, and Athan punching Endy out.

      What was she going to do? She needed to leave. Could she stay until Athan was better? Lost in her thoughts, she startled when the sound of heavy clanking crawled down the aisle where she sat.

      Hope jumped to her feet, but the monster was already too close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Briareus shuffled forward dragging a laden cart behind him. Most of his arms and hands hung heavy at his side, bound in chains. A thick cable connected through the bindings, tying them to the trunk of his body. Only four hands remained free enough to move, and then only shoulder height. The monster’s heads had swollen, red eyes, and snot ran from several of his noses.

      Hope wanted to sneak away, but he was blocking her only exit.

      She knew the moment he spotted her, for his advance ground to a halt.

      “You?” Two hands scrubbed at faces smeared with tears, and two hands pointed at her. “You are here?”

      “You’re not in Tartarus?” Hadn’t that been where Xan said he’d be?

      “Zeus is kinder than you demigods.” He shook his chains, perhaps to frighten her, but it was clear the chains held him bound. “You really wanted to read about monsters?” he asked. Heads swiveled to focus on her.

      She eyed his hulking mass and weighed her chance for freedom a marginal nil. She gulped, trying unsuccessfully to swallow her fear. “I wasn’t trying to be rude. I really wanted to know.”

      “Why do you care?” He inched forward but stopped as soon as she scooted back. “What does it matter to you?”

      What could she say? Why would a demigod have any interest in monsters? They were hated and hunted in the past, feared and confined now. There was nothing but the truth. “I want to learn how to break the curse.”

      Neither spoke as they regarded one another.

      Finally, Briareus lifted all of his heads, and all of his eyes turned to her. His gaze was staggering. “You would want to break a monster’s curse?”

      She bowed under the weight of it. His gaze and disbelief. Her aching need to break the curse and be free. “Yes.”

      He sat, and the ground shook. “The gods don’t show mercy, except as it will benefit them. Remember that when you ask for something; always make it in their best interest to help you.” He pulled on the chains and then let them fall to the floor. “Curses cannot be broken.”

      Hope’s heart broke.

      “But words can be twisted, interpreted; the meanings can change. Find a way to bend the words to meet your needs, and you can help your monster.” He sighed, another chorus of echoes. “And then will you, one day, help me?”

      Hope shook her head. “How can I help you?”

      “Will you hear my story? The Moirai’s books are bound in Hades, even these are to go there now. I’m afraid no one will remember us. I want someone to remember.”

      Such a small thing. But not really. One’s story was the essence of one’s life. “Tell me,” she said. “What is your story?”

      Briareus told her of the creation by Cronus, being cast into Tartarus, and being rescued by Zeus. “We worked hard for him, my brothers and I, and we defeated the Titans. But the gods fear anything with power beyond their control. Those of us that weren’t defeated in the war became bound. When we protested, Zeus sent the demigods after us. Those that escaped the slaughter were again bound in Tartarus, or bound to a different form of torture.”

      “Like filing library books.”

      Briareus nodded.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for me. I hope you find a way to twist your monster out of its bindings. But you best be careful.” His heads swiveled around, searching, and then tilted to listen. Satisfied with the silence in the library, he continued, “That young demigod that brought you here, the son of Ares?”

      Hope flinched at the mention of Xan, and chills crawled over her skin. “What about him?”

      “He’s the one that led the slaughter. He’s the one that killed the monsters. Practically bathed in their blood. You best be careful of that one. If he finds out what you’re doing . . .” His heads shook, and his four arms wiped at several different noses. “If he finds out, he’ll kill you.”

      A burst of fear exploded in her chest. The walls of the immortal library seemed to contract with the revelation. The son of Ares. Oh, gods! She’d heard of him. Learned about him in school. Was that what he was trying to allude to? A time in his life he wasn’t proud of?

      She rubbed her eyes, and a burst of memory solidified. She’d seen him. The dream. Oh, gods the dream she’d had. It wasn’t a dream. It was a memory. Xan. He’d chased her when she was a child. Her and her mom. That was . . . No, no, no. How could that be Xan? The two realities refused to mesh. It couldn’t be.

      She scrambled up. “I’ve got to go. Right now.” She needed to get out of there. Gods, how could she have not put it together? Was this the shame he spoke of? She shoved the book on the shelf and inched her way toward Briareus. “Please let me go?”

      He scooted to the side and let her pass.

      “I hope you free your friend,” he said as she passed. Several of his heads echoed the words, “Free your friend.” It was a sad, heart-wrenching sound.

      With tears in her eyes, she accepted his benediction. Would that be her future? “Thanks.”

      She ran to her room and slammed the door.

      Hope grabbed her duffle bags from the closet and threw them on the bed. She pulled the leather-bound book of her history, another Book of the Fates from under the mattress. This would be the only volume of the Moirai not in the Underworld. Why were they bound there? She flipped it over and traced the outline of the gold Greek lettering, κατάρα, curse.

      She opened the cover. The words blurred and then came into focus. On the first page in the same gold ink was the curse. The words Apollo had spoken at her great-grandmother’s deathbed.

      On this night and in this land

      Hear the curse, How it will stand.

      Your body and your beauty be

      Touched and marked eternally of me

      And when your family is complete

      Then Death will visit on swift feet

      And rob you of the joy divine

      The joy that should be yours and mine

      Until we wed, and love and more

      This shall stand forevermore

      APOLLO

      

      Hope choked down her anger with the god and her frustration with her impotence. Somehow there had to be a way to make her free.

      A scratching sound was the only warning. Hope set the book down just as her door slammed open.

      Endy, Prax, Ty, Tre, and Obelia swaggered in, all wearing matching grins. The older boys led the charge and came straight at Hope.

      She scurried to the other side of the bed.

      “What do you want?” But she already knew.

      Ty laughed and then leaned toward her. “You.”

      She dove over the bed in an attempt to get to the door, but Tre grabbed her as she crossed the floor.

      “Whoa, little monster. Don’t run away. We want to talk to you.”

      Right. Sure. That was exactly what they wanted. “Let me go, and we can talk.”

      Pain exploded across her face, and the room swam.

      “You’re never going anywhere again, beast.” Ty grabbed her hair and pulled it back, forcing her to look up at him.

      “Did you really think I would let it go? That nothing would happen to you?” Endy sneered.

      Hope jerked, trying to pull away from the other boys, but her strength was no match for them. She scanned the room and noticed Obelia in the corner by the door.

      “It was an accident. The Skia attack was an accident. You heard Athan. I fought the Skia.” Her focus went from Obelia to Endy. As if he would corroborate anything she said.

      His blue eyes glared hatred.

      Another sharp crack and more pain. Starbursts danced across her vision, and the room swayed before her again.

      “Don’t even go there. You are nothing. A monstrosity unleashed upon the world for too long. But we’re here to fix all that.”

      Warmth trickled down her chin, and Hope tasted blood. She took a blow to her stomach like a car crashing into her. Her internal organs scrambled, and she wheezed for air. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      His boot connected with her spine, right through her belly button. Her breath whooshed out, and she dropped to the floor, doubled over.

      They kicked her again and again.

      Hope tried to protect her face from the blows. This could not be happening. But it was. It was exactly what Priska had said would happen if they found out what she was.

      “You dare to defy the edict?” One of the sons of Apollo yelled and punctuated the question with a kick to Hope’s face.

      Something cracked, either hands or a nose. Everything throbbed with pain. Hope’s teeth tangled with her lips, and blood ran down her throat, causing her to cough. She spat a red mess onto the floor.

      “We’ll show you what happens to monsters.” Ty yanked Hope upright, and with a fistful of her hair he pulled her head back, exposing her neck.

      Endy pulled out a golden dagger. “Do you recognize this?” He fingered the blade. “Your grandmother killed an heir to Apollo with it.” He nodded as if answering her unasked question. “I took it back.” He crouched down next to her. “I think it only fitting that the same blade is used to end your pathetic life.”

      Hope closed her eyes. Death couldn’t be any more painful. White-hot agony seared her neck. Her stomach roiled with protest, emptying its contents. A bright light begged her to open her eyes, and the scent of honeysuckle filled the room. But the pain persisted, and someone screamed. A foul stench singed her nostrils. Of course, death smelled like flowers and burned flesh. She choked and vomited again. Shouldn’t the pain at least lessen if you’re dead? Her entire body throbbed. She clenched her teeth and tried to open her eyes, but they were swollen shut.

      “How dare you!” The voice was strange, melodic, and threatening all at once.

      She tried again, and this time, her eyelids lifted. Not much, but it was enough.

      A golden-skinned man stood in her room. He wore a skirt trimmed in gold and a bronze sash across his bare chest. He almost seemed to . . . glow?

      Hope thought to shake her head, but the room started spinning, so she rested it back on the ground and watched. She should know him. Something about the golden coloring was familiar, and the scent of honeysuckle . . .

      Apollo. Apollo was there. In her bedroom.

      The sun god stood almost a full six inches taller than his son.

      “She is not your plaything, bastard.” Apollo lifted Endy up by the throat. The golden dagger clattered to the floor, and Endy’s hands grasped at Apollo’s.

      Obelia lay in a heap on the floor by the door, the wall singed black behind her. Something foul filled the air, something dusty and chalky and burnt. The smell of roasted meat made Hope’s stomach roil again.

      “Did you think you could have her?” Apollo punctuated the rhetorical question with a violent shake of his son’s neck. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice? That I wouldn’t care?”

      Endymion’s thrashing waned, and his skin tinged blue.

      “You will never touch her again.” The god’s hands became luminous, growing brighter and brighter.

      Endy’s eyes grew wide, and his lips moved in a silent plea.

      The vivid brilliance grew harsh, and Hope closed her eyes. Darkness fell, and Hope blinked several times. The smell of charred meat grew stronger, hanging heavily in the ashy air. Hope rolled to her side and retched again, then clenched at her beaten stomach. Tears leaked from her eyes. She wanted to cough, but the pain made her whimper.

      Silence filled the room, and she glanced up.

      “Dear, Sphinx.” Apollo stepped toward her.

      She tried to scoot away, but her arm screamed when she put weight on it. She couldn’t even get away an inch.

      “You have no reason to fear me, Hope.” He crouched down, his gaze caressing her. “One day, you will know how much I care for you.” His lips parted, and his expression softened. “And you will come to care for me too.” He reached out as if to touch her.

      Hope flinched, her eyes closing, her only form of protest. Apollo chuckled and closed the distance. His hand stroked her face and hair. She could smell the ash that clung to his hands and clothes. The ash that had only moments before been his sons.

      He ran his hand over her head and lifted a lock of hair. “You are marked to be mine. No one else will have you.”

      Words choked her. Hatred burned her throat. She wanted to spit on him. To curse him. To hit him. But shock paralyzed her. Warmth tingled across her scalp, and then trailed its way from her head to her toes. What was he doing? Was he healing her?

      Another cough, and Hope scanned the room. Her eyes were no longer swollen, not even tender, and they landed on the demigod daughter of Hestia. Obelia stirred, pulling up onto her hands and knees.

      “Our time is up, but I shall see you again soon.” He stepped away and clasped his hands in front of his body. A beat of silence as he measured her. “Beware of death. Despite what you think, Hades will not help you.”

      Hades? What was he talking about? Why did he heal her? And he’d killed his own sons. His own sons! Oh gods, was he going to kill Obelia?

      Apollo crossed over to the female demigod.

      “Daughter of Hestia.” He pulled her up by her arm, and her feet dangled above the thick carpet. “You are my witness.” He pointed at the room; the black marks on the walls, the ash on the floor.

      Obelia’s eyes dilated. Her mouth opened and closed and opened again, but no sound came out.

      “No one shall touch her, or they will have to deal with me. Do you understand?” He shook her, and her head bobbed. “Then tell the other demigods.” He dropped her, and her small body crumpled in a heap. “Farewell, Sphinx.” The god of light winked at Hope, then, in a flash, he disappeared.

      Obelia’s face was streaked with tears, and her hands shook as she brought them to her neck and then her lap. “Where’s Endy?” Her voice trembled with shock.

      Hope lifted her hand and pointed to the closest pile of ash scattered in the carpet fibers.
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      There was a knock on the door.

      Hope pulled her stiff body from the bed with a groan and shuffled across the room. She yanked the door open, and Xan stood in front of her, a plateful of food in one hand and a large brown bag in the other.

      “May I come in?”

      She shuddered as memories of him picking her up surfaced. Her fear because of his past, and what had happened with Apollo, had her screaming and thrashing in his arms. Xan had been gentle and patient, but she couldn’t help the anxiety that even now caused butterflies and caterpillars to battle in her stomach. So much for eating.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked as he set the food on the desk and pulled the chair closer to the bed.

      Hope shuffled back and wrapped herself in a blue blanket she’d borrowed from Dahlia. “I still hurt.”

      Apollo had healed her external wounds before Obelia started screaming for help. Before Xan had come in. Before Hope had collapsed into the sucking darkness. But even after waking two days later, something deep within her ached.

      “Aye. I’m sure you do.”

      He collapsed into the lone black chair as she climbed back into bed.

      “What’s the news?” The quorum had been postponed following Endy’s, Prax’s, Tre’s, and Ty’s deaths. Thenia had thought they needed to report the incident, but no one could decide who should be told since it was the boys’ father who had killed them.

      “Athena is coming. Tomorrow.”

      Hope cringed.

      “I’ve tried to talk Thenia out of it, but four dead demigods and a monster in the conservatory doesn’t sound good. In theory, Athena would be the most impartial. The least biased.” Xan shook his head. “It was the best I could negotiate.”

      He and Dahlia had been against reporting anything, but Obelia, Thenia, and Kaia were adamant that the gods should be informed of the breach of the conservatory and the subsequent deaths.

      She couldn’t stay. Not that she’d been planning on being there much longer, but she’d have to leave tonight.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Ever since Braireus had told her it was Xan who’d led the charge, she’d wanted to know.

      Xan stiffened, and his voice was thick when he answered, “Sure.”

      “What happened? With the monsters?”

      He leaned forward, put his hands on the soft blanket, and smoothed it again and again. “I was still a lad when me mom died,” he whispered. “But I thought I was all grown up. I wanted to impress my father. A boy always wants his father’s approval. Even when it’s wrong.” He took a deep breath. “Everything I ever read about monsters was how terrible they were. How selfish and cruel. I took my pain out on them.” He met Hope’s gaze, but his face was devoid of emotion. “I wouldn’t blame you if you hated me.”

      She frowned, trying to reconcile the stories with the boy before her. “You came after us when I was a kid. I remember your face.”

      He blushed. “Well, that’s awkward.”

      They both laughed, but the tightness in her chest didn’t go away. “Would you have killed us?”

      Xan leaned toward her again. “I’d like to think not, but I don’t know.” He sat back in the chair and studied her. “Now it’s my turn. Did you find anything about your curse?”

      Nothing concrete and nothing she would admit to. She shrugged. “There’s no history of anyone breaking a curse.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you’re not going to try.”

      His shrewd gaze pierced her, and she nodded.

      “Right. Well, can I get you anything else?” He stood.

      It had been like this ever since Apollo killed Endy. Xan and the other demigods tiptoed around her, but worse, her heart ached because she’d lost her friends.

      “No, thanks. Good night, Xan.”

      “Good night.”

      Hope sat in bed, the uneaten sandwiches still on the plate next to her. She went over and over what she’d read, what Braireus had said, Endy’s brutal execution. And Apollo . . . Why had he said Hades wouldn’t help her?

      And then she knew. The rest of the books of the Moirai sealed in the Underworld. The Skia telling her she would need their help. They’d always been watching. Oh gods. Even the attack in Goldendale . . . The Skia had dragged her back until she crashed into a portal.

      She needed to get to the Underworld. With that clarity, she crossed her room and grabbed her backpack. Despite the soreness, she moved with purpose and threw her stuff into her bag. Clothes, toiletries, her Book of the Fates. In a few minutes, she was packed. Only the essentials. She could buy anything else she needed, but she suspected she wouldn’t need much where she was going.

      She surveyed the room one last time, and her eyes fell on the bag Xan had brought her. She opened it and saw enough food for several days, her cell phone, and a stack of hundred dollar bills. Had he known she would run, or was he trying to tell her to? She shoved the brown paper bag into the duffle.

      The house was quiet, but as she walked down the hall toward the stairs, she heard voices. If she told anyone, they might want to come with her, or worse, stop her. She couldn’t risk discovery.

      She backtracked to her room and locked the door behind her. Her gaze flitted to the only other way out, and she crossed to the window and opened it. The night air washed over her in a chilly wave that smelled of fresh rain. Glancing out, she surveyed the surroundings. Not too bad. She dropped the bag, watching it land on the wet grass. Grateful she was only two stories up, she took a deep breath and braced herself. Trusting in her cat-like reflexes, she jumped, then landed with a quiet thud. She stood, brushed off the bag, and swung it over her shoulder. Maybe she could sneak through the front door and snag her keys.

      She rounded the corner and stopped.

      “I just want to talk to her,” Priska said, her voice carrying across the drive. “I’ve shown you my Mark—”

      “I’ve never seen a Mark like that one. How do I know it’s even real?” Obelia snapped. “If you want access to the conservatory, you’ll need to disclose your mother. Like I said, we’re on lockdown.”

      Lockdown? Because of Hope? And why was Priska here?

      “You can’t keep me out!” Priska cried.

      Hope heard scuffling, and she inched forward in the shadows. There was a scream, and then the door slammed.

      “Let me in!” Priska yelled.

      Hope watched her aunt, again in her mid-thirties, hit the door over and over. A sense of loss punched her in the gut, and she couldn’t control the urge to comfort the mourning woman in front of her.

      “Priska.” Hope called, her voice a whisper yell.

      Priska froze. She turned and stared into the shadows. “Hope?” The second their eyes met, Priska ran to her and pulled her into a tight hug. “Oh, gods. I can’t believe . . .”

      Hope’s mouth gaped wide. Priska’s face was ravaged with emotion, her eyes haunted with pain. This woman was an empty shell of her aunt. “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh gods. I’m sorry, Hope. So, so sorry.” The plea in her eyes could have melted ice. “I should’ve come sooner, I know. I just . . . I didn’t know.” She shivered. “I’m sorry.”

      Hope hurt for Priska’s pain. But the nagging coincidence of her showing up now was too much.

      “It’s okay. I’m okay.” She could ask her questions later. There would be time.

      Priska’s head swiveled as she gazed into the darkness. “We need to get you out of here. Oh gods. If they see you missing.” She guided Hope to her car parked in the shadows of the circular drive. “You were right. I should’ve helped. But I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

      She sounded like a broken record. No, worse. She sounded broken.

      “Please stop,” Hope begged. “I’m okay. See.” She waved her arm down the front of her body. “It’s fine.”

      They climbed in the car. It wasn’t until they were on I-5 headed south that Hope realized they weren’t going to Priska’s apartment.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Portland. San Francisco. L.A. Take your pick. We need to disappear.” Priska’s gaze darted to Hope before locking on the road ahead. “You need to disappear. Do you know what you’ve started?”

      Hope grimaced.

      “Artemis came to me. Not even an hour ago. Athena was going to kill you.” Priska paused as if the words themselves were unbelievable. After a deep breath, she continued, “It seems that war is brewing on Olympus again.”

      Kill her? For real? Did Xan know? Oh gods. And war? “What are they fighting about?”

      Priska’s shoulders sagged. “What they always fight about. Power. Control. Pride.” She sighed. “I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.”

      Intuition told Hope there was more to it than that. But it didn’t matter. “I know what I need to do next. Will you help me?”

      Sadness and worry lined the older demigod’s face, and Hope finally noticed that it looked like Priska hadn’t slept for days.

      “I’ll do anything I can to help you,” Priska said. “Anything.”

      There was no more anger. At some point over the last couple of months, it had disappeared. An ache in her heart swelled. This was Priska. Her mentor. Her friend. The closest thing she had to family. Hope leaned over the consul and kissed her aunt’s cheek. “I missed you.”

      “Oh, sweet girl. I’ve missed you, too.” Tears dripped down Priska’s face. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

      And somehow, Hope knew no matter what happened, for that one moment all was well in her world.

      And that was enough.
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      Intense, stabbing pain throbbed up his leg and deep into his belly. With the sharp sensations came a wave of nausea, a vice on his stomach, and he retched. And retched. And retched. There could be nothing left, but the agony didn’t stop, and neither did the vomiting. A small part of his consciousness, really just a sliver, hoped that throwing up was just a dream.

      He shivered as the nausea waned. A prickle of needles crawled over him, ice cold on his skin, and then, as they penetrated the skin, the needles turned to daggers. He was being bludgeoned, stabbed over and over. He was vomiting again, and the pain consumed him.

      His soul screamed for release. The torture waned, the briefest moment, and then the chill returned, this time a crushing pressure on his chest, spreading over his body. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. As though he had been buried in ice, the cold penetrated his bones. He gasped, but the air couldn’t reach his lungs. His heart lay heavy in his chest, even more weight to struggle against.

      He slipped in and out of the darkness. At times his mind overrode the pain and he’d try to fight through the darkness, a sad attempt to focus, his thoughts always fleeting images of Hope. Always Hope. But the pain came back, over and over, so severe, so intense; it was a relief to collapse into the nothingness.

      The darkness waned and an icy chill brushed over his skin, making him shudder. The icy grip of the Skia’s blade no longer immobilized him, and Athan’s body protested as he rolled over. By the gods, he was sore.

      How long had he been out? Not more than a week, certainly. He relished the clarity of his thoughts. His stomach growled, and the familiar gnaw of hunger protested any further time in bed. He threw the green sheets and blankets back and pushed to the edge of the bed.

      The last occupant of the room had left the curtains drawn and the lighting dim. He glanced around for his clock, and when that wasn’t visible, he looked at the nightstand for his phone. The cord dangled empty from the electrical socket.

      He stood and almost collapsed to the floor, his legs shaking like jelly. A short chuckle escaped his lips as he caught himself on the edge of the bed. He sat, as if strength would come with rest, but he knew it would only come once he got to the kitchen. He stood again and braced himself against the bed and then the wall as he crossed to the door.

      The hallway was dark and devoid of life. His eyes sought out Hope’s door, but it was closed. He could wait. They’d seemed on the edge of a breakthrough when he’d seen the Skia; surely a few days wouldn’t have changed much.

      He kept one hand on the wall for stability, not trusting in his limited strength, and by the time he was at the stairwell, his breath came in short gasps. He couldn’t have walked more than fifty feet, but it felt as though he’d just finished fifty miles. He brushed the trickle of sweat from his face and surveyed the sixteen daunting steps ahead of him.

      It didn’t take a genius to know he wasn’t walking down those stairs. He eased down until he was sitting and then scooted his way down. One by one, all sixteen steps. Finally, with a deep breath, he stood and, still holding to the wall, walked into the kitchen. As luck would have it, there was a faint glow coming from the open refrigerator door.

      Athan cleared his throat as he shuffled through the doorway.

      Dion straightened, and his prominent features shifted from guilt to surprise when he saw Athan. “Filos mou!” Dion closed the door of the fridge, and dark wine sloshed over the side of his glass. He crossed the room, leaving small puddles of the red liquid in his wake. He wrapped his free arm around Athan’s waist and then helped him to the table. “You look like you’ve had too much to drink.”

      Athan grunted as he collapsed into a wooden chair at the kitchen table. “Thank you.”

      “No. No. It is good to see you up!” Dion’s blurry eyes struggled to focus. “Would you want kati?” He held out his now half-empty wine glass.

      The thought of alcohol made Athan’s stomach turn, and he shook his head.

      “Something to eat, please. Perhaps, some . . .” Athan thought for a moment. “Psomi; maybe toast with butter?”

      Dion nodded. “Still not feeling well?”

      Athan rested his head on the table. “No, not really.” The hunger had waned with the effort to get downstairs. Perhaps he should just go back to bed.

      “It will go away soon enough. Food will help.” Dion set a glass of water in front of Athan. “And you should have something to drink, no?”

      Spoken like a man used to hangovers.

      Moments later, Dion set a plate on the table. Two thick slices of a dark bread glistened with the sheen of melted butter. Athan picked up the toast and took a large bite. The sweetness of the bread was tempered with the salty richness of the butter. He’d never tasted anything so good.

      Dion went back to the refrigerator, opened the door, and then came back to the table with a plate of cheeses: sliced cheddar and Havarti, a circle of brie, a soft log of what appeared to be goat cheese rolled in black sesame seeds, and a wedge of what Athan hoped was Manchego. Interspersed with the cheeses there were dark-red grapes and an assortment of berries.

      “It is a good snack, no?” The demigod bit into a slice of the creamy Havarti.

      Athan nodded as he put a large grape into his mouth. The fruit popped, and sweet juice tickled his taste buds. “Very good. Thank you.”

      He sliced a thick piece of the Spanish cheese and put it on his bread before taking another bite.

      “Of course. Just be sure you admit to helping me eat it, no?”

      Athan’s brow creased, but his mouthful of food prevented him from answering.

      “Obelia made it for tomorrow . . .” Dion contemplated the large clock on the wall. “Or rather today. It is today, so it’s okay.” He smiled. “Besides, if you eat it, she will not mind at all.” Dion took a slice from the wedge and bit off a small piece before sipping from his wine glass.

      “If you help me back to bed, I’ll admit to whatever you want me to.” Athan rested his head on the table.

      “Ouai, you are not well. You got up too soon, mi filos.”

      Dion’s chair scraped back.

      The grating sound caused a flash of memories, and Athan’s head came up with a jerk. “Skata! What day is it?”

      He scanned the kitchen as if it would tell him what he wanted to know.

      “Wednesday.” Dion cleared his throat. “No, ah, it’s Thursday.”

      Thursday? “I’ve only been out three days?” That couldn’t be right. But the alternative was terrible. “How long have I been out? Where’s Hope?” Panic blossomed in his chest. Had the fight in his room been a dream? Part of the nightmare of the Skia’s poison?

      “Stasi!” The young man held out a hand. “Too many questions.” He set his empty glass on the table and rubbed at his temples.

      An eternity of silence passed in those moments. More than anything, Athan wanted Hope to be okay. Just let her be okay.

      “It is Thursday. You were sleeping just over a week, maybe ten days.” Dion stood and went back to the refrigerator and then filled his wine glass.

      Athan noticed Dion’s hands were shaking, and the demigod avoided making eye contact. “What about Hope?”

      “Hope is gone.” Xan flicked on the light and walked into the kitchen. His gaze landed on Athan.

      He flinched as if the words from the demigod son of Ares were a physical blow.

      “She left. It’s like she disappeared off the face of the Earth.” Xan snapped his fingers. “Just like that.” He crossed over to the table, flipped a chair backward, and sat. “And before you say it, I do remember how to do a search. I’ve looked everywhere. Even her friend Priska has completely disappeared.”

      Athan didn’t want to think about what that could mean. How far would Hope go for answers on how to break the curse? But he knew. He already knew the answer. She would go to Hades and back if she had to.
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      Xan circled the monster, the tip of his blade pointed at the creature in front of him. The serpent-nymph turned with him, her coils slithering on the remains of the dry winter vegetation as she faced the son of Ares.

      Spring had snapped the chill of winter early, even at this elevation, and the afternoon air held only a hint of the previous season. The new growth of the evergreen trees covering the mountainside made the air taste of pine.

      Xan had no idea how long ago the nymph had come out of hibernation to bask on the dark rocks around her cave, but the number of mortals missing in the area had captured the attention of The Seattle Times and they’d run a speculative story of a monster in the Athenian range. He’d gotten a call from Thenia, the senior demigod at the conservatory in Seattle, last week, and he and Dahlia had finally tracked the monster to her lair.

      “You know better than to take humans, daughter of Echidna,” he called, hoping to keep her attention on him while the sons of Apollo circled around. Xan saw them move, inching so slowly he wanted to groan in frustration. All four of them were fiercely brutal, but not a single one of the beefy gimps had a head for strategy. Not one. He briefly regretted leaving Dahlia in the car before shouting, “The mortals aren’t game for you to glut on.”

      The beast chuckled, a strangely human sound. “They should’ve known this place was inhabited. I’ve left my mark.”

      They’d passed several pieces of her transparent skin on their way up the mountain. Xan could imagine the interest in the papery opaque scales in sheets the width of a tree trunk, and some poor git’s surprised look when the nymph appeared. Mortals were curious creatures, prone to investigation in lieu of caution. Idiots, the whole lot of them. Xan curled his lip in disgust as he stepped over the loose rock.

      “That last one tasted sweet.” She licked her lips with her forked tongue. “Like Kobe beef soaked in sake.”

      There was something decidedly unnatural when monsters spoke in the human tongue. It meant they’d either been human and offended a god, or worse, they’d spent enough time in the company of humans to learn their language. As fluently as this one spoke, with the mention of Kobe and sake, he guessed she’d been human and not too long ago.

      From the waist up, the serpent-nymph resembled a mortal young woman, albeit a rather disheveled one. She wore a plaid flannel shirt, probably from one of her victims, but it was torn and filthy with the ends frayed and several buttons missing. Her dark hair hung well past her human waist and was matted and clumped with dirt. But she had the striking eyes and delicate features of all nymphs. If she’d peeked around a large tree trunk, almost any mortal man would’ve come to see what she needed, never noticing the four meters of her reptilian tail.

      Xan stared at the mottled brown and golden scales just below the hem of her shirt. As she pulled her tail closer to her body, he glanced up to see if she would project her attack. Too late, he realized she wasn’t striking at him.

      Lightning fast, she snatched Panos from the path where he’d stood next to his brother Prax. The beast pulled the demigod close then wrapped him in her crushing coils, slamming Prax against the stone wall of her grotto as she rolled. Her thick lower body constricted around one son of Apollo while it pinned the other against the rock. The monster slithered her upper body free, swaying in lateral undulations, as she narrowed her eyes at Xan. “Tell your other friends to come join you.”

      He should’ve never agreed to let Apollo’s sons come with him. This was the very reason he hated working with anyone. Panos was dead the second she’d grabbed him, and if Xan didn’t kill her soon, she’d pick off the rest of the golden boys. “Tre, Ty. You’d best get down here now.”

      The two young men stumbled down the dirt path, mouths unhinged. The monster was watching them, her eyes resting on the golden blades they carried.

      It was the only distraction Xan would get, and it hardly would count as such. But if he didn’t attack now, they would be at the mercy of the daughter of Echidna. And monsters had no mercy.

      Bloody Hades. If he got out of this alive, he was going to kill the other three sons of Apollo for their stupidity.

      He yelled as he charged, holding his sword low, as if he were going to attempt to disembowel her.

      The monster released Panos, his body landing on the ground with a muffled thump. The creature’s scales rasped as they slid over the decomposing ground cover, and her muscles bunched as she drew herself up in preparation to strike.

      Xan didn’t slow his pace. It was a calculated risk, but the best he could come up with. Close proximity would take away the power of her lower body. For a few seconds, he’d be too near for her to strike, and her hesitation would hopefully give him the time he needed to hit first.

      Time seemed to slow as he closed the distance.

      The serpent monster flinched and then dropped her upper body. She’d be able to grab him when he crashed into her.

      Right where he needed her to be.

      Xan took a deep breath and raised his blade, bringing it up over his shoulder. Then with all the force he could muster, he swung it perpendicular to the monster’s neck seconds before he collided with her.

      Her head hit the ground with a wet thud.

      Xan dropped the sword as the nymph’s hands grabbed him and pulled him close. Her body coiled, as if the signal from her brain had already reached the muscles of her extremities before her decapitation. As the creature’s body constricted around him, the muscles tightened and then relaxed. The monster’s black blood gushed over her neck and down her torso, soaking into her shirt as well as Xan’s. Her arms fell limp, and then her torso collapsed to the ground.

      Xan pushed and pulled until he’d released himself from her snake-like body, and then he looked down at his once gray shirt. “Bugger.”

      When he looked up, pain exploded across his face and bursts of light clouded his vision.

      “I’m going to kill you!” one of the sons of Apollo yelled and punctuated his declaration with a solid hit to Xan’s stomach.

      He doubled over, gasping for breath, as he backed away from the angry demigod. Hot agony ripped up Xan’s side as a blade was buried just below his ribs, and he clenched his teeth to keep from crying out. He pulled the blade out, and fire burned down his leg. His vision blurred, but Xan knew the four figures in front of him were Ty and Tre. Prax was still on the ground, trying to catch his breath.

      Xan held out the weapon, covered in his own blood, and blinked, trying to regain his focus on the two demigods.

      “You killed Pan!” Ty reached down and, with both hands, grabbed a thick branch. Wielding it like a sword, he swung it at Xan’s head.

      Xan ducked and then shuffled away from the dead nymph. His frustration with the demigods turned to anger. “You know I didn’t kill him.”

      “By the gods, you did!”

      Ty heaved another attack with the branch. But this time Xan’s reaction was too slow, and the heavy wood grazed his scalp. The pain made his vision swim and his stomach turn. Tingles of fear crawled over his skin, and Xan wished there was some way to telepathically call for Dahl. He should’ve anticipated their retaliation. Should’ve been ready for it. He cursed himself for his naivety, even while he inched toward the path leading back to the car.

      Xan’s vision tunneled on the advancing demigods. He held the knife in one hand and clutched the wound in his side with the other as he shuffled over the dirt. He just had to make it to the car. In his periphery, he saw Prax stand, and Xan waved the golden blade in that direction. “Your brother’s up.”

      Tre looked back, and Xan’s gaze instinctively followed. It was an amateur mistake, and Xan’s attention was only diverted for a second. But as he focused back on Ty, Xan saw the branch mid-swing, arcing through the air.

      He ducked and realized his mistake. Ty had aimed high twice. Maybe the son of Apollo had learned something from their training.

      The branch smashed into Xan’s head, right across his temple. There was only a moment of pain, and the world went black.

      The crushing vice around his head made Xan flinch, and he wished for the darkness to swallow him back into its welcome oblivion. But someone jostled him, and the sounds of an argument flipped on like a switch.

      “If I so much as see you anywhere near him, I’ll gut you, American pig,” Dahlia snapped. “I don’t believe you for one second. Not one.”

      Ah, Dahlia must’ve come for him. Brilliant lass.

      “We’re all on the same team, daughter of Eris. And we lost one of our brothers, too. Of course we were going to check on him.”

      “Do I look like a fool?” she raged.

      Xan opened his eyes, but the bright light made the pain worse, and his eyelids closed on their own accord. Xan wished Dahl would stop screaming. They could sort out all the trouble later. He wanted to leave.

      “Dahl?” he croaked. His tongue felt thick in his mouth, and his jaw wasn’t working right. He was seriously messed up.

      “I’m taking him back to the conservatory.”

      He heard her feet shuffling on the ground, closer and closer. Excellent. Thenia could help patch him up when he got there. The smell of loam and leaves mixed with the coppery stench of blood. It hurt to swallow, so Xan lay drooling into the dirt below him while he continued to listen to his cousin.

      “Since the three of you are all up and about, I suggest you get your brother’s body and bring him to the car. Thenia will have everything ready. Did someone already come for his soul? Did you make a payment for the Ferryman?”

      “We know the protocol, Dahlia. We’re not idiots.”

      Xan’s stomach churned when Dahlia lifted him, and the pain crashed over him in a fresh wave. He tried to bite his lip, but a whimper escaped as his jaw protested the pressure.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” she muttered as she hefted him over her shoulder. Then she whispered, “Sorry, Xan.”

      Somewhere along I-90, the darkness reclaimed him.
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      Xan wrinkled his nose. The smell of eucalyptus and peppermint permeated the stale air and, disgustingly, reminded him of his father. That wasn’t fair. It reminded him of his mother desperately and ineffectively trying to help him after training with his father.

      The son of Ares rolled to his side and pushed himself up to a seated position in a movement that made his entire body ache. He glanced around at his dated room and frowned. The olive shag carpet still had vacuum lines, and the orange accent pillows and dark walnut furniture made Xan feel like he was in a time warp. His head no longer hurt from that bloody branch, but his side pinched and burned.

      He took a deep breath, and the pain shot down his leg. Bugger. Running his hand down his side, he flinched at the tenderness just below his ribcage. There was only one weapon that would leave him injured this long after an attack. That caffler Ty had used an immortal dagger. Just another confirmation that he’d been trying to make good on his threat to kill Xan—although the pain wasn’t nearly as bad as what a Skia blade would’ve caused. But Skia and monsters didn’t seem to mix, which in retrospect was a mercy, or he would’ve been dead for sure.

      Xan pushed to the edge of the bed and noticed the tray sitting on his nightstand. There was a stack of sandwiches covered in plastic wrap, a bowl of apples and bananas, and several cans of ginger ale. Something fresh from the kitchen would’ve been better, but obviously someone had been in there to leave him food. And, from the look of it, recently. He seriously doubted it had been one of the sons of Apollo trying to apologize. And the gammy knobs were too skeevy to poison him. Much more likely, Dahlia had been in to check on him, and if she was leaving him food, she was also likely telling him to stay put.

      He grabbed the tray, but his arm buckled with the weight, and he almost dropped it. He was right shattered, definitely no way he could defend himself if Ty tried to scrap. Xan scooted back in bed until he was resting against the headboard, and then he pulled the tray close. He ate every single one of the naff peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. What was it with Americans and peanut butter? And Dahlia should’ve known he hated the mixture of savory and sweet. Thankfully, the apple was crisp and tart and cleansed the cloying sweetness from his mouth. As he took the second bite of fruit, his door opened and Dahlia stepped into his room.

      The daughter of Eris had spent a large percentage of her childhood in an orphanage in India. She was thin but athletic, and strikingly beautiful. Her mother had never been particularly keen toward her daughters, and unsurprisingly, Dahlia’s father couldn’t deal with the contention that she naturally created. Sometimes it was her beauty that got her into trouble. More often it was her mouth.

      “Bollocks.” She released a long breath, and her shoulders sagged. But anxiety remained etched in her features. She brushed her dark curls over her shoulder and scowled at him. “You twit. You made a right hash of that. Do you have any idea the trouble you’re in?”

      She wore fitted clothes that hugged her thin frame, making her heavy boots seem almost comically large. Until she kicked the door closed with a perfectly executed side kick that shook the entire wall. Dahlia crossed the room, stopping to grab one of the upholstered chairs. As she pulled it to the bedside, she said, “These are rubbish. They’ve got to be at least fifty years old.”

      Xan smiled at his cousin. Whatever was bothering her would resolve itself as soon as they left. Neither one of them was very good at playing in the sandbox. “Nah, they’re ace. Hardly ever used.”

      “They’re probably full of dust mites.” She picked up the orange pillow and threw it at him. “Seriously, update this hole.”

      He caught the pillow and flinched as scorching pain flared from the epicenter of the incision down to his hip and up to his shoulder. He dropped the pillow and shook his head. “I’m not here enough, Dahl. It’d be a complete waste.”

      She eyed the chair and then perched on the edge with a grimace. “Well, that wound is going to take time, so maybe you can make it a priority.”

      The idea of being in the conservatory long enough to remodel his room made his skin crawl. He was tired of dealing with the incompetent demigods that resided there. “I’ll be able to leave in less than a fortnight.”

      Dahlia raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Don’t be brassed off. I’m just the one telling you, right?”

      The pain in his side was nothing compared to the dread that pulsed through him. “What happened?”

      “I wasn’t there. I didn’t really see the monster attack, so the other demigods wouldn’t even listen to me.” She clenched her teeth and balled her fists. “Ty and Tre said you put them all in danger. That you cocked-up and got Panos killed and Prax injured.”

      “What?” he snapped. “That’s absurd. Those rats—”

      She waved away his words. “They said that you wouldn’t let them help, and even stepped in the way when Ty threw his knife, just to prevent him from killing the monster. They demanded a quorum.”

      Her words were worse than a physical blow. Like a trial, a quorum would bring the other demigods together to hear the charges against him and his defense. His peers would then be his judges, evaluating him and his worth. It had happened once before, and he’d lost the privilege of being a psachno. “What for? What are the charges?”

      Dahlia shrugged. “Pride. Neglect. Endangerment leading to unnecessary loss of life. They’ve asked that you be stripped of your standing.”

      “That’s loopers. I’ve been doing this for years, and my record is immaculate.”

      “No one’s arguing about your record. It’s about how you take too many risks and refuse to maximize your resources to their potential.”

      “Those gits aren’t resources, Dahl. They don’t have a single brain cell between them.” Xan ran his hand through his dark hair and growled in frustration. He’d deserved to lose his standing as psachno after Demetri’s death. He accepted responsibility for that. But this time? He wasn’t sure what he could even do, but he itched to try something. “Where are they?”

      “Gone.” She sagged back into the chair. “Thenia granted them temporary roles as kynigόs. She said she’d reevaluate after the quorum. I’m sorry, Xan.”

      As if any of it were her fault. He was right cheesed off, but none of it was Dahlia’s doing. “Where did they run?”

      Because he was sure they’d taken off. That was what cowards did. But he would not let them get away with it. He would not let them take away his role as kynigόs. He’d earned the title of hunter after years and years of training. And when everything had fallen apart in his life, this was the one thing that was his by his own doing. He was not going to let them take it away from him.

      Dahlia frowned, a small, sad expression of pity. “They went hunting in the mountains.”
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      Sweat dripped down Xan’s face, stinging and burning as the moisture ran into his eyes. He blinked and continued to work the bag. His punches connected with the target, sending the heavy black cylinder swinging from its chain. He’d had to reinforce the beam after Dahlia kicked through a bag, caught her leg, and inadvertently pulled the bag from its support.

      Between the two of them, they’d gone through eight bags in the last week. No, make that nine. But his stamina was close to normal again, and Thenia had pronounced him healed. He’d been so upset with her the first time they’d talked after he woke up, but if he was being fair, he would’ve done the same thing in her place.

      The two sons of Apollo had corroborated each other’s account of what had happened in the Athenian range, and Xan had been in a coma, unable to dispute their story. There were no other witnesses, so of course their account stood. But really, no one should ever believe anything from those two tossers. Xan wasn’t sure about Prax. He’d been a blundering fool, but that wasn’t maliciously intended.

      Now, the three sons of Apollo were making a name for themselves. In the last three weeks, they’d sent Prax back with thirty-seven dead monsters. Thirty-seven. Too bad most of them were benign satyrs. They’d also killed half a dozen wood nymphs, but not a single beast that posed a threat to humans. Still, the buggers were getting heaps of recognition.

      Xan spun and landed a backfist that split the seams of the leather. Sand dribbled and ran through the open crack, puddling on the gray mats below. That was number ten. He’d have to order more bags. He looked around the gym at the weight machines lining one wall and cardio equipment along another. The middle of the room was clear from everything, the perfect place to spar when Dahlia was available. But she was out grocery shopping with a couple of the demigods.

      He decided to lift weights before he went on a run. He had to do something to burn off his frustration.

      The door slammed, and the newest addition to Team Blondie stepped into the gym. He looked like a smaller version of his older brothers. Much smaller.

      The demigod son of Apollo sauntered over to Xan and said, “Thenia told me to come in here so you could train me.”

      Xan finished his last set of overhead press, glaring at the kid the entire time. Xan’s general dislike for Apollo’s sons narrowed onto the plonker in front of him. He released the bar onto the metal brackets with a clang. “Pardon?”

      The young man rolled his blue eyes. “Are you deaf and stupid?”

      Launching from the bench, Xan grabbed the other demigod by his collar. “Don’t confuse manners for weakness, you pox.”

      “Xan.” Thenia stuck her head in the doorway, and her eyes widened when she saw the two demigods. Crossing the room, she laid into Xan. “What are you doing? I sent Endy for training. I thought it’d be good for you.”

      Keeping his gaze fixed on Thenia, Xan dropped Endy and felt a small sense of satisfaction when the son of Apollo had to scramble back to his feet.

      Thenia, demigod daughter of Athena, was almost as tall as Xan. She had a healthy amount of rationality, and Xan almost liked her for it. Her auburn hair hung down her back in a thick braid, and she wore stretchy blue gym clothes that showed off her sculpted muscles. She pointed to the sand on the floor mats. “What happened to the bag?”

      Xan shrugged. “I’ll see if I can find a better manufacturer. Are you wanting to do bag work today?”

      Maybe he would run out and get one at a sports store. If it got him out of the conservatory, he’d go pick up dinner for the whole lot of them, too. He was getting twitchy from all the time spent inside.

      “No, that’s okay. Maybe you could run through some drills with Endy. He’s new here and hasn’t been fully trained.”

      “I’m not running Blondie through drills.” It was like being asked to babysit. Only worse. In fact, it was the second time today that Thenia had asked Xan to help one of the other demigods. The first time it was some sniveling diva who also needed help with training. “Why are you asking me to train your newbies?”

      Thenia narrowed her eyes in a rare display of irritation. She usually kept herself controlled in an unnatural way. No one should be that emotionless. But Athena wasn’t particularly jovial, so maybe all her daughters had the same flat affect. “I’m trying to help you.”

      Xan brushed by her. “I don’t need any more help. I’m all better, remember?”

      He pulled the door open.

      “Xan!” Thenia snapped. “Get back over here.”

      He hesitated at the door. She couldn’t make him do it, but it wouldn’t hurt to be courteous. And he did owe her. Bloody Hades. He hated owing people. He clenched his teeth to prevent himself from saying anything he’d have to apologize for later. He hated apologizing, too.

      Thenia sighed and met him halfway across the space. “You’re being childish.” When he said nothing she continued. “You act like no one is as capable or as smart as you—”

      “They’re not,” he snapped. “It’s not an act, Thenia. It’s just true. Look at him, a bit of a bollix, right? Sure, I could spend four or five hours a day with him, but it wouldn’t do the git a bit of good. He’s not a fighter. He doesn’t want to be. And I can’t train that into him.”

      “Are you talking about me?” the young demigod demanded, puffing out his chest. “I could kick your butt—”

      Xan glared at the boy and took two steps toward him before the kid scurried back.

      “Endy, why don’t you go find Obelia and ask her to review the next lesson with you. I’ll help you train in an hour.” Thenia pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. The room was silent until Endy closed the door behind him. She looked up at Xan. “I feel like you’re not listening to me. You’re the senior demigod here, and I understand you don’t want to take ownership of that responsibility, but that doesn’t mean you need to bruise everyone else you come in contact with.”

      “Bruise everyone? I haven’t touched anyone since I woke up. What are you talking about?” There was a fairly good chance Thenia had gotten lost in her own head. She was brill, but not always in touch.

      “You exclude people, demean them. You cut them down when they don’t perform as well as you think they should.”

      Xan shook his head, refusing to acknowledge any truth to what Thenia was saying. He wasn’t rude to everyone, only the ones who really were eejits. “What the Kracken? You want me to worry about hurting people’s feelings because I’m telling the truth?”

      Thenia gave him a withering stare. “First, your opinion doesn’t make it a fact. And second, even if it’s true, you don’t have to say it. Undoubtedly, you are the best fighter we have here.” She held up a hand to stop him from saying anything. “We could really use you as a trainer. I’d even go so far as to say we desperately need you. I sent those sons of Apollo with you to kill that monster because I thought you could teach them something.”

      “I can’t teach past stupid, Thenia. If they won’t listen to me, I can’t make them.” He’d given those four demigods explicit instructions, and they’d inched their way up the path like it was a leisure stroll. Not to mention how loud they’d been. In hindsight, it was freakin’ amazing they hadn’t all died. “And I don’t want to be a trainer. I don’t want to be stuck here in this stagnant place. It’s worse than death.”

      What he wouldn’t say was his memories here bordered on torture. He could still see N.J. in his room, almost like her spirit was still present, even though he knew that wasn’t true. And walking down the hall, he expected to see Luc right around the corner . . . any minute. And in the kitchen, every time he looked at the table, he saw Athan and Isa. He missed Athan’s friendship and still felt responsible for Isa’s death.

      But his memories of Roan and Dahlia were the worst. They were everywhere. Decades of time had not made a bit of difference, and every time he looked at Dahlia, he saw her pain, as if Roan had just died yesterday. When he was out hunting monsters, he could almost bury the guilt. But here, in the conservatory, it was like constantly pulling the scab off a wound so it would never heal. And he couldn’t take it.

      “I don’t understand, Xan. If you’d just take the time to work with them, you could help them.”

      “I don’t want to work with them. I don’t want to work with anybody.” Gods, why couldn’t she understand? “I work better alone.”

      His frustration climbed. He could understand what Thenia was saying, and it might be true. But that should be his choice. And he didn’t want it. He didn’t want that kind of responsibility ever again. He clenched his fists as the desire to hit something pulsed through him.

      Thenia frowned. “You only work better alone because you don’t want anyone else with you.”

      “Exactly!” He pointed at her. “That is exactly my point. So leave me alone.” He was done. So done. Without waiting for a response, he stormed out of the room.
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      Xan stepped into the kitchen, saw who was there, and almost left. The shower had washed away the sweat from his morning workout, but it had done nothing to douse his anger. Hunger gnawed at him, and if he didn’t eat, his temper would only get worse. Intuition told him he’d need all the fortitude he could get, so he resolved to keep his mouth shut, except for eating.

      The scent of steamed vegetables infused the air of the bright kitchen, and underneath the fresh aroma was the tenor of exotic spices. His mouth watered.

      The petite demigod standing at the large stove, stirring the contents of a stockpot, was dressed in bright turquoise with her tight ebony curls pulled up on top of her head in a fancy hairstyle Xan was sure had taken way too long to accomplish. She was attractive, like most demigods, but Xan had overheard her crying to Thenia yesterday, which made him inclined to eschew any and all interaction with her. He could not handle any more drama, especially if it involved crying.

      “Lunch will be ready in twenty minutes if you don’t mind waiting,” she said as she turned to face him. She smiled, but it faltered when she met his gaze. “Irio and . . . roasted meat. It’s my grandmother’s recipe.”

      She spoke with some of the same inflections as Dahlia, the British English that colonized much of Asia and Africa, but it was clearly not her first language.

      Xan stared at her for a moment, then realized he was being rude. His impulse was to get something to eat and leave, but Thenia’s words echoed in his mind. “Right. Thank you.” He extended his hand. “I’m Xan.”

      The other demigod shook his hand. “Obelia. Daughter of Hestia. I came from Nairobi almost a year ago.” Something lit her from within, and she continued, “Athan found me.”

      Her entire countenance changed when she said Athan’s name, and Xan wondered if she was going to literally swoon. He raised his eyebrows. “Did he now? And how is the young psachno doing?”

      Obelia’s smile disappeared. “I’ve heard he’s well.” She leaned forward and asked, “Do you know him?”

      Xan pulled out a stool and sat at the raised granite bar. “Aye. But it’s been a while since I’ve seen him. Probably afore you ever met, if I were to guess.”

      “Oh.” She crossed the hardwood floors and grabbed a plastic bag from the refrigerator. The meat peeked through the marinade, and she set the bag on top of a large platter. “I’ve got to place these on the grill. Excuse me.”

      “Right.”

      She stepped out the back French doors onto the patio, letting in a rush of cool piney air before closing the door behind her.

      The weather in Seattle had returned to gray and overcast, and Xan wished for the warmer temperatures on the other side of the state. With a sigh, he watched smoke billow into the air as the other demigod placed meat on the grill.

      “If he’s not going to help, I don’t understand why he’s still . . .”

      Xan turned to see Kaia, Thenia, Dahlia, and Evie step into the kitchen with Endy. Kaia blushed, which made it safe to assume she’d been the one talking and that her words had been about him. Nice.

      “Why I’m still what, Kaia?” He bounced his foot on the leg of the stool as he stared down the daughter of Demeter. “Why I’m still here?” His gaze shifted to Athena’s daughter. She’d cornered him again in the gym that morning. “If that’s your question, you can ask Thenia. She’s the one who said I had to stay until the quorum.”

      She’d asked him to help train as payment for staying at the conservatory, so he’d offered to leave. Obviously, not the solution she’d been hoping for, and Thenia countered with a threat. If he left, she wouldn’t even bother with the quorum but would strip him of his position and grant it to the other demigods. The penalty for acting in an unsanctioned role usually involved a god. Thenia had effectively backed him into a corner.

      “I wasn’t trying to be offensive,” Kaia fake-whispered to anyone who would listen.

      Dahlia took the stool next to him. Nudging him with her elbow she said, “Don’t be an idiot. No one wants to have a row with you.”

      He faced his cousin. “Really?”

      It was like the whole lot of them was ganging up on him.

      She shrugged, completely unfazed by his mood. “When you’re angry, your forehead bunches up.” She pointed at his hands. “And you clench your fists. You look like you want to kill someone. It’s a mite intimidating.” Nudging him again she continued. “As if you didn’t know.”

      Instead of being irritated with her, a sense of connection filled him. At least she understood and still accepted him. She might be the only one. Guilt nagged at him, and he pushed it away. There was a solid chance that if Dahlia knew the part he’d played in Roan’s disappearance, she’d turn on him, too. It was a secret and a shame he would take to his grave.

      Xan watched the other demigods get out plates and utensils. Obelia came back in with a platter of steaks, the smell of coriander and curry wafting through the air. Chatter, laughter, and the easy interactions between friends filled the kitchen as everyone dished up and gathered around the table. It had once been like that for him, too.

      A long time ago.

      “Here,” Dahlia said, setting a loaded plate in front of him. She took the seat next to him again, and he wondered how he’d not even noticed her getting up, let alone coming back.

      Xan turned away from the other demigods and looked at his plate. The skirt steak had been sliced thin, and its juices were soaking into the mash of potatoes and vegetables beneath it. It smelled delicious. He took a bite and savored how well the flavors married. Obelia might not be a good fighter, but she was an excellent chef.

      “You know they want you here,” Dahlia said as she cut her meat into bite-size pieces.

      “We should’ve stayed somewhere else,” he replied as he loaded up his fork. “I wish we could leave and come back when they have the quorum.”

      Dahlia set down her knife and fork. Her deep brown eyes were wide and full of questions as she studied him. “Why won’t you just train them? You’re the senior demigod in the conservatory—”

      The food lost its savor and turned to dust in his mouth. He forced himself to swallow and set down his utensils. “I don’t want that.”

      Dahlia continued, “Thenia can help you out until you get your legs under you—”

      “I don’t want it,” he snapped.

      Dahlia tilted her head to the side and stared him down. “It doesn’t really matter what you want. You are the senior demigod, so act like it. Don’t throw a fit like a gormless welk.”

      Her words stung. Mostly because of the truth in them. “Ouch.”

      Dahlia snorted. “It’s only temporary, right? The quorum will be in the next couple of weeks, and then we can go fanny around. In the meantime, put on your big-boy skivvies and teach the naffs. If you continue to slag around, no one here will vote for you. Besides, maybe you’ll save one of their lives.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You and I both know—”

      Dahlia held up her hand. “I know, you just want to be kynigόs.” She leaned toward him and whispered, “These are the people that’ll decide it for you, so chin up and kiss the babies.” She picked up her knife and fork and pointed them at his plate. “You better eat. Something tells me you’re going to be using lots of energy.”

      He exhaled, and let his shoulders drop as he accepted the burden. “As soon as this is over, we’re outta here.”

      Dahlia smirked. “Eat up, you sad sod. You’re training nancy boy in two hours.”
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      Whatever Xan had thought he was getting himself into when he agreed to train the demigods in the conservatory, it definitely wasn’t this. Endy had blown him off the last three days, either cutting his workout short or showing up late. Today he hadn’t even bothered to come to the gym. Not that Xan cared a mite about the twit. If he didn’t care about his safety, Xan wasn’t going to chase after him. And the two beautiful sisters in front of him were no better. He stared at them, sitting on a weight bench having a tea party, and growled in frustration. When they didn’t even glance up, he snapped.

      “Sweet fanny Adams,” he yelled.

      That got their attention, and the two demigods both looked up with wide brown eyes. They’d been blathering on for at least thirty minutes instead of running their warm-ups on the treadmills. Xan ran his hand through his hair, tugging on the ends hard enough to make sure he wasn’t in the middle of a nightmare. His scalp burned a confirmation of his now pathetic life. They’d been discussing blokes—he was sure—as it was all the two ever talked about.

      “Can you two wrap it up? I’m sure he likes you, Obelia, he’s just . . . scared of commitment or some such.” He rolled his eyes but soldiered on. “And Evie, if he won’t even take you to the spuds, that’s not going anywhere. He’s a bad egg; best you cut loose of him.”

      Evie’s mouth dropped open like a fish. Maybe he’d been close on that one. “Now, get up. Get on the treadmills. You’ve each got five miles.”

      Evie and Obelia were both daughters of Hestia, but where Obelia had skin the color of espresso, Evie’s complexion was the color of a latte with extra cream. Evie was younger than Obelia, too. A legitimate seventeen. Obelia had been seventeen for several years, from what he’d overheard. And somehow, despite her age, she was still prone to crying . . . about everything.

      Evie leaned forward and hugged her sister while throwing shade at Xan. Bloody Hades, he’d mucked it up. Obelia shook, and the wet sounds of her sobbing broke the silence.

      “Uh, sorry, Obelia. I didn’t mean anything by it.” He wasn’t even sure what he was apologizing for. “Maybe you should . . . go get yourself . . . together. You can come back for training . . . later.”

      Evie helped her sister up and led her to the door. After a whispered farewell, the composed daughter of Hestia returned. “It’s not her fault.”

      Xan had no idea what Evie was talking about. “Okay.”

      “Athan told her he loved her, and then he disappeared. She doesn’t know what to make of it.”

      He had no idea what to say. Athan hadn’t been the same after Isa’s death, but he and Xan weren’t close anymore, so it wasn’t like Xan could give any insight. He pointed at the treadmill. “Go warm up.”

      She glared at him as she stepped onto the belt, but then her attention shifted to the display and she punched the buttons on the machine. Within a few minutes, she was jogging at a quick pace.

      Xan watched as her skin flushed and the set of her features hardened as her workout demanded more and more of her focus. He continued to stare, without really seeing, as he ran through his planned drills. Now that Obelia was gone, he’d either have to modify the drills or be her partner.

      “Is there a reason you’re so mean?” Evie huffed. She touched the screen, and the speed of the belt decreased until she was barely jogging. “It’s not like any of us did anything on purpose to make you pissed.”

      Xan chuckled at her American slang. “I’m not pissed, actually. But I don’t understand why she’s crying either.”

      Evie lifted the hem of her tank top to wipe the sweat from her face. Surprisingly, her abs were cut, indicating she’d spent time in the gym long before he came to the conservatory. Nice.

      “My face is up here,” she said.

      He laughed again. “You work out.”

      Evie narrowed her eyes. “Not everyone here is a pansy.”

      Xan held his hands up in surrender. “I never said you were. But all the running in the world won’t make you a fighter.”

      She touched the screen again, and the belt continued to slow. Evie jumped off and stared him down while biting her lower lip.

      Xan met her challenging gaze with a smirk. “If you have something you want to say, just say it.”

      She took a deep breath and rushed through the words. “Can we stop lifting weights and doing cardio and start learning how to fight?”

      He raised his eyebrows as he studied her. She was scrawny, but no more so than most girls. And as a demigod, she should still be strong, even without a lot of lifting. Her stamina for fighting would likely be no more than a babe’s, but he’d have to start somewhere. “All right.”

      Evie grinned and punched the air. “Let’s do this!”

      He laughed. Her enthusiasm was cute and naive. She’d be singing another tune by the end of the afternoon, but it was refreshing nonetheless. “Come here. Let me show you how to make a fist so you can punch without breaking your thumbs.”

      Four hours later, he dismissed her with instructions to soak in salt water. He’d recommended an ice bath, but she’d refused, calling it a medieval form of torture. It was true, but there was nothing like an ice bath to stop soreness from spreading. They hadn’t trained with anything immortal, so she’d be fine after a few hours of rest.

      “Is she any good?” Thenia asked. She stood just inside the door wearing sparring gear.

      Xan shook his head. “No. But with a few months of solid training, she’ll be able to defend herself. The potential is there. Have you started training her?”

      “No. She’s been wanting to train, but I . . .”

      She didn’t have to say it. He’d been paying attention the last few days. Endy was a total tosser. Obelia liked to cook, but she never cleaned up. Kaia spent most of her time in the greenhouse. Thenia seemed to be trying her best to put out fires and keep things running smoothly, but she was always behind.

      “Why don’t you make them all pitch in?”

      Thenia rolled her eyes. “I wish I knew how to make that happen. It doesn’t seem to matter what I threaten—”

      “Have you ever followed through? Kicked someone’s arse or left one of the welks on the streets for an hour or two?”

      Thenia grimaced. “I’m afraid I’d lose one.” She pointed to the mats. “Do you want to spar? I need a good workout.”

      “Sure.” Xan went to the wall where his gear hung. He pulled on his pads and met Thenia in the middle of the open room. “Do you want to do points or rounds?”

      Not that it would matter. He’d hold back until he could have a go with Dahl.

      “Rounds. You’re going to kick my butt no matter what.”

      They touched gloves, and Xan circled the other demigod, letting her set the pace. Thenia attacked in sets of two or three. Every. Single. Time. Kick-punch or kick-punch-punch. Xan blocked and deflected but didn’t bother to counter. There was no reason to. She kicked, and he blocked. She punched; he blocked. Occasionally, he’d deflect and arc step behind her so he could change positions on the gray mats. Kick, block. Good gods, she was terrible.

      “You’re still punching, and I’m not even there, Thenia.”

      She was dripping sweat, her auburn fringe plastered to her forehead and her tank top darkened from the workout. Thenia shook her head. “My mind is on a million other things. Was it really that bad?”

      “I haven’t made a move against you.” It was pathetic. “You need to stop thinking. About all of it. Forget everything else and just fight. Do you have another three minutes in you?”

      Her eyes darted to the door and then returned to him. Thenia nodded. “I need some real practice.”

      This time Xan didn’t wait. He struck over, and over, and over again in a flurry. Thenia scrambled to block his assault. He didn’t want to hurt her, so he pulled every punch and kick, giving her a tap hard enough to know that he could have really hurt her if he’d wanted to. He counted each tap until he lost track somewhere in the fifties.

      “Time,” Thenia wheezed.

      Xan checked his watch. It had been just over two minutes. “You’ve lost your stamina.”

      She nodded. “I don’t spend enough time in the gym.”

      He sat on the mat and stretched. “You’re doing it all arseways. Set your priorities and stick to them. Set up consequences, and stick to those, too. You’ve lost three demigods in the last two years, Thenia, and the biggest fault of that is lack of structure.”

      To her credit, Thenia absorbed his words and nodded her acknowledgment. “You always had a good sense of boundaries.”

      The compliment was only lip service unless she actually did something to change how things were run, and he almost said as much. But then he’d be even more involved.

      Instead, he went through the rest of his stretches. The guilt nagged at him, and when he stood, he couldn’t leave the room. He calculated his schedule and reluctantly accepted one more commitment. “I’ll spar with you every day ’til I leave, if you want. I have time at 1400.”

      Thenia looked up from her stretch and smiled. “That would be great. I’ll see you at two o’clock tomorrow.”
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      “The picture is at least a year old, but the witnesses swear they saw two of them just north of Bend, Oregon. Said one of them dropped a branch on their truck and almost killed them.”

      When he heard Tre’s voice, Xan froze mid-stride in the hall just outside the kitchen. He’d come down from his room in hopes of a bite before hitting the gym, but all thoughts of a workout disappeared from his mind. Apollo’s sons were back, and excitement and dread warred in his chest.

      “Have you gotten any further leads?” Thenia asked.

      “Not yet,” Ty said. “But we’ll track her and kill her just like that Minotaur.”

      Xan took a deep breath. The smells of bacon, fried dough, and sautéed vegetables made his mouth water, but he was far more excited by the prospect of getting out of the conservatory now that they could have the quorum. He stepped into the kitchen, and anger burned through him as he looked at the four sons of Apollo sitting around the kitchen table with Thenia and Dahlia.

      Obelia and Evie stood at the cooktop, hovering over several pans and heaping the contents onto large platters.

      “You caught a minotaur?” Xan asked over his shoulder as he went to inspect what the daughters of Hestia were making.

      Bacon, sausage, fried potatoes, griddle cakes, fry bread, boiled eggs, omelets, and bowls of fruit lined the counter. There was a veritable feast being prepared. Evie caught him looking and smirked. “Do you have a special order, too?”

      His eagerness for the food morphed into disgust. “They ordered all this?”

      She bit the side of her mouth while she stirred the potatoes. “Would you tell them no if you were me?” She lowered her voice. “Have you heard the rumors about what they did to those demigods in the conservatory in Tennessee?”

      He had heard, but he’d brushed it off as sensationalized gossip. After the beating he’d taken, he now admitted there was likely some truth to the death of the three immortals on the other side of the country.

      Obelia carried a platter of fried meat to the table and scurried back to get another dish.

      “Let me take this one,” Xan said, his anger simmering. He hoisted a plate laden with bread and whipped honey butter, and with a bowl of strawberries in the other hand, he wove around the bar. He pushed between Ty and Tre and slid the platters toward the center of the table before staring down the two demigods.

      Neither of them seemed to be the least bit bothered by his invasion of their space.

      “The wimpy son of Ares is waiting tables,” Ty said with a laugh, jabbing Xan in the ribs. “What happened? You realize that you’re no good at monster hunting?”

      Tre laughed as if Ty had told a good joke.

      His anger flared, and without thinking through his actions, Xan grabbed Tre by the collar and pulled him from his chair. “Millie up, chav.”

      A satisfying grin slowly spread across Xan’s face. There would be consequences, but sometimes payback was worth it. He drew his fist back and then connected it to the other demigod’s chin with a resounding crack.

      As Ty jumped out of his chair, Xan drew his immortal dagger and held it to Tre’s throat. “One more step and I sever his carotid. You and I both know he won’t heal in time.”

      “Xan!” Thenia yelled.

      But Xan ignored her. He stared down Ty. “Don’t ever pull a blade on me again or you’ll be complaining to Hades, you git.”

      Ty only shook his head. “You’re not stable, Xan. You’re only good for babysitting the other demigods. Don’t try to play the hero now. It’ll only get you into more trouble.”

      Xan dropped Tre back into his seat. “Treat the other demigods with more respect.”

      Tre wiped the blood from his lip and looked up at Xan with a sullen expression. But he made no move to strike back.

      “Seriously, stop bullying the other demigods, or I’ll make it my business to babysit.” As soon as the words were out, he wanted to cringe. Xan didn’t want to babysit the other demigods. He just couldn’t stand to watch them get duffed up by Apollo’s sons.

      “You see, Thenia. He can’t be trusted in the field. He turned on us last time, too. And I don’t want someone out there I can’t trust. He acts like he cares now, but you just never know . . .”

      “Shut your cakehole. You’re not fooling anyone with your blather.” As Xan looked around the room, Dahlia shook her head and frowned at him, and Thenia studied him with a furrowed brow. Only Evie was smiling. The rest of the demigods displayed mixed emotions, and Xan wondered if he had created a bigger mess.

      Bugger.
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        * * *

      

      “Undoubtedly, he’s the best,” Thenia said.

      Xan slid to a stop on the dark wood floors just outside the doorway. For the second time that day, he waited to hear what was being said in the other room. It was late, well past midnight, and he’d just wanted a snack before crawling into bed, but Thenia’s words stopped him from entering the kitchen.

      “But being the best at something doesn’t mean you’re the best fit for the job. Is that what you’re going to say?” Dahlia asked. “I know what you’re thinking, but you’d better consider this from all angles. Being kynigόs is all he wants. You can’t take that away from him.”

      “I’m not saying I’m going to take it away from him.” Athena’s daughter sighed. “I know he wants it, and I know he’s good at it.”

      Xan felt a spark of hope, and it was enough to make him forget his hunger. It didn’t matter what games the sons of Apollo played. Thenia knew he was the best kynigόs. After the quorum tomorrow, he’d be back out there hunting.

      He felt a brief flash of guilt about leaving the other demigods, but he pushed that down. He’d spent the last several weeks training the other demigods, and some of them had a solid foundation now. Thenia should be able to keep it up if she exercised discipline. They’d be right fine without him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let the sons of Apollo continue as kynigόs,” Dahlia said. She gave Xan a sad smile that made his stomach fill with lead. “I think Xan should stay here and be senior demigod.”

      Unanimous. It didn’t matter that he was healed and ready to resume his duties as a hunter. It didn’t matter that not a single demigod found him at fault for Panos’s death. None of it mattered.

      Xan looked at each of the demigods he’d been training, and the bitterness of betrayal filled him. He’d spent hours—no, dozens of hours—with each one of them. And worse, he even let himself care about them and their training. Even nancy boy, the dense sap.

      The duplicity of the demigods, now studiously avoiding his gaze, was punctuated by the smirking faces of Tre, Ty, and Endy. As if they’d known Xan would be stripped of his title and relegated to the conservatory. Only Prax seemed unmoved as he continued to stare forward with the same flat expression of stupor.

      Xan pushed his chair away from the table and stood.

      “Even you?” He glared at his cousin, who at least had the decency to meet his gaze with a defiant one of her own. “I can’t believe—”

      “This isn’t just about you, Xan. It’s about every single demigod here.” She pointed at them all, circling the group with her finger. “This is what is best for everyone, so get over it already.”

      Words failed him, and he punched the wall, his fist going through the plaster as if it were butter. He pointed at Thenia. He’d once respected the daughter of Athena, acknowledged that the demigod’s insight was full of wisdom and intelligence. That respect was gone, flushed away with his sense of purpose. She’d asked him to stay, as if she really wanted him there. But it was like offering a consolation prize. And a repulsive one at that. “You have nothing. Nothing now to make me stay. Nothing to make me care. And you”—he glared at Dahlia, whose betrayal was the worst, and then back at Thenia again—“you have nothing for me. I’m out of here.”

      “Xan!” Dahlia jumped up from the table.

      Tre laughed. “You idiots. You thought you could make him help you here? There’s a reason no one wants him around, and it’s just as true today as it was fifty years ago. Xan’s worthless.”

      The insult stung worse than the prick of a Skia blade. It had been years since he’d heard his father say those very words. But Xan had heard them often enough.

      “No,” Thenia said. “That’s not true—”

      Xan held up his hand. The disgust he had for every demigod in that room was eclipsed by the amount he had for himself. He’d naively thought if he helped them train, they would care about him. That somehow they would repay his service by giving him what he wanted; that they would vote for him to regain his title of kynigόs. But they didn’t care about him. “Save it for someone who’ll believe it.”

      He left the kitchen, and standing in the hall, he considered his options.

      Upstairs to his room? No. Dahlia was right. The orange and green décor from the sixties would need to go.

      The gym? Nope. He’d worked out more in the last month than the previous year.

      The Olympian library. No way. It was probably his least favorite room in the entire conservatory. He’d never understood some people’s obsession with reading.

      The study. His heart clenched with the thought. Obviously, too painful. Still.

      Or . . . the front door. That was easy.

      He stormed past the large table and grabbed his keys.
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        * * *

      

      The traffic had worsened as Seattle got bigger. Taller buildings, and more of them crammed together, meant more cars, more people, more buses . . . But the closer he got to the market, the more things looked the same. He turned down Third and headed north until he hit Pike.

      Xan wasn’t suicidal. Sure, he was right vexed, but mostly with himself. He shouldn’t have trusted the other demigods, shouldn’t have gotten his hopes up. He knew better than to pick a fight with them. It wouldn’t do a bit of good, and the potential consequences of seriously injuring another demigod included making him stay at the conservatory as a servant or facing his father—both of which were akin to torture.

      He needed to work off some steam, and hitting a bag was not going to do it this time. So, Xan was counting on Skia being at the market. For whatever reason, the minions from Hades liked to hang out in the bustle of Pike Place. He could take out a few of the shadow demons and maybe wrap his head around his next move.

      There was no way he was going to stay at the conservatory after the massive betrayal of Thenia and Dahlia. He just couldn’t face them right now. After a few years, he’d be over it. And he couldn’t really be mad at either of them; they were just doing what they thought best. But it was what was best for them, at his expense. Maybe he’d go to one of the other conservatories for a few years. As soon as he thought it, he questioned himself . . . But to what end? He hated when there weren’t clear answers.

      He closed the car door and strolled past the tented stalls. The cool air was scented with sugar and cinnamon from the donut man, and Xan breathed in the memories of eating the sweets with Athan, Isa, and Dahlia. Years before, he, Roan, and Dahlia would get fried pastries filled with fruit here, too. He let the memories wash over him as he continued on toward the market. He stood, rubbing his tattooed arms, and watched the fishmongers throwing customers’ orders across the square. His gaze flitted across the crowd, stuttering over a cute pair of blonde young women. The older one looked to be in her early twenties and the younger in her mid-teens. Something about them gave him pause, almost like there was something otherworldly about them, but he forgot all about the young women when he saw the Skia.

      The pale human-like creature inched out of the shadows and moved through the crowd. Xan tried to follow the monster from the Underworld, but as suddenly as he’d appeared, he disappeared, melting back into the throng of people. Odd. Hades’s minions were usually relentless when they were on the hunt.

      Xan scanned the multitude in the market square. Skia only had one purpose, to hunt demigods, but as far as he knew, Xan was the only one not in the conservatory today. So then who were the Skia following?

      The shadows behind the fish stall shifted, and another Skia appeared. Xan studied the surrounding assembly and saw the pair of sisters again, but no immortals from the Seattle conservatory. He followed the monster, and within a few more minutes it became apparent that the Skia were, in fact, after the fair lasses. But the monsters didn’t attack the girls, just continued to follow them, and when one Skia disappeared, another appeared a few feet away. It was like they were watching the duo . . . but why?

      For two hours Xan followed the Skia while the Skia followed the pair. The longer he watched, the more he wondered at the young women’s relationship. If they were sisters, the younger one seemed to defer to the older with enough frequency to indicate a more motherly relationship. But their appearance contradicted that as a legitimate possibility unless the two were, in fact, immortals. And demigods usually checked into the conservatory when they were visiting a new area so they would know if there were places to avoid. But these two hadn’t. Odd.

      His phone rang, and he watched the blond girls disappear down the aisles of flower stalls.

      “Aye,” he said into the receiver.

      “You twat,” Dahlia said. “What the bloody Hades do you think you’re doing taking off like that? How am I supposed to help you set up the conservatory when you blink out?”

      “I’m not sure who you think you’re talking to, Dahl, but I don’t want to be at the conservatory. I’m pretty sure we’ve had this conversation. More than once, in fact.” Xan ducked into a doorway of a bank. “You know how I feel.”

      “You think I give a bloody stitch how you feel? These idiots will all be dead in the next year if you don’t help them.”

      He ran his hand through his hair as guilt nagged at his heart. At some point in the last few weeks he’d grown accustomed to seeing the blundering idiots in question. And the idea of them all dying was . . . bothersome. “They voted against me.”

      “You daft sod. It wasn’t a vote against you. It was a vote to make you stay.”

      “Don’t try to sort it to make me feel better.” The fact that they needed him was just that, a fact. But if they really wanted him . . . “Why didn’t they just ask me to stay?”

      “Bugger. You’ve lost a bit of your gray matter. First, we’re all still having to deal with the golden twits, and if anyone said they wanted you to stay, you know what would happen.”

      That sadly made perfect sense. “And what’s the second—?”

      A shrill shriek rang through the receiver, and Xan pulled the phone from his ear, missing Dahlia’s rushed words. More screaming rang through the air, except this commotion was closer. Xan poked his head out from the doorway, but his vision of the uproar was blocked by the crowds in the market.
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      A deep unease crawled over him. He could think of only a few things that would cause that much ruckus, and none of them was good. With all the Skia he’d seen today . . . Xan held the receiver back up to his ear. “Hey, Dahl, I better—”

      “—and they must be somewhere close to you now!”

      “What?”

      “Endy, Obelia, and Evie. They took off this morning.”

      His heart sank.

      “They were going shopping. I think Thenia was so preoccupied with the quorum . . .”

      So preoccupied with the quorum that she didn’t think through the fact that Obelia’s favorite place to shop was Pike Place. He growled into the phone.

      “Obelia called screaming a minute ago—”

      “I’ve got to go.” He disconnected the phone, stepped from the overhang, and bumped right into someone. Xan glanced up into the golden eyes of a pretty young woman. He tipped his cap at her and said, “Pardon.”

      Then he pushed past her and headed into the depths of the market, the epicenter of the commotion, letting his hearing guide him to the screaming. He knew what he would find, but hoped he’d get there before Skia killed them all.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      The market was always busy with Skia, for whatever reason, but he’d seen even more than usual with those girls . . . the same girls who had just left. “Bloody Hades!”

      He pulled out his immortal blades and ran. The closer he got, the more he had to push his way through the crowd. And then he stepped into a space void of humans and filled with Skia.  Xan buried his silver blade between the ribs of a shadowy Skia and then pulled it free as he moved toward the other demigods.

      They were surrounded. More than a dozen Skia pushed against the three demigods, who stood back-to-back. They all were brandishing their blades, just like he’d taught them not even a week ago. The mortals couldn’t see the Skia, but the fury of the demigods swinging knives had to be alarming, which explained why the humans had backed away.

      Obelia screamed as she slashed out with her knives, and the Skia stepped back from her before pressing forward again.

      There was no good way to enter the fight. Xan’s element of surprise would be gone as soon as he touched any of the surrounding Skia. Demigods from the conservatory had been warned away from this place unless they had trained fighters with them. It had been that way for decades. And the number of Skia today was greater than Xan had ever seen, so these inexperienced fools were dead as soon as they’d gotten out of their car. He gritted his teeth and stomped forward, knowing they wouldn’t all make it out alive.

      He bellowed a war cry as he released a dagger. The blade found its mark in the eye of a Skia looming over Evie, and the creature fell backward to the ground. With a deep breath, Xan closed the distance and drove his blade into another monster, pulling it out only to slash at another and another.

      The fight became a dance with death; as soon as one creature fell to the ground and spouted light, another stepped in to take its place. The pale harbingers swung their dark blades, and Xan’s skin prickled with chill.

      The noise faded as Xan swung, parried, and dealt an end to the feared creatures. He ducked and drove his dagger into one’s abdomen, pulled it out to slash its neck, and then kicked the body away from the fray as the monster vomited bright light.

      He moved to the next and hoped that the other demigods would continue to hold their own. Another Skia fell, and one faded back into the crowd as yet another seeped light from a gaping wound in his chest.

      Xan’s tunnel vision expanded to the two remaining Skia. Sharp, bludgeoning pain shot up his left arm, but he pushed through it. He could be injured later. He had two more. Only two.

      He stepped toward the Skia and grunted in disgust as they melted into the crowd of spectators.

      Only then did he see the other demigods. Obelia on her knees, sobbing. Endy stood still, his golden skin pale, with his hands hanging limply at his sides. He was looking down on the prostrate form of Evie.

      Evie.

      Xan dropped to his knees, but the blossom of black, spreading like hot tar across the demigod’s chest, told him the wound was fatal. Her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, and her eyes were wide with panic.

      “It’s . . . so . . . cold,” she whispered.

      Failure and frustration warred with his anger. She’d been the best of the lot, and . . .

      “Hush now.” He choked on the words. Xan tried to remember anything good Athan had told him of the Underworld. Something that would give her comfort in her last moments. “You were great. Definitely worthy of Elysium. And I hear it’s beautiful. With lots of jeweled trees and all your favorite foods.”

      Her lips quivered. “Don’t . . .” Her hand flinched as if she was trying to lift it.

      Obelia grabbed it and sobbed, “Please don’t leave me.”

      Evie pulled her hand away and reached for Xan. “Take . . . care . . . of . . . them.”

      Her eyes widened as the blackness covered her upper body. Evie released a shaky breath, and then her body relaxed to the ground in death.

      “No!” Obelia wailed.

      Xan grabbed Evie’s dagger—the warm, golden blade held an amber jewel in the hilt—and tucked it in his belt. He closed her eyes. Chances were pretty good that someone had called emergency services, not that they could do anything but take away the body. He closed his eyes as the pain in his arm pulsed.

      He felt a flash of power behind him, and he knew a god was present. Swaying as he stood, he turned to face the deity.

      “Would you like me to take care of it?” Hermes asked.

      “Lord Hermes.” Xan inclined his head. “You will take the body?”

      He’d never heard of a god offering to do so, but maybe—

      “No.” The god chuckled. “Your arm.”

      Hermes grabbed Xan’s wrist, and warmth crawled up his arm. The temperature climbed until it was uncomfortable, but the god didn’t release Xan. Suddenly, a blinding heat took his breath and vision for one excruciating moment, and then it faded to a comforting balminess that filled Xan with a sense of well-being.

      The benevolence of the god was a stark contrast to the interactions Xan had with his own father. “Thank you.”

      Hermes inclined his head. “You’ve done my son more than one service; it was the least I could do. And it costs nothing.” He pointed at the body on the asphalt. “I will take her soul to Hades now. I suggest you leave the body. It will serve the humans as a reminder that they are not alone.”

      It was Xan’s turn to bow his head. The morbid instruction from the god didn’t sit well. He’d much rather take Evie’s body back to the conservatory, but it wasn’t worth offending Hermes. “As you wish.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small coin. “An obol for Charon.”

      Hermes took the coin and stared down the other demigods. “In the future, I suggest you pay attention to the instruction of your seniors. It is not to limit you that rules are made, but rather to protect.”

      Obelia’s eyes filled with fresh tears, and Endy glared at the god, but neither said anything.

      “You’d best leave now,” Hermes said. Then, waving at the crowd, he continued, “I’ll hold them back until you’re out of the area.”

      Xan had no idea what Hermes meant, but he pulled Obelia up and indicated that Endy follow. “Thank you, Lord Hermes.”

      He led Obelia away from her sister as she continued to cry. Xan didn’t bother to ask them where they parked. He just led them to his car. The ride back to the conservatory was silent with the exception of Obelia’s sniffles and wet coughs.
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      “I’m just saying they don’t need to be punished. They will have to live with the consequences of their decision—”

      “The consequences of their decision?” Xan snapped, slamming his palm on the stained wood of the kitchen table. “We’re talking about Evie’s death, Thenia. She was the best fighter you had, and you don’t want to limit the rest of the gammy gits from fannyin’ about?” It was bloody insane. If it had been a senior demigod that had taken Endy, Obelia, and Evie out, they would’ve had a quorum. “Don’t think for a second that the natural consequences of their stupidity are enough.”

      Thenia sighed, and her shoulders sagged as if with the weight of responsibility. “I understand how you feel, but I just think it’s best if we don’t sour an already tragic experience.”

      He stared at her as if she’d sprouted another head, and then turned to his cousin in disbelief. “Are you hearing this? For the love of every single god on Olympus, please tell me I’m hallucinating.”

      Dahlia raised her eyebrows but said nothing while Thenia and Xan continued to argue about what should happen with Endy and Obelia.

      Xan couldn’t wrap his mind around Thenia’s excuses for the other demigods. It made no sense. Everyone needed limits and structure. And what he was proposing would significantly reduce the risk of this type of attack from ever happening again. Requiring a certain skill level for maximum freedom should encourage the demigods to work hard at their own defense. He thought it was ingenious, yet Thenia continued to argue against any limitations. His frustration ballooned as he listened to her make excuse after excuse until he couldn’t take it.

      “I’ll not be responsible for what happens here if you’re going to let the culchies run amok. If you want me to take charge, then you will have to live with my decisions, too.” Xan glared across the table at Thenia. “You either get on board or I’ll—”

      He stopped as awareness of what he was saying sunk in. He was going to stay. Somewhere between arguing with Dahlia about leaving and dragging the other demigods back to the conservatory, he’d decided to stay. He leaned over the table where Thenia sat.

      Nothing about her had changed in at least fifty years. Her auburn hair was pulled back in her traditional braid, and her eyes were swollen from crying. He wondered if she was crying for Evie or for her own failure. But he didn’t feel sorry for her. This was part of living with your decisions, as she’d just said. All of them would make mistakes, and every bloody one of them would lose someone they loved. But he wouldn’t put his head in the sand and just let it happen again.

      “You’re right. I’m the bleedin’ senior demigod.” He stared at Thenia until she inclined her head, acknowledging his ownership of the title. Then he looked up at Dahlia and watched as her lips curled up into a full smile. He nodded at her as the weight of the responsibility settled on his shoulders. “Dahl, go gather up the others and get them in the gym. I’m laying down the ground rules.”

      He didn’t want to stay. Not even a mite. The only demigod in the conservatory he really liked was his cousin, and the only other one that had shown any initiative was now dead. It was like all his bad karma had caught up to him in one fell swoop.

      But Thenia either couldn’t or wouldn’t do what was necessary to keep the demigods safe, and there was no one else that had a stitch of sense.

      “I’ll do this. I’ll give you two years, but you’ll have to support every one of my rules. There has to be one leader, and no matter what, you and I . . . we need to present a united front. If something happens, we discuss it privately. If you play favorites or ignore rules—”

      Thenia’s scowl deepened. “What about Dahlia? Are you going to play favorites with her?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “I don’t have to worry about her being able to defend herself. When you can beat me, even once, I’ll let you go anywhere you want by yourself. That’s one of my rules, and the rules apply to everyone, even Dahl.”

      “Fine.”

      It wasn’t fine. But he didn’t care that she was upset. He couldn’t afford to worry about her feelings or anyone else’s right now. “You can be mad if it makes you feel better—”

      Thenia wiped her cheeks and sat up. “I get it. You’re doing us a favor. But if you act all domineering and authoritative, no one will listen to you.”

      He shook his head. This was one more reason he hated living in a conservatory, and the politicking would only get worse. “No, you don’t get it. I’m not going to play games, Thenia. I’m not here to win a congeniality award. I don’t want to be their friend. Like I said, I’ll give you—them—two years. But if you decide you’d rather manage without me, I’d be fine with that.”

      He pushed back the chair and stood. “I’m only going to ask you this once, but I need to know. Do you have my back?”

      Thenia’s face smoothed out into her typical aloof expression. Her occasional sniffles were the only indicator that she was still feeling the effects of her emotions. “I’ve always had your back.”

      Xan shook his head. “Bollocks. You threw me under the bus yesterday.”

      At least he knew where she stood, and to her credit, she was consistent. Thenia could be counted on to do what was best for the conservatory. For now, that was enough. And when it wasn’t, they’d part company.

      He held up his hand to stop any further protests. “I’m going to the gym. I expect I’ll see you there shortly.”

      Xan turned his back on her and left the bright kitchen. The halls of the conservatory were quiet, but as he drew closer to the gym, the voices of the other demigods grew louder.

      “What the Kracken? I thought Thenia was the senior demigod—”

      “She’s not,” Dahlia said. “Actually—”

      “But he said he was leaving!”

      “I’ll not take orders from Xan.”

      “Shut your face—”

      Right. Probably shouldn’t have sent Dahlia to round everyone up. She couldn’t help the contention she created, and this was going to be problem enough.

      Xan pushed open the door, and all eyes shifted to him. With a deep breath he steeled himself for what he knew was coming.

      “You’re going to stay?” Ty sneered.

      “Be a babysitter?” Tre shook his head with disdain.

      “Rule one. I’m in charge. My say is final for the next two years. If you don’t like it, leave.” With raised eyebrows, he stared down Tre, then Ty, then Prax, and finally Endy. “I won’t keep you here, and I won’t beg you to stay. In fact, if you break any of my rules, I’ll throw you out.”

      “You can’t do that,” Endy exclaimed.

      “Yes, he can,” Thenia said as she walked through the door. “We have the worst stats of any of the conservatories, and the most lax rules. Xan’s in charge starting now.”

      Tre mumbled something to Ty, who nodded in response. Tre grabbed Prax’s sleeve. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      Prax didn’t respond but moved to follow his brothers.

      “What about me? Can’t I come?” Endy looked stricken as he watched his brothers move away from him.

      Ty shook his head and smirked at the younger, scrawnier version of himself. “Sorry, little bro.”

      The three golden boys went to the door, and Xan waited until it closed behind them before he continued. “Rule number two. No one, and I mean no one, can leave the conservatory without permission. No one goes anywhere outside alone, unless you can beat me in sparring. And rule number three. Mandatory training. Every bleedin’ day.”

      “I don’t like those rules,” Endy grumbled.

      Xan crossed the gray mats to where Endy stood by the cardio machines. “I don’t care a stitch what you like. My job is to keep you safe. Not to have you like me.” If Xan had learned that lesson earlier, perhaps Demetri and Isa would still be alive.

      “Well, you can’t make me.”

      The git was dense. “Aye. I can’t.” Xan turned to Dahlia. “I need you to take Endy back to his mum. He can come back when he’s ready to follow the rules.”

      “What?” Endy yelled. “You’re kicking me out?” Apollo’s son ran to Thenia. “You’re going to let him kick me out?”

      Thenia clenched her jaw, and she looked at Xan with a stony expression. But she had to have known it would come to this. The culchies were testing the boundaries.

      Xan raised his eyebrows in response. It all came down to this. If she didn’t show her support, he’d walk out and never look back. Part of him wanted that. But the bigger part was ready to do what it took to turn the Seattle conservatory around.

      “Dahlia, please take Endy back to his mother.” Thenia turned to the youngest son of Apollo and continued. “Endy, when you’re ready to respect the rules, you’ll be welcome back here.”

      Endy stormed from the room, slamming the door open and then stomping down the hall.

      “You bloody owe me,” Dahlia said. But the smirk on her face betrayed her delight in escorting Endy out.

      “Anyone else want to leave?” Xan asked.

      The few remaining demigods shook their heads.

      “Right then. Here’s the schedule.”

      Perhaps it was a way to redeem himself. Perhaps his service with the demigods was just a means to bide his time. But maybe he needed to be at the conservatory for a purpose.

      Maybe there was a reason, and the Fates had orchestrated the outcome.

      Maybe . . .
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      Athan

      His stomach dropped, and what little Athan had eaten turned to rock. He wasn’t feeling well, far from it, but that was typical of being cut by a Skia blade. However, even though he was injured, it was the news from the demigod standing over him that made Athan’s mind spin and his weakened body protest every single move he made. Athan clenched his teeth in frustration.

      Hope had disappeared. Again. And Xan couldn’t find her.

      But Xan wasn’t psachno. Not anymore. Years ago, they’d worked together to find demigods and bring them to safety. However, Xan had been punished and lost the right. But then he’d been mentoring Hope, so maybe he’d regained some of his privileges. Athan cursed under his breath, while he tried to convince himself that, despite what Xan said, he probably didn’t know how to run a search anymore.

      Xan’s ice-blue glare contradicted Athan’s feeble attempts at self-delusion. The demigod son of Ares clenched and unclenched his fists before resting his elbows on the kitchen table and dropping his chin in his hands.

      The darkness of night was fading, but it would be at least another hour before the sun was up. The shadows in the large kitchen had been banished when Xan turned on the light, but they seemed to be lying in wait to take back over, both in the hallway of the conservatory as well as the gloominess just outside the windows. The clock on the wall ticked away the seconds, and Xan surveyed the picked-over fruit and cheese tray.

      “I don’t understand how she could disappear like that. Even that attorney doesn’t know where they went.” Xan grabbed a slice of cheese from the tray and took a bite.

      As Xan spoke, Athan leaned across the table, drawn by the other demigod’s words. But the edge dug uncomfortably into his ribs, so he sat back. “What attorney?”

      He looked at Dion and then back to Xan. Xan continued chewing, staring back like he was measuring Athan, and he was coming up short. Athan simmered with frustration, and he repeated his question.

      Xan swallowed before answering. “The one Priska used to work for. He manages Hope’s estate. Hope and Priska were there about a week ago. No contact since.”

      It wasn’t easy to admit, but maybe Xan hadn’t lost all his skills. Ten days was a long time to be out. Bits and pieces of the Skia attack and the drive back to the conservatory flitted through Athan’s mind. “What happened?” He vaguely remembered arguing with Endy and . . . punching him? Had that happened? Athan looked at his hands, but his skin was unmarred. There had been lots of yelling, he was sure of that. What had Endy wanted with her? Had she gotten the information she needed to break the curse? Athan felt like there was a piece he was missing. A big piece. “Why did she run?”

      Dion studiously drank wine as he rotated the bottle on the table. He didn’t even look up from his glass as he mumbled, “Endy and his brothers attacked her.”

      At the same time, Xan said, “Endy and Obelia found her weapons.”

      Panic washed through Athan, and fear for Hope made his stomach churn. Apollo’s sons were ruthless and cruel, and his mind raced through the horror that could mean. A driving need to find Hope and make sure she was okay made him want to leap up, but the nausea made his head spin, and he had to close his eyes to get the room to stop spinning. If he stood, there was a pretty good chance he’d pass out, and Athan refused to show weakness in front of Xan. Sitting back in the chair, Athan wished he hadn’t gotten out of bed yet. No. That wasn’t right at all. Guilt spread its tentacles of shame through his chest. He should’ve been up days ago. And if he hadn’t been injured by the Skia’s blade, he could’ve been awake for all of it. With a deep breath, he dismissed what could’ve been and focused on the moment. Gathering information would be first, which meant he needed help from the son of Ares. Athan fixed Xan with a hard stare. “What do you know?”

      Xan clenched his jaw and balled his fists. He looked like he wanted to murder something. Or someone.

      “Are you going to try to kill her?” Athan whispered. He was in no state to fight Xan if he said yes. So what would Athan do? What could he do?

      Xan sat up, resting his arms on the back of the chair. “You shouldn’t have kept that secret, Athan. She’s a monster, and you knew it.”

      He sounded tired, but Athan gritted his teeth. He had no sympathy for the son of Ares. “I wasn’t going to let you kill her.”

      Xan tilted his head to the side and studied Athan. He scratched his cheek, the scruffy growth making a chuffing sound with the friction. “Is that what you think?”

      Xan used to boast of the monsters he’d killed. Athan had been there, more than once, when Xan had mercilessly killed a satyr or centaur. At one point, Athan even believed Xan’s purported doctrine that monsters should be eradicated. Athan knew Xan killed monsters. “You want me to believe you wouldn’t have killed her if you’d known what she was?”

      Xan sighed and dropped his head to his hands. “I wouldn’t have killed her.” His blue eyes met Athan’s green ones. “Not for anything.”

      Athan’s heart stopped. He’d heard that tone before. He knew it even if Xan didn’t say it. Rage, long suppressed, threatened to overwhelm Athan. He swallowed, pushing back the emotion. Later. He would deal with it later. After he found Hope.

      Xan looked as lost as Athan felt. “But at this point, it doesn’t really matter how I feel about Hope, does it?” Xan grimaced. “Apollo killed Endy and his brothers. Hope saw the whole thing, and Obelia . . .”

      Apollo? Good gods! Apollo had been there . . . with Hope? Athan’s stomach heaved, and he choked on the sour taste of vomit. The hits kept coming, and whatever he’d thought when he woke up seemed to border on the delusional. Athan closed his eyes and rested his chin on the table. It was time to face it head-on. Whatever it was. “Tell me everything.”

      Xan glared across the table. Whatever war seethed inside him seemed to center on Dionysus’s son. Then, with unnatural speed, he reached out and grabbed the wineglass from Dion, who yelped his protest but relinquished the glass. Xan took a large gulp and then a second one, draining the glass. “I wasn’t there,” he said with a shudder. “When Apollo showed up. And Obelia was passed out for most of it. Apollo warned her, though, and made her witness as he killed his sons. He said he won’t let anyone kill Hope. That she is his.”

      Dion scooted his chair back and stood. “I think I’ll just be going to bed now. I say good night.” He nodded at Xan and then at Athan. “It’s good you are feeling better, friend.” Dion’s eyes were tight with worry, but he offered Athan a smile and grabbed the bottle of wine. “Good night.”

      Xan glowered at Dion. “Sit down, arseface.”

      Dion dropped back into his chair but remained away from the table. The demigod clutched the wine bottle close to his chest, and his gaze darted around the room as if he were looking for a way to escape.

      “It’s a bloody mess,” Xan said, turning back to Athan. “Thenia demanded a full inquisition.”

      Worse than a quorum, an inquisition would involve one of the gods. Every single thing Xan said felt like a punch. A brutal punch. To Athan’s rapidly dwindling hope. “What are you going to—?”

      “Hope disappeared before Athena got here.” Xan eyed Dion and pointed at the wine bottle. When Dion didn’t immediately respond, the other demigod snapped his fingers.

      Dion hesitated and then took a long drink right from the bottle before extending it to Xan.

      Xan curled his lip but dropped his hand. With a prolonged exhale, he faced Athan. “I’ve got to find Hope first. Then we can figure out what to do.” Xan unwound himself from the chair and pointed at Athan. “You better get some rest.” Xan grabbed the bottle from Dion. “You should sober up.”

      Xan dropped the bottle in the sink on his way out of the kitchen.

      Xan was an ass. But, regardless of his reasons, he’d been looking for Hope when Athan couldn’t. A trickle of gratitude took residence in his heart . . . grudgingly. Athan rubbed his eyes then looked at Dion. The other demigod looked awful with red-shot eyes and rumpled clothes. At least Athan could count on Dion being cooperative. “How many did Apollo kill?”

      Dion swallowed, and his hazy gaze looked for relief on the table before focusing on the sink where the empty bottle of wine now resided. His swarthy skin turned ashen, and he sunk into his chair. “All of them. Endy, Tre, Ty. Even Prax. All burned to ash. He made Obelia witness that no more demigods would try to harm Hope. Or Apollo will kill them. I think she is mad now.” He grabbed the empty glass and held it upside down over his mouth. The last of the wine dripped on to his tongue, and he looked around the kitchen and sighed. “It’s not right, Athan.”

      Athan wasn’t going to worry about Apollo’s sons. Even though they were demigods, the world would be a better place with four less bullies. But Xan’s treatment of Dion made no sense. Dion was just being Dion, the same as always. “What’s up with Xan?”

      Dion shrugged. “They called for apartia. Endy and Obelia. Before . . . when they found Hope’s knives. Xan was arguing for her to stay.” He shook his head. “But with the inquisition . . . He almost seemed relieved she was gone. But I don’t think he believed she would disappear. He was very upset.”

      Athan could imagine. Xan was used to getting his own way. Or making it. “What has he done?”

      Dion shook his head again. “He went looking for her. Just got back last night. I stayed here. This makes him upset, no?”

      Anyone opposing Xan would make Xan upset. So strange that he was actually fighting for Hope. More than anything, Athan hoped he was misinterpreting Xan’s feelings. But, what else was in it for him?

      “This is quite chalia, a mess, no? I’m sorry, Athan.” Dion sat picking at the cheese tray. When Athan scooted his chair back, Dion stood. “I will help you.” He motioned toward the stairs. “I know . . . I know I am not always a good friend, but . . .”

      It was a mess, a cryptic puzzle, and Athan didn’t even know the whole of it, let alone what and where the pieces were. “It’s okay, Dion. If you help me to bed, I’ll count you as my very best friend.”

      They both chuckled, but the gnawing fear in Athan’s chest reminded him that there was nothing funny. Apollo was tracking Hope, and she’d disappeared. Athan needed to get better so he could find her.

      Athan slept late. When his eyes pushed themselves into consciousness, his brain and body followed. His stiff muscles felt like he’d worked out too hard, but when he pushed to the edge of the bed and stood, his legs solidly held him up. He was finally better.

      The hot water from the shower pounded the soreness from his muscles. After turning off the water, he grabbed a towel, wrapped it around his waist, and opened the bathroom door. The steam cleared, and Athan nearly dropped his towel. “Skata!”

      Obelia sat cross-legged on his bed. She looked up at him with red-rimmed wide eyes. “Athan—”

      “What in the name of Hades are you doing in here?” He didn’t wait for an answer but crossed the room, pulled clothes from the dresser, and then went back to the bathroom, slamming the door behind him. He pulled his clothes on, his shirt sticking to his still-wet skin while he continued fuming. What was wrong with her?

      He opened the door, and shook his head at her. Obelia needed to respect his boundaries. His nerves were raw with worry and unanswered questions about Hope, and he snapped. “Zeus and Poseidon, Obelia. Can’t you wait downstairs like anyone else?”

      Obelia’s eyes filled with tears, and she looked up, blinking over and over again before she would meet his gaze. “I heard your shower running. I wanted to see—” Her voice dropped, and she coughed. “I didn’t think you would mind. I thought . . . I . . . I thought . . .” She stood up, and the tears dripped from her cheeks onto her shirt. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m glad to see you up.”

      She didn’t wait for a reply, and before he could think of what to say, she’d left the room.

      “Skata.” She’d been there when Apollo killed his sons, and Dion’s words came back in a rush. He’d told Athan that Obelia wasn’t herself anymore. Maybe he’d been too harsh with her. But seriously, in his room? He went back to the bathroom and brushed his teeth. No sense making a big deal about it now. He’d do what he could to spare Obelia’s feelings, but his concern was for Hope. He’d need to find out as much as he could before he went after her. As he walked down the hall, he braced himself in case he had to deal with Obelia again.

      By the time he got to the bottom of the stairs, his knees were shaking. This fatigue was exasperating. His strength wasn’t coming back fast enough. He braced his hand on the wall as he crossed into the kitchen. Relief washed over him when he saw the pantry door open and the curvy Kaia rummaging through the contents.

      “Excuse me, Kaia?” he called out to her as he made his way to the table.

      The raven-haired young woman stood straight. She turned slowly, her brown eyes, normally warm and friendly, hardened as she focused on Athan. “Yes?”

      He sagged into a chair. He’d happily listen to whatever was bothering her after he ate. He waved at the contents of the pantry. “Would you please bring me something to eat?”

      Demeter’s daughter frowned as her gaze turned into a glower. “What?”

      Athan’s nerves twitched. He could feel the rising tension, but nothing about it made sense. “I don’t particularly care, really, as long as I can eat it in the form you give me. I just need something: bread, crackers, cereal. Or there was a fruit and cheese tray last night—”

      Kaia shook her head as if he’d asked her to cut off her own extremity and give it to him. “You think I’m going to help you?”

      Athan stared at her. His mind strained as he tried to figure out what he’d done to offend her, but he was coming up blank. Kaia was always helpful. Patient. Sweet. Nurturing. He couldn’t reconcile the sneer with the demigod before him. “Why wouldn’t you help me?”

      She barked a cruel laugh. “Because of you, the conservatory is all going to Hades. Because you decided to go out with a monster.” She spit the last word as if it were a curse.

      Her words stung, and anger coursed through him. How dare she?

      “Did you know?” She sneered. “Did you know you were courting a beast? That you were putting us all at risk? You’re as selfish as a god.” Kaia’s voice was filled with incredulity and hurt.

      He and Kaia had never been close, but they’d always gotten along fine. Her hostility was . . . disconcerting. It made no sense. At all. “Why do you care?”

      “She’s not a demigod. She’s not even human, Athan.” Kaia crossed her arms over her chest. “She’s cursed, not fit to live.”

      He recognized Kaia’s words as the twisted contempt for monsters that most demigods held. At some point, he’d probably said the same. But now the words felt like a tool to separate, to segregate. To manipulate. He crossed the kitchen and towered over her. “Who do you think you are to make that decision?”

      “I didn’t make the decision,” she said as she puffed out her chest. “It was made long ago, by those smarter than you.”

      Years ago, he’d had no response. Now he saw her words for what they were: propaganda. And his experiences with Hope had given him perspective. “You’re wrong. You think you’re better. That as a demigod—”

      “We are better!” Kaia screamed as tears filled her eyes. “We. Are. Better. And you ruined it.” The tears spilled over, and her nose ran, but the daughter of Demeter wiped at the wetness with her sleeve. “And you’re just a liar, anyway—”

      She reached back, palm open, and Athan stared at her. As her hand swung forward, and his confusion turned to shock.

      “Kaia! Stop!” Xan grabbed her wrist mid-swing.

      Only then did Athan realize she’d intended to strike him. His jaw dropped as understanding dawned. Even after getting to know Hope, Kaia was still calling for her to be killed. That wasn’t just hurt feelings. Was it a sense of betrayal? That made no sense. But what else was there? He had no idea, but the division among the demigods made it clear that not everyone agreed. And even with Hope gone, not everyone had resolved the emotional upheaval she’d left in her wake.
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      Athan

      “I see you’re spreading cheer already,” Xan said, looking at Athan before turning back to Kaia. “Why don’t you go find Obelia? See if you can get her . . . oriented to reality, eh?” Xan let go of Kaia’s wrist but stood squarely between her and Athan.

      “Fine,” Kaia said as she glared past Xan to Athan. “I will.” She stomped out, leaving the two young men in the kitchen.

      “I hate passive aggressiveness.” Xan’s gaze stayed on Kaia until she disappeared down the hall then shifted to Athan. “Gods, you look awful. What are you doing out of bed?” Xan grabbed Athan’s arm and led him to the table.

      “I was feeling better earlier.” He shrugged out of Xan’s grasp, not wanting any help from the son of Ares.

      Xan snorted, but released Athan’s arm. “You made a boatload of enemies when they found out you knew. Lucky for you, Apollo took care of the most violent ones.” Xan crossed over to the fridge. “Do you need something to eat?”

      “I can get it.” Athan stood, but his legs wobbled, and he had to lean on the table for support.

      “Ha. You’d probably pass out if you had to walk to the fridge right now. Don’t be an arse. Sit down. You’re not going to win an award for being stupid.” Xan pulled a carton of eggs from the fridge and set them on the counter. “Tell me what you want; I’ll get it for you.”

      He was not going to let Xan get him anything. He’d probably poison Athan if he got a chance. “No, I’ll rest for a sec then get myself something when I’m ready.”

      Xan ran his hand through his dark hair. “Don’t let your pride get in the way. I’m offering help—”

      Clenching his teeth, Athan shot back, “Maybe I don’t want your help.”

      Xan slammed both his palms on the granite counter. “Maybe that Skia blade addled your cognitive ability.” As soon as the words were out, he sucked in a breath and pulled back. Shaking his head, he extended his arm and pointed at the empty kitchen. “Listen, I’m the only other person in the room right now. You need to eat, and you couldn’t get yourself anything if you’re life depended on it.”

      “I can do it,” Athan ground out. But as he stepped forward, his knees buckled, forcing him to cling to the edge of the table to stay upright. His face burned, but he refused to be dependent on Xan.

      Xan crossed the room, pushing into Athan’s personal space until they were almost nose-to-nose. There was no hiding the sweat that trickled down the side of his temple.

      “No.” Xan put his hand on Athan’s chest and applied the slightest pressure.

      Athan’s legs trembled as if resisting the force of a bulldozer, but he would not back down. He glared at Xan, hating him because of Athan’s own weakness.

      “You can’t do anything right now.” Xan pulled Athan away from the table and then deftly put his arm under Athan, preventing the inevitable fall. Dumping him back in his seat, Xan said, “Don’t be an arse.”

      Athan took a deep breath. To acknowledge Xan was right was like drinking sour milk, and the words lodged in Athan’s throat, refusing to come out.

      Xan chuckled as he pulled things from the fridge. “You can thank me later.”

      Both were silent as Xan quickly assembled a scramble of eggs, ham, cheese, green peppers, mushrooms, and tomatoes. The smell made Athan’s stomach growl.

      Xan slid half onto a plate, set it in front of Athan and said, “Bon appétit.”

      Athan’s mouth salivated. Years had passed, but he still remembered Xan’s breakfast hash. Athan grabbed the fork and hungrily stuck the first bite into his mouth, and then he shoveled in bite after bite. It was only after he’d eaten half of his food that he realized Xan was still standing next to the table.

      “Pretty good?” Xan raised his brows.

      “Yeah,” Athan mumbled around his food. He swallowed the bite, and with it his pride. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Xan walked back to the stove and dumped the remaining scramble on another plate. He grabbed the remains from the fruit and cheese plate and came back to the table. “You must be getting better. Your appetite is back.”

      “I’m awake—”

      “Ahhh! Alive and kickin’!” Dion’s gravelly voice preceded him into the kitchen. He stopped in his tracks when he saw Athan at the table. “Filos mou! It is so good to see you this morning!”

      Xan stood, his posture rigid and tense. With his gaze fixed on Dion, he said, “Enjoy the rest of your meal.”

      Leaving his breakfast at the table, Xan brushed by Dion muttering profanities under his breath.

      Athan looked from Dion to the now empty doorway. “What was that about?”

      Dion shrugged, went to the fridge, and pulled out a bottle of wine. He grabbed a drinking glass and sat down in the vacated chair. “I think he is still, ah, how you say, anger with me?”

      “Angry with you?” But Xan didn’t get angry with people. He beat the crap out of them and moved on.

      “Ah, yes, angry with me.” Dion poured a glass of the chardonnay and took a long drink, as if the wine were water and he’d just finished a marathon.

      At that rate, Dion wasn’t going to be buzzed but full-on sloshed soon. “Why?”

      Dion picked up Xan’s fork and dragged it through the plateful of food. Steam rose from the still warm eggs, and he stuck a forkful in his mouth.

      The tension in Athan’s chest knotted tighter and tighter. “Dion?”

      Dion looked up, but he shifted his eyes, refusing to meet Athan’s. “Oui?”

      “Why is Xan mad at you?”

      Dion exhaled slowly. “I . . . I did not do what he wanted me to.”

      Athan snorted. “So he’s mad because he couldn’t push you around.” Nothing surprising about that, but there had to be more. Xan wasn’t one to avoid confrontation, so why had he left? Dion, on the other hand, hated confrontation, but he’d only tell what he wanted when he wanted. Had Dion really defied Xan?

      Dion nodded, shifting his gaze back to the plate of food. “This is quite good. Did you make it?”

      Maybe Dion was already a little drunk. “No, Xan did. Scoot it over. I want a little more.”

      The two of them quickly devoured the rest of the scramble and then sat picking at the fruit.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” Athan asked before biting into a large strawberry. The sweetness burst in his mouth, and he promised himself he would never take food for granted again.

      Dion shrugged. “I do not know this. It’s been pretty quiet, pretty boring, the last few days. Maybe you want we play some poker?” Dion’s lips pulled up on the left side, his eyes bright at the prospect.

      That would have to wait. “Maybe after I find out what’s going on. Who else is here?”

      Dion looked up at the ceiling, his face measured concentration. “You, me, and Xan. Obelia and Kaia.” He was quiet a moment more. “Ah, Dahlia came in last night. Thenia is to be back soon.”

      “Do you know when?” Athan didn’t relish the idea of going to Xan or Dahlia, and Kaia and Obelia weren’t really an option.

      “Den xero, I don’t know.”

      Athan sighed. “I guess I’d better go find Xan.”

      “Or, you see Dahlia. She is very pretty; maybe she knows this.” Dion tipped the wine bottle over his empty glass, and the wine sloshed up the sides.

      Athan grimaced. “Maybe.” He shook his head at the proffered wine and stood cautiously on his weak legs. Feeling stronger than he’d thought possible, he nodded to Dion and started down the hall.
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      Athan

      A muted pounding reverberated through the walls, announcing exactly where Xan was. Athan walked into the matted room of the training arena in time to see Xan backfist a bag so hard the leather split. Clearly, he was still pissed.

      Athan sat on a bench against the wall and watched while Xan moved to another bag hanging from the ceiling. There were two additional bags on the floor, one with a broken chain, the other torn along a seam. Athan looked up at the beam from which the bag was suspended and saw it had been reinforced. His attention returned to the demigod of war, and, after a series of strikes set the bag swinging, Athan wondered how many bags Xan would go through.

      Xan struck rapid combinations of kicks and punches, and the bag rocked back and forth. The staccato rhythm of Xan’s attack was no fewer than eight techniques. Athan thought of potential counter attacks only briefly. The timing would have to be perfect. And with the irregularity of Xan’s count, and the rapidity of his techniques, he’d be a very difficult target. Xan’s movements were a blur of punches, knife-hand, and ridge-hand strikes that were followed with jumping spin kicks that would easily crush a man’s skull. The beating continued. Athan’s eyes felt heavy, and he leaned his head back against the wall to wait for a pause.

      A loud thud followed by silence awoke him. Athan opened his eyes to see Xan walking toward him; two more bags now lay on the floor. Xan’s blue shirt was dark with sweat, and his face glistened. Despite the obvious signs of exertion, his breathing was still regular, and as he approached Athan, the corner of his mouth pulled up into a half-smile.

      “Nice rest?”

      Athan grunted. “I guess so. I didn’t think I was that tired.” He leaned his head side to side, stretching out his stiff neck muscles. “How long was I out?”

      Xan shrugged. “Who cares?” He sat down and pulled a duffle bag out from under the bench. He wiped his face with a towel and pulled off his shirt. Bands of black tattoos covered his arms in Celtic patterns that climbed over his muscular back.

      Athan knew the tattoos were a tribute to Xan’s mother and her Irish heritage. But Athan had never understood the reason behind marring one’s skin in memory of someone who’d never be forgotten anyway.

      Rummaging through the bag, Xan pulled out a white T-shirt and put it on, the dark markings almost bleeding through the thin fabric. “Do you have an appointment to keep today?”

      Athan couldn’t help but notice the disparity between the two of them. Xan was built like a professional MMA fighter—broad shoulders, narrow waist, and thick thighs of pure cut muscle. Athan’s frame was leaner, ropier muscle, like a marathon runner. It’s who they both were. Except that right now, Athan looked like an emaciated refugee. How fitting. “No. No agenda. But I was hoping we could talk.”

      Xan sat down next to Athan, the bench reverberating with his weight. “What’s up?”

      It was a bitter pill to ask Xan for help, and even more bitter to actually need it. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Xan exhaled slowly, and his shoulders fell. “She left.”

      Athan gritted his teeth. “What do you mean she left? Voluntarily, or did you force her to go?”

      Xan turned to face Athan and looked him squarely in the eye. “Come on, Athan. It was crazy here. Apollo came and killed his own sons then threatened to kill anyone that harmed her.” Xan ran his hand through his hair. “Death inside the conservatory. Threats from a god. You know what that means. And the fact that she’s a monster? The gods were bound to get involved.”

      Athan wasn’t about to tell Xan the gods had been involved long before Hope came to the conservatory. Even Hermes was on the hunt for Hope. That was why Athan was originally hunting her. He should’ve contacted his father as soon as he’d found her the first time. Then none of this would have happened.

      “It was the best I could think of, what with Obelia screaming for her death and Thenia demanding we contact the gods for a tribunal. A head start was the best I could offer.” Xan grimaced. “I thought I’d find her by now.”

      Athan’s blood boiled. As if Xan really cared. Athan knew, he knew, how brutal Xan was when it came to monsters, and now he cared about Hope? Whatever act he was playing, it needed to stop. “Zeus Almighty. Enough with . . . this. You don’t really care, except what it means to you.” Athan glared at the other demigod. “What does she mean to you?”

      Xan clenched his hands then released them, and his jaw tightened. But his gaze stayed rooted on the ground as he whispered his response. “Don’t assume to know me, Athan. You’ve been gone for years.” He swallowed and then fixed Athan with a stare. “If I recall correctly, you’ve claimed to have changed a little, too.”

      There was no mistaking Xan’s meaning. The dig was well aimed, and it stung mostly because of its truth. There had been a time when Athan manipulated female demigods into believing he liked them romantically so he could get them to the conservatory. He’d justified his actions as the end justifying the means and never even considered how it might make someone feel. It was only when he’d started dating Hope, and his feelings had changed . . . Athan dropped his head in his hands. “How much do you know?”

      Xan sat back with a sigh. “Only what she told me.” He explained how she’d come to the conservatory looking for information to break the curse. “But judging by the ash that’s still in the corners of her room, and the fact that she’s disappeared, she must not have found much.”

      “Do you know where she went?”

      Xan shook his head. “No. She said no one had ever broken a curse. But she had that look she gets when she’s determined. You know how her chin juts out?”

      The fact that Xan knew her so well was like a punch to the gut. Athan merely nodded. Judging by how well she’d fought those Skia, she and Xan had spent a lot of time together. Maybe Xan really did care about her. The thought somehow made Athan feel worse.

      Xan quirked a brow. “Did you know she had an aunt here in town?”

      Athan shook his head. “It’s not really her aunt. Her name is Priska—”

      Xan swore. He threw one glove across the room and swore again as he threw the second one. “Shite.”

      “You know her?” Clearly.

      “It’s the demigod she was staying with when I picked her up. She’s definitely not her aunt.” He swore again and kicked at his sparring bag. “She’s not in The Book.”

      The Book of Demigods, their recorded listings of demigods and their divine parents.

      Athan frowned. Hope hadn’t told him much about Priska when they were in Goldendale, only that she was like family and she’d gone missing. While at the conservatory, he’d overheard Ty and Tre bragging about beating the crap out of Priska, and because it was such an unusual name, he’d put two and two together. He didn’t even know she’d come back, but it made sense why Hope came to Seattle when she ran from Goldendale.

      But who was Priska? Demigods were all listed by their parentage somewhere. “You mean she’s not in the one here?”

      “She’s not in any of them. I went through the entire Olympian database. There is no Priska. Are you sure that’s her real name?”

      The records went back hundreds of years. Maybe even thousands. Athan shrugged. “I’ve never met her, but that’s the name Hope always used.”

      Xan let out a slow, controlled breath. “I don’t know who she is, but someone matching her description has popped up in conservatories around the world in the last year. Athens, Greece, then a few weeks later in Nashville, Tennessee, and she was here the night Hope disappeared. Obelia slammed the door in her face.”

      Athan rolled his eyes, and his frustration with Obelia ballooned. Not that it would do any good. “But we know she’s a demigod? Have you seen her mark?”

      Xan shook his head. “I’ve never been that close. But she’s a demigod all right. I’ve talked to her on the phone. She called the conservatory before we picked up Hope. She knows way too much to be anything else.”

      “Why is she helping Hope?” Athan couldn’t think of a single reason a demigod would knowingly befriend a monster. “What does she have to gain?” It made no sense. A chill danced across his skin, and he shivered.

      “No idea,” Xan said with a shrug. He stood, grabbed his bag, and took two steps toward the door, then turned and came back to the bench, standing over Athan. “You’re no good the way you are. Thenia is supposed to be back next week with her mum. I’m going to be gone. You need to be well afore then or I won’t take you with me, right?”

      Xan was going to search for Hope again. Of course he was. He was nothing if not tenacious. But Athan wasn’t going along. He needed to find her first. Which meant a call to his father.

      Athan nodded. “Right.”

      As soon as Xan left, Athan locked the door and pulled out his phone.

      Hermes answered on the second ring. “Yeia sou?”

      “Dad?”

      Hermes laughed. “Athan! It’s great to hear your voice. How are you?”

      “Fine. Fine.” Athan told his dad how he’d found Hope at the conservatory only to have her disappear again. “I just want to find her so I can help.”

      His father said nothing, and Athan wondered if they had been disconnected. Was that even possible on his father’s phone? “Dad?”

      “I’m surprised you would even consider that,” Hermes said.

      Athan flinched from the steel in his father’s tone.

      “What madness is this? We’re talking about the monster that almost got you killed a couple of weeks ago. Olympus was in an uproar after Apollo killed his sons over her. And now you want to put yourself in more danger for her? Are you even recovered from the Skia’s blade?”

      “I . . . I’ll be okay.”

      But his father continued in the same harsh tone, “She is selfish and dangerous, and you should leave her alone.”

      Athan reeled. “How . . . How can you say that?”

      “Wait. You . . . think you love her? Is that what this is?” When Athan didn’t respond, Hermes continued, “Mother Gaia! She is a monster.”

      Athan sat on the padded floor in shock. Since he’d woken up, he’d be surprised over and over again by the vitriol against Hope. But his father? This vehemence was so unlike his normally supportive attitude. And surely he understood that Hope’s curse wasn’t her fault. “We’re talking about Hope.”

      Athan felt like his world was upside-down. He stared up at the exposed beams, wondering if he was going to wake up in bed in a few hours. No, if he were dreaming, he wouldn’t feel so awful. His father was speaking again, and Athan tuned in hoping there would be a way to reason with him.

      “Son, everyone around her dies. She is cursed and spreads that destruction everywhere she goes.” Hermes sucked in a deep breath. “Stay away from her, Athan. Don’t ask me to help you find her. The best I can say is that I hope she stays gone.”

      Athan opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Protest after protest ran through his mind. What his father was saying was preposterous. It was insanity. Athan tried to think of a way to tell Hermes what Hope meant. How unfair life had been for her. How much potential she had. How much good.

      “One day you’ll see I am right. Let her go. She’s not worth your time.” Hermes sighed. “She’s not worth your life.”

      As if Hope would ever ask for any of that.

      “I’ve got to go,” Hermes said. “I’ll come see you in a week or so. In which conservatory are you residing?”

      “Seattle,” Athan whispered; his world tilted and rolled, totally out of control. His father, his rock, hated Hope.

      Athan disconnected the phone and looked around at the gym. He needed to be ready to go when Xan went back out looking for Hope.

      Athan spent the next few days rotating his time between the kitchen, his bed, and the treadmill. By the fourth day, he was able to run five miles without stopping, and he could’ve done more. He was finally healing. On the fifth day, he ran twenty miles in under ninety minutes. Not anywhere close to his best time, but he was well enough to be on his way.

      Now, if he only knew where he needed to go.
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      Hope

      The flat-line signaled the end, confirmed by the sickly smell of death. The wide room held only the one bed, and its occupant was tied down by the wires and tubes that led from his body to the monitors that were now alarming. They were stacked, a conglomerate of four screens to the left of the bed, keeping track of his heart, vital signs, and intravenous fluid pumps.

      The hospital was lit in the soft grays of early morning in the Pacific Northwest, and the sterile room smelled of chemical disinfectant and the poorly sponge-bathed body of its incapacitated occupant.

      Hope glanced at Priska. In the next few seconds, the nurses would burst in and tell them to leave as they tried to resuscitate him.

      The older woman flattened her lips. “He should be here at any time.”

      Hope didn’t know who he was. Did Hermes escort all the dead? Or was there another god that did this? Or did they send minions? A lot of people died every minute all around the world, so there couldn’t be just one, right? And whoever it was, at what point after death did he show up?

      Hope and Priska had been to several hospitals to visit the dying in hopes of catching one as they crossed over into the Underworld. It was the only plan either could think of, a way to access the portal to the realm of the dead.

      The Books of the Fates were bound in the Underworld, as were the gods of that realm. Hope needed to talk to her mom about the curse, and possibly the Moirai. She needed to know why Leto’s story wasn’t written in their Book of the Fates. And she needed to know how to break the curse. The Moirai had helped Phaidra shortly after the curse was placed. Surely Hope could get some answers if she could only get to the Underworld.

      But so far, they’d only watched people die.

      And it was getting depressing.

      The alarm continued, indicating the patient’s lack of heartbeat, and on the other side of the door the sounds of pounding feet and yelling drew closer.

      “Mrs. Johnson!” A nurse in blue scrubs bustled in, pushing what Hope now knew was called a crash cart. “I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you and your daughter to leave. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

      Two more nurses came in yelling orders and pulling things from the cart.

      One leaned over to turn up the oxygen, and someone else said, “I’ll start chest compressions.”

      Hope pulled on Priska’s sleeve and whispered, “Let’s go.”

      Which was just as well, as the nurses herded them out the door.

      Behind them a nurse yelled orders, and in the hall two more nurses were running to help the newly deceased. Hope backed out of the way, plastering herself to the opposite wall, and the nurses pushed Priska aside as they charged in.

      “It didn’t work,” Hope said. What she didn’t say, but really wanted to, was “again.”

      Four hospitals. Eleven—no, twelve deaths. And not a single portal to the Underworld.

      Priska said nothing as they walked down the hall and through the double doors of the Intensive Care Unit.

      Hope pushed the button for the elevator to take them back to the garage. “I think we need to try something different. There has to be a way to get me into the Underworld.”

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.

      “Let’s go get something to eat,” Priska said. Her voice was as flat as her expression. “Then we can go back to the hotel. I have another idea.”
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      Hope slammed the bathroom door. The cheap motel’s fan whistled and hummed, but Priska’s voice carried through the thin barrier. They’d arrived back in Seattle earlier that day and checked into a hotel just south of downtown.

      “We have talked about this before, Charlie. I’m not willing to not help. Not this time.”

      Hope was no longer under the pretense that Mr. Davenport, aka Charlie, was just Priska’s boss. All of the phone calls Hope had been forced to listen to had blown up that little charade. But Priska never brought it up, and so Hope didn’t either.

      Love makes people do both selfish and unselfish things. Sometimes at the same time.

      The argument continued, and Hope was forced to listen to the one side.

      “She almost died.” Priska’s voice broke. “It would’ve been my fault, and I can’t live with that. I won’t live with that. Please don’t make me choose.”

      Once Hope knew Priska wasn’t really her aunt, she couldn’t help but question the demigod’s devotion to her family. What had made her so faithful to her grandmother, her mother, and now her? It was clear Priska loved Charlie, so why not be with him?

      “We’ll leave tonight. If . . . I love you. No matter what, remember I love you.”

      Hope sat on the closed toilet lid, put her head in her hands, and waited. Priska’s tearful goodbye made Hope’s heart ache, and guilt gnawed deep in her soul. No one should have to give up their love. Not for someone else. And definitely not for her.

      The conversation stopped, but Priska’s muffled sobs kept Hope trapped in the bathroom, wrestling with her conscience. It wasn’t like it was going to be easier if she waited. In fact, if the plan was to go to the Underworld tonight, there wasn’t really time to wait.

      Biting her lip, she squared her shoulders and opened the door.

      Priska sat atop the patterned bedspread, a pillow on her crossed legs. Her dark hair was still long and hung halfway down her back in a waterfall of pitch. Her hazel eyes were bright with unshed tears.

      “I know.” Hope summed up all her knowledge of Priska and Charlie’s relationship in those two words. Then, just so there was no room for confusion, Hope pointed at the phone sitting on the white pillow in Priska’s lap.

      Priska nodded, her gaze fixed in her lap. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. “I never deliberately hid it from you.” She picked up the phone and flipped it over in her hands. “Your mom knew, too.”

      “When did it happen?”

      Priska’s hands froze, the jeweled arrow on the back of her phone case glittering in the dimming light.

      Being this close to the airport and downtown buildings filtered the sun’s descent through the sky. Warm, sugary tones glistened through the open curtains, casting a hopeful glow across the two beds.

      Priska grimaced. Then her face softened. “It was before you were even a blip on the radar. Charlie helped your grandfather with his estate when your mother was still a child. He was just out of school then.”

      My grandfather? “How old is Charlie?”

      Priska laughed. “He’s fifty-two. I’ve been working for him for twenty-seven years. On and off depending on your family’s needs.”

      Twenty-seven years? “How long have you been together?”

      “Almost thirty. He was in law school when I met him.”

      Hope felt like the rug had been pulled out from under her. Somehow she’d deluded herself that her aunt’s relationship had just happened at work and was ready to offer a platitude of comfort. This was way beyond that.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” Hope liked Charlie, and he could’ve been like an uncle, right?

      “The fewer things the gods can hold over you, the better. You would do well to remember that.”

      The advice was painfully pertinent. “Is that why you kept it a secret?”

      Priska offered a wan smile. “It was never a secret for us. We just didn’t let our relationship dictate everything we did.”

      The statement was a slap upside the head, and Hope’s initial reaction was to defend herself. This quest was not about being with Athan. It was about being free to choose whom she wanted to be with. “You don’t understand.”

      Priska let out a slow, deep breath. “Then enlighten me.”

      “If Athan didn’t even exist, I would still want to do this. I’m not so naïve as to believe he is the one.”

      Priska nodded. “Good.”

      Hope hurried to finish so there would be no misunderstanding. “But he could be.” She held her hand out to stop whatever protest was forming. “Not that he’s the one, but I just don’t want to have to worry about a god killing whomever I’m with because of some misplaced belief that I’m destined to be with him.”

      She wanted Priska to understand. This wasn’t about Athan. It was about possibility, and the freedom to choose. “What if you wanted to marry Charlie, but if you did, one of you would die?”

      “One of us could die at any time, Hope.”

      “Yes. But that’s not a guarantee. If I get married and have a baby, I will die. Guaranteed.”

      Priska rubbed the remaining tears from her eyes. “Then don’t get married. Don’t have kids. There are plenty of relationships that work without those conventions.”

      Was she talking about her and Charlie? “It isn’t about the wedding, or even if I have kids. It’s about being able to choose. For myself.”

      Priska nodded. “Then why exactly do you need to go to the Underworld?”

      Hope had debated the options endlessly. None of the Books of the Fates she’d read had given any indication of a way to break a curse, only that they could be fulfilled. She’d also learned that the dead could not lie. For some reason, her mother’s story wasn’t recorded in their book. It was why Hope didn’t know Apollo had Leto killed until Athan told her, and Priska confirmed it after being kidnapped by the god’s sons. Even after that, Leto’s story remained incomplete, and Hope knew she would need to talk to her mother to get the information. Because before she could do whatever came next, she needed more information.

      The crease between Priska’s eyes deepened as Hope explained why she needed to talk to her mom, and when she was finished, Priska shook her head. “Gods, those are some incredible risks for maybe.”

      Hope opened her mouth to defend herself, but Priska held up her hand. “I get it. I do.”

      “If I stay, there is only certainty.”

      The waning crescent hung in the night sky, the skirting clouds making the shadows wax and wane in their inky darkness. The cobblestone street was empty of patrons, and the market sat eerily quiet.

      “You’re sure this will work?” Hope asked, staring into the dark stalls. Memories flashed through her mind: Priska running to save Hope and her mom from Skia, fighting to save Obelia, and more recently with Athan.

      Priska drew herself up to her full height. “It will work. When Hermes comes, tell him he must take you to your mother.”

      Something was off with how Priska was talking, and a nagging discomfort settled in the pit of Hope’s stomach. “Or you could tell him.”

      “Or I can tell him,” Priska conceded with a laugh. She pulled her long hair back and adjusted her fitted blouse.

      “How are you going to call him?” Hope had never heard of a demigod being able to summon any other god besides their parent. Maybe Artemis had a thing for Hermes . . . or the other way around.

      Hope stared into the night sky, dreaming of flying. The wind kissed her skin with its cold caress. Gods, she hoped this worked. She sent the silent plea up into the darkness above and closed her eyes. With a deep breath, she declared her intentions to any deity that might be listening.

      Her thoughts swirled with doubts; her plan was reckless, foolish, and risky at best. She could die, or worse, get stuck in the Underworld forever. She might never find her mom. Might never see Athan. Or Xan. Or Dahlia. And for what?

      Peace descended with the misty drizzle from above. Hope’s worries washed away. If she died, it would be because she failed. Not because she didn’t try.

      And freedom was worth it, wasn’t it? The question was entirely rhetorical because she already knew the answer. Determination and resolve pulsed through her. She could do this. She would do this.

      The smell of garbage wafted from an empty dumpster nearby.

      Hope opened her eyes and froze.

      Three Skia surrounded Priska, their blades of pitch and death drawn and pointed at the demigod.

      “No!” Hope yelled and reached for her immortal blades. Blades she no longer owned. Her hands trembled as they came up empty. Anger fueled the fire of her fear. The blades were not her only weapon.

      She advanced on the demons of Hades. She knew how to fight, and while the odds weren’t in her favor, with Priska’s help, they could do this.

      “You will not touch her!” Hope spit the words out as she clenched her fists.

      But Priska stood there, not moving. Not fighting. Just giving in. Her eyes widened, even as she gave Hope a sad smile. “I love you, sweet girl. This was the only thing I could think of—”

      Hope screamed as the black blade sunk deep into Priska’s chest. Priska’s petite body flinched. Another monster drove his blade into her side, and Priska fell to the ground.

      Hope startled from her shock, and her resolve hardened. “No!” she yelled as she advanced on the Skia. They would not kill Priska. Hope would not let them, but the three stood to the side, even as Hope approached, and then held up their hands.

      What?

      Hope ignored the creatures from the Underworld and rushed to Priska. Tears clouded Hope’s vision, and she knelt at her aunt’s side.

      “What are you thinking? You can’t do this!” Hope looked at the blades still protruding from her aunt. Was there a way to help? Gods, oh gods. Priska had meant to do this.

      Tears dripped from Hope’s face onto Priska’s, and Priska raised her hand to brush the tears away. “Don’t . . . cry. He’ll . . . come and . . . take . . . you.”

      Hope fumbled with Priska’s body, her hands fluttering over her face and chest. She didn’t want to hurt her, but she didn’t know how to help. “Should I pull it out?”

      Priska’s panic-filled eyes widened. Her breath was heavy and wet and rattled in her chest. She grasped the hilt of the blade in her side and pulled futilely.

      “Do you want me to pull it?” Hope asked between sobs.

      Priska’s eyes closed and then opened slowly. Her lips moved, but the only sound was her rattling breath.

      Hope grabbed the hilt and pulled. The weapon slid out so easily Hope fell to her butt. She righted herself and pulled the other blade from Priska’s chest. Priska seized, her body shaking and thrashing.

      Helpless, Hope sobbed while she watched her aunt die. When Priska’s shaking subsided to tremors, Hope pulled her aunt’s head and shoulders into her lap. Wiping the tears and snot from her face with her sleeve, Hope gulped for air through the drowning waves of emotions.

      Blackness seeped from the wound, spreading over Priska’s chest like oozing honey. Her breaths came further and further apart, the wet wheezing making Hope cry harder. “Please, don’t leave,” she whispered, choking on the words. “Please don’t die.”

      But the silence told her it was already too late.

      A power pulsed beside her, and Hope’s mouth went dry.
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      Athan

      Athan heard the staccato beat of gloves against a heavy bag and followed the sound to the gym. He should’ve come here first. Of course, Xan was training. He was always training. That aspect of the son of Ares hadn’t changed. But when Athan pulled open the door to the gym, he froze. Xan wasn’t in the gym.

      Dahlia’s dark hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, and her warm russet skin glistened with sweat. She delivered a flurry of kicks and punches that were only a blur of activity, and the bag swung far away from the demigod’s force. She paused a beat, and then spun and delivered a round kick that split the seam of the black bag. Dahlia wiped her brow with her hand and flung the moisture to the mats. She glanced up and frowned when she spotted Athan.

      “You’re up.” She grabbed a towel off the bench and dried her face, neck, and chest then pulled a shirt over her black sports bra. “Are you well enough to come?”

      “We’re leaving tomorrow?” He did the math in his head. “Don’t we have another day?”

      Dahlia quirked a brow at him. “Where have you been? Didn’t you hear Obelia at dinner tonight? Thenia’s coming tomorrow.” She flipped the top on her water bottle and started drinking.

      And Athena, her mother, would be with her.

      Trepidation beat through his chest. They needed to be gone before Athena got there or they would have to answer to her.

      “What time?”

      Silence hung between them while Dahlia finished the last of her drink. She closed the bottle and let out a long breath. “It isn’t my show. I’m just going along for the ride.”

      It was times like this, when she was deliberately obtuse, that reminded Athan why he didn’t like the demigod bombshell.

      “But do you know what time we’re leaving?” He pinched the bridge of his nose against the pressure building in his head.

      She shrugged. “You should talk to Xan.”

      Dahlia picked up her gym bag and brushed by Athan, bumping him as she passed. It was just hard enough to let him know it wasn’t an accident. Surprise.

      Athan looked at the bag on the floor and remembered the brutal practices with Xan all those years ago. He’d been merciless as he drove Athan to improve his reaction time and accuracy. Pushing back the memories, Athan resumed his search for his former friend.

      The heavy wood muffled Athan’s light rap on the door, so he followed up by pounding his fist on the dark wood. He’d searched the entire conservatory and was now back at the beginning, in front of Xan’s room.

      “Xan,” he started as Dahlia came out of her room.

      She wore fitted leather fighting gear with the hilts of her blades strapped to her thighs. Her dark curls were still pulled up in a high ponytail. She dropped a canvas duffle bag on the floor and turned back to lock her door.

      “Hunting gear?” Athan asked.

      She ignored him.

      The click of a door opening made him glance down the hall. Obelia stepped out of her room, and internally he groaned.

      Dressed in tight jeans and a bright magenta top, she looked ready for a night of clubbing. She squealed as she barreled toward him, “Athan!”

      He took a step back and bumped into the wall. There wasn’t enough space to avoid her.

      Obelia jumped and wrapped herself around him. She whispered in his ear, her lips grazing his skin, “Are we going out tonight?”

      He couldn’t help the flinch that came with her intimate contact. He wanted to be gentle with her feelings, but he wanted her off even more.

      “’Belia,” he warned as he pried her off and set her on the ground.

      The petite demigod pouted, her full lips pulling down into a frown. “You said—”

      “More promises you don’t intend to keep?” Dahlia sneered, curling her lip in disgust.

      If he could go back and change one thing, this was it. He’d never meant for Obelia to fall in love with him when he found her five years ago. Well, that wasn’t completely true. He’d just never thought her feelings would last this long.

      “Why don’t you two go out?” Dahlia pursed her lips as if suppressing a chuckle. She leaned toward Athan and in a low voice continued, “Really, you two deserve each other.”

      Obelia’s frown morphed, and her eyes lit up as if Dahlia’s words were a blessing.

      Like she didn’t know Athan didn’t like the demigod daughter of Hestia. Not like that. “Don’t you—?”

      “What the bloody Hades is wrong with you, Dahl?”

      Athan had been so absorbed in the other conversation he hadn’t heard Xan join them.

      “Are you trying to cause more problems?” Xan grabbed Dahlia’s bag then threw it through his open doorway. The large duffle landed on the hardwood floor with a thud.

      “Just calling it like I see it,” she said as she sauntered past Athan into Xan’s room.

      Xan’s black hair glistened, and when he ran his hand through it, small rivulets of water dripped onto his pale-blue T-shirt.

      He stepped between Athan and Obelia, and towering over the young woman, he said, “He doesn’t like you. He probably never did. So stop skulking around waiting for something that’s never going to happen. It’s time for you to . . . grow up.” He nodded. “Right then. Go cry and eat some chocolate, or whatever it is you do.”

      Athan was dumbstruck by Xan’s cruel words. Not that they weren’t true, but—

      “And you!” Xan turned around and poked Athan in the chest. “Quit being so nice to her. You’re giving her false hope, and that’s not right.”

      Xan moved, and Athan was able to see Obelia. Her skin was ashen, and her eyes glistened with tears.

      “’Belia—”

      She held up her hand, cutting him off.

      “Is it true?” she asked, her voice cracking over the fragile question.

      “I . . . I like you a lot.” He sighed. Why were the lies easier than the truth? “But not . . . not like that.”

      Obelia’s chin dropped, and her shoulders sagged. When she looked back up, tears streaked her cheeks and spilled onto her flowy top, turning the pink to a dark crimson.

      Xan cleared his throat. “Right then. All done here?” He didn’t wait for an answer but pulled on Athan’s sleeve. “We need to go find Hope now.”

      Athan stumbled forward a step and then righted himself. He ached for Obelia. She’d always been so nice to him. So sweet. Guilt gnawed at his heart, and he racked his brain for a way to fix the pain he’d caused.

      But at the mention of Hope’s name, Obelia sucked in a deep breath. She glared at Xan and wiped the tears from her face, her pain seeming to disappear with the moisture from her cheeks. “Really?” Bitterness laced her question, and she turned her anger on Athan. “You’re going after her? How can you even like her? She’s a monster!”

      The remorse he’d been feeling also evaporated. Something deep in his chest flared to life. A sense of possessiveness and protection. “She is not a monster. She’s cursed.” He stepped closer to Obelia. “You would do well to remember that I love her.”

      Obelia took a step back as if he’d slapped her. Her jaw dropped, and her gaze darted away from his face. With a ragged breath, she choked out a feeble, “No.”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      Obelia’s wide eyes filled with fresh tears, but she turned and ran down the hall and then down the stairs. Seconds later, the front door slammed shut.

      “You did that all arseways,” Xan said, clapping Athan on the back. “You better go pack a bag so we can go. And tell Kaia to hunt Obelia down. She really shouldn’t be out on her own.”

      With that, Xan went into his room where Dahlia sat on the bed.

      “Do you want me to go get her?” Dahlia asked. “You know Kaia will never find her.”

      Xan shook his head. “We need to leave now.” He turned back and stared Athan down. “If you’re not back here in five minutes, we’re leaving without you, pretty boy.”
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      Hope

      Hope knew who the power belonged to, which god it would be. Priska’s direction made sense now.

      “She’s not there anymore.” The male spoke with a musical lilt to his inflection. “She’s standing right beside you.”

      Hope looked up at her side but saw nothing. She glared at the god. “That was unkind.”

      Hermes shrugged. His bronze hair was exactly the same shade as his son’s. “Just because you can’t see her doesn’t mean she isn’t there.” He indicated the body on her lap. “The soul separates at death. Her body will stay here in the mortal realm, but as a demigod, I will take her soul to Hades for judgment.”

      “You will be her guide?”

      He inclined his head. “It is her right.” His gaze unfocused for a moment, as if he were looking at the air around her. “As it will be yours someday, Immortal.”

      Two thoughts coalesced in her mind. “Did you escort my mother?”

      He raised his brows. “What type of monster are you?”

      He couldn’t tell? “I thought the gods were omniscient?”

      Hermes chuckled. “Whatever gave you that idea?” He pointed at Priska’s body. “Why did she sacrifice herself for you? She’s a demigod . . . ”

      Fresh tears sprang to Hope’s eyes, and she had to swallow the lump caught in her throat before she could choke out an answer. “So that you would come. I . . . I need a guide to the Underworld.”

      Hermes clenched his jaw, and his hazel eyes flashed fire. “I don’t run a guide service. Now, what is your name, Monster? Who cursed you?”

      “My name is Hope. I’m the Sphinx.”

      Hermes’s jaw went slack, and he paled. “Where is my son?”

      The fact that he hadn’t escorted his son to the Underworld meant Athan wasn’t dead. “I . . . I left him at the conservatory.”

      Had it only been a week ago that they’d been attacked? It felt like an eternity. Had he woken up from the Skia wound?

      “What do you mean, you left him?” The god pulled back. “Is he all right?”

      Hope stood. “We were attacked, not too far from here actually.”

      Way too late, Hope thought about how Priska had repeatedly said Pike Place Market was always swarming with Skia. Guilt settled deep in Hope’s chest. She should’ve known what Priska was planning . . . Should’ve put it together . . . If Hope had only known . . .

      Feeling completely disconnected from the reality around her, Hope faced Athan’s father and said, “He’s recovering in the conservatory.”

      The god of thieves and travellers narrowed his eyes. “There is more you’re not telling me, Sphinx.”

      She could think of no reason to lie, so she told him. Everything. Ending with Priska’s request that he take Hope with him. Searching for a way to make it right, Hope asked, “Do you think Hades will let Priska come back?”

      The psychopomp god cocked an eyebrow at her, as if the question had taken him by surprise. Certainly, with all the travel back and forth between realms, he’d been asked this before.

      “No,” he answered. “She was killed by Skia, and she was quite old. Hades is all about balance and order.” He studied her for a moment. “In the Underworld, you’d do well to remember that.”

      A small spark of possibility flickered in Hope’s chest. “Wait. Are you saying—?”

      “I will take you there.” He grimaced as if the idea was distasteful. “It would give me immense pleasure to thwart the god of the sun.”

      The two Skia hiding in the shadows stepped back into the darkness and disappeared with Hermes’s declaration.

      Hope kissed her aunt’s cheek, the body still warm despite her soul having left.

      “I love you,” she whispered, straightening Priska’s clothes.

      Hermes cleared his throat. “She’s ready to go, so save your goodbye. We’re all going to cross into the Underworld together.”

      Hope crossed over to him, her heart still aching for Priska’s sacrifice. Maybe Hermes was wrong. Maybe she’d be able to get her back. “What do we need to do?”

      “Follow me,” he said as he stepped into a dark shadow, his leg disappearing. He waved for Hope to follow.

      The darkness smelled of compost and overripe fruit. Hope followed Hermes through, but she couldn’t help looking around for Priska as they crossed over into the realm of the dead.

      Dusky, dark rock extended as far as Hope could see, the opaque inky stone of the Underworld just shy of black. Above her, in what Hope thought of as the sky, pale green dots, reminiscent of stars, glowed. The stench was overwhelming, and Hope covered her nose with her sleeve as her eyes watered.

      “You’re close to the Acheron, where Charon ferries the dead.” Hermes directed her with a wave of his hand. “Hades’s palace is on the other side of that river, through the barren barrier, over the river Lethe, through the Fields of Asphodel, and then you can go through or around Persephone’s gardens. If you go through the gardens, you’ll find Elysium, just to give you a heads-up. It’s on the other side of that.”

      “You’re not going to take me?” Her stomach clenched.

      The god laughed, a mirthless chuckle. “Of course not. Your plan is hopeful at best, but more like naïve foolishness. I want no part of it, for me or my son.”

      “Then why would you bring me?”

      “If you are here, Apollo cannot get you. It will drive him mad.” He turned as if to go.

      Hope glanced away from the god . . . and saw Priska. “Wait!”

      Her aunt’s mouth moved in silent speech, and Hope couldn’t control the tears. She wanted to demand her aunt make this better. She wanted to yell at her about her sacrifice. But in that moment, Hope knew this was her one chance at goodbye.

      She ran to the woman she’d known her entire life, the only family she had left, and wrapped her arms around . . . nothing.

      “It is her soul only. She will not be corporeal here until after judgment.” With that departing comment, Hermes grabbed Priska’s wrist, and the two of them disappeared.

      Hope collapsed, crumpling down on the uneven ground, and let the mists swirl and eddy over her. Burying her face in her hands, the dam burst and she sobbed. It could’ve been minutes or hours or even days that Hope spent releasing her grief. She screamed until her voice was hoarse, cried until her eyes were dry, and even then her heart mourned.

      When her muscles ached and her eyes were no longer swollen, Hope decided she needed to move. She would not be a victim. She would not be a tool. She would not let Priska’s sacrifice be for nothing.

      Hope kicked at the ground, stirring up the dark mist, and muttered, “Stupid gods.”

      Someone behind her chuckled.

      Hope turned and dropped into a defensive stance, her arms coming up to guard, as she readied for attack.

      The man staring at her was pale, like he’d spent too much time indoors. His skin was a stark contrast to his inky-black hair, and his thin frame was clothed in soft grays. His eyes danced with amusement.

      “Do you think you can take me?” His voice was like the rasp of snake scales rubbing over each other as they coiled. He cocked his head to the side and studied her.

      Hope dropped her arms and stood straight. “Probably not.”

      She started walking toward the river Hermes had indicated she would need to cross.

      The man appeared beside her and matched her stride. “Smart girl. Much more so than I would’ve thought.”

      His arrogance settled it.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      He raised his brows but didn’t answer.

      “Which one?” she asked, then she counted them off on her fingers. “Hypnos, Thanatos, Hades, Charon?” Were there any more she’d forgotten? She shook her head, trying to clear it. “Look, whoever you are, I’m really not in the mood for—”

      He held up his hand with another dark chuckle. “I’m Thanatos.”

      God of death. He’d killed her mother. Ripped her soul from her body was what Athan had said. Hope tripped and stumbled forward.

      The god of death did the one thing she least expected. He cupped her elbow, steadying her, and asked, “Are you all right?”

      “Are you going to kill me?” Death honestly didn’t sound all that much worse than how things were going anyway. She let out a deep breath and coughed on the humid stench.

      His skin was cool and dry, and as soon as she was upright, he pulled away and frowned. “You are the Sphinx.”

      Deep within, she knew she should be afraid. Terrified even. But her emotions had been tested to the limit, and every bit of her reserve had been drained. “Gods! I’m so sick of that. Do you even know what it’s like? No one, and I mean no one, ever sees me for who I actually am, only”—she made air quotes—“the Sphinx.”

      A slow smile spread across the god’s face. “Actually, my dear, I know exactly what you mean.”

      And then he disappeared.

      Hope threw her hands up in the air and cursed into the void of the Underworld. As the sound of her own voice faded, she realized it wasn’t silent. The sound of waves washing ashore was faint but distinct. With a whoop of triumph, she ran toward the sound.

      The banks of the river Acheron were crowded with the dead. Souls paced near the water, and after only a few seconds Hope had the distinct impression that something was wrong. Not necessarily incorrect, but more amiss, unethical, damaged. These people were in various states of frustration, agitation, or anger. Many of them had their mouths open, their faces distorted with hostility, as they silently screamed at each other.

      The stench of the air was marked with the weight of despair.

      A small skiff broke through the mists of the river, a tall, cloaked figure standing at the back. With a long pole, he guided the ferry. As he maneuvered the wood shaft, a hand rose from the black water.

      Hope watched in horror as the pale limb grasped the edge of the vessel, and then the head of a person—no, it couldn’t be called a person. This thing was like out of a zombie movie. Oh gods, what was it? Stringy hair hung from its scalp down a pruney, pale back. Pieces of skin hung, torn away from the muscle underneath, and the eye socket she could see was empty, just a black hole surrounded by the bony prominence of what was once his or her . . . cheek.

      The ferryman turned with a quick rap of the pole, and the creature screamed as it let go and sunk beneath the water.

      Clearly, she couldn’t swim across.

      The boat docked, and the ferryman stood as if waiting.

      Hope watched as souls clamored around the dock. But only a few actually stepped onto the weathered wood. As the souls stepped from the short pier to the skiff, they handed something to the cloaked figure. Charon. And he would be getting an obol as payment for transport.

      She watched as the boat disappeared with its few passengers, leaving the majority still milling around on the shore.

      The festering smell of decomposing meat was stronger the closer she got to shore. Hope opened her mouth to breathe in an attempt to lessen the intensity of the stench, but it almost felt like she was breathing it in that way, so she endured the odor.

      The souls stepped out of her way after she passed through a couple of them. All she could think was it must be just as uncomfortable for them when they touched as it was for her. Maybe. Although if they were dead, could they even feel anything at all?

      She pushed through, determined to find a way to get on the next pass over the river. As she drew closer to the dock, the crowd didn’t thin, and it felt like she was walking through cold wet spiderwebs. She cringed. A fresh wave of rot hit her, and she bent over and threw up.

      Her stomach wanted to continue to roil and heave, but she refused to let it. She wiped her mouth on her sleeve, adding another layer of grime, and straightened. Her eyes locked on a familiar dark gaze, and she froze.

      Obelia’s eyes narrowed. The demigod daughter of Hestia was dressed as if ready for a night on the town, in a bright magenta top and fitted jeans. She turned, and Hope saw the gaping holes in the back of her shirt.

      Skia. Hope ground her teeth, and then she dropped her shoulders. Athan would be so upset if he knew. Maybe he did know . . . Maybe he’d been there.

      Hope pushed through the crowd with a new sense of resolve. She had to know. She got to the dock just as Obelia handed Charon a coin.

      “Wait!” Hope yelled.

      Obelia turned, and with a raised eyebrow, she flipped Hope off.

      As if Hope even cared.

      “Is Athan okay?” she demanded.

      Obelia curled her lip into a sneer. Turning her back on Hope, the daughter of Hestia pushed her way through the other passengers, crossing to the far end of the skiff.

      Hope stepped onto the dock. She needed to get across, and she wanted to ask Obelia if Athan had recovered from the Skia attack. Hope ignored the fear bubbling up in her chest, the what-ifs, and the consequences of failure. She could do this. With a fortifying breath, Hope moved toward the boat.

      A pale, bony hand extended out from the dark robe. When Hope tried to step onto the ferry, the hand firmly pushed her back.

      “No,” Hope protested, “I’m not dead.”

      Surely, the living wouldn’t require payment. It wasn’t like she was going to be staying.

      “No fee, no service,” the god intoned. His voice was rough, like he didn’t use it enough, and the coppery smell of blood wafted from under his hood.

      She gritted her teeth. “I just need to get across.”

      The god continued to bar her entrance.

      “Fine. At least let me talk to my friend.” Hope waved toward the front of the boat where Obelia stood.

      “No payment, no entrance,” he said. This time, he brought his pole out of the water and set it on the dock in front of her.

      It was ridiculous. She understood the dead were required to make a payment, but she was alive. Why wouldn’t the walking corpse get it through his head? She wanted to talk to Obelia to find out if Athan was okay, but Hope needed to get across the river.

      She pushed the pole away and stepped forward.

      Blinding pain cracked against her back. Hope stumbled, lost her footing, and fell forward. Instinctively, she extended her hands to brace for the impact. Sharp pain exploded from her extremities to her brain, as if she’d landed on shards of broken glass. Agony stole her breath, and Hope scrambled to stand, to get off of whatever was causing the blinding anguish. A vice gripped her wrist and pulled her forward, acid splashing on her face, burning her skin.

      Oh, gods! She was in the river. She screamed and thrashed, refusing to let the water-demons take her. Bones crunched and snapped, the vice released her, and the pain briefly waned. She struggled to stand, and although it felt as though her feet were being bludgeoned, the lapping waves were only past her ankles.

      She splashed through the water, the liquid searing her skin like flaming blades. It was only when she stepped onto the dry rock that she saw why she’d been able to get free.

      Thanatos stood at the edge of the Acheron, his arms extended as if pushing away a foe. In fact, he was. The river and its demons were cleared from her path. He’d used his power to help her.

      She wanted to thank him, but the emotional and physical turmoil had pushed her to her breaking point. As she opened her mouth, she collapsed.
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      Athan

      Bright light cut through the darkness of the motel room. The space between the curtains glowed with the morning sun. Athan rolled over to get out of the blinding sliver and sunk into the middle of the bed. The white sheets smelled of bleach and fabric softener but couldn’t quite hide the mustiness of the old room. Grunting his frustration with the accommodations, he forced himself to sit up.

      “Sleeping Beauty! You finally decide to join us, eh?” Xan sat at a cheap table surrounded by Styrofoam plates filled with motel breakfast foods. He picked up a plastic knife and fork and cut into a waffle the size of the plate.

      Waffles sounded good. Athan stood and took a deep breath. But the stale air let him know the food wasn’t fresh. He frowned, but his stomach didn’t register the same disappointment. He was starving.

      Crossing the room, he grabbed a banana and peeled it. The starchiness was slightly bitter, and the green tinge of the peel was confirmation the fruit was not quite ripe. Not that it really mattered. He needed to eat. He pulled the foil lid from a yogurt and grabbed a white plastic spoon.

      “What’s the plan?” he asked between bites. “Any ideas where we need to be looking?”

      Xan shook his head. “I saw the attorney yesterday. The one Priska used to work for.”

      Athan set the spoon down and stared at Xan. “Yeah?”

      Xan had tracked Priska to an office on Mercer Island back before he’d brought Hope into the conservatory. Back when he thought she was a demigod.

      “He doesn’t know where they went. Said he hasn’t seen Hope for months. And the last time he saw Priska was the same day Hope ran off.” He ran his hand over his face and blew out a deep breath.

      “So nothing?”

      Xan grimaced. “Priska called him a couple of days ago. That’s the last he’s heard.”

      Athan gave a derisive snort. “You weren’t kidding when you said you had nothing. Hades, Xan. What have you been doing, walking up and down the street with fliers? How could you have found nothing in a month?”

      Xan’s eyes turned to ice. “Do you think you could do better?”

      “Well, I don’t see how I could do worse. Where have you looked? Have you thought about calling for help?”

      Xan clenched his jaw. “I scouted out the U-district, Madison Park, First Hill, Magnolia, West Seattle, Mercer Island, Bellevue, and the Eastside. I’ve driven up to Vancouver, BC, and down to Portland, as well as over to Yakima. No one seems to have seen or heard anything unusual, but I haven’t called out the big guns. Think, Athan.”

      Xan didn’t need to say it. Athan understood. If they started asking specific questions, there would be no way to keep Hope’s identity a secret, and neither of them wanted a full-scale man, or rather monster, hunt.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “At this point, I’d love to hear your thoughts.” Xan sounded sincere. “This floundering thing has been pointless. I’m not sure if I should be worried sick or proud of her.”

      “Proud of her?”

      “Yeah.” Xan poured amber-colored syrup over the remains of the waffle. “She’s so incredibly unique she should stand out like a sore thumb, and yet she’s been able to blend seamlessly. How did you ever find her?”

      Athan thought back to their time in Goldendale. “Actually, she kind of fell into my lap.”

      Xan raised his eyebrows.

      Athan chuckled. “Not like that, although, that would have been nice. I was looking for her, the Sphinx, but didn’t even know it was her. I spent countless hours in the mountains, searching for a monster.” He chuckled and touched his cheek. “I even found a few. Did you know there’s a Cyclopes in the Snoqualmie range?”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Athan tore the plastic wrap off a fruit pastry and took a bite. “Nope.” He swallowed and set the Danish aside. “I saw a herd of centaurs, too. I actually thought Hope was a demigod. Even tried to get her to a conservatory.” He still wondered what he could’ve done differently, both back in Goldendale and at the conservatory.

      Xan snorted his disbelief.

      “Skia attacked her in Oregon, and I happened to be driving by her house when I noticed her sitting in the car with the lights on. She was in shock. That was the turning point. She let me in after that. But I still didn’t know.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “The same Skia attacked us both. When she could see him, I knew she was a demigod. But we got in a fight, and she took off. I thought she’d come right back, that she needed to cool off. I saw a box with the name Leto on it, and I found a Book of the Fates inside. I was curious, and by morning, when she came back, I knew. It was fine. I didn’t care. But she overheard me and my father talking at Myrine’s house. Something he said must have freaked her out, and she took off. She’s really good at hiding.” Athan picked at the white frosting on the packaged Danish. He was still hungry, but the food was disgusting.

      Xan sat up straight as if he’d been shocked. “Myrine.”

      Athan looked at the door, willing Dahlia to come in. Then maybe they could go get some real food. “Myrine was living in Goldendale. She’s actually the one who alerted me to the Sphinx being in the area.” Of course, Myrine could have told him Hope was the Sphinx. Could have told him a million times. Who knows why she hadn’t? Oracles were so—

      Xan leaned forward and smacked Athan upside the head. “Can you get ahold of Myrine? Can’t she tell you where Hope’s gone?”

      Athan rubbed his temple. “Don’t hit me.”

      Xan frowned. “Can you get in touch with Myrine?” He spoke each word as if talking to a child.

      Athan hated to be patronized. “Maybe. But—”

      Xan pulled his cell phone from his pocket and slid it across the table. “Call her then.”

      Athan pulled his own thin black device from his pocket. “Even if I get ahold of her . . . she may not have anything helpful to say.”

      A knock came at the door, and Xan stood to let Dahlia in.

      The smell of bacon preceded the daughter of Eris into the room. Athan groaned as he tapped on the screen. He stood and reached for the bag Dahlia was carrying, but she refused to relinquish it.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing to the food still on the table. It was practically as full as when Athan had woken up.

      Xan shrugged. “It was all they had in the lobby. I didn’t want to leave Sleeping Beauty unattended.”

      Dahlia snorted. “You couldn’t pay me to eat that rubbish.”

      Xan swept the plates of cold waffles, packaged pastries, and dry toast into the garbage. As soon as there was space on the table, Dahlia set the bag down.

      Athan continued to tap on the screen. If anyone could locate Myrine, it was his father. As messenger to the gods, Hermes had access to some type of divine tracking that worked better than anything the mortals had ever invented. Hopefully, Hermes would be so busy he wouldn’t question why Athan was asking. And if he did, a text was probably the safest way to lie.

      The food smelled amazing, and Athan’s stomach growled a demand for attention. But this was more important, and his father was responding.

      “Got it,” Athan announced a few minutes later. He looked up to see both Xan and Dahlia chewing. Two black plastic containers, shiny with grease, were all that remained on the table. “Come on!” They had eaten everything. Only the scent of bacon remained. “Seriously?”

      Athan collapsed in the chair and glared at the two demigods.

      Xan smirked, and Dahlia’s lip curled.

      “Don’t get your knickers twisted.” She reached into the bag on the floor and pulled out another plastic container, the clear lid revealing pancakes, bacon, and eggs all piled atop each other. “Here’s the syrup.”

      She handed him a small plastic jar, as well as a knife and fork.

      “Did you find her?” Xan asked.

      Athan nodded but said nothing as he scarfed the food almost as fast as the other two demigods had. Only a few minutes later he sat back in his chair, still not full, but definitely feeling better.

      “She’s in Olympia.”

      Dahlia furrowed her brow. “Who’s in Olympia? Hope?”

      “Nah. Myrine is.” Xan shifted in his seat, and the wood creaked with his bulk. “Hopefully, she can tell us where Hope is.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Athan pointed at his phone. “My dad found her.”

      “Why not tell your dad to find Hope?”

      If only it were that easy. “It only works on immortals that are registered.”

      And there was no way Hermes would help Athan with anything that had to do with Hope.

      Dahlia nodded.

      Monsters would never register. Why would they want immortals, gods or demigods, to know their location? Athan wasn’t even sure Hope knew such a thing existed.

      “Should I call her, or do you want to drive down for a visit?” It would only take a couple of hours from where they were on the northern side of the Olympic National Park. Of course, Xan and Athan had both agreed to drive close to Mount Olympus with the thought of hiding right under the noses of the gods. Not that the Mount Olympus in Washington State was the Mount Olympus, but there was a portal there to get to the residence of the gods.

      “Let’s go for a drive. I want to see the whites of her eyes so I know she’s telling the truth.”

      Athan rolled his eyes. “Oracles can’t lie.”

      “Right.” Dahlia dragged the word out, laying it thick with sarcasm. She pursed her full lips as her face scrunched up in what could only be disgust. “They don’t lie, but they can be convincingly misleading. Not to mention vague and ambiguous.”

      Athan wanted to defend Myrine, but Dahlia’s vehemence had him debating if it was worth engaging.

      Before Athan could say anything, Xan put an end to the discussion. Tossing Athan’s empty container in the bag, the demigod son of Ares stood and said, “I want to make sure she’s clear. Whatever it takes to get answers. We need to get Hope back before a Skia, or something worse, finds her.”

      Athan shuddered. There were far too many possibilities in that statement.
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      “Do you remember when we went to California?” Xan asked.

      Athan shifted in the leather seat, pulling his gaze away from the window and the inadequate entertainment it provided. The sun was making a valiant effort to burn through the clouds, and as he stared at the back of Xan and Dahlia, the tall evergreens blurred in his peripheral vision.

      Dahlia said nothing.

      “Oh, right,” Xan said with a chuckle. “You were too piss-drunk to remember anything.”

      There was a fair chance Xan was baiting him, or possibly Dahlia. But the last thirty minutes had dragged by mercilessly, so Athan bit. “You went to California? Was that recently?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows as he glanced back in the rearview mirror at Athan. “Aye. Bit of a problem with the Mer. Again.”

      Poseidon was a bit lax on keeping his realm separate from the mortals. Not that it usually caused serious problems.

      “Why’d you get drunk?” Athan asked Dahlia.

      She turned around in her seat to glare at him but said nothing. After a few awkward seconds, she faced forward and stared out the window.

      There was nothing new out there. Not for the next hour. Just the same trees and Olympic Mountains on the horizon.

      “We had to go to Half Moon Bay,” Xan answered.

      Where Dahlia and Roan had been married. Ouch. Athan thought of all the times he’d wanted to escape reality after Isabel died. He’d avoided every single place they’d ever been, or at least as much as possible. It was what had eventually driven him to go to Africa.

      “She was super fun,” Xan continued, pushing on regardless of his cousin’s discomfort. “Like that time you got drunk in Mexico.”

      Athan choked and then chuckled. Vague memories of him and Xan drinking something foul in a dingy bar flitted through his mind. Xan had convinced him to sing karaoke. As the son of Hermes, Athan was quite capable of singing. But then Xan had sung an Irish song about lasses and ladies, and wasn’t there a ballad to Dionysus?

      “You two were idiots,” Dahlia muttered. “I thought you were going to get yourselves killed.”

      Not likely. The only occupants had been mortal, so they weren’t in any real danger. But now that she mentioned it, Athan did remember a brawl.

      “You were a terrible fighter then,” Xan said with a low chuckle. “I had to pull that lumberjack off you.”

      Athan struggled to remember, but time, and probably the liquor, had made the memories hazy. “There was a lumberjack?”

      “And that girl making calf-eyes at you. I think she snuck you drink after drink in hopes that you would take her with you.”

      He definitely didn’t remember a girl. “What girl?”

      “Not surprised you don’t remember her. I don’t think you ever really saw her.” Xan smirked in the rearview mirror.

      Dahlia’s throaty chuckle was filled with dark mirth. “You have a habit of not seeing people. That’s part of what gets you into trouble.”

      The comment stung. Mostly because Athan could see the truth in it.

      “But then Xan sees the people and still doesn’t care a whit, so there may be some hope for you.”

      “That’s not true,” Xan protested. “I care . . .” He stopped as if considering his next words. He cleared his throat, and without any defensiveness admitted, “No. You’re right. I don’t. But that’s because people are idiots.”

      Dahlia raised her hand in a palm-up acknowledgment. “Like I said.”

      “Didn’t you have to bail him out?” Athan asked Dahlia. “That night in Mexico . . . ?”

      Had it been three years ago? No, it was more than four years now. Right after that, Athan had left for Nairobi.

      Xan laughed. “And she lectured me the entire way back to the conservatory.”

      “Wanker,” Dahlia said, but her smile reflected in the mirror.

      “Aye. A real tosser. Can’t be helped.” Xan winked at his cousin.

      Three hours later, Xan pulled up to a small white house with beige shutters. After turning the car off, he faced Athan. “You’re sure this is it?”

      Athan looked at the immaculate yard. Granted, it wasn’t much bigger than a postage stamp, but the grass was thick, green, and freshly cut. The walkway to the door was lined with vibrant shrubs trimmed into a knee-high hedge. The door was painted a robin’s-egg blue, and a rocking chair sat on the clean porch with a small end table in a matching dark stain.

      Myrine wasn’t known for keeping house. Or yard. Unless she was getting ready to move. “Let’s hope she’s still here.”

      Dahlia skirted around the boys and bounded up the steps. Without waiting for them to join her, she knocked on the door.

      The recent rain made the air smell of dirt and pine. Athan stood next to Dahlia, and when he heard something scraping across the floor inside, he pushed her behind him.

      “Don’t be a bloody idiot,” Dahlia said as she stepped around him. “I’m a way better fighter than you’ll ever be.” She pulled a silver dagger from its sheath, the fire opal in the hilt looking like the jeweled sea.

      The lock clicked, and the door slid open an inch.

      “Myrine?” Athan asked, peering into the darkness. His green eyes met her blue ones, and heavy fear settled in his chest.

      “You should not be here.” Her gaze went to each one of them on the porch and then came back to Athan. “You . . . You’re still alive, right?”

      “Can she see the dead?” Dahlia asked Athan.

      Athan pointed at Myrine. “She’s right there. Why don’t you ask her?”

      Dahlia narrowed her eyes and then sniffed. “Whatever. We’re here. Ask her where to find Hope so we can get out of here.”

      Myrine yanked open the door.

      “You should not be in such a hurry, Daughter of Eris. The discord you’ve sown still haunts you, yes?” Her white hair was pulled up into a bun, and gentle wisps framed Myrine’s unlined face. But her blue eyes, normally bright and vibrant, were hooded. Guarded. She leaned against the doorframe.

      Dahlia looked like she was ready to throttle the petite oracle.

      “Is it time already?” Myrine asked. Stepping out of the doorway, she looked up at the gray skies still heavy with unshed moisture.

      Xan shrugged and stepped to the side, out of the path of the oracle, as if she were a leper.

      Of course he did. Myrine was acting weird, even for her.

      “We want to find Hope,” Athan said, drawing Myrine’s attention away from the sky. “Do you know where she is?”

      “Kitty, kitty, kitty, kitty.” She shook her head as if trying to dislodge it from her neck.

      Dahlia cleared her throat, and Athan shot her a warning look. They needed Myrine, and whatever she was doing might be part of getting into her spirit of prophecy.

      “I’m going to sit in the bloody car,” the daughter of Eris announced, and then she stormed off the porch muttering, “Stupid witch.”

      Athan glanced at Xan, who met his gaze with raised eyebrows.

      Myrine sat in the rocking chair and started chanting to herself.

      Athan strained to hear the words.

      “Pussycat, where have you been? I’ve been to London to visit the—”

      Xan crossed the porch in two strides and grabbed Myrine’s arm. “Tell me where she is,” he hissed. “Where can I find Hope?”

      Her eyes rolled back into her head, and Myrine slumped in the chair, toppling forward.

      Xan caught her before she fell to the ground. He scooped her up in his arms and looked at Athan. “Now what?”

      Athan gritted his teeth. Xan certainly wasn’t helping get Myrine to talk. “Let’s take her inside.”

      Athan opened the bright-blue door and stepped into an immaculate cottage. The dark-stained hardwood floors were covered with braided area rugs, and a quaint table in the entryway held bright-yellow daffodils. He led Xan back into the living space, and Xan laid Myrine down on the plush beige couch.

      “What happened to her?” Xan asked, running his hands through his hair. “Why’d she drop like that?”

      “I don’t—”

      “She is not living,” Myrine rasped as if she’d aged a hundred years. She sat up, her eyes glazed over as she stared at the wall. “Nor is she dead, but she sleeps soundly in a white clad bed. For you to find what your heart most desires will require strength you don’t have, Son of the Liar. And not so fast, Son of Combat. You have no way to get to where she’s at. Take those that are willing, those that will soothe, but remember this: To win you must lose.” She dropped back onto the couch, and her eyes cleared. She met his eyes briefly and then turned away. “I’m so sorry, Athan. So, so sorry.”

      Her eyelids drooped, and she whimpered as she curled up in the fetal position. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

      Her body shivered and then relaxed into unconsciousness.

      Athan stood rooted to the floor. His mouth gaped, and the panic that sped through his brain caused the words to crash into an incoherent mess.

      “Is she for real?” Xan glared at the oracle and reached out as if to prod her.

      “Stop.” Athan choked on the word.

      Xan’s hand froze midair.

      “She’s for real.” Athan’s stomach clenched. Dread warred with frustration. Not alive, but not dead. There was only one place she could be. “I know where she is.”

      “Bloody Hades.” Xan rocked back on his heels as he pointed to Myrine. “If that’s true, then I know where she is, too.”

      The silence was interrupted by Myrine’s soft snores. At some point, she’d told Athan that prophesying was exhausting. Something about the spiritual taxing the physical. Athan grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and spread it over her small frame.

      His mind reeled with the information. How could Hope have gotten to the Underworld alive? Only, somehow she wasn’t alive? How could that be? What did it mean?

      “Well?” Xan asked as he crossed his arms over his chest. “How are we going to get there? Can you open a portal?”
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      Hope

      The stench of earth, blood, and decomposition wasn’t gone, and Hope knew she was still in the Underworld before she opened her eyes. However, the odor was less pungent, competing with the innocuous smells of lemon and rosemary. She was lying on something softer than the rocks at the banks of the river Acheron, and she sat up to see where she was.

      Her vision swam and then settled on the god only a few feet away.

      “You didn’t have obols for passage?” Thanatos asked as he perched on the foot of the bed. “If you’d said something to me, I could’ve given you some.”

      “I didn’t . . .” But she did know. She just hadn’t thought about it. She ran her hand through her hair, and her fingers stuck in her tangled, golden locks. “Where am I?”

      Thanatos stood. “My home.”

      Hope shuddered and then scooted to the edge. “I think I need to be going.”

      She stood. Her vision blurred, and she put her hand out to steady herself. “Please tell me I didn’t drink any of that river.”

      Thanatos chuckled. “You did not. Although, I think it ironic that you know not to drink the water but you forgot payment for the ferryman.”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “I didn’t think I would need to pay him.”

      “Why ever not?” he asked with raised brows.

      She opened her mouth but thought better of her sarcastic reply. Instead, she mumbled a lame, “I don’t know.”

      “Interesting.” He stood and indicated a side door. “There is a bathroom there you may use. As well as bottled water from the mortal realm. I will have dinner brought up to you, if you’d like.”

      She waved him away. “I won’t eat it.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Well then, I’ll await you downstairs.”

      With that, the god of death left.

      He was being awfully nice. But try as she might, she couldn’t figure out why. And it didn’t matter. He’d killed her mother. No matter how nice he was, she hated him.

      It was amazing what a shower and clean clothes could do for a person. Hope smoothed the cotton T-shirt over her abdomen. She dumped her dirty clothes in the garbage and left what she hoped was the guest bedroom behind.

      Thanatos stood at the bottom of the stairs in a large foyer. The entire house was apparently the same rock as the rest of the Underworld, but the floor had been smoothed and polished until it looked like glass. The walls were marbled with a deep sapphire blue, and the chandelier dripped with cut crystals that scattered rainbows across the open space.

      He was again dressed in a gray sweater and black jeans. Another figure stood next to him, and the two of them exchanged heated whispers. The god’s dark hair fell over his eye, and he brushed it back in a youthful gesture. Thanatos met her gaze, and he dismissed the other person.

      Thanatos smiled and pulled an orange crystal rose from behind his back.

      Warning bells pealed in her head. Clasping her hands behind her, Hope warily returned the smile. “I don’t normally accept gifts from the gods . . .” Like never.

      He studied her as she descended. “You are angry at me?”

      “You killed my mother.” She cleared her throat of the emotion that came with the declaration. Just saying the words tore at her heart.

      He pinched his lips and waited until she was at the foot of the stairs before responding. “If I did, I had no choice.” He extended the flower toward her. “If you won’t take a gift, consider it a loan.”

      It was such a ridiculous thing to say; she couldn’t help the small smile that teased her lips. Even so, she refused to trust him. “I’m being rude, but I don’t want to owe you anything.”

      “Yes. That’s understandable. Your history with the gods, and what little you know of me, has been . . . unpleasant.”

      That was an understatement.

      A tall figure rounded the corner, and Hope gasped. She dropped back into her standard defensive stance, wishing she had her knives. “Why are there Skia here?”

      Thanatos straightened and waved the creature away. “You do realize you’re in the Underworld?”

      She watched the monster turn the corner and disappear the way he’d come. She took a deep breath of the stale air and grimaced. “But they’re in your home. I thought they were minions of Hades.”

      “Ah. No. We each have our own, actually.” He cleared his throat. “But you are my guest. No Skia will harm you here in my home. They all answer to me.”

      She contemplated her options for a moment. Leave or stay? Was he a liar or telling the truth? At this point she needed time to rest and regroup, and this might be her best option. Hope straightened. “All right then.”

      “Will you tell me your name?” Thanatos asked as he extended the flower to her; when she didn’t take it, he shook it once. “A gift means that you won’t owe me anything. I’m only trying to be a gracious host.”

      If he’d wanted her dead, he could’ve killed her already. Or had his Skia do it while she slept. As it was, he’d been only nice, and she didn’t need to piss him off. She accepted the flower. “Hope. My name is Hope.”

      “A beautiful meaning, young lady. Shall we go into the library to talk?” He couldn’t have chosen a more enticing invitation.

      “Yes, but . . .” She didn’t know how to set boundaries without being rude, but she didn’t want him to get the wrong impression.

      “You are my guest. That is all. No strings attached. You may leave when you want.”

      She wrinkled her brow in confusion. The gods were not this gracious.

      “You are the first living . . . being to treat me as if . . . as if I were a person too. It is . . .” He pursed his lips as if weighing his words. “It is quite a pleasant change for me, my dear.”

      And he was the first god to make no demands, suggestions, or try to manipulate her in any fashion. At least not yet. She might pull this off after all. “I completely understand.”

      He extended his arm, an invitation for her to lead. “The study is the second door on the right. Are you sure I can’t get you anything to eat?”

      She shook her head. It didn’t matter how nice he was. She would not eat or drink here. Even in the bathroom, she’d spit the water out when she brushed her teeth. “Thank you, though.”

      She opened the door, and her jaw dropped. The room was almost as tall as the Olympian library and possibly as deep. The shelves were cut from the same stone as everything in the Underworld, but again, it had been polished smooth. The books were shelved by color, ranging from deep red to vibrant purple. Two Skia were visible shelving several of the heavy tomes.

      Hope forgot all about her host as she stepped into the room. A welling of emotion bubbled from her chest to her throat, and she reverently stroked the spines on the shelf. “They are the Books of the Fates?”

      Thanatos came to her side. He pulled the nearest one from the shelf and opened the bright-orange tome. The parchment was so thin it was almost transparent, and Hope recognized the spindly scrawl. “This one always writes in a crisp and succinct manner. She doesn’t use adjectives or adverbs. Sometimes she . . .”

      The god of death was staring at her, his pitch-black eyes wide with wonder. “You’ve read the Books of the Fates?”

      She may have revealed too much. “Our history.”

      He pulled several other books down, and while she was tempted to read them, sorely tempted, she refused to even glance at the three distinct scripts.

      “Well, since I can’t tempt you with The Books, why don’t we sit down and you can tell me why you’re here?” He shelved the green volume in his hand and indicated they return to the front of the room.

      Thanatos pointed to two cigar chairs angled toward one another and waited for Hope to sit before taking the other.

      “What brings you to the Underworld?” He reached over to the end table between them and proceeded to cut a cigar.

      The last time hadn’t gone so well. Hope bit the side of her mouth as she watched him and contemplated what to say.

      “Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked.

      She shook her head. It was his house. Who was she to protest?

      “I’m guessing you’re not trying to free your lover.” He raised his brows.

      She shook her head.

      “And I doubt you’re here on a dare, right?”

      She couldn’t help the forced exhale of incredulity. “People do that?”

      He smirked. “Not so much anymore, but eons ago it wasn’t so uncommon.”

      “That’s insane,” she said with a shake of her head.

      He puffed on the cigar.

      And she realized her own hypocrisy. “Right. I . . . I wanted to talk to my mom.”

      He exhaled, watching as the smoke floated into the vastness above them.

      “I heard you can’t lie in the Underworld. And that . . . well, truth will set you free. I want to know how to break the curse. Is it true? That you can’t lie here?”

      Thanatos sat up. With a flick of his wrist, a crystal ashtray appeared on the table, and he set the cigar down.

      “The dead cannot lie; there is no reason for them to.” He rested his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “You are tired of being a pawn, yes?”

      She nodded and whispered, “Yes.”

      “I am the agent of death, Hope. But I do not choose who will die. I’m sorry about your mother. But . . . I am a pawn, too.” He stretched his legs out and leaned back in the chair. “Let’s make sure it stops.” He blew out a slow breath. “You are lucky I found you and not Hades. He’s been trying to get you here to the Underworld for years.”

      “Why?”

      Thanatos raised his eyebrows. “To be a pawn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Athan

      “Not by myself.” He could contact his father. Hermes would be able to get them into the Underworld, but Athan just as quickly dismissed the idea. As much as he trusted his father, Hermes had made his feelings about Hope perfectly clear. And there was the risk that if Athan contacted him further, the other Olympians might find out. He definitely didn’t trust the rest of the pantheon. “We’ll need help getting through a portal, but once we’re in we should be good.”

      At least he’d been in the Underworld enough to know his way around. Not that it would be easy. There were several areas they’d have to be especially careful of.

      Xan scratched his chin and then grimaced. “Is that what she meant? One of us will have to die to get there? Is that how we’re going to lose?”

      Of course. That would be Athan’s luck. But he pushed away the pessimistic musings. Myrine wouldn’t send him to the Underworld only to be killed. But Xan had hit on something. “I doubt it. But that’s a great idea.”

      “I’m not volunteering, just so you know.”

      Athan chuckled. The idea was solid. Death would lead them through a portal. “Let’s go.”

      He pulled out his cell phone as they crossed the small house and let themselves out. Athan punched in one word and waited until several listings came up. “SOMC is only a few miles away.”

      Xan climbed into the driver seat, and Athan circled around to climb in the back.

      “What happened with the witch?” Dahlia asked once the doors were closed.

      Xan started the car and pulled out onto the quiet neighborhood street. “Which way are we going?”

      Athan handed Xan his phone, and the app chirped directions at them.

      “Where are we going?” When Xan didn’t immediately respond, Dahlia poked his shoulder with a manicured fingernail. “Stop ignoring me.”

      Xan shot her a pointed look. “Hope’s in the Underworld. We need to go watch someone die, so we can sneak in after them.”

      “Holy Mother Gaia!” Dahlia breathed. Her eyes dilated, and she shifted in her seat. “You’re joking.”

      Xan shook his head.

      Dahlia twisted around and faced Athan. “That’s crazy. We’re not going to try to sneak into the Underworld, are we?”

      Hearing the words out loud did sound crazy. His thoughts went to Myrine’s prophecy, and the slim likelihood of them all making it back alive. Even so, leaving Hope in the Underworld wasn’t an option he could live with. “You don’t have to come.”

      Xan snorted.

      Dahlia’s eyes hardened, and she pinched her lips together. “Are you saying I’m scared?”

      If looks could kill, Athan would have a gaping hole in his chest while he bled out. It was quite possibly the worst thing he could’ve said to her.

      “Nooo.” He drew the word out for several seconds.

      “Someone’s going to die. Athan doesn’t want to feel guilty.” Xan met Athan’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “That’s not . . .” Actually, that was exactly it. “It’s just I know Hope doesn’t mean as much to you—”

      “Don’t presume to know me well enough to tell me who means what. Especially to me. Arseface,” Dahlia muttered the last word under her breath.

      Xan chuckled.

      This was going to suck on so many levels.

      The silence in the car crawled over Athan, snaking its way through his gut. He wished he could shudder and wipe the discomfort away. But it wasn’t going to get better. Not anytime soon.

      “So, we’re all going to the Underworld on a fieldtrip,” Xan said. “Since Dahl and I haven’t been before, do you want to fill us in? Do we need to bring anything special?”

      Athan began to compile a list in his head. “We better stop and get a few things.”

      Xan pulled off to the side of the road and handed Athan his phone.

      Athan tapped on the screen, and the small device piped out new directions for them.

      They picked up backpacks and filled them with freeze-dried meals, beef jerky, energy bars, trail mix, and dried fruit. They each took a change of clothes and some toiletries and then stuffed every remaining crevice with pouches of drinking water.

      There were many myths about the Underworld. Some were ridiculous stories, like Admetus getting out of dying by letting his wife take his place. Others were laced with half-truths, like Hercules borrowing Cerberus to complete one of his labors. But every single demigod and mortal knew if they ate or drank anything from that realm, their body would absorb the power of the Underworld and, with that, bind them to the realm of the dead, unable to leave without the help of a god.

      Athan zipped up his bulging pack. “Here you go.”

      Xan took it and tossed it in the trunk. “Right. Is there anything else? I don’t want to be caught in the Underworld with my pants down.”

      Athan raised his brows at the other demigod. “You have your blades?”

      Xan gave a withering stare. “What do you think? I’m asking if we need to stop anywhere else? Do we need coins for passage or a doggie treat for Cerberus? Does Hades accept bribes? Does he have a favorite wine we could take him? Maybe some pomegranates for Persephone?”

      Athan cringed. His pride took a hit with each of Xan’s questions, but Athan had never dealt with the goddess of the Underworld. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “Of course not.” Dahlia leaned against the car. The wind lifted several dark curls from her ponytail, and they momentarily floated on the breeze. Her dark eyes were onyx, and she folded her arms over her chest.

      He knew it was her natural instinct to cause strife. The power from her mother, Eris, would seep into her every action, unless she chose to check it. Athan took a deep breath and tried to release the tension with his exhale. He could be the bigger man. “I’m sorry.”

      Dahlia curled her lips. “Well, that’s all right then. I’m sure being sorry will take care of everything you forget.”

      He balled his hands into fists as he clenched his teeth to prevent the words that wanted to spill out.

      Before he could take a step forward, Xan stepped between them.

      “This right here has to stop.” He waved between the two of them. “You said the same thing earlier, Dahl. We’re on the same team, so no more.” He pointed at her. “No more. You hear me?”

      “Fine.” She leaned to the side, glaring past Xan to Athan. Her gaze shifted back to her cousin. “I’ll be back in five.”

      Without waiting for a response, she stormed off across the parking lot toward the camping store.

      Xan turned to Athan. “Don’t be provoking her. Hope was her best friend. She’s been pretty torn up.”

      Athan thought back to all the times he’d seen Hope and Dahlia together. They definitely had done things together and seemed friendly enough, but best friends? “So, why does she hate me?”

      “She’s never liked you since you played Obelia.”

      Guilt churned in his chest. He was never going to live that down. Yes, he’d been stupid, but his motives were good. “Then why did she yell at Obelia before we left the conservatory?”

      Xan closed the trunk. He faced Athan and let out a slow breath. “Dahlia doesn’t like you, but she has no respect for Obelia either. Obviously. And Dahl can hold grudges like no one I’ve ever met before. You know, contention and all that.”

      “I’m not trying to provoke her.”

      “Which probably makes it worse.” Xan hitched his thumb at the store. “Let’s go get her and then figure out what else we need afore we head to the hospital. I want to be as prepared as possible before we go declare war on the gods of the Underworld.”

      “We’re not declaring war.”

      Xan stopped with a frown. “So says the man leading the invasion.”

      It wasn’t really an invasion. They were going to get Hope back. From the Underworld. Where Skia lived. And Hades ruled. It was more like they were going . . . behind enemy lines. Which could be construed as an act of war. Skata!

      Athan hurried to catch up to Xan.

      They stopped at a temple and traded for several obols and drachma, coins that would buy them passage on Charon’s ferry. They decided the beef jerky would be saved for Cerberus, although Athan didn’t have much hope that it would actually help. Hades’s pet was practically the size of a horse, and any one of his heads could consume all of their meat with one swallow. But the only other idea had been to kill the large dog, which Athan insisted was no way to garner favor with the gods there. As for Hades and Persephone, the demigods stopped at a large market and bought three of the goddess’s favorite fruit, and Athan pulled out his change of clothes to fit the pinkish-red globes into his backpack.

      He looked up to see Dahlia zipping her bag, her spare pants hanging out of the trunk.

      With a shake of his head, Xan told Athan not to bring it up. Curious. But he heeded Xan’s advice.

      The sharp smell of disinfectant greeted them as they stepped through the sliding glass doors of South Olympian Medical Center. The lights reflected off the dark tile floor in bright cones. At the semicircular reception desk sat three women. A dark-haired, middle-aged woman sat behind the marble top, dressed in a mossy-green matching shirt and cardigan with a lanyard around her neck. The badge on the end of the black cord was flipped upside down, so only the back of her badge was visible. Her features were drawn into a grimace as she eyed her desk mates. The other two women were well into the winter of their years, with hair that matched their season. However, they leaned toward each other and giggled as if young school girls. Their cotton-candy pink jackets were clearly a uniform.

      “He thinks she doesn’t know. And you know she’s going to take him for everything he has,” one of the senior volunteers whispered.

      “I haven’t seen that episode—”

      Xan cleared his throat. “Pardon, ladies.”
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      Hope

      When she awoke, there were two bottles of water and a package of beef jerky on the ornate nightstand. The canopied bed was draped in dark damask, but the sun neither rose nor set, so Hope didn’t understand the need to curtain the bed. Nevertheless, she’d been so exhausted sleep descended swiftly.

      But sleep fled as memories of Priska assaulted Hope. Anguish drove her to the bathroom as her physical body churned in protest of reality. Her stomach heaved, and Hope retched over the toilet bowl. When she rinsed her mouth of the sour taste of bile, Hope spit the water back into the sink. She wouldn’t swallow anything here. Just in case.

      “Did you sleep well?” Thanatos met her on the landing outside her room. The god of death was dressed again in soft grays and deep black, making his slight physique appear even thinner. His slicked-back hair curled around his ears.

      She shrugged. “Yes and no.”

      He tilted his head as he studied her. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Did she? He was an impartial . . . He was a god. “No.”

      “May I give you a tour of the Underworld?”

      His inflection made it sound like he was really making a request of her, but Hope reminded herself it may or may not be a real invite. Nevertheless, it would suit her purpose just fine. “Do you know where my mom would be?”

      He paused mid-step. Without looking back at her, he continued down the stairs. As he got to the bottom, he said, “Come on; let’s go.”

      She rested her hand on the door to her room and debated. But there really wasn’t anything to debate. She had no one to trust, and at least at this point Thanatos was being . . . accommodating, if not kind. But she didn’t trust him. “Okay.”

      “May I get you something for breakfast? Are you hungry yet?”

      Hope closed her eyes. “Will you please stop? I’m not going to eat or drink anything here, so stop offering it to me.”

      Thanatos chuckled. “You have been well-warned, but that which is from the mortal realm will not bind you here. You have my word.”

      She leaned toward him and whispered, “Nothing personal, but I don’t trust you or your word.”

      If Thanatos was offended, he hid it well. The only indication of his displeasure was the downturn of his lips.

      She straightened. “Now, let’s go see the Underworld.”

      His face cleared, and he extended his elbow.

      Hope stared and then slowly brought her elbow up. Was this something she was supposed to know?

      Thanatos chuckled. He grabbed her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm. “You are mixing with a rough crowd if you don’t recognize common courtesy.”

      She couldn’t help the blush that spread from her neck to her scalp. Of course. “Well, Skia aren’t usually so kind.”

      His dark gaze made her stomach flip.

      “I was talking about the demigods you’ve been fraternizing with.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand. “Please don’t defend them. I will not agree, no matter what you say.”

      She exhaled and dropped her shoulders. “All right, let’s go.”

      They passed several Skia working on various household tasks. One was sweeping the entryway, and another the steps outside the door. So weird to see the vicious killers cleaning.

      Thanatos and Hope stepped out of the door, and the heavy, humid air slapped her in the face like a wet blanket. The darkness made the air feel thicker, too. Dense clumps of glowing spots on the rocks above allowed for visibility, much better than had been present at the River Acheron. It was more like dusk than actual night. The air smelled of dirt and loam, the musty stench of a garden shed closed up for too long.

      Just outside the front door, in a large circular drive, sat an old buggy. Like from the Old West. Unlike the Old West, the contraption was hitched to a centaur. The creature’s body was thick muscle covered in a mouse-gray coat that darkened to almost black on his legs and tail. Across his withers was a transverse strip of the same rich tone that inched up his human back. His skin was a similar pallor as Thanatos’s, but the creature’s chest and arms were built like a professional wrestler. His thick hair was pulled back with a leather strap, putting his blue eyes on full display.

      Hope stopped moving, pulling Thanatos off-balance before he quickly recovered. She pointed to the monster, a deep sense of betrayal welling up from within.

      “Did he enslave you?” she demanded of the centaur. If Thanatos had, Hope would kill him. Could you even kill a god? She was going to find out, because enslaving mixed breeds was not okay at all. Seriously—

      Thanatos released Hope and clapped the horse-man creature on the back. “Asbolus, how are you, old friend?”

      The centaur turned and swatted the god’s hand away. “It won’t work with her. She’s not going to stay.”

      “Are you certain?” Thanatos asked, tilting his head to survey Hope.

      “Quite,” Asbolus replied. “But it is good you are doing this.”

      Hope opened her mouth to ask what was going on, but Thanatos beat her to it.

      “Asbolus is an auger.”

      A seer? She briefly thought of Myrine.

      “Are you good?” Maybe he could tell her what to do.

      He nodded, the corner of his mouth pulling up into a smile. “I am very good. You should come speak with me before you leave.”

      Thanatos snorted. “Let’s go take a look at the Underworld, shall we?”

      He helped Hope into the small carriage then offered her a blanket.

      She shook her head. “Is it always so warm?”

      “Only because you are still alive, my dear.” He set the blanket in a basket attached to the back and then took up the rest of the space on the bench seat. He glanced at his wristband, a device with several concentric circles, as he spoke. “Asbolus, let’s start at the inner ring and end at the banks of the Acheron, if you please.”

      Asbolus extended his arms wide then tilted his head side to side, stretching his muscles. “Hold on,” he warned.

      The carriage lurched forward, the wheels bumping along the uneven ground as Asbolus trotted out of the gate. The drive was lined with black trees carved from the same stone as the house—in fact, the same stone as everything around them. But vibrant, polished gems hung from the dark limbs, making a lush, jeweled path. The emeralds and rubies glowed from the light, and Hope wondered how the dim lighting could make the precious stones glow.

      Asbolus hit a large bump. Hope collided with Thanatos and then was thrown the opposite way, almost falling from the cart. She gripped the edge of the cab, trying to steady herself.

      Thanatos held her with one hand and threw the other out in front of Asbolus. And just like that, the ride smoothed out; the bumps seemingly disappeared into the rocky ground. They were still there; she could see them, but somehow Thanatos had made the ride smooth.

      When they left Thanatos’s grounds, the landscape changed to a never-ending sea of black rock and dark mists, a phosphorus glow from above. Asbolus went from a trot to a canter, and a few minutes later the cart lurched.

      The lighting brightened minutely, and the mists were more gray than black. Rock formations towered in the air, dotting the landscape with peaks. The air carried the smell of organic char, and Hope wondered what was burning.

      A few minutes later, and another jolt, and the sky had more of the phosphorus glow than darkness. The light cast shadows on the ground, and only an occasional mist scuttled across the rocky ground. There was a distinctive smell of human-ness there.

      And then the cab lurched again.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      Hope had an idea. “Is all of the Underworld laid out in circles?”

      Asbolus nickered a very horse-like laugh. “She’s quick, Thanatos. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      Thanatos frowned at the centaur. “Please stop.”

      He turned to Hope. “Yes. We are moving into the inner realms, the Fields of Asphodel, Elysium, and the Isles of the Blessed. We will stay in the Isles for only a moment, as those that live there are loyal to Hades. I would hate to have one of them report your presence to him.”

      “Is that where my mom is?”

      Thanatos shook his head. “No. Very few make it to the Isles. They must be born three times and at judgment be granted entrance to Elysium every time to be eligible. The souls that are visiting have been born at least twice. If they are awaiting rebirth, they are servants to Hades or Persephone. All the ones that live there find ways to be of service . . . somewhere.”

      She knew the minute they lurched into Asphodel. Closing her eyes, she let the smell of people wash over her. She breathed in the air, and her eyes popped open. “Do the dead eat?”

      Thanatos chuckled. “Only if they want. There is no need to, but some enjoy the taste.”

      “Can they get fat? Or too skinny? Can the dead change their body?”

      Even Asbolus laughed.

      “No,” Thanatos answered with a wry grin. “There is no need. You are here as you’ve always seen yourself.”

      Asbolus slowed to a walk as they approached a city of dark rock. The buildings were hewn of the same stone as the street, the windows mere gaps in the stone but occasionally covered with fabric curtains.

      “How do they get the curtains?” Hope asked as she glanced at the people bustling through the street. Some were dressed as if to go to an office job, while others sat outside a café sipping at large mugs. Two kids played in the street, a game of jumping and giggling with a ball tossing back and forth. They drove past an alley, and Hope caught glimpses of a large open market. “People just . . . live here?”

      “What else would they do?”

      Thanatos’s question made Hope realize she’d never thought about it before. “So they keep on living?”

      Asbolus nickered low in his throat. “They can’t progress in everything, and some don’t really even want to. They live their lives, but no opportunity for children or significant changes. Only the mind will change here.”

      The cab lurched again, and Hope’s mouth dropped open.

      The brightness was similar to late afternoon, the phosphorus light a warm glow that lit the rock above like it were the sky. The homes here were farther apart, with plenty of space for yards with fences. The trees were mostly carved from the stone, but they were beautifully done, with details of bark and leaves that almost looked real. The air was barely stale, more like a closed room than actual stagnation. The few people she saw were smiling, laughing, and chatting as they swept porches, polished rock, or in one case, as a man chiseled into a mountain-sized stone. “This is Elysium?”

      Thanatos rested his hand on her arm. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful.” It was like a harmonious community from a dream. She watched as a woman in a checkered apron carried a pie across the street and knocked on her neighbor’s door. When the door opened two women embraced, and the one invited the other in. “Is it real? Do they really all get along?”

      Thanatos smiled. “This is where the best of humanity end up.”

      Another lurch and the visual changes assaulted her. They were outside a stone wall, knee-high, where actual grass grew. On the other side of the lawn were orchards, tree boughs hanging low, heavy with fruit. The air smelled crisp with a faint scent of peach blossoms.

      “Persephone’s garden?” Hope asked. As if it could be anything else.

      “And just beyond, Hades’s castle.” Thanatos pointed at the towering spires.

      It was breathtaking. The dark surface of the castle had been buffed to a glossy shine. The light from above was almost at full noon, although there wasn’t actually a sun in the sky. Hope closed her eyes, and the chirp of insects sang, confirming life existed in the Underworld.

      The sound of a river running, splashing over stones, tickled her senses. She opened her eyes and turned to Thanatos. “Which river is that?”

      He raised his brows. “It’s the Lethe.” Extending his hand to her, he asked, “Would you like to see it?”
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      Athan

      Athan felt the hair on the back of his neck rise, and he looked up from the faux wood grain to see Xan staring at him. The demigod raised his eyebrows, and Athan shrugged off the questions in Xan’s weighted gaze. They were questions Athan had no answers for.

      The three demigods were spread out in the wide room clearly meant for two patients. Dahlia lay across the empty bed, as if she were the patient meant to occupy it. Athan sat at the small table situated in the corner of the room. Xan had pulled the other plastic chair over by the bed next to his cousin, but his attention shifted from Athan to the patient in the bed next to them.

      Their patient was tall, and if his emaciated frame had been filled out, he would’ve been a massive man. He was probably several inches over six feet, and a thatch of black hair stuck out from the white gauze on the top of his head. His entire face was wrapped in gauze, as was his left arm, but his right arm was covered in tattoos of snakes, and a jaw of teeth peeked out from the sleeve of the hospital gown.

      According to the whiteboard on the wall, the patient’s name was Kal Mustonen.

      Athan stared at the patient and wondered how he’d gotten burned.

      “I’m going to go keep watch,” Dahlia said and then pointed to Athan. “You’re next, pretty boy, so maybe rest up.” She pushed Xan out of the chair and then dragged it outside the door and sat. “Let me know when it’s time to go.”

      Xan closed the door and started pacing the room.

      “Does it worry you?”  Xan asked, stopping almost mid-stride to stare Athan down.

      Athan refused to be intimidated. He leaned back in the chair, putting his hands behind his head. “Does what worry me?”

      “What we’re going to lose?” Xan whispered.

      Athan glanced away. The thought had been nagging in the back of his mind ever since they’d left Myrine’s. But it didn’t matter. He steeled his heart. “Why don’t you tell me what’s worrying you? What is it that you fear losing?”

      “Lots of things. My cousin.” Xan nodded at the door. “I worry she won’t come back or that she won’t want to come back.” He cleared his throat. “And I don’t want to die.”

      “Then don’t come. Both of you can stay here.”

      Xan’s face hardened. “Do you hear yourself? Don’t come?” He crossed the small hospital room in two strides and poked Athan in the chest. “You need me. That’s what the oracle said.” Xan shook his head. “Don’t get fear confused with cowardice, Athan. I’m coming. I will do whatever is necessary to get her—”

      “Are you saying I won’t? You think I don’t care just as much as you do?” Athan’s anger simmered then boiled, and he clenched his hands, wanting so much to strike out. “Zeus and Hera! You should know—”

      “Stop it!” Dahlia poked her head in through the doorway, cutting off their argument.

      Silence fell except for the beeping heartbeat of the patient and the rattling of the respirator blowing air into the patient’s lungs to keep him alive.

      “You two have got to stop,” she snapped. “Put whatever it is behind you and focus. This isn’t the time for a bloody testosterone battle. Pull your heads out of your arses, both of you!”

      Dahlia’s gaze flitted back and forth between the two of them, her dark eyes swollen and red. “You need to work as a team, or there’s no way we’ll get her back.” She shook her head. “I am not going to lose anyone else. So stop being ridiculous.”

      Xan snorted.

      “Both of you,” Dahlia added.

      There was no way Athan was going to admit she was right. Every word she said was like a punch to the gut. Xan was strong and much better than Athan in a fight. And Xan’s ability to outthink an enemy was better than any other demigod. Enemies and fighting were both certainties where they were going.

      Xan had the decency to look abashed. His lips pulled up into a wry smile. “Sorry. You’re right.”

      Athan felt his entire world shift in that small, sterile room. There was no way he’d heard that right. He looked to Dahlia, who confirmed the impossible.

      “Of course I am, but that’s not the point.” She tugged on the loose curls around her shoulders. “You two need to get your stuff together. Neither one of you is everything we need.” She looked at Athan. “Are you even sure you’re up to going?”

      No. Way. “You’d never be able to get there without me.”

      She acknowledged the truth of his statement with a frown. “And it has to be now?”

      “It isn’t going to get easier, Dahl.” Xan sighed. “The longer we wait, the colder the trail will be.”

      Athan chuckled mirthlessly, and both of the other demigods stared at him.

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

      “There is no trail.”

      The beeping seemed to slow, and the wheezing took a laborious turn.

      Athan didn’t like to acknowledge this part, even to himself. But it was only fair for both of them to fully understand all the risks. “Once we get there. . .” He thought about Charon, the river Acheron, the Fields of Asphodel, and the likelihood of having to deal with Hades. “I don’t know where she’ll be, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to track her there. I . . . I’ve never tracked anyone in the Underworld before.”

      “And you just now thought of telling us this?” Xan glared at Athan. “Now—?”

      “Stop!” Dahlia’s voice cut through the bickering. “Don’t you know what happens?”

      Xan stopped his death glare and looked at his cousin. “What happens when?”

      Dahlia’s shoulders sagged as if carrying an inexplicable weight. “Don’t you know what happens when two kids fight over something?”

      Xan bowed his head.

      Dahlia looked from Xan to Athan, scowling at them both as if they’d committed a heinous offence.

      Athan had never had a sibling or even a sibling-like relationship. Except briefly with Xan. But that hardly counted. She was making a big deal out of this.

      Xan lifted his head, his eyes full of pain. “No one gets it.”

      “What?” It was an arrow to Athan’s chest, and pain pulsed through him. He couldn’t mean . . .

      “When mortals fight over something amazing and there is a lot of ruckus”—Xan paused, looking at Athan as if to be sure he was following—“no one gets it. A god always takes it away; they swoop in and steal it. Like what happened with Helen of Troy.”

      Helen, daughter of Zeus, had been the most beautiful woman on Earth. Several men courted her, fought over her, and then an agreement was made. Of course, they hadn’t consulted Helen, and she ran off with Paris. Battle ensued to get her back for her husband, Menelaus, the king of Laconia. Paris was killed in battle, allegedly, but when all the dust settled, Helen was taken to Olympus. The gods claimed it was to prevent further war.

      Athan and Xan had talked about it years before, debating which god took her as consort. The gods were selfish like that.

      Athan’s stomach sank. They’d been there before. Years ago. With Isabel. No one got her. No, he corrected himself. Skia came, and she was now dead in the Underworld.

      Athan nodded. “I get it.” All the fight spilled away with the words. He wouldn’t fight with Xan. Not over Hope. All that mattered was getting her back. One glance at Xan and Athan knew he felt the same.

      “Good,” Dahlia whispered. “Whatever’s between you two stops now. You’re going to have to have each other’s backs. Once everyone is home safe, then you can unleash your testosterone and strut around like peacocks, okay?” Her anger had disappeared, and her voice was filled with something akin to resignation.

      It was so odd that Dahlia, daughter of the goddess of strife, had put an end to their dispute. Odder still was the shifting of her carriage. Dahlia always looked like vengeance was about to be unleashed. Pride usually exuded from her very being. But minute by minute, the warrior girl looked like a flower wilting.

      “Okay, Dahl, deal.” Xan held out his hand. “Truce?”

      Athan took a deep breath. The smell of decay filled his nostrils. Death was close. With no enthusiasm, but knowing the wisdom of Dahlia’s words, he put his hand in Xan’s and shook.   “Truce.”

      Dahlia snorted, and a spark of her old fire flared. “Are we ready to go?”

      The beeping of the machine grew slower and slower. The wheezing breaths rattled with the impending inevitability.

      “Are you sure no one is going to pop in afore he crosses over?”

      Athan shook his head. He wasn’t sure. But it was extremely unlikely. And this was their best shot. “There was no next of kin listed.”

      The shadows in the corner shifted, the grays deepening into the inky murkiness of the Underworld.

      Silence. Then the startling ringing of an alarm. A small, white light on the wall flashed, and then over the speaker in the hall came a panicked voice announcing a code green.

      The darkness pulsed, and the rancid smell of the Underworld oozed from the shadows.

      Rushed footsteps outside passed by the door, but no one entered. There must be a more pressing emergency than this expected death.

      The smell intensified, even as the center of the shadow blackened. A tarry pitch spread, dripping its darkness into the void of a portal.

      “Oh, gods, that smell,” Dahlia muttered.

      Figures emerged from the shadows. Two and then three and then three more. But still more came. The unnatural sallowness of their skin announced the harbingers of death. The creatures were all sizes, wearing the telltale leer, and each one of them holding black blades of death.

      Athan froze. His heart, his thoughts, his hands all motionless as death moved toward him.

      They were outnumbered. It would be a massacre. Flashes of the pain he’d endured quickened his pulse. His hands, slick with sweat, fumbled to grip his own immortal blades. And even though his mind screamed at him to move, his body was frozen, his fight-or-flight overridden by sheer terror.

      Xan swore, and then suddenly he and Dahlia were in front, blocking the path of the Skia.

      Xan dodged and countered with the same practiced movements Athan had seen a hundred times. Only so much faster. Xan was a blur of fury, and he stabbed and punched and kicked without pause.

      Bursts of bright light indicated the death of a Skia, and Xan seemed to wield a sparkler. Dahlia moved beside him. She grunted and swore at the creatures as she struck with her blades.

      It was only seconds later that he heard the demigod son of Ares yell, and the silver blade with the ruby hilt was pulled from a shadow-demon’s chest. Light erupted from the gaping wound. Athan turned away.

      And faced a demon of his own. Athan stepped back, and the Skia opened his mouth in a rasping chuckle.

      With a deep breath, Athan brought his blades up and faced his attacker. He couldn’t fail, or Hope would die.

      The demon swung wildly as he advanced. Athan stepped back in an arc that brought him behind the Skia. Athan stabbed the creature in through the ribs and spun to meet the next one.

      This one, too, drove forward, his movements jerky and uncertain. Athan leaned back, dodging a swipe at his face, and then stepped in close to stab the demon in the stomach. He pulled the weapon out, and it released with a wet sucking sound, making Athan cringe.

      He turned to see Xan wiping his blades and Dahlia engaged with the last spawn of Hades. She blocked a jab with her forearm then shifted in toward the Skia. Her arm came back, and she pushed her dagger into the demon’s chest.

      She spun back and hissed with a shake of her arm.

      The golden hilt inscribed with Eris’s apple of discord stuck out from the monster’s chest. Light seeped around the sides of the blade.

      Metal clanged to the floor, followed seconds later by another.

      Hades’s minion opened his mouth in a silent scream as the light devoured him.

      “Bloody Hades,” Xan swore and pushed Dahlia over to Athan.

      Dahlia stooped down and grabbed her immortal weapon from the floor.

      The dark blades of the Skia faded until they, too, were no longer in the mortal realm.

      “A little heads-up would’ve been nice, Athan. Are there always so many?” Xan asked as he sheathed his knives.

      “I’ve never seen Skia when we escort the dead,” Athan responded. Was it because his father was with him, or was there something more?

      Xan shrugged, dismissing the matter as he stepped over to his cousin. “Are you all right?”

      Athan ignored them and turned to assess the rest of the room.

      There by the bed stood an apparition of a man. He was tall and solidly built. He wore slacks and a short-sleeve, button-down shirt. His left arm was badly scarred, as was his neck and the left side of his face. His left eye was cloudy, as if injured, but his right eye was so dark it was almost as black as his thick hair. He would’ve once been considered handsome, but the scarring had affected his angular features, making him pitiable. The front of his yellow shirt had three holes and was scorched on the ends. Shot and burned.

      The man blinked as if in disbelief as he stared at the three demigods, and his gaze shifted to the floor and back. Behind him lay the inert figure of his mortal body, now still in death.

      “He’s dead.”

      “Of course they’re dead,” Dahlia shot back. She examined her sleeve, pulling back the black stretchy fabric to expose her arm. With a frown, she yanked the sleeve down and turned to Athan. “You’ve really got to get yourself together. We can’t afford—”

      “No, the man . . .” Athan looked to the portal. The gaping blackness leading to the Underworld was slowly sinking in on itself. “Skata!”

      Grabbing Xan and Dahlia, he moved to the darkness.

      “What the Hades, Athan? Don’t run me into the wall!” Dahlia bounced off the portal. She put her hand out to steady herself, and it rested through the darkness on to the wall of the hospital room. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He had only seconds to figure it out, and his mind ran with the implications.

      “Come here.” He waved at the dead man’s soul.

      “Who are you talking to? Oh, oh! You can see him?” Dahlia pointed at the still body on the bed.

      The spirit hesitated, his glance darting from one demigod to the next.

      Athan reached out and grabbed the man’s arm, but he flinched and pulled away. Athan had grabbed the burned one. “Sorry,” he said to the man and pointed at his tattooed wrist. The man extended it, letting Athan grab hold. “Xan, Dahlia, come here.”

      Xan frowned. “I can’t even see what you’re holding. Am I supposed to touch him, too?”

      Athan had no idea. He’d always been with his father when he escorted the dead to the Underworld.

      “Just hold on to me.” He pulled the dead man and pushed him toward the portal. The man stumbled, clumsy in his movements. Perhaps there were more injuries his clothes were hiding.

      The man glanced back at his body, his mouth working in silent protest.

      Why would he want to go back? No one had been to see him in the week since he’d been admitted, according to the volunteers.

      Athan pulled and pushed, until the man’s leg was swallowed up in the blackness, followed by his torso.

      Dahlia slid her grip down Athan’s arm until she was holding his wrist, just above where he was grasping the dead’s arm.

      She inched forward with her foot, and her leg disappeared into the inky darkness.

      “Shite.” Xan let go of Athan’s sleeve and stepped back. Emotions warred across his face, and then he moved forward, extending his hand to where his cousin was being sucked into the void.

      But his hand didn’t disappear; instead, there was a thunk as it rapped against the thin hospital wall.

      “I told you to hold on,” Athan said as he stepped toward the portal.

      Dahila passed through the veil, standing in the barren waste of the in-between.

      The man pulled against Athan’s grip.

      “Are you coming?” Athan wished Xan would accept defeat and stay behind. Dahlia was just about as tough as her cousin. Surely they weren’t both necessary.

      Xan gritted his teeth.

      “If you’re scared, you can stay behind. I’m sure we’ll be fine.” And Athan meant it. If Xan wasn’t fully engaged, it would be more dangerous for all of them.

      “You’d be daft not to have fear.” Xan grabbed Athan’s shoulder and shoved him forward. The two men stumbled through the portal and into the Underworld.

      The cool air hung heavy with the stench of rot. Dark mists shifted and scuttled over the firm, barren ground. Pale phosphorous light danced across the rocks. Desperate moaning carried on a slight breeze. The barren waste was washed in gray.

      “Bloody Hades.” Dahlia covered her nose. “Is it all like this?”

      “Where next?” Xan asked as he dropped Athan’s arm.

      Athan took a deep breath, letting the ache of the Underworld fill him. He pushed his mind past the crumbling decay surrounding them and searched for the lapping water from the river Acheron. A shriek from Tartarus splintered his concentration, but he’d felt the pull.

      “It’s this way.” He hesitated, fighting the despair in the mists, before blinking his eyes open.

      Dahlia stood next to Xan, rubbing her forearm through a split in the black fabric. Her wide eyes scuttled over their bleak surroundings.

      “Did you get cut?” Athan asked.

      Xan froze.

      “No. No. It didn’t break the skin. It’s fine.” The words spilled out, and her gaze darted between the two demigods. “I’m fine.”

      Athan acknowledged her with a nod. “Okay then, let’s roll.”

      The dead man pulled from his grasp and, without any direction, shuffled into the mists.
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      Hope

      She put her hand in his cool one, and he tucked it back into the crook of his arm. They strolled through the garden and down a stone path.

      Another wall greeted them, this one chest-high with shards of broken crystals lining the top. “Why is it blocked off?”

      Thanatos pointed to a wrought-iron gate. He pulled a ring from his pocket and selected an old key from the countless ones there. Inserting it into the lock, he twisted, and the clang of the metal lock withdrawing screeched in her ears.

      “It is the Lethe.”

      The river of lost memories. Those that drank of its waters would allegedly forget.

      She walked through the gate and looked down the steep hill to the river below. Liquid diamonds splashed over the dark rocks, prisms of light dancing within the water. The air was cooler, crisp and clean, and it pulsed with promise of new possibilities.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. She stepped toward the river, and Thanatos grabbed her arm.

      “Let’s use the steps, shall we? The hill is quite steep, and you definitely don’t want to fall in.”

      She followed him down the stone stairs, her gaze wholly absorbed on the dancing rainbows, and bumped into him when he stopped at the bottom. “Sorry.”

      He turned and faced her, his proximity making her breath catch.

      “No need to apologize, Hope.” His smile softened the sharp angles of his face, making him look human. Almost.

      She stepped back.

      “Do people really drink from there?” She pointed to the water, hoping to direct his penetrating gaze elsewhere.

      He obliged. “Yes.” His gaze went up the river toward a large mountain. The river seemed to come out from underneath the towering rock. “My brother lives there in that cave. Do you see?”

      “Hypnos.”

      He chuckled. “Yes. It’s fitting, really. He is the god of sleep, but dreams have the potential to dredge up unconscious memories. He will drip some of the river into an individual’s mouth if the memory is too painful.”

      “He can do that?”

      “You don’t think it’s right? He helps them let go of their pain. It is a mercy.”

      She shook her head. It was like stealing a part of a person’s mind. “I get that some people have bad memories and things”—she thought of her mom, Apollo killing his sons, Skia attacking Athan—“but that’s wrong. And the dead can come here and drink from the Lethe? Isn’t that like giving up a part of who you are?”

      He took a deep breath. “You are still young and perhaps a bit . . . idealistic. For some, the burdens are so many they actually consume them. This allows souls eternity without having to carry those burdens anymore.”

      He squatted at the river’s edge and dipped his hand in the water, cupping the liquid in his palm. “One drop can erase a recent memory, if someone had been murdered or worse. A cupful would eliminate several days, possibly weeks depending on the mind. The more a person drinks, the more they would forget. Some choose to drink away the pain of hurt, betrayal, or loss with the water of the Lethe. But it is only an option to those who can make it to the banks of the river.”

      The river flowed only in certain parts of the Underworld. “So only those who live a life worthy of Elysium or the Isles can drink of it?”

      “It is a privilege.” The water trickled from his hand. “Don’t judge others whose shoes you have not walked in. You know not what pains them.”

      Guilt stabbed her. She was being a hypocrite. “Of course.”

      She reached out and let a drop from Thanantos’s palm fall into her hand. The water was delightfully cool, and desire to lick it pulsed through her. It wasn’t just desire. No, the longing became a craving and then morphed into a need. She needed to drink it, to wash away the horror of Priska’s death. She raised her hand . . .

      Thanatos emptied his palm and then grabbed her wrist, twisting it to release the single drop back into the water.

      “I guess you have some pain you’d like to be rid of after all?”

      Hope shook her head, not in denial, but in an attempt to clear it. “Why did it do that? Why did I suddenly want to drink it so bad?”

      Thanatos gazed out over the wide river. “It measures your pain and makes you want to consume an amount equal to your anguish. Don’t touch it unless you plan to drink.”

      Hope stepped away from the bank of the river. “I’ll remember that.”

      Thanatos extended his elbow, but Hope suddenly wanted to distance herself from the god, and she swept past him to the stairs.

      They rode at a more leisurely pace back through Elysium. Hope asked if her mother was there, but the god of death only shook his head.

      They crossed into the Fields of Asphodel, and at the slower pace, the area reminded Hope of downtown Seattle. It was crowded, busy, and loud. She again asked about her mother, and again Thanatos shook his head.

      Which left only the Isles of the Blessed or Tartarus. But when she asked Thanatos, he yet again shook his head.

      By the time they arrived back at his home, darkness had descended and frustration drove her from the open carriage and to her room.

      When Hope got out of bed the next morning, her head spun. Her dry tongue felt like sandpaper to her parched lips. Two bottles of water sat on her bedside table, taunting her, and in addition to the package of beef jerky, there were now two chocolate bars. She didn’t even like chocolate, but she picked up the bars and smelled them.

      “Hope?” Thanatos’s muffled voice came through the door. He tapped at the wood.

      She shuffled to the door, holding the wall, just in case.

      “Coming,” she choked out, horse and indecipherable. She tried to clear her throat, but there was nothing to clear. Her stomach churned, and the floor started to rock. She was going to pass out, and she mentally braced for the impact.

      “Foolish girl,” Thanatos whispered as he caught her. He carried her to her bed and then sat beside her. “You are still living.” He grabbed a water bottle, uncapped it, and extended it toward Hope.

      She tried to shake her head, but it lolled to the side.

      “Find something else to be obstinate about,” he said, as he dribbled water over her lips.

      She closed her mouth before the liquid could pass. She would not be damned.

      Thanatos growled, and the sound rumbled in her ear.

      “I swear on the River Styx that this is from the mortal realm. It will not bind you here.” Thanatos lifted her head and held the plastic bottle to her lips.

      He could be lying, but even if he were, she needed the water. Greedily, she gulped the first bottle down. Her stomach flipped, but the water stayed down. “Gods, I’m so stupid.”

      Thanatos didn’t argue with her. He held out the second bottle. “Drink it all. I’ll go get you more. And eat that dried meat, or at least suck on it. You need the salt.”

      Just before he closed the door, he glanced over his shoulder at her. An entire storm brewed in his eyes.

      The door clicked shut, and Hope closed her eyes. Her mind was just alert enough to scream in protest. The gods didn’t do favors. What did Thanatos want with her?

      “Feeling better?” Thanatos held out another bottle of water.

      Hope pushed him away and scooted to the edge of the bed. She needed to use the restroom . . . right now. “I’ll be right back.”

      The bathroom was all black and crystal. On the polished counters was another clean set of clothes, a faded vintage T-shirt and jeans. As she washed her hands, she wondered how the god of death knew what size she was. Or even what styles to get. She poked her head out of the door. “Do you mind if I shower?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Be my guest. I’ll be downstairs in the study.” He set the bottle of water down next to two additional sealed ones and a basket of packaged snacks. “Be sure you eat something, too, please.”

      It was the please that touched her heart. Because even if he was trying to use her, he was being so kind about it.

      “I’ll be down shortly.” She closed the door and continued to let her questions flow through her mind. She did feel better, only weak, and food would take care of that. Could she starve to death in the Underworld; was that possible? How long had she been here? What could the god of death want with her, a cursed monster?

      When she was clean, dried, and fed, Hope made her way to the study, only flinching when she passed several Skia, but they completely ignored her. She wanted to trust Thanatos, but could she?

      He stood as soon as she entered. Crossing the polished floors, he stopped in front of her and clasped her hands. “You gave me quite a scare. Even cursed, you have physical needs, something we will need to bear in mind.”

      “How do you get the food and water?”

      A slow smile spread across his face, and his dark eyes twinkled. “Hermes is not the only psychopomp. I’m quite pleased that hoarding a few mortal items has paid off, and my Skia help when I need them to.”

      She pulled at the T-shirt. “And the clothes?”

      He shook his head. “They are clean. I promise.”

      Something told her she didn’t really want to know.

      “Come sit down,” he said, pulling her toward the plush chairs. “You will take a day or two to recover from your self-imposed fast, I reckon.”

      Self-imposed fast. Right. “Can I die here?”

      Thanatos tilted his head as if considering her question. “I honestly don’t know. I looked for your Book of the Fates, hoping there was a copy here, but I can’t find it. I’ve asked the Moirai to grant me an audience, but they haven’t responded yet.” Irritation flashed across his face. “I need to know the terms of your curse to be able to answer that.”

      He’d asked the Fates for an audience, but they hadn’t attended him? Did he know about her mother? What about her grandmother? The biggest question, and the one most pressing, was whether or not she could trust him. And she had no idea. But did she even have a choice? She had no other options. None.

      “My great-grandmother was the daughter of a shepherd and the goddess, Hera.”

      Thanatos sucked in a breath, and his eyes darkened. “Hera is the goddess of marriage and fidelity. If you don’t want to tell me, fine. But, don’t lie to me.”
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      The mists skittered and rolled over the dark rock at their feet. Misery mixed in the dark vapor, scuttling over their shoes and legs, a tangible emotion with spindly limbs. Unease crawled over Athan, an itch just under the skin that refused to relent. The sulfuric stench of rotten eggs clung to them, and the sound of lapping waves was louder, yet they still hadn’t reached the Acheron.

      Several hours later, Athan called for a rest.

      “Please tell me we’re almost there.” Dahlia’s eyes were wide, her face glistening with moisture.

      Odd, it wasn’t hot in the Underworld as many humans thought hell would be. Not that it was cold either. The dank, musty air was warm but barely uncomfortable.

      “We should rest,” he said. Athan thought back to the other times he’d been in the Underworld with his father. Had it ever taken this long to get from a portal to the River? He pulled the dead man’s sleeve. “Stay here with us.”

      The apparition narrowed his eyes. Amongst the mottled scar tissue from his burns, an angry scar ran from his temple to his jaw. His mouth opened, but whatever argument he had was lost to them in silent movement.

      “Your voice is lost until judgment,” Athan told him.

      The man flipped him off and then sat, the lower half of his body disappearing into the thick vapor.

      “It looks like your charisma doesn’t carry to the dead.” Xan chuckled to himself, as he swung his pack to the side and pulled out a pouch of water. With his teeth, he tore the corner and began to drink.

      Athan wanted to flip him off. “I guess not.”

      But it was more than that. There was something dark about this man’s life force. Something that made Athan uneasy.

      Dahlia wiped her sleeve across her face. “Do you guys feel that?”

      She pointed at the haze moving across the barren landscape.

      Xan paused, holding the pouch of water inches from his mouth. “Feel what?” He kicked at the mist, and his pack swung forward. The vapor swirled away from his boots, exposing the packed gray earth. “What do you feel?”

      Dahlia shrugged her pack off her back and set the canvas bag on the ground. She fumbled to open the side pocket, the zipper snagging on the fabric.

      “Bloody Hades,” she swore, her voice cracking with emotion. She tugged at the corner of a water packet. As the pouch broke free of the pack, she stumbled back and landed on her butt.

      “Shite!”

      “I’m fine.” But the warble in her voice betrayed her lie.

      Athan extended his hand. He’d let her keep her pride. “Of course.”

      Her skin was cold and clammy, and he could feel her desperation and fear.

      She snatched her hand back. With a swallow, she rubbed at the skin through the broken fabric. Her normally warm, russet skin was a blotchy gray around the tear. “I said I’m fine.”

      Athan’s protest died on his lips as Xan stepped up next to them and whispered, “I’m not worried that Dahlia fell. She could kick your arse any day, pretty boy.” He pointed to where Dahlia’s pack had dropped into the mist. “Something’s not right.”

      The dark eddies covered any trace of the bright orange fabric of her pack. Dahlia leaned over to grab her bag, but her hand swung through the haze and came up empty. “What the—?”

      “It’s gone.”

      Dahlia’s hand sunk into the darkness, and she shuffled around in circles until she was far away from where she’d dropped the pack. Athan stooped low and joined her, his own pack making his movements awkward and unsteady.

      “I said it’s gone.” Xan pointed at the center of their search area. “As soon as you let go, it disappeared.”

      Athan stood and pushed back the panic crawling in his chest. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” They’d just need to ration more strictly.

      Dahlia stood, her shoulders slumped in defeat. She wiped at her face again. “Bloody Hades.”

      Xan wrapped her in a hug. “It’s fine, Dahl. We can get by on a little less.”

      Exactly what Athan was thinking. Not that big of a deal.

      Her dark curls covered her face as she buried her head in Xan’s chest. “I’m sorry.”

      There was something so wrong about watching Dahlia cower. Worry gnawed at his heart. “Do you want me to take you back?”

      He wasn’t even sure how to get back at this point, but there was no doubt Dahlia had been injured by the Skia blade. He had no idea how the wound would fester here in Hades’s domain, but Athan wasn’t going to take chances. He couldn’t live with anyone else dying.

      Dahlia seemed to move in a blur. She was away from Xan and holding Athan by the front of his shirt in the blink of an eye. “Are you saying I’m not good enough to be here? Do you think I’ll slow you down?”

      Athan drew back from her vehemence. “I . . .”

      He looked at Xan, but the son of Ares just shrugged. Great. Of course the war god’s son wouldn’t help.

      Athan took a deep breath. “I know that blade touched your skin.”

      “Bloody hell!” Xan surged forward and grabbed Dahlia’s sleeve. Before either of them could protest, he poked his fingers through the tear in the fabric and ripped it through to the hem. His thumb ran over her skin, and then he glared at Athan. “It’s fine. What are you talking about?”

      Athan looked at his companions, and pointing at the ashen skin of Dahlia’s forearm he asked, “You can’t see it?”

      Xan shook his head even as worry crept over his features. His gaze went to his cousin, and he tugged on her arm.

      Dahlia said nothing, but grimaced when he brushed over the wound again.

      Athan pulled her arm away from Xan. Cradling it, Athan ran his fingers over the dusky patch of skin. The cold bit at him. Searing pain like a Skia blade stabbed at his fingertips, and he jerked away.

      Dahlia flinched and pulled the ends of the fabric together. “It’s not broken.”

      He pinched his lips together. Strange. “But you can feel it.”

      She nodded.

      He let out a slow breath. “I can feel it. Somehow it’s in your skin. Just as if he’d cut you.”

      She nodded again.

      “Shite!” Xan pushed Athan out of the way. “Seriously? Why didn’t you say something?”

      She gritted her teeth and set her shoulders. “Because I wasn’t going to skive out on you. We’re here for Hope. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” She looked around the darkness and pointed into the mist. “That gormless arse is wandering off, Athan. Go get him, and let’s go.”

      Athan jogged after the apparition, even while something about Dahlia’s words nagged at him. The dead man continued to pick up the pace, and Athan had to push himself to keep the man in sight. Thoughts turned to panic. If the man escaped, there was no way they’d get across on Charon’s ferry. He pushed himself harder, going from jog to run, to an all-out sprint when the man disappeared into the blackness.

      The sounds of waves lapping against a shoreline grew, and the ground seemed to crumble beneath Athan’s feet. He tripped forward and stumbled, barely catching himself before he fell into the water.

      They had arrived at the Acheron.

      Death smelled like overripe fruit and mold. A bitter tang wafted off the river, causing an ache of despair to swell in his chest. Athan stepped away and looked around.

      There, in the swirling mists, were dozens and dozens of dead milling around at the water’s edge. The color leached from their skin, their paleness much like a Skia’s, but their eyes lacked the total blackness of Hades’s minions. If that weren’t enough, the confusion, worry, and in some cases fear etched on their features eased any concern about them being Skia.

      Expressions were the only way to determine what they were trying to communicate. Some looked to be pleading; others emanated anger. Somehow the apparitions were corporeal to one another. Two men shoved a third toward the water’s edge.

      Athan watched as the man stumbled into the river, his face morphing from anger to horror. Hands, dozens of them, broke the surface. Bony fingers, meaty hands, scrawny arms . . . all the same pallid color, clamoring, reaching for the dead man’s soul. The water surged, and bodies crawled over top of one another. Gruesome creatures, once human, clawed at anything in their way as they tried to pull the man into the water.

      Athan’s stomach turned.

      The apparition’s mouth opened in a silent scream as he struggled to free himself.

      The water surged again. A bald head broke the surface. Loose skin flapped over his ear, the bone of his skull punctured through, with gray matter oozing from the wound. His emaciated frame pulsed with power in a stark contradiction to his physical appearance. The zombie-like monster opened his mouth, revealing rotten, broken teeth. The flesh from one hand was gone, only the bones remaining, and the other hand was nothing more than a stump of rotting meat. The creature leaped and wrapped around the man. The water-demon’s broken arm encircled the doomed man’s neck, and he brought his mouth down in a hard bite below the ear. Black blood spurted, and the frenzy of river creatures surged.

      Athan dropped to his knees as he retched. He closed his eyes, the splashing waves the only indication of the violence ensuing in the river. The bitter smell of ash singed his nostrils. He looked at the ground, only to see round river rock washed smooth over eternity. The rocks were darker underneath, darker with moisture from the river Acheron.

      He jerked up and saw Xan’s face washed with revulsion. He brought his hand to his mouth and turned away. If Xan couldn’t take it, Athan knew he couldn’t either. Keeping his eyes on Xan’s back, he moved toward the other demigods.

      Glancing at Dahlia, he cringed. Her head was tilted to the side, her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed.

      A heavy splash came from behind, and Athan scurried forward.

      “What the Kracken are those?” Xan faced Athan and glanced back at the river. “Are those zombies? Hera and Zeus. And what were they eating? Was it one of the dead?”

      Weird. “You could see those sea-zombies, but you couldn’t see what they were eating?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “That’s what I said.” He turned to Dahlia. “Could you see what they were eating?”

      She shrugged and pinned Athan with a glare. “You’ve never seen them before?”

      Athan opened his mouth to respond, but Xan beat him to it.

      “Don’t go swimming, Dahl.”

      Her glare shifted to her cousin. “At least I can swim.”

      No way. They were in the Underworld, at the banks of the river of death and . . . “You still can’t swim?”

      Xan rolled his shoulders, but the feathering tic in his neck gave him away. “I really never thought it would come to this.”

      Athan chuckled. “Don’t fall in.”

      Dahlia snorted. “For real.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Xan muttered. “Is our dead guy around here?” He waved his hands, and a few spirits flinched as he moved through them.

      Athan scanned the crowd now milling around with somber faces. The hostility had faded, but anxiety pulsed off them as their gazes darted to the river. He glanced through the pack of deceased trying to find their patient, but couldn’t . . . Ah, there he was. Holy. Hades. What was he doing?

      “Do you see him?”

      Athan closed his eyes and swallowed. He glanced back at the river and cringed. “Yes. I see him.”

      His palms tingled, and he met Xan’s gaze. With a wave Athan said, “He’s over there.”

      Athan watched Xan’s features morph into incredulity.

      “He’s at the bloody river?” His narrowed gaze went from Athan to the river and back again. “For real? Do the dead not see . . . that . . . those zombies?”

      Athan nodded. “Yes, they can see them.”

      Xan’s pale skin blanched further. “I’m so glad I can’t touch the dead.”

      Right. There must be something seriously wrong with this man’s soul for him to be drawn to the river.
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      Hope

      Hope held up a hand. “I still have my Book of the Fates. Remember how I recognized that handwriting? That’s why. And that’s why you can’t find it here. It’s in a hotel room in the mortal realm, where I left it.”

      She couldn’t believe she had left it, the statue of Hecate, and all of her possessions in the dingy hotel room. How long had Priska paid the bill for? Gods, what if it was stolen?

      “You have your Book of the Fates?” He nodded as if accepting what she’d told him. “And you are of the lineage of Hera?”

      Hope nodded in confirmation. “Phoibe refused Apollo’s advances, and on the night she gave birth, he showed up and cursed her offspring, then killed her and her husband. Phaidra was her daughter. She was the Sphinx in Egypt, Thebes, and everywhere else that had Sphinxes. She made a bargain with the Graeae, which is how we have our human form, except on the new moon, when Apollo placed the curse, or if we are on the land where he placed it. But I don’t know if that is all of Europe or just ancient Greece. I’ve only ever been in North America.”

      Thanatos leaned toward her. “And what fulfills the curse? Why does Apollo have the Sphinx killed?”

      “It has to do with what constitutes a family. Way back when Apollo killed Phoibe, a family was a husband, wife, and their children. If we refuse Apollo and marry someone else then have children, making a complete family, it fulfills the curse. I want to find a way to break it. I don’t want to have my choices limited just because some god got thwarted. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Yes. I could see why you would feel that way.”

      Disbelief made her frown. “You understand?”

      The god of death stood, towering over her. Anger flashed in his eyes. “Do you think you are the only one affected by curses? Even gods can be bound if enough power is exercised. Think of Cronus in Tartarus. Do you think he voluntarily went there? He would love to escape, but he is bound by the power of the gods. Do you think I enjoyed killing your mother? I. Had. No. Choice.”

      Her mind raced as she put it together. “You are bound?”

      “I serve Hades.” He sat back down, almost collapsing in on himself. “And yes, I am bound.”

      Sympathy pulsed through her chest. She’d never even considered that the gods could be bound. Or that they wouldn’t like it. Of course they wouldn’t like it. Who would? “Are you trying to break your curse?”

      He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “One day, my dear, I shall. And it will be glorious.”

      That was exactly how she felt.

      “So how are you to break your binding to Apollo?” Thanatos relaxed back into his seat. He rubbed his hands together as he studied her.

      “I don’t know.” Hope explained how she’d gone to the temple of Artemis, the conservatory, read a few Books of the Fates, and then had put together that she needed to come here. “None of my mother’s history is recorded, and you said yourself that the dead can’t lie. I need to know what I can do to break the curse, and everything has pointed to coming here.”

      A dark curl fell across the god’s forehead, and he brushed the ebony lock back from his face. “I will help you. Together, I’m confident, we can see an end to this.”

      She should have been ecstatic with his declaration, but a foreboding sense of unease unfurled in her belly. Hope pushed the worry away. It was only because of what he’d done to her mother. Of course distrust lingered.

      Over the next two days—that was how Hope preferred to think of the time she was awake, although she had no way to measure time—she and Thanatos discussed every detail of her understanding of the curse. Not being able to reference her Book of the Fates was incredibly frustrating, and there were a few times she had to admit a dead end. When she wasn’t with the god, she would sneak into the library and read the Books of the Fates from others who’d been cursed. But no matter how many she read, she still hadn’t found a way around a god’s binding.

      She ate prepackaged food until she couldn’t stand to look at a granola bar or fruit cup, and even beef jerky and canned chicken held no appeal. But the food and fluid had done their trick, and she felt strong and energized once again.

      Hope sat in bed, counting the days on her fingers again and again. Even if time moved slower in the Underworld, she should’ve changed by now.

      When she brought it up to Thanatos, he looked like he’d won the lottery. “I was wondering about that, too. I had my suspicions, but I didn’t want to give you false hope.”

      She tried to connect the dots, but then that meant . . . “It doesn’t work here?”

      “Curses from one realm don’t usually carry into the next, unless the god has powers in both realms. Apparently, Apollo’s power has no effect here.”

      “You mean I’m human?”

      Thanatos shrugged. “You are whatever you would be without the curse. You still have blood from Hera, so not quite human, I would say.”

      Which would explain why she’d been able to go as long as she had without water. Several days, according to Thanatos, who had informed her that time did not work the same in the Underworld.

      “Let’s go find your mother today, shall we?”

      She’d been about to ask, and something about the fact that he had extended the invitation made her happy. The longer she was with Thanatos, the better she thought of him. He wasn’t traditionally attractive like Athan or Xan; the god of death was too thin, too pale, and too angular to be considered handsome. He didn’t have the same terrifying beauty of Apollo, either. But Thanatos was kind, which softened his sharp features. He was a god and still had that striking quality, but over the course of the time Hope had been in the Underworld, she’d come to consider him a friend. A tentative friend.

      “Yes. That sounds fabulous.” She stood and accepted his arm as they made their way out to Asbolus.

      The centaur stood hitched to the carriage, a scowl on his face.

      “Hi, Asbolus.” Hope practically sang the greeting. “How are you today?”

      The creature turned and glared at Thanatos, making Hope falter in her steps. “This is wrong, Thanatos.”

      Thanatos held up his hand. “What you see is not set in stone, Asbolus, and we both know it. I will do this . . . for Hope.”

      Asbolus snorted then turned to her. “Be on your guard, little one. Truth can be a painful lesson.”

      “Enough,” Thanatos said. He helped Hope into the carriage and then stepped up to Asbolus. “You would do well to remember I choose where my kindness falls. I will not bow to Hades forever.”

      Asbolus inclined his head to the god but said nothing.

      They lurched through the first rings of the Underworld, the barren waste passing by in a blur of grays. Asbolus slowed to a trot as soon as they crossed into the Fields of Asphodel.

      Hope looked around as if her mother would appear, but when Leto didn’t appear, Hope turned to Thanatos while asking, “How do we find . . . ?”

      The words died on her lips.

      Thanatos grimaced as if in physical pain. The muscles of his neck bulged under whatever strain he was going through. His eyes were closed, his jaw rigid, and he shuddered and trembled from the invisible force.

      Hope reached out to the god but hesitated to touch him.

      Just before contact, he opened his eyes. With a hiss, he withdrew from her. “Don’t,” he said. His eyes bore into her, and his intense gaze held her captive. Through clench teeth he said, “I must go. I will return as soon as I can. Asbolus, take her home.”

      And he disappeared.

      Fear simmered and boiled, making her skin crawl. “What just happened?”

      Asbolus trotted around the fountain in the square. “He has been summoned, and he cannot refuse.”

      “Who would do that?” But there was only one lord of the Underworld, so only one logical choice. “Why?”

      Asbolus’s muscular shoulders rose and fell. “It is not Thanatos’s place to ask why.” The centaur glanced away. “I’ll take you back.”

      “No.” She wasn’t going back. Now that they were in the Fields of Asphodel and she could actually start looking, she was determined to make use of it. “We can still look, right?”

      But Asbolus continued to make his way through the crowds of people.

      All thoughts of Thanatos fled, and her goal of finding her mom suddenly seemed to be slipping through her fingers. “Stop!”

      But the centaur didn’t even glance back at her.

      She reminded herself that she was not going to be a victim. She stepped to the edge of the buggy, and with a deep breath, she jumped. As soon as she hit the dark rock, she rolled. Pain exploded on her left side, but she stood and ran back toward the square. There had to be someone who could help.

      “Hope!” Asbolus yelled after her, but with the cart hitched to his back, he would have to find a space to turn around.

      She knew searching for her mom would be like the needle in a haystack analogy, but at some point, she had to start looking.
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      Athan

      They followed the river. Athan figured there would be more souls closer to a dock, so they walked into the crowd and down the shoreline, hoping to run into a port for the ferryman, Charon. But the number of souls diminished and then disappeared until it was only the three demigods and the spirit of the patient.

      “Please tell me we aren’t walking in circles,” Xan said.

      Athan looked at his watch. They’d been in the Underworld for more than fifteen hours. Athan’s eyes ached with fatigue. He’d passed tired several hours ago, but he refused to give into exhaustion.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing, do you?” Xan stopped walking and crouched to the ground, his movements graceful like a panther. He pulled his pack off, and careful to keep contact with it at all times, he opened a pouch and pulled out a protein bar. He tore the wrapper off and dropped it on the ground, watching as it blinked out of existence. After taking a big bite, he looked up at Athan. “What? Don’t tell me you’re not famished.” Xan held out another bar to his cousin. “Dahlia, you want one?”

      Athan turned away from the snacking and stared out at the Acheron. He was doing something wrong, or rather, not doing something right. He could feel it.

      “It’s all right to admit you don’t know.” Dahlia held out her half-eaten bar.

      Athan waved it away.

      She spoke between bites. “Xan’s just pissy because he hates not being able to fix something. But I reckon you remember that about him.”

      No. In fact, he hadn’t remembered. Like so many memories he’d pushed to the recesses of his mind, he’d forgotten. Athan closed his eyes and listened to the water lap at the shore. He probably should eat something. He let his mind wander, ignoring the grumbling from his stomach.

      Hadn’t Charon been waiting when they’d come to the river?

      “Skata,” Athan muttered. His eyes blinked open, and he looked out at the endless gray river melting into the horizon. He dug into his pocket, grabbed several drachma, and strode to the water’s edge.

      “Charon,” he yelled. And then he threw the coins. The money broke the surface of the Acheron with several pilps and plops. Athan gritted his teeth and waited.

      “What. The. Kracken?” Dahlia breathed from behind him.

      A small skiff cut through the murky fog. The square bow appeared weathered by elements that didn’t exist in the Underworld, at least not that Athan had seen. The worn wood was pocked and splintered, and the imposing figure standing at the stern pushed the ferry through the water with a long, dark pole.

      Athan looked around for the dead man, but he was right there, his gaze riveted on the approaching vessel.

      “Holy Moirai,” Xan swore. He stepped next to Athan and then pulled away with a shudder. “The dead bloke is right there, isn’t he?” His hand went through the man’s shoulders before connecting with Athan.

      Athan’s jaw hung loose as he faced Xan. “You can feel him?”

      Xan frowned. “Aye.”

      The dead patient stepped away from the living, pulling back behind them. Athan turned and grabbed the man by the wrist. “Don’t think you’re going anywhere. We need you to cross.”

      The man leaned away and his mouth moved rapidly, but still there was no sound.

      “That’s creepy—”

      The boat scraped up onto the shore, and all four of them turned to the sound.

      Charon remained at the back of the skiff, his black robe almost completely covering him. His hood hung low over his face, and his chin and neck were hidden in shadows. The ends of the garment puddled on the bottom of the god’s ferry. The sleeves, however, gaped open over pale thin wrists, and clutched in his bony fingers was the dark wood pole he used to push through the river Acheron.

      Charon pulled the shaft from the water and knelt as he reverently set the rod in the skiff. With movements fluid and oily, he floated out of the boat and onto the rocky shore.

      “Why are you here?” His voice rasped from inside the hood.

      Athan pushed down his panic. “I’ve come to deliver this man’s soul.”

      Charon laughed, the ghostly chuckle an unnerving cacophony of sound that chilled Athan’s bones.

      The river seemed to swell, the mists surrounding the Acheron darkened, and the scent of carrion and rotten fruit ballooned around them.

      Dahlia swore, and either she or Xan retched. Athan’s stomach flipped and turned, and he was glad he hadn’t eaten the protein bar after all.

      “Liar,” Charon hissed. “Your father has not required this.”

      The trick to lying was telling as much of the truth as possible. “I never said he did.”

      The air pulsed with energy. A magnetic force pulled Athan’s gaze toward the god. He willed his features into neutrality, but Athan’s heart pounded in fear. “Do you require more than an obol per person for passage?”

      Faster than a pulse, Charon’s bony fingers clutched the collar of Athan’s shirt and pulled him close. The coppery smell of fresh blood wafted from under the god’s hood, and when he spoke the sharp tang became stronger. “Don’t toy with me, Son of Hermes. I owe you nothing.”

      Athan’s heart thrummed a racing tempo of fear. The ferryman of Death had unnaturally pale skin, similar to that of the Skia. His irises and pupils were as dark as pitch. His prominent cheekbones jutted out, making him appear malnourished and gaunt. But most disturbing were his lips. Stained the color of fresh blood. And then his tongue wiped—no, licked the blood off, as if his dessert had been interrupted and he’d taken a hurried last bite that had smeared across his lips.

      “You are in my domain right now. Don’t tempt—”

      “We’re here for Hope.”

      Charon sneered. “There is no hope in the Underworld.”

      “No,” Xan corrected, coming forward. He tapped Charon’s bony hand with the tip of his immortal dagger. “We’re here to get Hope, the Sphinx, out of the Underworld. She’s not dead, so she doesn’t belong here.”

      Charon’s sneer became a smirk. “Yes, she was here, this monster of whom you speak.” He pulled his hood off to reveal a pasty, bald head, eyes sunken deep in their sockets, and skin pulled tightly over his bony skull. “Is she why you’ve come?”

      Athan shot Xan a look, trying to tell him to shut up.

      Xan didn’t even look his way. “Yes, Lord. We would petition for your aide.”

      Athan wanted to hit him. You didn’t petition gods for aide. Gods were selfish. It was always a bargain when dealing with them.

      “I see.” Charon looked back and forth between the two demigods. And then his eyes lighted on something behind them.

      Athan turned to see Dahlia staring at the divine ferryman. Her eyes were dilated, and her lips parted as her breath came out in shallow gasps.

      “She has been marked by Thanatos’s guard. You will have a difficult time getting her out of the Underworld.”

      Xan sucked in a low breath. “Nothing that happened would require her death.” His voice was low, as if to spare his cousin the words.

      “True, but Death has called her for some time.”

      What was he saying? Dahlia?

      “What of the Sphinx?” That was why they were here. Everything, everyone else, would have to wait. Even the rest of Athan’s team.

      “Yes. Your riddle.” Charon licked his lips and turned his dead eyes back to Athan. “She crossed here. Thanatos was her guide. I do not think things will end well for her.”

      Thanatos, the god of death. Athan had seen him rip the soul from Hope’s mother. Why would Thanatos help Hope? And why would Hope allow Thanatos to help her after he killed her mother?

      “We would like to stop him.” Athan remembered the animosity between the two gods of the Underworld.

      “Aye,” Xan agreed. “Will you help us?”

      Charon frowned as if mulling over the proposition. “You have a soul?” He pointed to the dead man in the hospital gown. “Did you bring him through the portal?”

      Athan nodded. There was no need to tell him about the Skia they’d fought.

      “Then you may pay me for passage. I will take you across the river Acheron.” Charon turned and glided back to his ferry.

      Athan grabbed the dead man, and Xan went to get Dahlia.

      The boat rocked as they climbed aboard. What had appeared as a small skiff, large enough for one, elongated and easily accommodated the five of them.

      Xan sat on the only bench, just below Charon’s feet, jaw clenched. The dead soul stood at the bow, staring over the edge, his milky eye frozen on the deadly water. Dahlia stood behind him.

      Athan braced for the movement as Charon pushed back, the bottom of the boat scraping along the rocks until the river sucked it away. A painful moan bubbled through the water, and a claw-like appendage broke the surface and scrabbled at the edge of the boat.

      With a crack, Charon smacked the already mangled fingers, and they released their tenuous grip before sinking back into the darkness.

      “Don’t fall in,” Dahlia told the soul and pulled him back from the edge. She held his wrist loosely, as if abhorring the touch but knowing the necessity of it.

      Charon hissed something unintelligible from under his hood.

      Foreboding clawed its way up Athan’s chest into his throat, making it difficult to catch his breath. Something about Dahlia being cut by a Skia blade. And now she was able to see and touch the dead? That wasn’t right. Xan would never forgive Athan if something were to happen to Dahlia.

      The fog rose from the river and swirled around them in small eddies. Charon pushed his pole through the dark water of despair, and the scraping continued. A faint scratching that made Athan’s skin crawl. How had he not heard the scraping before?

      Charon delivered another thwack to an interloper, and bile burned the back of Athan’s throat as he watched a mangled head sink below the surface.

      “Someone say something. That grating is going to drive me insane,” Dahlia said.

      “Those monsters are the creepiest things I’ve ever seen.”

      Dahlia snorted. “That’s not really helpful.”

      Athan looked between the two of them. “I’ve never heard it before, not until this trip.” He glanced back to Charon. “Why is that? And what are those things?”

      “The dead,” Charon said.

      Athan gritted his teeth against the snappy reply. The god said nothing more, and Athan wanted to rip the hood from his head and yell at him. Why was he being so obtuse?

      “But why are they in the river?” Xan asked.

      The boat rocked. Athan shuffled to try to regain his footing. Dahlia screamed, but the sound was cut short by a large splash.

      “Shite!” Xan scrambled past Athan to the edge of the boat.

      Dahlia thrashed in the water as hands, arms, and bodies clamored over each other, clawing at her. She screamed, but the sound was cut short once again as the pale-fleshed monsters pulled her under.
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      Hope

      “Excuse me?” Hope asked one of the men behind a stall. She’d picked him because his tables were filled with bright toys. As she drew closer, what at first appeared to be dolls, seemed to morph as she studied the small figures. The heads were the same rock as the rest of the Underworld, but the faces painted on the black stone were grotesque caricatures of pain. The bodies were stuffed, and deep red stained the fabric in the spots of vital organs.

      “Yes, girlie? You want to buy a haunt for someone you left behind?” He continued to sell her. “These have been sanctified by the goddess Hecate. Sure to bring chaos to whomever betrayed you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m looking for someone. How do you find someone here?”

      The merchant narrowed his gaze. “Who you be looking for?”

      “It’s time to go, Hope.” Asbolus grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the stall.

      The merchant’s gaze went from curious to cunning. “A centaur is watching her. She is still aliv—”

      “Stop now, or I’ll have Thanatos put you in Tartarus.”

      The man chuckled. “I fear Hades more than the god of death. See here, is this the—?”

      “Halt!”

      Hope turned and her heart skipped a beat. Three men, pale skinned with eyes dark as the rock beneath them, advanced toward her. Skia. Perhaps Thanatos sent them for her.

      “Hades would have a word with you,” the one in front called.

      Oh gods. She reached for her blades, but of course she didn’t have them. Her heart pounded against her ribs, demanding that she run. Hope backed away, inching toward a side street leading out of the square.

      “We will not hurt you, monster.”

      Right. She didn’t believe them at all.

      “Stop right there, Marcus,” a familiar voice hissed.

      Hope glanced to her right, and she froze in panic.

      Darren.

      Darren was there. The Skia that had attacked her in Goldendale was flanked by a half dozen other men all with the same pasty skin and black eyes.

      Time slowed.

      “We found her first, Darren. You can go back and let Hades know. We’ll bring her in.”

      Darren laughed. “Who said anything about bringing her in?”

      The first one, Marcus, scrunched up his face just before a black blade buried itself between his eyes. The creature fell backward, sending the other two behind him scrambling for blades. But they were outnumbered and clearly caught by surprise. In seconds there were three bodies on the ground.

      By the time the third body fell, the merchant had disappeared. There was screaming in the background, peripheral noise, indicating Hope’s fear was well grounded.

      “Little monster, you’ve come to my world.” The telltale leer widened into a sickening, distorted grin.

      “What do you want?”

      Darren pulled a blade from the other Skia’s body and held his arms wide as black blood dripped to the dark ground. “Retribution.”

      He leapt forward, closing the distance between them. As he drew the blade back, Hope grabbed his wrist. Turning into his body, she kneed him in the groin.

      Darren laughed, a wheezing sound of death. He pulled her close until her body was flush with his cold one. “I’m dead. That doesn’t hurt anymore.”

      She still held his wrist and used her body weight to pull his arm down as she dropped to the ground. As he bent forward with her momentum, she jumped up, driving her elbow into his nose. She let go of his hand, and scooting away, she shifted into a defensive stance.

      “You’ve gotten better,” Darren hissed as he wiped black fluid from his face.

      She counted six Skia. Far too many for her to defeat on her own . . . unless she had blades.

      Hope ran to the fallen bodies. She pulled the blades from the dead Skia’s body, and a cold liquid black as pitch ran down the blades onto her hands. With the practiced aim Xan had taught her, she threw one blade and then the other. One Skia dropped, and then the second went down.

      But then Darren was in front of her again. “You’ve gotten much better.”

      He swung with his blade and followed with his fist. She ducked and blocked, countering with a fist of her own, before dancing back away.

      “Your style is different, too.”

      She couldn’t run until she’d killed them. Not unless she was much faster . . . “Asbolus!”

      There he was in the alley on the other side of the square. Despite being muscular and strong, the centaur was avoiding the fight. What was wrong with him?

      She didn’t have time to think about it. Two more Skia circled in. Hope paced back, shifting her position until both attackers were coming from the same direction. One threw a knife, a sad attempt really, and she ducked. Grabbing a handful of the gruesome dolls, she threw them at the Skia. It was only enough to make him flinch, and she grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm as she stepped behind him.

      She moved just in time. The second Skia drove his blade right where she’d been standing, into the other Skia’s chest. His grip on his blade loosened, and Hope wrenched it free and shoved it into the second Skia’s eye.

      Three left.

      Another Skia charged her. Hope had just enough space to arc step behind him, but as she pushed her acquired blade between his shoulders, she saw he’d been a decoy.

      “Drop it,” Darren hissed, his blade at her throat.

      She let go of the blade buried in the Skia’s back. “You cut me before, and it didn’t kill me,” she taunted with bravado she’d learned from Xan. “This is not the end for me.”

      “You’re in my world, Hope.” His arm came around her neck in a choke hold. “And you’ve lost all your power.”

      Hope tucked her chin, trying to prevent the pressure from cutting off her blood supply to the brain. She stomped on his foot and clawed at his arm, but his grip was too much.

      There was a crash, and Hope was thrown forward.

      Someone yelled, and Asbolus was up on his back legs kicking a Skia in the chest.

      Another voice, this one softer, and someone pulling her body. Her vision tunneled, the edges darkening with her mind, demanding escape. She was going to black out. As her vision swam, she saw Thanatos appear. He raised his arm and blasted—literally blasted—a Skia. It was like shards of darkness scattered as another Skia disappeared with the god’s force.

      And then darkness took her.
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      Athan

      As Athan searched the waters for Dahlia, all he could think was Xan didn’t know how to swim. How could he not know how to swim? Why hadn’t he learned?

      Athan kicked off his shoes and pulled out his daggers. With a silent plea to his father, he jumped over the edge of the boat.

      Icy fingers clawed at him, terrifyingly cold like that of a Skia blade, and Athan lashed out with his blades instinctively. He opened his eyes and saw human bodies in various stages of decay surrounding him, leering at him. One reached out again, but withdrew as soon as Athan pulled his blades in front of him.

      A frenzy of activity indicated Dahlia’s most likely position, and Athan kicked through the sludgy river. He slashed forward with his immortal blades and then back, the silver knives seeming to glow in the murky depths.

      Skeletal bodies emaciated with hunger opened their mouths in silent screams, exposing their rotten insides. Stringy hair floated around him, and he cut through the strands and continued to push forward to the thrashing movement ahead.

      Time seemed nonexistent. Seconds felt like hours. Hours of cutting through bodies. The mangled limbs floated by, only to be grabbed by one of the water demons, hunger flashing across its face. Athan kicked upward and gulped a mouthful of air, and an earful of Xan’s profanity, before something pulled him under. Again he lashed out with his knives.

      And then Dahlia was in front of him, eyes wide with terror, and her hair writhing in the darkness as if it were alive. Her clothes were torn, her skin scratched and scraped.

      The dead man was nowhere to be seen.

      Athan pointed her toward the surface, and she shook her head.

      What could that even mean? Keeping his blade locked under his thumb, he grabbed her arm and pulled. As soon as the immortal blade touched her skin, anger replaced the fear in her expression, and she reached to her waistband, withdrawing her own divine blades.

      As they rose through the Acheron, something hard smacked Athan on the head, making his eyes water. They broke the surface, and Xan was at the bow of the boat holding Charon’s pole.

      “Bloody Hell!”

      Both Athan and Dahlia reached for the pole, and Xan dragged them back to the boat. Xan reached over the side and pulled Dahlia up over the lip of the skiff.

      Athan kicked at the sludge, and then sharp pain stabbed him in the calf. Darkness exploded across his vision, and his mind emptied of everything except pain. Gods, the pain. He . . . couldn’t . . .

      He was sinking. And even though he knew that was bad, so bad, he couldn’t stop it from happening. Weightlessness cradled him for a moment, and then air whooshed by and he landed with a thud on his back.

      “If you die, I will be so pissed.” Xan’s voice scratched through the blackness.

      All the motion made Athan’s stomach churn, and he rolled onto his side and threw up. Sludge from the Acheron gushed from his mouth, tasting of blood and beef. He retched again, and when he saw a partially decomposed stump of a human digit, he vomited until his throat was raw and nothing more would come out.

      The words surrounding him made no sense, and Athan stared up at the blackness above. The faint phosphorus lights almost looked like stars, but the smudges of light refused to come into focus. A dull throbbing in his left leg reminded him of his near death.

      The noise snapped into clarity.

      “If you’d told me Skia had come for him, I would’ve warned you. He was to be damned, and nothing was going to stop it.” Charon’s pale features were contorted in rage. “Foolish demigods.”

      “How were we supposed to know—?”

      “There are no secrets in the Underworld. None. There is no need for lies or deception.” Charon’s bony finger prodded Xan in the chest. “Consider this your lesson. You are lucky they are both alive . . . still.”

      Athan wasn’t sure it was luck.

      The boat stopped, and Athan lifted his head. A familiar sensation tugged at his mind, and he recognized the dock he and his father had used when the Fates told him about the Sphinx.

      As they disembarked, Charon held Athan back.

      “Make sure you thwart Thanatos, Son of Hermes. That was our agreement.”

      Athan nodded. If Thanatos was trying to harm Hope in anyway, Athan would thwart all he could. He stepped off the boat and onto the solid dock, his clothes in tatters.

      “And do not confuse your despair with reality,” Charon called as he pushed the boat away from shore. Before Athan could form a reply, Charon and his ferry disappeared.

      Athan let out a breath, pushing away his worry and concern. They had crossed the river Acheron, and now they had to make it through the Underworld and get Hope.

      Failure was not an option.
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      Hope

      She was being carried. The movement was jarring as they shifted her in their arms. She wanted to protest but couldn’t find the strength to open her mouth.

      Voices whispered vehement words, and Hope caught bits and pieces of the conversation.

      “Not what we’d agreed . . . actually hurt her . . .” The voice was familiar and had the inflection of the divine. But he was angry.

      “. . . would’ve healed . . . or are you pretending?”

      The man carrying her sucked in a breath and swore.

      Hope wanted to tell the other person that the pain wasn’t pretend. There was no way to pretend this much. But she decided she didn’t care enough to expend the effort.

      When she opened her eyes, the first thing Hope saw was the god of death sitting at her bedside. His gray T-shirt was rumpled, and his angular features were distorted in a grimace. As soon as their eyes met, the frown disappeared.

      “Did you rescue me?” She cleared her throat and accepted the bottle of water.

      Thanatos waited until she’d finished all of it and then threw the empty bottle into a waste bin in the corner. He ran his hand through his hair in a very human gesture of frustration. “What were you thinking?”

      Hope pulled herself up, groaning as every muscle in her body protested the activity. As soon as she was upright, Hope leaned back against the upholstered headboard, exhausted by her puny effort.

      “This world . . . It doesn’t run the way the mortal realm does. You are not invincible here.” He dropped his head to the edge of the bed. He took a deep breath and then looked up and met her gaze. “I don’t know the limits of your curse.”

      “Could he kill me?”

      Thanatos shook his head. “I don’t know.” He clasped his hands together. “Please don’t wander around unprotected.”

      She nodded. “But I need to find my mother.”

      He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      She hated that it felt like she was trying his patience. He’d been so kind, and she hated that she was such an inconvenience. “Would you rather I just go?”

      He opened his eyes and frowned. “That’s not the problem, Hope.” He stood and crossed the room. “Try to get some sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      She turned over her relationship with Thanatos as she waited for sleep to claim her. His interest in her was obvious. He wasn’t as forward as Xan in his declaration, but it felt like he was trying to, what was the word her mother used . . . court her? As sleep crept over her, she wondered if the god’s interest was driven from loneliness. Was it her, or would anyone do? Could she be reading him wrong and all he wanted was friendship? Was he driving for something more?

      It didn’t matter. She could only offer him friendship.

      Thanatos hadn’t returned when Hope awoke the next day. She mulled over her options only for a moment before deciding. She wasn’t reliant on him, and as much as she appreciated his concern and all he’d done for her, she wanted to get out of the Underworld. Which meant she needed to get information about her curse.

      As she descended the stairs, Hope passed several more Skia and wondered at the vast number of them. There had to be several dozen here in Thanatos’s home. Like servants or bodyguards. Why would the god of death need so many bodyguards?

      Hope dismissed the thoughts as she raced outside to find Asbolus.

      The dark rock extended as far as she could see. Behind the mansion-like home of Thanatos stood an outbuilding of the same black stone. The structure had bright white Xs over the doors and in panels below the windows, a pattern very reminiscent of a barn.

      “I need you to take me to the Fields; that’s it.” Her last visit flashed through her mind. “And some immortal blades, just in case. Do you have access to blades?”

      Asbolus stood at the front door, his arms crossed over his bare chest, his hooves clicking on the stone as he shifted uneasily. “What you’re proposing is madness.”

      “Me being here is madness, but I’m here nonetheless.” She narrowed her gaze and offered a patronizing smile. “Didn’t Thanatos say you were an auger?”

      He stepped out of the door. “He did.”

      She threw her hands up. “Then you know if anything is going to go wrong.”

      Why couldn’t she catch a break? Why couldn’t one single thing go her way? Was it really too much to ask?

      “Fine.” Asbolus leaned over her. “But you won’t need blades.”

      She stared up past his chiseled torso to his clenched square jaw. She felt a little bad about how hard she was pushing. It was probably rude, but being nice sure wasn’t getting her anything. “Good. Let’s go.”

      As if reading her mind, he stepped back into his home. “I’ll be out shortly.”

      He closed the door in her face. A few minutes later, Asbolus came around from the back of the house carrying a saddle.

      “We’re not taking the cart?”

      He chuckled, a deep throaty sound that was more human than horse. “For just you? No.”

      Was it weird that she was having a bit of a panic attack? “I’ve never ridden a horse before.”

      Asbolus stopped walking toward her and raised his brows. “Then it’s a good thing I’m not a horse.” He told her how to fasten the saddle. “Then you just have to hold on.”

      Was he kidding?

      Again, as if he could read her thoughts, he responded, “It’s like embracing someone while riding a motorcycle.”

      “Yeah,” she muttered, “if the guy is naked.”

      His laughter was rich and deep, and his abdominal muscles tightened with the force of it. He finally reined in his mirth and, with a twinkle of mischief and a wink, said, “Go ahead and mount up.”

      Hope’s face flamed with embarrassment, but she said nothing as she pulled herself into the saddle.

      “You are going to have to hold on,” he chided. As if to demonstrate the necessity, Asbolus trotted a few steps and then cantered a few more.

      Hope hung on to the saddle and gritted her teeth. Then, with a lurch, she flung her arms around Asbolus’s waist as he broke into a run. It was almost as good as flying. The air tickled and teased at her hair, pulling the golden strands back away from her face.

      The second Hope and Asbolus were off Thanatos’s grounds, the air became dank and heavy with a biting chill. The wind buffeted them, screaming a song of pain and the anger of betrayal. Despair crept into her heart, and Hope wanted to weep with the futility of her purpose. There was no way she would succeed, and worse than that, she would be a disappointment to everyone who had ever known her. A wave of hot betrayal hit her, and she wanted to lash out. She should make Sarra, Krista, and Obelia pay. In fact, now that she was in the Underworld, she should track down Apollo’s sons and make sure they were receiving ample punishment. Perhaps there was a way for her to seek revenge, even here . . .

      Asbolus lurched, and the bitterness was gone. The dank air, while still heavy, was filled with a sense of acceptance. It was blessedly silent.

      “What was that?” she yelled to him. It couldn’t have been natural.

      “Tartarus,” he hollered back at her. “I’m sorry. I should’ve warned you.” He slowed to a brisk trot and looked over his shoulder, his gaze appraising her. Whatever he saw must’ve been reassuring, and with a nod he faced forward and resumed his gallop.

      With another lurch, they were inside the realm of the Fields of Asphodel. Hope recognized the smell before she even saw the buildings. But Asbolus didn’t stop. He continued his run through the vast fields, and they lurched into another in-between.

      “Why the space in-between? And why didn’t I see that before?” First the awfulness of Tartarus and now the in-betweens? “Why is it different?”

      “I’m no god. I can’t shelter you from the realities here.”

      “Thanatos changed what I saw?” The sense of betrayal spiked, and this time it was all her own. “How dare he!”

      They lurched again, and the air was sweeter. Asbolus slowed his pace as they came into the beauty of Elysium. The polished stone houses were spaced farther apart, and the yards had various adornments of colored crystal.

      He pointed to a large black tree, the green crystals cut as leaves. Red globes the size of cherries hung from the limbs, and the phosphorus light glinted and fractured off the faux fruit. “It’s very beautiful, is it not?”

      “Yes. Where do they get the crystals?”

      Asbolus chuckled. “Crystals? No. They are gems, mined from here in the Underworld. Or did you forget Hades is the god of the riches of the ground?”

      Hope turned to look back at the cherry tree. “For real?”

      He laughed again and tapped her hands after coming to a stop by a garden of sculptures. “Yes. One of the rewards of Elysium. Now here you go.”

      Trees and bushes of jewels extended as far as she could see. A low wall separated the road from the pathways of the park.

      “Where am I going?”

      “They will meet you in there.”

      Hope slid from the saddle, surprised at how wobbly her legs were. She held on to the horn of the saddle, and the ground seemed to solidify as her legs adjusted to standing. “Who will meet me? My mom? Priska?”

      Asbolus stared across the vast park. He turned, his hooves clopping against the stone. After a deep breath, he met her gaze. “The Fates.”

      He nodded once and left.

      Hope stood rooted to the ground. She heard Asbolus’s retreat and had a fleeting thought of running after him. She let out a slow breath and then another. Straightening, she squared her shoulders and went to meet the Fates.
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      Athan

      Something wasn’t right. It wasn’t that Athan considered himself a particularly optimistic guy, but this was different. As they trudged through the barren waste that separated the river Acheron from the Fields of Asphodel, Athan wanted to scream in frustration.

      The last trip in the Underworld had taken less than an hour. How was it even possible that they’d been trudging through the abyss for over forty hours?

      Hours ago, Xan had called a halt to the march, declaring a need for rest. He’d insisted they tie a rope around each of them, connecting them to each other in one straight line. Just in case, he’d said.

      Athan argued it would impede them in a fight, and he expected Dahlia to side with him. But his argument fizzled when the demigod daughter of Eris merely picked up the end of the rope and tied it around her waist.

      “Don’t let go of the bedroll, Dahl.”

      “Do you hear them?” she whispered. “Athan? Can you hear them calling us?”

      He swallowed his denial. The screams from Tartarus broke the silence, and the echoes pulsed through the air. In the distance, a red haze rose into the sky.

      The air ached with a palpable wanting, and the hair on Athan’s arms stood on end. It was as if the atmosphere called to him, whispering at him to give up, that he would never win. Never get Hope. That no matter what, he would never, ever get out of the Underworld alive.

      “No,” he lied. “I don’t hear anything.”

      Dahlia frowned, and her face clouded with confusion.

      “Come on, Dahl. Come lay down.” Xan beckoned her over.

      Athan pulled his sleeping bag out of his pack and sat down. He discarded the torn T-shirt and put on his spare.

      “How much longer do we have in the in-between? How close are we to the fields?”

      Athan shrugged and then remembered Xan wouldn’t be able to see him. “I don’t know. I . . . It’s never taken this long before.”

      Xan didn’t respond, and Athan wondered if Xan was silently cursing him.

      Xan got Dahlia to lay down on his sleeping bag and then came to stand over Athan. “There’s something wrong with her. Something happened in that water, and it’s affecting her.”

      “I know,” Athan admitted. His leg still throbbed with an ache all the way to the bone. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Despair, dark and deep, would pulse through him when the pain was at its worst. “Did she throw up after she got out of the river?”

      Xan shifted, rolling his shoulders back. He grimaced as if the pain his cousin struggled with was gnawing at him, too.

      Athan averted his gaze back to the glowing rock above.

      “No,” Xan whispered as he went back to Dahlia. “No, she didn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Dahlia didn’t wake up. She’d thrashed all night, her whimpers and cries keeping Athan from any significant rest, and judging by the dark circles under Xan’s eyes, he hadn’t gotten much sleep either.

      Athan sat on his sleeping bag, alternately eating a protein bar and drinking another pouch of water. When he contemplated opening another bar, he instead grabbed the garbage and shoved it in his pack. He couldn’t put off the inevitable, no matter how much he wanted to. Shouldering his pack, Athan tried to think of a delicate way to broach the subject.

      “She’s not going to make it,” Xan said. He scrubbed at his face and then ran his hand through his hair. “We can move her, but . . .”

      But they wouldn’t be able to maintain their pace, and they didn’t know if she would ever wake up. But then what were their options? They couldn’t leave her. Dahlia lay on the second sleeping bag, Xan sitting on the edge. The second backpack was open, and the remaining supplies were in two separate piles: needs and conveniences.

      Almost as if reading his thoughts, Xan answered the unasked question. “You could go ahead, and I’ll stay with her.”

      Athan considered for only seconds. “No. Even if . . . I’m not sure I could find you again.”

      “I understand that risk. But we can’t all stay here. We’re losing precious time. You need to get Hope.”

      The mist scuttled over Dahlia, and with a scream she sat up. “They’re here,” she rasped, her eyes wide and glassy.

      “Shite.” Xan jumped up and drew his blades.

      The mists around them dissolved, revealing dozens and dozens of Skia.

      Athan’s heart sank. It had taken all three of them to kill the Skia at the hospital, and even then Dahlia had gotten injured. This? There was no chance. He stood slowly as he pulled his silver blades from his boots.

      The harbingers of death advanced.

      Athan backed up and watched in dismay as his sleeping bag disappeared. He stood next to Xan and waited.

      Dahlia started crying, racking sobs of despair. “No. No, no, no,” she choked out.

      Athan glanced down and saw the beautiful girl, head in her hands, weeping. He looked back up, and the Skia were upon them. He blocked and stabbed. Darting in and jumping out, a desperate dance.

      These Skia, like the ones in the hospital, were not well trained. Their movements were poorly timed, their swings projected by their body easily anticipated and just as easily blocked. One by one they fell. Even if the strike were not a deathblow, the shadow-demons withdrew after any contact from Athan’s or Xan’s blades.

      But even so, there were so many.

      Xan grunted as he fought alongside Athan. He pulled his blade out of one body, only to plunge it in to another. His arms were tiring, the adrenaline running its course; he would not be able to keep up the pace.

      And still they came.

      “Halt!” a woman called.

      If he remembered anything from training with Xan, it was you never stopped before the threat was exterminated. Athan stabbed another monster in the chest, and the creature dissipated within a burst of light.

      A blast of power blew over him, hitting him in the stomach as strong as any physical blow. The skin on his stomach singed, and he stumbled back and landed on his butt. He shifted then stood, half-crouched from the pain. Still, he held his blades out in front of him, waiting for the next attack.

      The Skia were gone.

      “They are not your enemies.” The goddess stood tall, dressed in a black flowing chiton, a gold clasp at her shoulder. Her wavy hair, a maroon-red that reminded him of blood, was pulled away from her face in a low ponytail, accenting fair skin dusted with pale golden freckles the same color as her clasp. Her blue eyes blazed.

      Her extended hand opened as if to blast him again, but instead a warmth spread from his chest to his toes, and his eyelids drooped with fatigue. He fought to keep his eyes open and watched as Xan was hit by a blast of magic the color of honey.

      Xan swung his blades in low arcs and then paused. His eyes closed, but Xan’s muscles remained taught. A whisper of movement from the goddess, and Xan struck out again. Closer this time. Another pause. Xan looked like he’d been hit with the slow-motion fatigue Athan felt. As if he was moving through honey.

      Athan struggled to stay awake. It was becoming more difficult to even keep his eyes open, let alone stay alert. When he blinked, Xan was falling, his body collapsing in a heap on the dark-gray stone ground. Two women dressed in black, like the goddess, were there with a litter as if waiting for the inevitable.

      Another pair of women loaded Dahlia onto a litter of dark fabric between two poles of gold.

      Athan turned, and the goddess with hair the color of blood stood in front of him.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      Her name had eluded him until now. “Hecate.” Goddess of magic, witchcraft, crossroads, and chaos.

      Her eyes narrowed, and he wondered if he’d said it all out loud.

      “You will come with me.” It was not a request. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t like there was an option of refusal. And she had saved their lives.

      Athan shuffled forward a step, and then the sensation of falling overtook him. It was going to hurt when he hit the ground, and he mentally braced for it. But the pain never came.
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      Hope

      The park was stunning. There was no other word to describe it. Gems of all shapes and sizes were on full display in the light. Bright cardinals and vivid jays were spotted amongst the jeweled fruit and flowers. Hope stopped to admire a cluster of Gerbera daisies cut from a startling orange-colored gem.

      “Do you like them?” The lilt of the voice announced the divinity of the feminine speaker.

      Hope turned, expecting to find three women, but instead stood face-to-face with Artemis.

      The goddess had her silver hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Her dark, fitted clothes were rumpled and stained. But what made Hope’s heart stop were the red-rimmed eyes of a woman who had spent a significant amount of time crying.

      Hope swallowed. “They remind me of her.”

      Artemis nodded. “Gerberas were her favorite.”

      The goddess’s hand rested on the hilt of a silver blade. “Did you know when a demigod dies, their immortal blades are returned to their parent?”

      The lump in Hope’s throat thickened, and her eyes welled with tears. She shook her head.

      “Did you know it was I that charged her to take care of the cursed Sphinx? I thought it a kindness to the monster that my brother had created, but it also gave her purpose. She looked at Phoibe as if she were her own child.”

      Artemis pointed to a bench, and Hope followed. They sat on the dark stone, and Hope was struck that it seemed to radiate heat from within. She wanted to curl into that warmth as she distanced herself from the bitter look of the goddess next to her.

      “I’m sorry,” Hope whispered.

      Artemis nodded. “You’re sorry. As if that will make any difference.” She looked up at the sky. “Did you know Priska lost her husband and daughter long before your great-grandmother was born? She mourned them unlike anything I’d ever seen. She tried to take her own life. Again and again and again. At one point I questioned the wisdom in stopping her, but every single time I couldn’t let her go. And then Phoibe seemed the perfect answer. An unwanted daughter of the gods. She would live forever. Hera was too stupid, or too blinded, to want to keep her only demigod daughter, and she gladly relinquished her rights to me. And then my brother . . . Of course I had to step in. But now? This is how you repaid me for my infinite kindness?”

      Tears dripped down Hope’s cheeks. “I didn’t know she would do that.”

      “Of course not.” Artemis’s hand rubbed the black stone. “You are still far too young to understand the sacrifices one makes for love”—she sniffed—“or duty.”

      The words were a dagger to Hope’s heart. “Was that all I was?”

      Artemis stood and pointed at Hope. “She was too good to have been wasted on this. You’d better hope our paths don’t cross again, monster. I won’t be so kind if they do.”

      Hope wanted to say she would make it right, that somehow she would make up the loss. But she had nothing to give. Nothing to offer the goddess. Hope bowed her head and let the tears fall. It didn’t matter what she said. Nothing would be good enough. So she said nothing.

      Doubt crept in. Was all of this truly selfish? Was it selfish to want to be free from a curse? Maybe it was.

      “It’s not,” a woman said, taking the abandoned spot next to Hope.

      Hope wiped her eyes. The girl sitting next to her was dressed in a pale blue chiton edged in silver. She held an odd walking stick with markings in ancient Greek that ran the length of it. Her thick brunette curls cascaded over her shoulder, covering the strap of the leather messenger bag at her hip.

      Standing beside the bench were two other young women: one blond with fair skin, who was clacking two knitting needles together; the other, with dark, cropped hair, appeared macabre with several pairs of shears hanging from leather straps.

      “Don’t lie to her,” the dark-haired one snapped. “It is selfish.”

      “But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong,” the blond said without looking up from her needles.

      The brunette smiled at Hope. “Don’t mind my sisters.”

      They looked nothing like sisters. Oh! Oh, gods! Literally. “You’re the Fates?” The shears. The measuring stick. The knitting. Of course they were. Hope looked at the blond goddess. “Is that really the thread of someone’s life?”

      Atropos leaned over Hope. “Do you really think you have the power to cut someone’s thread that wasn’t meant to die?”

      Hope shook her head.

      “That’s right. You don’t.” The goddess who measured life stepped back and grabbed the blond by the elbow. “Come on, Clo. Sit down. Move, Lachesis.”

      Lachesis laughed and stood. She extended her hand to Hope in invitation. “Let’s go walk through Rhadamanthus’s garden.”

      Hope stood, mostly to clear the bench for the other Fates. “Will he be upset we’re in here?”

      Atropos snorted, and Lachesis laughed again. “No. He won’t mind.”

      Hope followed after the goddess who measured man’s life. Hope had so many questions, but her mind blanked on every single one.

      “You want to know how to break the curse.” Lachesis walked past the daisies and onto a well-used path through the jeweled garden. “But you already know that it’s impossible.”

      Disappointment churned in Hope’s stomach. “Then why did I come?”

      The goddess fingered a thin branch, and the dangling stones shook and swung. “Answer your own question,” she prompted.

      Why had Hope come? “To talk with my mother. To find out if there is anything else I can do.”

      “Would you bargain with another god to make the curse shift or change?”

      Hope’s first instinct was to say yes. If she got to choose the terms of the agreement, she would make a bargain with another god. But then, that would enslave her to that god. She didn’t want to owe anyone anything.

      “What if I offered you aid in exchange for a service?”

      “No matter what, I’m going to owe someone something, right? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Lachesis let go of the branch, and the entire shrub shimmied. “No. Do you feel indebted to Athan? Or Xan or Dahlia? Do you think they feel indebted to you?”

      There was no reason for any of them to feel indebted to her, and she said as much.

      “Do you feel you owe Priska something?”

      “She’s the one who made it possible for me to come here, and she died. Of course I feel like I owe her.”

      “Do you feel like she owed you something?”

      “No.”

      “Really? Your grandmother gave her a purpose to live when she had none. She gave her joy. Because she continued to live, she found love again and again. And not just romantic love, although she did find that again, right?”

      “But it was still my fault she died,” Hope choked out.

      “Did you ask her to?”

      “No.”

      It was a difficult concept to wrap her head around. She couldn’t help the guilt that hung heavily in her chest. Hope wanted to push it away or ignore it. Not have a conversation about whose fault it was.

      “What if I told you she did it because she felt guilty about not being there for you, like she’d promised to you all those years ago? What if her death was an attempt to make it right by you?”

      “Why would she do that?”

      Lachesis pursed her lips. “Don’t take Artemis’s words to heart. She is hurt and mourning her only daughter’s death. Even so, if there comes a time where you could do a service for the goddess of night, you might consider it an olive branch. The gods have long memories.”

      “So, I do owe her?”

      Lachesis turned to Hope and pointed at her stick. “You don’t owe anyone anything. Life doesn’t work that way. If you are constantly trying to keep track or keep a tally, you will miss out on the opportunities to be an influence when it actually matters. I’m the one that measures worth. No one else, not god nor mortal. However, if you want someone to be on your side, it never hurts to help them achieve their goals, either. Maybe give them a reason to like you. Especially true when you’re dealing with gods.”

      “So I don’t have to, but I still should give her something if I can?” Wasn’t that the same thing? Hope felt like the conversation was going in circles, and she couldn’t keep up.

      They continued down the path, only to see Atropos and Clotho ahead of them on the bench.

      “Your choices are yours, and you will have to live with them. Be careful whom you trust, and always be polite.”

      “You sound like my mother,” Hope said with a wan smile.

      “Yes. Let’s go see her now.” Lachesis grabbed Hope’s wrist, stopping her on the path before the bench. The ground seemed to drop out from under them, and Hope stumbled to gain her footing.
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      Athan

      A loud pop like the crack of gunfire awoke Athan, and he sat up. A coarse black blanket fell from his shoulders, and a chill skirted over his bare skin, giving him raised goose bumps. A roaring fire burned on the other side of the room in a roughly-hewn fireplace, and another snap of the wood told him what had awoken him. Rough walls of dark rock surrounded him, and the ceiling was the same black stone of the Underworld. If the cave wasn’t so high, he’d feel buried alive. There wasn’t even a window, only a single opening into the darkness of what he assumed was Hades’s realm.

      A glance around the room told him he was alone, and he swung his legs over the side of the cot and waited for a wave of dizziness to pass. On the other side of the space, four bunk beds the same gold and black as the litter and his cot lined the wall. Shelves were carved into the stone, making cubbies that appeared to be filled with clothes and other linens.

      Where were Xan and Dahlia? And why hadn’t they put him in a bed?

      Athan stood, and the blanket pooled at his feet. Cool air skirted over his bare skin, and he shivered. Who had undressed him, and why? Not that he minded his boxer-style briefs, but he didn’t want to wander around the Underworld in his underwear.

      He wrapped the blanket around his waist and toured the room. The clothes were all chitons, far too small for him, and bedding was folded and stacked in the corner, likely for the inhabitants. Over by the bunks, pictures were stuck to the rough stone: girls smiling, their arms thrown around each other. They weren’t sisters—there were too many different races for that to be the case—more like a sorority, as they were all similarly dressed in fitted black clothes or drapey chitons.

      Dahlia would fit in well with the group. Maybe. Except Dahlia didn’t wear dresses or have friends, except for Xan and Hope.

      “You’re up.”

      Athan turned and faced a redheaded woman, somewhere in her late teens, standing inside the opening to the cavern. She was dressed in a black robe, a blue clasp at her shoulder.

      “Hecate will see you.” Her words were clipped, as if well rehearsed, and her accent was similar to Xan’s brogue when he got angry or drunk.

      “You’re from Ireland?”

      The young woman pursed her lips but didn’t answer.

      He let it hang in the air between them until tension filled the space. Weird. Why wouldn’t she answer? Not that it mattered. There were more pressing issues. “Where’s Xan?”

      Her eyes darted out the doorway before coming back to Athan. “The guy you were traveling with?”

      “Yes.” He drew the word out for several seconds. Who else would he be asking about? And why was she so nervous?

      “He has been detained.” Her smile patronized him and offered no comfort. “But I’m sure you’ll see him shortly.”

      Detained? Great. Xan wasn’t the best at keeping his temper in check. And after that blast, he was sure to be pissed. “Is Dahlia better? Where is she?”

      The girl waived him forward. “Come. Now. Let’s not keep our goddess waiting.”

      Our goddess? Hecate? Not likely. But it wasn’t worth arguing. Not yet. “Um, one more thing.” Athan pointed at his makeshift skirt. “Can I have my clothes back? I’d like to get dressed. And what did you say your name was?”

      The woman flinched. “You’ll have clothes momentarily.” She indicated that he follow, and she stepped out of the room.

      She’d again not answered his questions. Athan rubbed his hand over his face. His options were limited, and they both knew it. He tucked the corner of the blanket at his waist, and hoping it would hold, he followed her out of the cave.

      Only to realize they’d been in a cavern of a much larger cave. Athan followed the girl through a series of tunnels. She never once turned to see if he was following, and step-by-step, his resentment and frustration grew. Two left turns and a right. Down a set of stairs, another right, then left, then up two levels . . . She was leading him in a maze.

      He debated telling her. After all, she was clearly trying to confuse him by taking him in circles. But she’d withheld information, so he saw no reason to spoil the fun. Fifteen minutes later, they were exactly down the hall from the bedroom he’d woken up in, and his escort led him into a space the size of an Olympic stadium.

      “Isn’t that Hecate?” He pointed to the goddess reclining on a chaise lounge. Two young men wearing nothing but loincloths stood on either side of her, fanning her with large palm fronds. Their rich mahogany skin was painted in intricate designs of scales and feathers, and their shaved scalps were bare except for one long lock of hair.

      She frowned. “Yes. Our goddess is anxious to meet you.”

      The goddess didn’t look anxious.

      His skin crawled as unease skirted through him. They crossed the large room, and Athan took inventory. He was dressed in a skirt, barefoot, weaponless, and the only other people, if he could call them that, were girls in dresses, who also appeared weaponless, and two men waving foliage. Nothing that could help him.

      Maybe Hecate was one of the good gods. His father had once been close to her—consorts was what the textbooks called it. Lovers, really. But it had ended long ago, like ancient Greece long ago.

      All Athan could think as he crossed the stone ground was witchcraft and magic.

      “Son of Hermes.” She sat up. “What are you doing alone in the Underworld?” The goddess waved at the two young men, and they stopped their fanning. Her hair hung loose, the maroon waves framing her in a halo of blood all the way down to her waist. Her flowy chiton was a pale green fabric, almost completely sheer except in a couple of strategic places. Hecate perused him from head to toe and back again. “Or is your father here, too?”

      As he swallowed back disgust at her obvious once-over, he considered his options. Lying to Charon hadn’t gone over well, but did Hecate have allegiances to Thanatos? “No, he’s not. I’m here to collect someone.”

      “Shame.” Her blue eyes gleamed. “Is the person you’re trying to get alive or dead?”

      “Hopefully alive. Are my companions safe?”

      She waved away his question. “Does your father know you’re here?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t tell him I was coming, but he’s probably aware of it by now.”

      She nodded. “Probably.”
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      Hope

      They were outside a stone house. The double doors were painted a deep burgundy, and vines of emerald leaves climbed the right corner of the building, extending over the arched doorway. The blue shutters were open, revealing curtained windows. The porch was covered with terracotta plant holders, and the geraniums and chrysanthemums sparkled in the light. The home was isolated in a valley surrounded by black hills. The air was sweet, clean, with a hint of earthy undertones that told Hope dirt was nearby.

      “Where are we?” Hope whispered. Thanatos had never shown her this part of the Underworld.

      “The in-between of Elysium and the Isles of the Blessed. Very few are here, relatively speaking.” Lachesis pointed to the door. “Go ahead and knock.”

      Butterflies took flight in Hope’s stomach, and her palms became clammy. “Here?”

      All of her travels and risks, and now she was finally here.

      “All of your answers won’t be here, but it’s a good start, young one. Before I go, I must ask, did you by chance bring your Book of the Fates with you to the Underworld?”

      Hope shook her head.

      Lachesis bit the side of her mouth in a very human gesture. “Then let me give you a gift.” She held out a thin book, its buttery yellow cover embossed with an intricate diamond pattern. “The Books are bound here as we are bound. We cannot add to your book while we are bound. One day you will be able to read it, and it will make sense.”

      “Whose is it?”

      Lachesis shook her head and motioned for Hope to knock.

      Hope glanced at the book in her hands. She flipped through the pages, but they appeared blank. Her mind raced. For it to be unreadable could only mean one thing. “Whose—?”

      Hope looked up, but Lachesis was gone.

      To read a person’s Book of the Fates, one must have pure intent toward the individual. Athan was able to read hers, and she could read the ones in the Olympian library. Xan initially wasn’t able to read hers, which given his history of slaying monsters made sense. So who did Hope hate so much that she wouldn’t be able to read their book?

      With a deep breath, Hope switched the book into her left hand and knocked on the front door.

      A handsome blond man answered. He was several inches taller than Hope, with broad shoulders and a square chin. His muscular arms were bare, and his fitted tank top revealed that his upper torso was just as strong. He raised his brows and asked, “May I help you?”

      Everything about him made Hope cringe. Her heart raced with revulsion and fear. His sky-blue eyes confirmed his heritage. She shook her head. Denial, fear, incredulity. “I’m looking for Leto Nicholas.”

      He smiled, and his entire countenance lit up. “Of course. Come in.”

      She wouldn’t budge. There was no way her mother would let one of them into her home. Her mind reeled with the puzzle, trying to explain to herself why he could be here.

      The man disappeared down the hallway, leaving the door open.

      Voices drifted out to her, but Hope couldn’t focus. She looked down the hall, then to the book in her hands. She turned and looked out at the expanse of lawn, realizing there was actual grass here, which would explain the smell of dirt. How could the grass grow without the sun?

      A gasp came from the house and then a squeal. Hope turned to see her mother running at her.

      “Hope!” Leto crashed into her daughter, wrapping her arms around her in a smothering embrace. “Good gods. I can’t believe you’re here. How did you get here?” She patted and kissed and squeezed. “And you’re still alive; I can feel your warmth. How? How can this be?”

      Hope let her mother ramble, but when Leto tried to pull her into the house, Hope refused.

      “What’s the matter?”

      Hope pointed into the dark hall. “Why is he here?”

      Leto’s eyes widened. “Luc? I . . . You better come in and sit down, sweetheart.”

      That wasn’t going to happen. Nausea roiled through Hope, and she could feel the crushing weight of a boot on her face. The taste of blood. The smell of ash. Apollo’s hand as he caressed her cheek. Hope shook her head, clenching the book in her hands. “No.”

      Leto sighed and closed the door behind her. “Don’t be melodramatic, Hope. I wouldn’t let anyone—”

      Hope barked out a laugh. They were in the Underworld, Leto was dead, living with a son of Apollo, whose brothers had tried to kill Hope, and she was being melodramatic?

      “Let’s go sit in the grass,” Leto said. Like they had when Hope was younger.

      Hope stepped off the porch and into the lawn. She sat, one leg extended in front of her, the other foot on the ground with her knee bent. Her hand was braced with the book against the ground, in case she needed to quickly stand in guard position.

      Leto stared at her daughter as if absorbing every detail. “You don’t trust me?”

      More than anything, Hope wanted to deny it. “Him. I don’t trust him.”

      Leto knelt in front of Hope. “Please, baby, please don’t be mad.”

      “Who is he?” Why was he here? And how could her mother have gone from loving Paul a year ago to loving a son of Apollo?

      “Your father.”

      She absorbed the words as if they were a sucker punch. Her muscles twitched, and her jaw went slack. There were no words. And then just as quickly something akin to relief burst through her. “The curse.”

      Leto only offered a wan smile. “I promise you’ll be safe. Just, please, come inside and let him talk to you.”

      Holy crap. Holy crap! Leto had married a son of Apollo?

      Hope moved as if in a daze. Her mother guided her through the door and then into a small parlor off the entryway.

      “Stay here and let me get Luc.”

      Luc? “I thought my dad’s name was Symeon.”

      Her mother turned to face her and gave her a watery smile. “Symeon is his middle name.”

      Hope studied the room. This wasn’t like the homes she’d been used to. The apartments they’d lived in were barren, void of adornment. This room had pictures of Hope at every stage of growth, from infant to . . . was that from last year in Goldendale? A beautiful sunset hung over the mantle of a fireplace that held several logs, as if waiting for a match to bring life to a cheery blaze. The end tables held more frames, and Hope looked at pictures of her mother as a child, and then . . . was that her grandfather and grandmother? Undoubtedly, the women of the family shared a strong resemblance, but their own uniqueness, as well.

      Hope was looking at a small figurine of a Sphinx when she heard two sets of footsteps in the hall. She set the small ceramic down and turned to face her mother and father.

      Leto reappeared holding the hand of the beautiful Luc Symeon Nicholas.

      To his credit, he appeared every bit as shocked as Hope felt. His turquoise eyes were cloudy with emotion, and his hands trembled as he reached out to touch her.

      Hope withdrew a pace. The man was a complete stranger, and he wanted to hug her? Hot anger surged through her, and she put up her hands as if to block any further approach. “I don’t know you.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He pointed to an upholstered loveseat, indicating that she sit. He then grabbed a chair from the other side of the room. “You’re right.”

      Hope perched on the edge of the small couch, her knees angled toward the doorway, her hands clenched into fists. She had no idea what he would say. What could he say? There was no excuse for his abandonment.

      Luc offered the seat to Leto, who looked back and forth between her husband and her daughter.

      Hope didn’t want to care where her mom sat. But if she sat next to him . . . It would be like she was siding with him. The fear that her mother would choose a son of Apollo over Hope made her chest hollow with hurt. The ache lessened when her mom sat down, scooping up Hope’s hand and giving her a gentle squeeze.

      But then Leto smiled at her husband, as if an apology to Luc. Hope wanted to scream but withdrew her hands from her mom, clenching them so tight nails dug into her palms; a physical release of her emotional tension.

      With a deep breath, Luc stood and began pacing the small room. “Growing up with Apollo as a father was tumultuous. He was not patient. He expected his sons to excel and pushed me to pursue my interests in music and art. He also stressed the importance of self-defense and had me train with one of the sons of Ares as well as several other demigods. Eventually, demigods are expected to spend some time in service at one of our conservatories.”

      Hope gritted her teeth. “I know. I’ve been there.”

      Leto gasped, and Luc’s eyes widened. “Did you get in?”

      “Yes.” Hope filled them in on the briefest of details of her time in the conservatory, keeping it to the deception of her mother’s identity, the hunt for information in the library, and the supposition that Hades’s realm was next. Both were so intent on her words, but she didn’t understand why Luc was pretending to care.

      “Astonishing,” Luc said.

      Leto beamed with pride and grabbed Hope’s hand again.

      This time, Hope let her mom hold it but leveled her gaze at her father. “Go ahead with your story. I’ve wanted to hear this my whole life.”

      Luc paused in his pacing and offered her a tight smile. “I understand you’re upset. But, I promise, I didn’t leave you on purpose.”

      Hope said nothing. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of saying it was okay. It was most definitely not okay, but she would let him tell his side. She set the bar low, knowing it wouldn’t be good.

      “I was training to be psachno, and I was given a final test to see if I was ready. The goal was to find a demigod and bring him in.” Luc sighed and squeezed in next to Leto. “I rented an apartment on Mercer Island.”

      “And you needed to go to the grocery store,” Leto started and then laughed. She reached out and grabbed Symeon’s hand, and the demigod scooted closer to his wife. “Do you remember?”

      He nodded, his golden hair flopping over his eye, and he brushed the lock out of his face. “Of course I remember, love. It was on a Tuesday—”

      “It was a Monday.” She laughed again.

      Hope stared at the two of them, her face pinching into a scowl. Anger and wonder warred in her heart. How could her mother not be upset? Not only was she not upset, they looked in love. Luc and Leto looked barely older than Hope, and it was the strangest sense of déjà vu, as if talking to Haley and Tristan. Hope could hardly believe . . .

      “I know it was a Monday because I went to see Priska at Mr. Davenport’s office every Monday afternoon, and that was the only time I went to that store.”

      Symeon pursed his lips and then nodded again. “Right. On a Monday. I remember it well.”

      Hope immediately caught the reference to the old movie her mother loved. They’d spent many nights watching the classic musical. Her mother’s tears made a little more sense now.

      “So . . .” Hope urged the tale to continue.

      Luc stared at his wife, adoration in his eyes. “Why don’t you tell it, Leto?”

      Hope shook her head. She didn’t need her mother to tell her how she and Luc had met. She’d heard that story dozens of times. “I don’t care how you met. I know that. I want to know what happened. Why did you leave? If you loved her so much, why did you take off? Why didn’t you come back? How did you end up here?”

      Understanding dawned, and Luc’s features went from light to dark. “You are here to break the curse.”

      Spine-tingling chills crawled over her skin despite the warm, humid air, and her anger dissolved into dread.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He leaned toward her, and Hope inched forward to meet him.

      “He will do everything he can to stop you,” he whispered.

      Even with her keen hearing, she had to strain to make out the words. But this wasn’t anything she didn’t already know. Apollo’s ruthlessness had been demonstrated when he’d killed his own sons in her bedroom.

      “Why are you whispering?” Hope asked. It made no sense. Luc was dead. How could he still fear Apollo, a god from Olympus?

      Luc turned to look behind him. “He has eyes everywhere.”

      Gods, he was paranoid. She started to wonder if her father was not right in the head. Her mom wouldn’t have fallen for just a pretty face, right?

      “Have you read Phaidra’s history, Hope?” Leto asked, still holding Luc’s hand.

      Hope nodded. She’d spent all those hours in the apartment with Priska, reading her grandmother’s history.

      “What does Phaidra’s story have to do with Symeon?” She waved her hands as her irritation mounted. It was going to take some time to get used to his other name. “I mean Luc.” She couldn’t bring herself to call him Dad.

      “Do you remember when she met Khafre?”

      Hope ran through the stories in her mind. Khafre, pharaoh of Egypt, responsible for killing his brother Djedefre to ascend the throne. He’d had Phaidra kidnapped and tried to marry her. He’d promised her it would fulfill the curse because . . .

      Hope shuddered. She closed her eyes and rubbed them with the palms of her hands. This was insanity. But her anger had dissipated, and she said, “Tell me.”
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      Athan

      Athan studied the gems running in veins in the black rock of the Underworld. Red, green, blue, and white streaked the dark walls, glimmering in the light. Something deep within told him to watch his manners, but this was ridiculous. He narrowed his eyes and wondered what Hecate could want with him and his companions. “Where are Xan and Dahlia?”

      A crease formed between the goddess’s eyes, and she frowned. “How are you feeling? All better?”

      Now that she mentioned it, he was feeling better, except for the irritation with her inane questions. The despair he’d swallowed from the river was gone, and the bite on his leg no longer ached. He leaned away from her. Why would she have healed him?

      “Do you think your father would like it that you’re healed?”

      Was this about his father? He scrubbed his hand over his face. Of course it was.

      “I’m sure he would be pleased, yes?” She stood. Reaching out, she grabbed the arm of the young man closest to her. With her thumb, she smeared the design covering his bicep. “Savon, Henri, you will stay here.” Her gaze landed on the priestess who’d escorted Athan. “Evelyn.”

      The girl blushed and averted her gaze. Had she been staring at the boys?

      “You are dismissed.” Hecate shooed the girl away as if swatting a fly. Then the goddess turned her attention back to Athan. “Good help is so hard to come by.”

      Was she baiting him? He shrugged.

      “You smell like death. Were you bathing in the Acheron?” She didn’t wait for his answer but continued talking as she led him from the dais. “Those other two that were with you are from War and Chaos, correct? Are they smart? I wouldn’t imagine they could be too smart to have followed you here.”

      They entered a small chamber outside the auditorium.

      “You may get dressed there.” She pointed to a screen inside the doorway, the same black fabric and gold rods as the cot in the room.

      He stepped behind it to find his pack sitting on a stone bench, as well as the clothes he’d been wearing when the Skia attacked. His immortal blades were in their sheaths next to his boots. Everything was clean, as if the fight had never happened. As if the dust, dirt, and grime of their travel had never existed. As if Hecate hadn’t blasted him in the stomach and burned a hole in his shirt. As if.

      He stepped out from behind the screen.

      The goddess bit the side of her mouth as she studied him. “Thanatos is behind the Skia who attacked you. Both here and in the mortal realm.”

      His stomach churned. “Why?”

      She shrugged, and the strap of her chiton slid off her freckled shoulder. She grabbed the golden clasp and pulled it back up as she led him back to the larger room. “He’s a god. You’re threatening what he wants.”

      What would the god of death want with Hope?

      Athan followed the goddess of crossroads and magic.

      “Get the hell off me!” Xan burst into the room, shirtless, his wrists and ankles in manacles. He stumbled to the floor. With a deep breath, he pulled himself up, flinching as he stood on the uneven ground in bare feet. One of the girls reached for him, but he shifted out of her reach and glared at her. “Don’t touch me.”

      Flanking him were two young women dressed in fitted black clothes, their hair pulled back in sleek braids. Their faces were free of makeup, but their expressions were bold and fearless.

      “The son of Ares,” one intoned.

      These women wore utility belts with bulging pockets, and blades of various lengths were attached. Several more weapons were strapped to their thighs.

      Hecate disappeared and reappeared in front of Xan. She clenched his chin and pulled his face down close to hers, her painted nails digging into his skin. “You bring no value to me, so watch your manners.”

      Xan clenched his teeth.

      “What do you want with us?” Athan ground out.

      Hecate released Xan’s jaw, leaving nail marks on his chin. She faced Athan with a gleam in her eyes. “Not both of you.” She sauntered over to Athan and rested her finger on his chest. “Just you.”

      She walked around Athan, her finger trailing over his chest around to the back and returning to his chest. “Do you have your phone?”

      Athan nodded. He knew this was about Hermes as soon as the goddess had asked if his father would be pleased.

      “Call him.”

      He reached into his pocket, wishing his phone would be like most cell phones. Mortal phones wouldn’t work in the Underworld. But of course, his screen lit up. He sent a text.

      Athan hadn’t even exhaled his breath and his father was standing beside him.

      Hermes’s tousled hair was the exact same shade of bronze as his son’s. The two were the same height, with the same runner’s build. But Hermes’s hazel eyes blazed with anger, and he towered over the goddess. “Hecate.”

      The redheaded goddess smirked up at the god of travelers. “I’m so glad you came. I wasn’t sure you would, really. Do you care for this one?” She tapped Athan on the chest again.

      Hermes pulled the goddess’s hand away from his son and pushed her back several feet. “Do you care for any of your daughters?”

      Hecate’s eyes hardened. “It’s not the same.”

      Athan looked around the room. The two girls in black still stood on either side of Xan, their bodies tense, hands on their weapons. The other young women continued to mill around the room in their flowing chitons, oblivious to the tension simmering inside the door.

      “No, I suppose not.” Hermes blocked Athan from Hecate but also obstructed his view of the goddess. “Do you have anyone here you care for?” The god waved his arms to encompass the room. “Anyone?”

      Hecate brushed past them and sauntered back to her dais. She sunk into the cushioned seat and threw her leg over the arm of her chair. The fabric fell away from her pale skin, revealing more golden freckles on her lower extremity.

      “I’m willing to bargain with you, Hermes. Since you care for your boy, I’m willing to strike a deal.” Her fingers played with the edges of the sheer fabric.

      Athan’s heart grew heavy in his chest. What had he done?
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      Athan

      As if answering his question, Hecate turned to him. “You drank from the Acheron. Both you and the girl. You now belong to the Underworld. And I have claimed you.”

      “Ridiculous,” Hermes said with a wave of his hand. “Athan—”

      “I threw it all up!” He couldn’t contain himself. “Every last drop, every piece of rotten flesh.” He spit on the dark stone floor. “None of it stayed in my body.”

      She would not get him. She would not stop him!

      Xan’s face was frozen in horror. He shifted as if to step forward, and the guards halted him. “Dahlia,” he breathed.

      “I will bargain with you, god of travelers, and messenger to the gods. I will make you a deal.” The goddess of witchcraft smirked at the other god.

      “No—”

      “I will speak with my son,” Hermes said as he walked from the room.

      Athan glared at the goddess and followed his father. As he passed Xan, Athan whispered, “It will be okay.”

      But Xan’s expression made it clear he didn’t believe the same.

      As soon as Athan was out of the room, Hermes dragged him into the small changing room. In a voice seething with frustration, Hermes asked, “What in the name of Olympus are you doing here?”

      Athan opened his mouth to respond, but Hermes didn’t give him the chance. “I can’t believe the insanity that must be running through your head. Do you owe that son of Ares? Is this a dare? Cronus and Rhea, if you are trying to prove—”

      “It’s about Hope, Dad.” Athan willed his father to understand.

      Hermes’s furrowed brow relaxed, and then his eyes widened. “The Sphinx?”

      Athan hated that his father still refused to acknowledge her as a person. Clenching his teeth, Athan reminded his father, “Her name is Hope.”

      Hermes broke eye contact. He adjusted his shirt, tugging the fabric away from his skin, and then leaned against the dark rock wall. “What is she doing in the Underworld?”

      “I don’t know.” Athan let out a sigh of frustration. That wasn’t completely true. “She wants to break the curse. For some reason, she came here. Myrine told me.”

      Athan filled his father in on what happened since they’d last spoken. How Athan had searched for Hope, only to find her in the conservatory. He told his father about the Skia attack that had put him in a coma, and how Hope had disappeared by the time he woke up. He told all about the tentative truce with Xan and the difficulty they’d had in navigating the Underworld.

      As Athan spoke, Hermes’s face hardened into stone. His nostrils flared, and the skin around his eyes tightened. He crossed his arms over his chest and snapped, “You are not meant to be here, son.”

      “But I must find her.” It didn’t matter if his father didn’t approve. Athan felt the need to help her, an ache deep in his chest, and he wasn’t going to give up on her. “She saved my life, and I . . . I love her.”

      Hermes grunted. “It is not love of which you speak. This infatuation—”

      He was done having his father brushing off his feelings. Athan stepped into Hermes’s personal space and with a low growl asked, “Have you not been listening to me? How can you even say that?”

      “How long have you known her? A month, maybe two?” Hermes waved his arms dismissively.

      Athan ground his teeth. His father was such a hypocrite. “How long did you know Mom?”

      Hermes straightened, and his eyes hardened. “That was different.”

      “Mom was only nineteen,” Athan whispered. “She said she knew the moment she saw you cross the room.”

      Pain crossed over the god’s features and aged his otherwise youthful appearance. The anger washed away, and his shoulders dropped. “What if it isn’t love?”

      “A life without risk isn’t worth living, right?” But as Athan said the words, something in his soul resonated with them, and he stood tall, accepting the challenge and all that would come with it. “I have to try.”

      The god acknowledged his words with a small nod. “I can see that you must.”

      “I didn’t drink from the river—”

      Hermes waved away the words. “I can see that. So can Hecate. She’s trying to get something from me. What about your other companions? Are you here with more than the son of Ares?”

      “There is a daughter of Eris, too. She fell in the river.” Athan’s stomach turned with the memories. “She consumed a lot.”

      Hermes frowned. “I will not be able to save her.”

      “But—”

      “There are laws, Athan. Hades rules the Underworld in a very organized fashion. I cannot break the law without making recompense.” The god of thieves, languages, commerce, and boundaries sat down on the bench, as if the weight of his words pressed him down. “Ares’s son is a better fighter, so I would encourage you to take him with you. She drank from the river, so one of you will be bound here. I doubt you will want to trade places with her.”

      Xan will never forgive me. Nor would Hope. Athan shoved the feeling of betrayal away. In truth, he would likely never forgive himself, but he would save Hope, no matter what the cost.

      “Fine,” he choked out, but he couldn’t bring his eyes to meet his father’s.

      Hermes put his hand on Athan’s shoulder. “It is not selfish to act so. Even if you’d protested, I cannot save Eris’s daughter from the Underworld.”

      Even with his father’s statement, guilt pressed on Athan’s heart. “Can you do nothing for her?”

      “Is she skilled? She is certainly beautiful, but that will not serve her well with Hecate.”

      His words sounded like a warning.

      “Aren’t all demigods attractive?” He couldn’t help the defensiveness. No one wanted to be judged solely on their appearance. “She’s an excellent fighter. Second only to her cousin.”

      Hermes grimaced. “Is she smart?”

      They hadn’t taken any classes together, but Xan wouldn’t put up with her if she was an idiot. Even if she was family. “She’s not dumb.”

      “Sometimes that’s worse.” Hermes sighed, and his shoulders sagged with acceptance. “I will do what I can, but she may not thank me for it.”

      Athan had to believe it would make it better. Better than her just dying.

      “No matter what I say, don’t protest.” Hermes met Athan’s eyes with no spark of fun or teasing. “No matter what, okay?”

      Athan nodded. He understood what his father wasn’t saying. He wasn’t going to like the way this went down. Which meant there was a good possibility Xan wouldn’t like it either.

      Xan stood inside the doorway, still flanked by the two female guards. Hecate rose from her throne as soon as they entered and gracefully glided toward them.

      As soon as they crossed into the large cavern, Hermes pushed Athan away from him and toward the goddess. “I can’t believe your stupidity. You have not acted in a way befitting your station.” The god turned to Hecate. “You may have him.”

      Athan’s stomach hit his toes. His father couldn’t be serious. Not after what he’d just said in the hall. This must be part of his plan, but anxiety crawled over Athan nonetheless.

      Hermes stepped closer and shoved his son again. “He is remarkably dense for being my son. Probably only good to be one of those.” He waved at the men standing beside her chaise. “You may as well take both of them. They’re nothing more than pretty faces.”

      Both of them? Hermes words didn’t make sense, but Athan pushed away at the doubt crashing into him.

      “What?” Xan yelled, stepping forward.

      The two priestesses stepped with him, grabbed his arms, and pulled him back to where he’d been standing.

      Hecate’s face clouded with confusion. “The son of Ares hasn’t consumed anything here. He is not bound.”

      “No?” Hermes pinched his lips. “No matter. I will trade them both for the girl.”

      Hecate chuckled, but her smirk appeared to pain her. “You favor the daughter of Eris?”

      Hermes withdrew a pace as if the words were a physical shock. “Favor her? Absolutely not.”

      More confusion clouded the goddess’s fair face. “But she is quite beautiful.”

      Xan muttered obscenities under his breath.

      “I do not want her for her looks.” He indicated behind him where Xan and Athan now stood. “Dip them in the Lethe. They are handsome enough for you, right?” Hermes continued as he stepped up to Hecate. “But I would like the daughter of Eris.”

      Hecate said nothing as she worried her lip with her teeth.

      Athan could almost hear the wheels of her mind clicking through the information. “Is she intelligent? A strong fighter?”

      Hermes broke their gaze and stared up at the dark rock. “No, not at all.”

      The air hung heavy with the lie, and they all knew it.

      Hecate narrowed her gaze. “I would look upon the daughter of Eris again.” The goddess stepped from the dais. “Come with me.”

      The guards grabbed Xan and pulled him through the doorway. Athan waited by his father until Hecate swept past.

      “What are you doing?” he whispered once the goddess had exited the room.

      The resounding crack of Hermes’s strike brought tears to Athan’s eyes. The initial sting blossomed into an ache that made his head throb.

      “Don’t speak to me. No son of mine would be so foolish.”

      For the first time, Athan wondered if his father was really acting. He closed his eyes, willing the tears not to fall. Worse than the physical pain was the doubt. He’d never seen his father so cruel, and there was no reason for it. No explanation. Athan’s hesitation cost him any chance of looking into his father’s eyes. By the time Athan raised his head, Hermes was gone, and Athan was left to catch up.

      There was plenty of noise to direct him down the hall, and as he followed it, he mused that this was close to where he’d woken up. Approaching the door, he realized it was right next door to where he’d been, in fact. He shook his head and entered.

      His face still throbbed, but the pain was nothing next to the sight in front of him.

      Blood ran down the side of Xan’s face, but he knelt, oblivious to the open wound, holding his cousin’s hand.

      The sheets were twisted around Dahlia’s body, and as she thrashed, Athan could see why. Her once vibrant skin was gray and ashen, her lips pale and cracked. Dark bags aged her appearance, and her eyes were sunken deep into her skull. She looked like death.

      Athan let his eyes flit over the rest of the room.

      The two guards were crumpled in a heap inside the doorway, and it didn’t take a genius to see what had happened.

      Hermes’s face was filled with sorrow, and Athan knew his father was lost in memories of his own loss.

      Only Hecate seemed unconcerned with the state of her guests. The Underworld goddess leaned against the black rock, her pale skin and green chiton a striking contrast. Her eyes bore into the demigod daughter of contention and strife.

      “You will have to burn through the desperation that has filled her.”

      Hermes snorted. “It will not be just desperation. Her soul will be filled with anguish and loss.” He stared at the goddess until she looked away. “As you well know.” He sighed as if put out. “Nevertheless, I’ll take her with me.”

      He approached the bed and nudged Xan.

      Xan’s head snapped up, and his eyes glinted with fire. He stood; his clenched hands hung by his sides. “What do you want of her, Lord Hermes?”

      Hermes stared at Xan. “You have two minutes to say goodbye to her, son. And that’s a mercy you don’t deserve.”

      This man was nothing like the father Athan knew. This god was used to getting his way, and humans and demigods were subjects to do his will, nothing more.

      Hermes leaned over and picked up a lock of Dahlia’s dark hair. He let it drop through his fingers. Athan watched while a mixture of awe and disgust churned through him. Had he not been so focused, he would’ve missed the pain that skirted through his father’s eyes. What was he doing?

      Hecate stepped closer, brushing past Athan and coming to a stop in front of Dahlia. The goddess of witchcraft placed her hands hovering just over the demigod’s head, then her chest, and finally rested them on Dahlia’s navel. With a gleam in her eyes she said, “On second thought, keep your son. Take him and his friend. The girl is mine.”

      “But we agreed—”

      Hecate glared up at Hermes and held up her hand. “There was no agreement.”

      She turned back to Dahlia and felt her pulse, lifted her eyelids, and then put her hands back on her abdomen. “She will be fine.” Violet light pulsed from beneath her palms once, twice, three times into Dahlia’s belly.

      Dahlia screamed, then rolled to her side to retch over the edge of the bed. Tarry sludge spewed onto Hecate’s feet, splattering on the edges of her flowy chiton.

      Hecate placed the palm of her hand to Dahlia’s forehead and pushed the demigod back to the bed. She then turned to the other occupants. “Get out.” Her eyes glowed the same pale purple that had glowed from her palms only moments before. “Right now.”

      Hermes grabbed Athan and Xan and pulled them from the room.

      The door closed as soon as they’d passed the threshold.

      Hermes embraced his son but said nothing.

      What was going on? “Dad?”

      Hermes shook his head.

      “When will she be better?” Xan asked.

      “Not before you’re dead, and maybe not even then.”

      Xan moved to push past the god, but Hermes blocked him and pushed him back. “The worst thing you could do right now is go back in there. You’d be damning you both to Tartarus, or worse.” He shoved him down the corridor and indicated that Athan follow. “Move.”

      Hermes ducked into the changing room a second time, pulling both the demigods with him.

      “Mother Gaia.” Hermes released a long breath.

      Xan’s features were stony, and he glared at Hermes. “Bloody hell.”

      Athan didn’t know what to say. Had his father saved Dahlia or damned her? Athan was afraid to ask, afraid to find out the answer. Something deep within told him he didn’t really want to know.

      Xan’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. He turned toward the door and whispered a farewell to Dahlia. “May you find peace in this realm.”

      “Why didn’t you fight harder for her?” Athan asked.

      Xan turned to Hermes. “Would it have done any good? Could I have saved her?”

      Hermes glanced down before meeting Xan’s eyes. “No.”

      Xan swallowed hard and glared at Athan. “Don’t mistake acceptance for cowardice. She would’ve never been happy in the mortal realm. Maybe she’ll even be able to find Roan.”

      “Roan is here? In the Underworld?”

      Xan flinched. “You aren’t the only one who’s lost someone because I failed.”

      Athan knew immediately what Xan was referring to. Xan had spent more than one night, legless, as he called it, or rather drowning his sorrows in liquor. He’d been drunk the night he’d taken Isa out. Obviously, he’d made the same mistake years before with Roan. “Did she know?”

      Xan shook his head. “I could never find the words.”

      Gods. He’d never even told his cousin? “Skata.”

      “Where are you going?” Hermes asked, his body sagging against the wall. Whatever game he’d been playing had made him nervous, too. “Wherever it is, we need to get you out of here before she finds a reason to keep you here. Trust me . . .”

      And even though he didn’t finish the sentence, the weight of the words was enough to convey the message. They did not want to serve Hecate.

      Their best chance at finding Hope was to get the ruler of the Underworld to agree to help them. “We need to get to the palace of Hades.”

      Hermes ran his hand through his hair again before squaring his shoulders. “I won’t be able to help you after this.”

      Athan nodded.

      Hermes placed both hands on Athan’s shoulders. “Think before you speak. Don’t eat or drink anything. And be very careful what you commit to.”

      Blinding light exploded, forcing Athan to close his eyes. A deafening boom resonated through his entire body, and his ears began to ring.
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      Luc met Hope’s eyes and leaned toward her as he started his story. “Leto and I met at the grocery store. I admit I was mesmerized by her beauty, but after an afternoon of chatting about . . . well, everything, I knew I couldn’t let her go.” He ran his hand over Leto’s head in a soft caress. “We dated and, as you know, fell in love and got married.”

      “If you loved her, why did you leave?” Hope wasn’t angry anymore, but she wasn’t going to let him off the hook on this either. “People don’t abandon those they love, right?”

      “You are right.” Luc’s shoulders slumped. Then, after a deep breath, he continued, “We’d been married for about a month, maybe two, when your mother asked me to sit down. She had something she needed to tell me . . .”

      He closed his eyes and took another deep breath. When he opened them, his features smoothed out and he smiled, as if the memories were right there, in front of him.

      “I wanted to put the conversation off,” he said then turned to Leto. “Remember, I wanted to go on a date.”

      She swallowed, and her eyes filled with tears. “I remember.”

      “It was almost like I could feel your fear, and I wanted to make it better. But mostly, I was worried, because I had deceived you. You called me Symeon, and every time it made my heart ache. I hadn’t even told you my first name.”

      Leto waved away his concern. “I love both your names.”

      Hope wanted to tell them to speed it up already; their mushy declarations of love were weird and made her uncomfortable. Like her parents needed some time alone. “Do you want me to come back another time?”

      Leto smacked Hope’s leg. “Manners.”

      Hope blushed from the reprimand. She was being rude. How hard would it be to bite her tongue while he finished his story? Clearly, her mother loved Luc. It was the least Hope could do. “Sorry.”

      Luc leaned over toward Hope. “It’s okay that you’re upset. I won’t begrudge you that. But I do care, and I think you really do want to know what happened.”

      He was right, and Hope settled back into the couch to hear his story.

      “Your mother refused to go out, saying that what she had to say couldn’t wait, not even a few hours. We sat down on the sofa, and . . . I held her hand in mine. I think that was the first inkling I had there was something more about her. Her skin was . . . is the same golden tone as mine.”

      “She made me promise not to be angry, and I was so surprised. What could she say that would make me angry? I promised. Of course, I promised. Then, she asked me if I believed in the gods.” He flinched as if the memory caused him physical pain. “In that moment, my concern shifted to apprehensive unease. Had she already suspected me? Did she know what I was?”

      Leto shook her head. “I had no idea.”

      Luc nodded. “I know, dear.” He looked back to Hope. “I tried to be casual and asked her why she wanted to know, but I had no idea what was coming. She told me she wasn’t human, whispered it in a pained voice and closed her eyes. She was so afraid of my reaction she refused to look at me, and it made my heart ache. But inside, I was relieved. I thought she’d meant she was a demigod, and I was excited with all that could mean. We could spend eternity together if we were careful. I thought the Fates had smiled on us. I thought it was a divine blessing.”

      He pursed his lips.

      Hope no longer wanted to interrupt him. She clenched her mother’s hand and waited for more.

      “I tried to reassure her, but she cut me off, telling me there was more she needed to say. Her persistent anxiety was making me nervous, and I wanted to tell her it was okay because we were the same. But she had to tell me something before it was too late. Too late. Those were the words that made me close my mouth and just listen.”

      “She told me that a god had tried to court her grandmother, and my frenzied mind misunderstood. I knew how demigods were formed. But then she said that her grandmother had refused the god and chosen her mortal lover. That’s when I knew something wasn’t right. That couldn’t be right. But it was her next words that made my heart stop. She asked if I believed in curses.”

      Pulling her hand away from Hope’s, Leto wiped at the tears streaming down her face. “I’m so sorry.”

      Luc knelt in front of his wife. Cupping her face with his hands, he wiped away the rest of the moisture with his thumbs. “You are not to cry for me anymore. I don’t mourn my choice. I’ve never regretted it.”

      He sat on the floor at his wife’s feet and looked up at Hope. “Leto asked me if I believed in monsters. I couldn’t believe it at first. It was impossible. Monsters were half-breeds, and your mother was physically human. I knew that was what she was implying, that she was a monster, and for a brief moment, I thought maybe she was insane. But as to my belief? I knew that monsters existed. I’d seen them: centaurs, the Mer, even a griffin. I admitted my knowledge, even as I wondered where the conversation was going.”

      “She told me that her mother was a monster, and I tried to think of how that could be possible. The only explanation I could conceive was that some of the primordial deities had the ability to appear as monsters as well as human. But your mother assured me her mother wasn’t a primordial deity.

      Luc sighed. Resting his head on the couch, he closed his eyes as he continued, “My father used to tell me stories. He’d tell me of conquests . . . and curses. I’d heard the story of the Sphinx more than once, but I didn’t know she could become human. I don’t think anyone did.”

      “Leto told me that her grandmother refused the advances of the god, and in vengeance, the god had killed her and cursed her newborn baby. The baby, her mother, sought the aid of the Graeae, who reinterpreted the curse, thus allowing the monster to live as human . . . most of the time. She told me that the curse had passed from mother to daughter, and she now carried it. In that second, that very second, I knew.”

      He straightened and faced his wife and daughter.

      Hope’s heart seemed to be breaking as she watched the pain wash over her parents.

      Looking up into Leto’s eyes he continued, “I knew what you were going to say, but I prayed I was wrong. I wanted so much to be wrong in that moment. But then you said the words. As soon as you admitted to being the Sphinx, I felt so much shame. It was my father that cursed you. My own father. I knew he wasn’t perfect, far from it. He is emotional, rash, and dismissive. But there is one thing I’ve seen him totally fanatical about, and it’s consistent.”

      Luc raised his hand and pointed at Hope. “He is fanatical about his ownership of the monster he created. You are the one creature he considers wholly his, and he is determined to possess you. The entire purpose of the curse is to break you to his will. He will stop at nothing . . . absolutely nothing.”

      He swallowed. “I was too weak, or too naïve, to fully comprehend what that meant. I kissed your mother and offered false platitudes that we would be fine. That it was okay. But my words were in earnest. I never meant to be untrue. And every assurance of my love was sincere and heartfelt. I did, I do, love her.” He stared up at Leto with wide eyes. “I love you.”

      Hope was still trying to reconcile the story her father was telling with what she’d believed her entire life. Not that she didn’t believe him, but if he loved Leto so much . . . “So what happened? Why did you leave?”

      Luc stood and resumed his pacing. “She told me she was going to change at first light, said I could leave if I wanted to. As if I would abandon her so easily.” He pointed at Hope. “Which is probably why you believed me to be so callous. And I’d be lying now if I didn’t admit I was scared. There was no way to hide what I’d done, and I didn’t want to. But I also knew my father would find out, and I’d need to explain what had happened. At some point I would have to face him. But as I held your mother in my arms, I knew with every fiber of my being, I couldn’t let her go. And I would do whatever was necessary to keep her safe, even if it meant defying my father.”

      Hope had never really understood the term watching a train wreck happen until that moment. She knew where this was going, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything to stop it.
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      Athan

      The air shifted, and the faint smell of pomegranates tickled Athan’s senses. The murmur of voices grew distinct as the tinnitus from their translocation faded.

      “Is not this agreeable, Lord?”

      Athan knew that rasping voice. His eyes flew open, and he stared across the throne room, his vision tunneling on the Skia that had killed his girlfriend almost a decade ago.

      Darren stood at the bottom of a dais of three steps, his back to Athan. Torches hung in twisted iron holders spaced throughout the cavernous room, casting the space in ominous shadows. Hades occupied an obsidian throne at the top of the platform, and positioned next to him was an intricately carved throne of a deep red crystal, the color of pomegranates.

      Hades’s features were a study of contrasts. His hair was cropped just shy of chin-length, and the smooth dark locks shone like polished onyx. His goatee was trimmed short, and the depth of color made the pallor of his skin distinct. His angular features and broad shoulders created an imposing picture.

      “Do you believe she is here?” the lord of the Underworld asked. “I have heard whisperings of it, but my Skia have not been able to locate her.”

      “Nay, Lord. The Sphinx is just—”

      Athan’s movement at the mention of Hope was inadvertent, and Xan grabbed his sleeve too late.

      Darren turned even as Hades’s gaze shifted to the two demigods that stood in the shadows.

      “Demigods?” Hades stood in a fluid movement.

      Darren’s eyes narrowed and then widened in recognition. He grasped at his beltline. There was no time to think. Athan reached for his blades, but Xan was faster. Athan was thrown to the ground as an inky Skia blade whistled past them. Hades yelled a command that was muffled by Xan’s heavy body.

      The tension in the room continued to rise, and Athan pushed against Xan’s weight. Had Xan been hit? Was Darren still alive?

      Xan rolled to his feet, stood, and extended his hand to Athan. He didn’t even have to look to see if he’d hit his target. Irritation pulsed through Athan’s heart.

      “Skata,” he muttered as he brushed away Xan’s hand and looked across the room.

      Darren clutched the hilt of the silver dagger protruding from his chest. A perfect throw, the blade was buried to its rubied hilt. Darren opened his mouth to scream, but blinding sunshine poured from his dark depths. The Skia begged his lord with his eyes, pleaded for intervention. The rays seeped from the edges of his wound.

      Hades’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing as his servant disappeared, crumbling from within from the exposure to the divine light.

      The silver blade clinked on the stone.

      Xan gave Athan a once-over. “You all right?”

      Athan snorted his disgust. As if he would need to be taken care of.

      “My Lord.” Athan bowed to the god.

      Xan inclined his head. “Lord Hades.”

      Hades stepped down from the dais. His fluid movements were like a predator stalking his prey.

      “Son of Ares.” The god of the Underworld pushed Athan away from Xan and continued to circle the demigod. “You do not belong here.”

      Xan said nothing, keeping his head down. The muscles in his neck tightened and strained against an unseen force of tension.

      “And you, Son of Hermes.” Hades turned his gaze to Athan. “I have always treated you well as a guest, have I not?”

      Athan nodded. It was true. The god had always been gracious when Athan had been in the Underworld with Hermes.

      “And yet you bring death to my world?” Hades held up his hand before Athan could protest. “Do you know the sacrifices Skia make? Do you understand the necessity of their service?” The god tapped on his chin as if contemplating what more to tell them. “You are young and impetuous, demigods. You would benefit from some depth of understanding.” He waved his hand in a clear dismissal.

      Athan felt the floor yanked out from under him.

      Cold, like the blade of a Skia, blistered his skin. Athan shook with the sudden change in temperature. The icy air swirled around him in tortuous ribbons of pain. He needed to see if he could get out of the trajectory of the bitter wind. He stepped back and fell over a large boulder.

      The boulder grunted.

      Athan blinked, trying to force his eyes to stay opened. In truth, he wanted to curl in on himself to avoid the abuse the air was delivering.

      “Shite. Where the Hades are we?”

      Oh. The talking boulder was Xan. Athan crouched down next to the other demigod.

      “Are you all right?” Athan yelled, but the words were swallowed in the maelstrom.

      Xan tilted his head to the side and cracked an eye, gaze settling on Athan, and motioned for him to huddle close.

      Athan lifted his shoulder in silent question. What good would it do to coil up here? But even as he thought it, the wind continued buffeting him. It was much like sparring multiple attackers at once, and there was no way to avoid the blows. He strained to find a way to escape, but eventually his natural instinct took over and he curled into the fetal position on the ground.

      Tortured screams assailed him, the sounds grating against his sanity. The physical pain intensified, and despair pounded in his heart. They would never escape. They would die here. It had all been a waste. He wasn’t strong enough to rescue Hope. He wasn’t strong enough to save Dahlia. He wasn’t there to keep Isa home. He couldn’t save his mom. He was worthless, and now he was going to die in this hell. The worst thing was, he knew he deserved it. Despair filled him, and he wished for death.

      “Enough.” The feminine voice was soft, barely over a whisper, but the accent of the divine cut through the tumult.

      The wind stilled. The overwhelming emotions evaporated, and three young women sat cross-legged on the dark stone.

      Athan unwound his body, stretching his stiff muscles.

      Xan eyed the women warily, his hand resting on the hilt of his remaining dagger.

      They had not changed. The three girls looked nothing like sisters with their different skin tones, hair color, and even facial features. Atropos wore modern clothing befitting a military assassin today, only shears of varying colors and lengths hung from her utility belt, the only weapons she would ever need. Her skin was ebony, and her pointed features matched her purpose. The Fate responsible for cutting the thread of life offered a knowing smirk, and Athan turned away.

      Lachesis laughed and almost dropped her measuring instrument. The long rod was covered in markings running the length of it. The goddess who measured the life of man had warm russet skin, the same color as her eyes.

      “Don’t scare him, Atropos.” Her thick auburn curls swayed with her laughter.

      The air warmed, and the only sound was the clacking of Clotho’s eternal needles.

      “He’s one of the good guys.” Lachesis held up her measuring stick as if to indicate he measured up. “They both are.”

      Xan snorted.

      Had Xan lost his mind? Athan wanted to warn him, but there was no way to do so without the goddess knowing it. Perhaps they would not find him rude.

      Atropos laughed, and when she spoke, the bitterness had disappeared from her tone. “Regardless of how good they are, they are all we have to work with.”

      “You are too eager to cut betimes.” Even with the reprimand, Clotho continued her knitting.

      Atropos inclined her head. “Perhaps.” She regarded Xan with interest. “Perhaps not.”

      Xan narrowed his eyes. “Are you going to kill us then?” His lip curled in a sneer of disgust. “I think not, or you would’ve done so already. Are you trying to break us?”

      “Enough,” Clotho said in the same soft tone. Her head tilted up, and her blue eyes gazed at them as she set her needles aside. “We are not your enemies, Son of Ares.”

      Xan rolled his eyes. Athan well understood his sentiment. The gods were no one’s friends either.

      Clotho touched his knee. “The gods have been unjust to her, and this must stop. You must stop it here. Even now . . .” She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her dainty nose. “Even now they are working to thwart her.”

      Xan scrambled up and drew his blade. “Where?”

      Athan’s focus remained on the youthful-appearing goddess before him. Her golden hair fell in soft waves well past her shoulders, but her worn dress was a testament to how infrequently she took a break from her knitting. Her unlined skin couldn’t hide the depth of wisdom in her eyes.

      He’d read most of the Book of the Fates regarding the Sphinx. He knew they’d intervened to help Phaidra after Apollo’s curse.

      “Why? Why are you doing this?”

      Clotho blinked. “Not all gods are motivated by self-interest. Some have a spark of justice within.” She picked up her needles. “You’d better hurry. Your fate is unfolding.”

      Atropos glared at her sister. “You told them too much.”

      “Oh, stop. You forget our interest is in their success.” The clacking of needles commenced.

      Lachesis helped Clotho stand, and Atropos followed.

      “You’re out of Tartarus now, and when you step from our protection, you’ll need to cross Persephone’s garden to enter the palace.” Lachesis exhaled slowly as her gaze measured them. “Your worth is more than one decision; it is the grand sum.”

      “Bullocks,” Xan muttered.

      Athan glared at him. They did not want to offend the Fates.

      But Atropos laughed again, and her sharp features softened. “I like you, Son of Ares. You’re brash but honest.” She pulled a small set of embroidery shears from her waist. The handles were a milky white with silver veins that matched the blades. She handed them to him. “Be very careful how you use them.”

      The small pair of scissors disappeared in his palm. He raised his brow and tucked the pointed end into his empty sheath. “Aye. Best not nick my finger on them, too, right?”

      Atropos smirked. “You’re welcome.”
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      Hope

      Luc paced the small room, his anxious energy diffusing into the very air. The pain he’d suffered still clung to him, and he grimaced as he relived his story.

      These memories were still so fresh in his mind, and Hope felt nothing but pity for the man before her. Her rash statement at the banks of the Lethe seemed ignorant in the face of her father’s anguish. She watched him cross, back and forth, while he sorted through the words of his final account.

      Luc stopped and faced Hope. “I asked Leto what time she would change, mentally trying to prepare myself for what was coming. But when I looked at her, I saw how scared she was. She was curled in a ball on the sofa, and her body language screamed her fear. I needed to do something to make it right. Something to show her how much I loved her.”

      “I decided to go get all of her favorite things, just a quick trip to the grocery store. If we were going to be stuck inside for two days, we should have an indoor picnic, play board games, and watch movies. I was determined to make her experience of telling me her secret not just good, but great. I didn’t want her to feel unsure, but mostly, I wanted to make it right.”

      “I figured I could stop by the conservatory and talk to my friend, Xan. He was the senior demigod at the time, and while he was brash, he had a good heart. He was older than any other demigod I knew, so I was hoping . . .”

      Hope smiled at the mention of her friend, and she felt a new sense of connection to her father.

      Luc shook his head. “There was so much I didn’t know, and I was hoping he’d have some insight. I needed to tell Leto my secret, and it felt impossible to broach the subject what with the part my father played in her curse. And there was the matter of my father, too.” His shoulders sagged with the weight of his burden, but he pressed on. “Anyway, I promised to pick up movies and treats and something for dinner. When I hugged her goodbye, my heart pounded as if it would beat its way from my chest. I was that nervous. But I kissed her and told her how much I loved her. And then I left.”

      “It was late enough that I went straight to the conservatory. But Xan was gone. There were only two demigods in residence, a mere child and a bitter daughter of Eris. But I was desperate for help. I asked if they would listen, and both were willing, so, keeping it as vague as possible, I told them of my situation. It’s funny, I thought the child would hold more prejudice to monsters, but it was the older demigod who dismissed my worry with a wave of her hand. She repeated rhetoric about monsters not being fit to live, words all the demigods said. She stressed that Xan would tell me the same thing, and I feared she might be right.”

      “But then the little boy spoke. He told me not to listen to her, that she was just sad because her husband had left her. Gods, he was so little but talked just like a grown up. A smart grown up. Dahlia, the other demigod, yelled at him then left, but the boy stared at me with his wide eyes and asked me if I really loved the girl who was a monster. I assured him I did. I’ll never forget what he said. Dads are supposed to take care of their kids. He was so cute and naïve, but that didn’t make what he said less true. Fathers are supposed to take care of their kids, and want what’s best for them. He said I should talk to my dad. And that love means you make it work, and always tell the truth.”

      Luc closed his eyes, and Hope wondered what memories were there that he wasn’t sharing.

      “I dismissed myself and thanked the young demigod for his time. Gods, I hope he’s okay. He was such a good boy. I told him to tell Xan that I said to take him under his wing. I’m not sure that was any help, but it was the best I could think of at the time to thank the little guy for his help.”

      “There was never going to be a good time to confront my father, but as I drove away from the conservatory, I decided that if I approached him that very day, he wouldn’t be able to accuse me of hiding anything from him. I drove to a small outdoor temple on the outskirts of the city, a lovely park with lilies, laurels, and hyacinth. I hadn’t spoken face-to-face with my father for years. In truth, he only came to me when he wanted me to do something for him, so I wasn’t expecting him to answer my petition.”

      “I made an offering at the shrine, and there was a moment when I worried he might actually appear, but the birds’ songs and crickets chirping were the only sounds. I told the shrine how I met Leto, a bit about our brief courtship, and finally the whirlwind wedding. I begged forgiveness for not inviting him to the nuptials. I told him of my wife’s kindness and patience, of her soft temperament. I was stalling, but I didn’t know how to say it. I begged for forgiveness; I pled my ignorance and unintentional offence. The one thing I would not apologize for was my love for her. I asked for his blessing, and then I climbed the shrine and whispered in his ear her name. I waited for the roof to crash down on me, and when it didn’t, I gathered my courage and whispered that Leto was the Sphinx.”

      “Nothing happened. My panic drained, and with it most of my energy. I told myself that maybe my father wouldn’t be angry. Maybe he would give us his blessing. I left and went to the grocery store, the one on Mercer Island where I’d first met Leto. It was on the way home, and I was feeling nostalgic.”

      “I filled the shopping cart with all of her favorites: movie candy,  popcorn, chips, soda, steak and potatoes, and several kinds of ice cream. As I wheeled the cart to the check out, I grabbed a bouquet of flowers, something a little extra to reinforce my words. I thought I’d have two whole days to show Leto how much I loved her, regardless of her form, or more accurately, regardless of Apollo’s curse. More than anything, I wanted her to know that I was first and foremost the man who loved her.”

      “I paid for the groceries and walked out to the parking lot. The sun had just set; I remember the evening sky was tinged with pinks and lavenders like the flowers I’d just bought.” Luc swallowed then rubbed at his eyes. After a deep breath, he continued, “I felt his presence before I could see him.”

      He fixed Hope with a wild, desperate look. “I have never known such panic. I scrambled for words. I was frantic . . . pleading for a miracle. In truth, I couldn’t even tell you what I said. I just knew that if I didn’t get out of there . . .” Tears streamed down Luc’s face. He swiped at them roughly, as if frustrated with the way his emotions were spilling out. When he’d collected himself enough to speak, he merely said, “He’s fanatical about his ownership of the Sphinx.”

      “He killed you.” Hope said the words, already knowing of their certainty, and her heart ached for what should’ve been for Luc and her mother.

      Leto reached for her husband, and he pulled her into a hug.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her hair. “So, so sorry.” He pulled back far enough to see Hope. Luc smiled at his daughter, but his eyes remained filled with haunted pain.

      “The next thing I knew I was at the river Acheron. Hermes was at my side, and he made payment to Charon so I could cross. I begged and pleaded, but the gods of the Underworld would not grant my petition. Truly, all I ever wanted was to love your mother.”

      Hope wanted to speak, but words utterly failed her.
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      Athan

      The Moirai were gone, and Athan and Xan now stood just outside a knee-high stone wall. On the other side, a vibrant green lawn extended with lush flower gardens and blossoming fruit trees. If the black rock of the Underworld hadn’t still surrounded them, Athan might have thought they were back in the mortal realm.

      “Persephone’s garden,” Xan announced and stepped over the wall.

      The ground was soft beneath them, the grass a welcome change. Athan’s spirits lifted as the demigods followed a path next to an orchard.

      “Don’t eat anything.” Athan said it just as much to remind himself as they passed trees heavy with peaches.

      Xan rolled his eyes. “Don’t be an arse. I know better.”

      The smell of the sweet fruit made Athan’s mouth water, and he quickened his pace. Xan seemed to understand and matched step for step.

      The palace of onyx rose before them, and Athan tried to formulate what he would say. They needed to get Hope, which meant they needed to find her. Which meant . . .

      All thoughts ground to a halt as they turned the corner.

      Isabel.

      The raven-haired beauty looked the same as she had almost ten years ago. Her gray eyes dilated with surprise, and she squealed as she ran toward him. “Athan!”

      Isabel.

      The demigod daughter of Aphrodite Xan had found in England. He’d brought her to the conservatory; was it a decade ago? No, more like fifteen years. Athan had been twelve when they’d found her. She was seventeen. Could that be right? It seemed forever ago.

      Isabel wrapped him in a hug, and his arms instinctively reciprocated. “Isa,” he breathed.

      She pulled away from him and cupped his face in her hands. “By the gods, I’ve missed you.”

      Her smile was like the dawning sun. Her eyes like the storm clouds over her native country. The words came back to him, the things they’d said to each other. His heart churned with trepidation.

      Her lips brushed his, then his cheek, then his ear.

      “Have you come to stay? Do you still live in the mortal realm?” she whispered. “It’s okay if you do. We’ll make it work.”

      Had he pulled back or had she? He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. The son of Hermes was at a loss for words.

      “Isa. Athan.” Xan looked at them both, his brow drawn in confusion. Without another word, he turned his back and walked off.

      Athan wanted to call out. He wanted Xan to . . . save him? The thought made Athan’s stomach clench. This was not right. He should be happy to see her, not wanting to leave.

      Isabel unwrapped herself from Athan but tugged on his hand. As she led him down a garden path, she continued to speak. “Are you still angry with him? You shouldn’t be. It wasn’t his fault. Not really. He tried to fend them off, but there were too many.”

      Somehow they’d arrived in a park-like area with benches. Pink petals floated on a breeze. The air felt fresh, like right after a spring shower. Life surrounded him in the realm of the dead. And his heart hurt.

      “Do you remember when we would spar, six or seven of us against Xan. He would always win, right? He was always the best of us at fighting.” She was silent for only a moment before continuing. “There were twelve Skia that night. It was an ambush. I tried to help, but . . . You know I was never very good at fighting.”

      No. She was never any good at it. But he’d foolishly thought it wouldn’t matter. Someone—no not just someone, he—would always be there to protect her. Except he wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should’ve been there.”

      Her laughter was carefree, but she stopped when she saw the expression on his face. “Is that what you think? Gods, Athan. I’m so glad you weren’t there. They would’ve killed you, too.” She smirked. “Well, maybe that wouldn’t have been so bad. We could’ve been here together, right?”

      That was just it. If he’d died, he would’ve never met Hope, and she was someone he didn’t want to live without.

      “Don’t be sad, love. We’re both here now.”

      Yes, they were. But his heart was not. He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know how to say it. But this . . . this needed to be said. “Isa. It’s nice to see you.” He shook his head. “It’s great to see you . . .”

      She tilted her head, and her face grew somber. “But?”

      Just like a Band-Aid. “I’m not here for you.”

      Her smile faltered. “You’ve moved on.”

      It wasn’t a question. He knew that she knew, but she deserved to hear it from him. He would not make the same mistakes he’d made so many times before. He would be honest.

      He took her hands in his. Hands that were small and soft. She would always be this girl. The one he’d first fallen in love with. His first real kiss. But she wasn’t who his heart ached for now. She wasn’t the one he loved anymore. “I never stopped caring about you.”

      She nodded, but her eyes told him she knew better. “But it’s not the same.”

      He pursed his lips. “It’s not the same.”

      She cupped his face, and her thumb rested on his lips. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Will you tell me about her?”

      So he did. He told her how he’d seen Hope and suspected her immortality. How he’d tried to woo her, and she’d resisted, pushing him away. How he’d finally broken through and then when his feelings shifted. “At first she was only another job, another demigod to get to the conservatory. I had no room in my heart for anyone but you. She has your same innocence and naivety, which is what probably cracked my shell. It just happened . . .”

      “That’s as it should be.” She patted his cheek and then rested her hands in her lap. “Is she dead?”

      This was more difficult. What would she think? But even as he thought the question, he realized he didn’t care. His decisions would not be determined by what Isa would think. His heart belonged to Hope.

      Athan told Isa the rest. He laid it all out. How Hope was considered a monster because of Apollo’s curse, her risks in coming to the conservatory, how she’d saved his life, and then coming to the Underworld to try to break Apollo’s hold on her. Athan told of how he’d come to the Underworld to help. “Myrine said she was stuck here, and I came to get her back.”

      Isa listened without interrupting once. Her eyes grew big as she absorbed Hope’s story, her risks and bravery. When Athan finished speaking, Isa leaned toward him. “You must love her to risk so much.”

      The truth of it resonated within him, as well as the truth of what Isa hadn’t said. “I do.” He reached forward and brushed away a lone tear sliding down her cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      Isa shook her head and scrubbed away the rest of her tears. She looked him in the eye and said, “We were both very young. I’m not sure either of us really knew what love was.”

      It was true, but it still stung. “Even so, I’m sorry.”

      Because he could’ve done it differently. All those times in the Underworld . . . he could’ve sought her out.

      Isa stood and offered her hands to help him up.

      Athan clasped them both and, after standing, wrapped her in a hug. “I hope you find happiness here.”

      Her smile was just shy of the dawning sun. “I will, Athan. And I hope you find your Hope and save her.”

      He brushed her cheek with a kiss. “Goodbye, Isa.”

      “Be safe, Athan.”

      He could feel her eyes on him as he marched toward the castle, but he refused to look back.

      “Athan, wait!”

      He closed his eyes. Gods, did she not know how hard it was to walk away? He still cared for her, but . . .

      “Please. You will need to get past Cerberus, and I want to help.”

      He froze. He should’ve known. “I’m sorry.” Was he forever going to be misinterpreting? “I would really appreciate that.”

      She taught him two hand commands: sit and stay. “But most important will be the words you use.”

      “Ancient Greek?” He ran through the two words in the old language.

      She shook her head. “The divine language.”

      He swallowed. Of course. The language of the gods. The only language he didn’t know.

      She taught him the two words. So similar to ancient Greek and yet distinctly different.

      “Thank you, Isa. I’m sure you just saved my life.”

      She nodded. “Yes, but it is a life worth saving.”

      The wisp of a demigod stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Goodbye.”

      He hugged her close, and a feeling of deep peace settled over him. “Goodbye.”

      The regret and bitterness he’d carried had been washed away. And he’d never felt so strong.
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      Hope

      Leto leaned into Luc and whispered something in his ear, making the obvious pain on his face clear.

      “You know what this means, right?” Leto smiled at her daughter, a look of sheer triumph.

      She did. But it was so preposterous. “Why wasn’t it fulfilled when I was born, or when you got married?”

      “The family has to be with Apollo, or his offspring. Apollo killed Luc before you were born. He knew what it would mean, and he tried to prevent it.”

      “Do you think he knew?” Even as Hope asked, she knew the answer. That was exactly why he killed his son. Hadn’t the sun god proven time and again how ruthlessly possessive he was? It was just so bewildering to think . . . “Is it really fulfilled?”

      Leto bit the side of her mouth in a familiar gesture of worry. Luc patted her arm and turned to his daughter.

      “Apollo will argue that it was not. That all the requirements of the curse were not fulfilled. But technically, they were. The Sphinx’s offspring married Apollo’s offspring and”—he pointed at Hope—“you are the child of that union.”

      Hope’s mind was racing. If the curse was fulfilled, then why was she still changing? Why was she still a monster?

      “He must acknowledge it, and if he will not, then the gods must rule on it. While it was technically fulfilled, Apollo could argue that technically it was not.”

      A technicality? The almost uncontrollable desire to hit something pulsed through Hope. The fulfillment of the curse was hung up on a technicality? Gods! She really wanted to hit someone. No, she really only wanted to hit one person, and technically he wasn’t even a person. “So, the curse wasn’t fulfilled because he killed you?”

      “It would not be the first time filicide was committed by the gods to achieve their ends.”

      Right. A fact she was all too aware of. If she thought about it, she could still smell the char from Apollo’s sons in her room. The memory made her shudder. And then another thought crossed her mind. “He’s your dad.”

      Symeon nodded.

      “Which means . . .” The thought of the god caressing her cheek made her whole body shiver. “He’s my grandfather.”

      Neither of her parents seemed shocked by her declaration.

      “But he still wants me?” She couldn’t help but cringe even as she said the words. That was disgusting to even think about.

      “Zeus married his own sister,” Leto said.

      As if that wasn’t revolting. “Well, in my world, that is incest. And it’s gross. Moving on, please.” Hope couldn’t go there. “So then what? What would have to happen to get rid of the curse?”

      Both women looked at Luc, who ran his hand through his hair in a gesture very reminiscent of another demigod.

      “You will have to go to Olympus. Bring the curse and its fulfillment to the attention of the counsel. If Apollo won’t acknowledge it, you must get the gods to rule on it. Themis is probably your best bet. If you can convince her.”

      Themis. The name sounded strangely familiar. “That’s it?”

      Luc offered an indulgent smile. “It will be a trial to even get there. But I’m confident you, daughter, will make it happen.”

      She wanted to ask him if he’d read any Greek mythology at all. But it would probably be rude to point out that, after all the studying she’d done in the conservatory, her odds actually didn’t seem particularly great. She looked around the small living room of her parents’ home in the Underworld and decided she didn’t really care about the odds, or else she would’ve never come here. Squaring her shoulders, Hope ticked off her next objective. “Go to Olympus and make Apollo acknowledge what a dirtbag he is. Got it.”

      Leto laughed as she stood and crossed the room. She sat on the loveseat and wrapped her arms around Hope in a hug. “I will miss you, daughter of mine.”

      “Do I have to leave now?” She’d just gotten there. Just met her father. Just . . . “I don’t want to go.”

      Leto nodded. “I don’t want you to either.” She ran her hand over Hope’s hair and tugged at the ends. “Do you know you’ve always had a profound sense of justice? You have more courage in your thumb than I have in my whole body. Even when you were little, you would tell me that one day you would break the curse. You have every talent and characteristic you could ever need to fulfill your destiny.”

      Hope choked back a sob. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and her heart . . . her heart was breaking. “Mom . . .”

      “Don’t squander all your glory down here. Make things right.” Her mom pulled her close again and whispered in her ear, “For all of us.”

      A thousand hugs would never be enough.

      The gate clicked shut, and Hope turned to wave one last time. She held the Book of the Fates in one hand, and her other hand came to rest on the necklace her mother and father had given her. A picture of the two of them on their wedding day on one side, and a picture of her mom holding Hope as a baby on the other. It was priceless, not because of the material it was made of, but because of the memories imprinted on the photos held within and the love they represented.

      Hope squared her shoulders and walked away from her parents’ home, but the vast emotional expenditure had exhausted her. The longer she walked, the harder it was to pick up her feet for that next step. The thin Book of the Fates seemed to weigh a ton, and Hope switched it from hand to hand.

      The muggy air pushed down on her, and the incessant grating of beetles frayed her already stretched nerves. She was walking in the Underworld, albeit a very nice part of the Underworld judging by the large homes and well decorated yards, and she had no clue how to get back to Thanatos’s home.

      Where had Asbolus run off to?

      She passed several souls as she wandered, and it felt as if they were watching her, talking about her, pointing at her.

      She turned to see if she could see her parents’ house, but she’d been walking a long time, and it had disappeared.

      The sweet scent of peaches wafted on the breeze, and Hope’s stomach lurched even as her mouth watered. She knew she couldn’t eat any, but the fact that someone was growing fruit . . .

      In the distance she saw a rich, vibrant green. Not the varying shades of emeralds that dripped from the jeweled trees. These were real trees. She had to be close to Persephone’s gardens.

      Hope’s exhaustion fled in the excitement of knowing where she was. If she could get to the garden, she could get to—

      Hope skidded to a stop.

      The man walking toward her had a gait she would never forget. His broad shoulders and narrow waist came from hours of exercise. His dark hair was mussed as if he’d showered and run his hands through it far too many times. He was scowling and probably swearing to himself as he crossed the lawn. His countenance changed as soon as their eyes met. His face cleared, and a slow smile spread until both of his dimples popped, and he ran toward her.

      It took only a second for Hope to respond. She was running to him, laughing with excitement, and her heart was so full it could burst.

      She collided with Xan and buried herself in his chest.

      “Hope.”

      He breathed into her hair and kissed the top of her head, and for the second time that day, she burst into tears. He shushed her and held her, letting her soak the front of his shirt with her tears.

      She hiccupped, and they both laughed. “You came.”

      “Aye.” He cupped her face. “Did you really think I wouldn’t, lass?”

      He smelled so alive, like leather and steel, and so much like Xan. She hugged him again. “I missed you.”

      He chuckled, a low sound that reverberated through his chest. “I missed you, too. Did you get what you came for?”

      Her success bubbled up. “Yes. I did. The curse . . . oh, gods. Yes. I need to go to Olympus next and get justice, but . . . Apollo killed his sons . . . And we can break the curse . . . And I met my mom, and my dad. And they’re happy. They’re so happy. And I can have that, and be alive. I don’t have to be cursed.” She was rambling, but it felt so good to say the words, to know the meaning, and with Xan there, she was sure to get out and succeed.

      She couldn’t help but glance behind him. She wanted to know. “Is Athan okay? Did he—?”

      Xan’s smile faded, and his gaze darted toward the peach trees. He took one step back but kept his hand on her arm. “Aye. He’s fine. Made a full recovery.”

      Relief ran through her followed by excitement. “Is he here, too?”

      Xan’s gaze again went to the peach trees. “He’s here, but . . .”

      Oh no. No. No. No. “He didn’t . . . He’s still . . .”

      Xan closed his eyes and ran his hand through his hair. “Listen. Yes. He’s okay. He’s fine. It’s just that—”

      “Where is he?” Her worry and fear cycled, creating a rapidly building cyclone of emotions. “Where?”

      Xan shook his head. “He’s got something he has to take care of first, Hope. He’ll come join us.”

      Did Xan not understand this was the Underworld? There were still Skia here. Vengeful gods. Hades was allegedly looking for her for his own nefarious plans. They needed to get Athan and get out.

      “Where?” She grabbed Xan’s shirt. “Please, tell me where.”

      “In the orchard. I’ll take you—”

      But she didn’t wait for him to finish. She couldn’t. She had to see Athan. See that he was okay. Tell him about what she’d found out. She wanted to kiss him and tell him they had a chance.

      She could hear Xan behind her yelling for her to stop, and he was sure to catch up with her soon.

      Hope jumped over the wall, the smell of ripe peaches hanging in the heavy air. The bubbling of the Lethe was beyond the perimeter wall. She turned the corner and practically tripped over her feet in an attempt to stop.

      Athan was kissing someone. He was . . . He held her face in his hands, and he was kissing her. He was hugging her. They were so close.

      Hope closed her eyes and turned away, but the image was burned into her brain. Tears stung and seeped through her eyelids.

      “Hope,” Xan whispered. “Come on.”

      He guided her away from the orchard, toward the back of the garden. And then his glances at the orchard made sense.

      Her eyes flew open, and she glared at him. “You knew.”

      He shook his head. “I would’ve never willingly let you see that. That’s . . . That be all arseways.”

      “Who is she?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “You sure you want to know?”

      She nodded but then shook her head. “Does he love her?”

      Xan blew out a long breath. “I don’t know.” His long fingers went through his hair again. “He used to.”

      The knot in her stomach wouldn’t go away until she knew. At least if she knew, she could deal with it. She thought of the bricks that had once protected her heart. Athan had torn the wall down. He’d told her he’d meant all the kisses, all the endearment. She could deal with his past. “Tell me.”

      “Athan came to the conservatory shortly after his mother died. He was maybe eight or ten.” He paused and tilted his head as if he were thinking. With a small shake he said, “Anyway, he was young. He was a nice kid, really sweet. He helped out a lot. Everyone liked him.”

      Xan took a deep breath and slowly let it out through pursed lips. He cleared his throat.

      Hope waited for him to continue, fidgeting on her feet as if on the edge of a precipice she was supposed to jump from. The silence stretched, and she wanted to yell at him to continue, to get it out already, but a part of her wanted to run away from what she feared was coming.

      He ran his fingers through his hair and offered Hope a small smile. “I found Isa a few years later. Her father had died, and her mother is Aphrodite. Even when she was young, Isa was something to look at, but there is something almost compellingly attractive about Aphrodite’s daughters. They are like a magnet for men, and Isa was no different.”

      The knot unfurled tentacles of dread in her stomach.

      Xan shook his head. “But it was like Athan didn’t notice. He was friendly with her, nice to her, but he treated her like a friend. I’m sure that’s what attracted her to him. They were friends for a couple of years. They would play board games and pull silly pranks like short-sheet all the beds or put plastic wrap on the toilet seats. Totally immature, but they laughed all the time.”

      Hope could see it. A young Athan and the beautiful Isa laughing, hugging . . . The scene of them kissing played through her mind, and her stomach churned.

      “I was away when their relationship changed. There were reports of a demigod in Ireland, and Dahlia and I went to check it out.” He shook his head again, and his fingers threaded through his hair, making the ends stand up. “Skia were popping up everywhere, and we struggled to get to demigods in time. When Dahlia and I weren’t out on a search, we were training the demigods in the conservatories to defend themselves. No excuses, but I was really busy. All. The. Time.”

      She could feel the story unraveling, and she knew the drop was coming.

      “Athan was off with his dad when I got to the conservatory. Sometimes the two of them would disappear for weeks at a time. Isa and I were friends. She wanted to go out, but I was piss-drunk. We’d lost another demigod, and he looked a lot like Roan. Dahlia had disappeared, and it was just me and Isa . . .”

      Hope felt like she’d been sucker punched. “You slept with Athan’s girlfriend?”

      “I woke up, and we were in bed together. I was still dressed, but she said . . .” He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “She said we did.”

      It was like grasping at straws as they slid through her fingers. She wanted, somehow, for it not to be true. “But you don’t remember?”

      He closed his eyes and dropped his head. “I don’t remember. She told Athan when he got back a couple weeks later. I wasn’t sure what had happened, and I tried to tell him that, but he wouldn’t hear it. He forgave her, said I’d taken advantage of their friendship. I tried to tell him . . .” He gritted his teeth. “It would’ve been better if I’d just left for good, but I didn’t want to leave Dahlia. She’s funny about Seattle. She was . . .”

      His emotion rolled off him, pain for his cousin and all that she’d suffered. Hope reached for him, but he stopped her.

      He ran his hand down her arm, and squeezing her hand, he said, “Let me finish, or I’ll never get it out.”

      “Okay.” Hope clasped her hands behind her back.

      “Isa seemed to thrive on the contention she caused. Remember how Marilyn Monroe was? Aphrodite’s daughters all have a similar temperament. I don’t even know if Athan was aware of how she was behaving. He was in love with her, and she could do no wrong.

      “He told me to stay away from her. And I tried. I stopped drinking at the conservatory. I spent more time with Dahl, Dion, and his brother Demitri. We’d lost several demigods over the years, and the Skia were picking off more and more of our numbers. Demitri and I were good friends. My best friend died shortly after Athan got here. Athan and I were tight . . . and then we weren’t. Demitri was cool, not like Athan or Luc—”

      “So what happened?”

      “Demitri died. Skia got him. I . . . I got slammed. I couldn’t deal. Then Athan was gone, off with his dad again. And Isa begged me to take her out. She promised to behave. That she wouldn’t hit on me again. She left me alone that night. But there were others she . . .” He shook his head, refusing to detail whatever had happened with Isa. “On the way home, we got ambushed. Skia came at us from all—”

      Hope held up her hand. “Stop. Please. That’s enough.”

      She couldn’t listen anymore. She’d told Priska she wasn’t sure Athan was the one, and maybe he wasn’t. But her heart didn’t believe what she now knew was a lie. Every single good thing had been taken away. Her mom and dad, Priska, Athan . . . Her heart couldn’t take it.

      She could hear the river spilling over the rocks below. She just needed to get away for a minute. She stepped back, but he grabbed her wrist.

      “Don’t run off, Hope.”

      “Please.” She wanted to scream at Xan. That somehow it was his fault he’d let her see the kiss. It was like a movie on constant replay. How Athan cupped the girl’s face and bent over her to brush her lips, and to know how much he’d loved her— “I need a minute.”

      This time she didn’t wait for a reply, and it appeared that Xan was smart enough to know she wasn’t asking for permission.

      “I’ll be right here,” he yelled after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Athan

      Athan’s heart faltered when he saw Hades’s guard dog. Cerberus wasn’t the size of a dog. He wasn’t even the size of a horse. The three-headed beast stood as tall as an elephant, his thick heads each looking in a different direction. Any one of those heads could bite Athan in two.

      By the gods, he hoped Isa was right. He whistled and all three heads turned to survey him. The animal took two steps before Athan barked out the first command. “Sit.”

      The ground shook as the huge beast parked its butt.

      “Stay.” Athan held his hand just as Isabel had shown.

      All three heads swiveled to watch him cross the threshold of the lord of the Underworld’s castle. Athan held his breath until he was inside the dark walls.

      The air felt different. Charged energy tingled about him. To the left he could hear a deep voice yelling, but the words were muffled. As he followed the din, he hoped this time his audience with Hades would prove more fruitful, because he needed the god’s help to find Hope.

      With a deep breath, Athan pulled open one of the heavy doors to the throne room.

      Hades, dressed in black, paced the floor, his frustration pulsing with every move.

      On the steps of the dais, watching her husband, sat Persephone. The goddess of spring and handmaid to the lord of the Underworld twisted her hands in worry. Her wheat-colored hair was pulled back in a loose braid that hung over her shoulder almost to her waist. Her peaches-and-cream complexion was marred by the worry twisting her features. The front of her dress was grass-stained and dirty, and by the look of her hands, she’d been interrupted from her gardening.

      “But you’re sure she is here?” Persephone asked. The words hung in the air as she met Athan’s gaze.

      Hades turned to see what had caused his wife’s shock.

      “You. Again?” Hades crossed the room and grabbed Athan by the shirt.

      “Stop!” Persephone yelled as she ran toward them. “What’s wrong with you?”

      She batted her husband’s hands away from Athan and smoothed his shirt. “Welcome to the Underworld, Son of Hermes.”

      “Thank you, Lady.” Athan bowed.

      Hades stepped back and looked at his wife, his voice flat when he stated, “He killed Darren.”

      Persephone waved the words away. “I never liked Darren.”

      Athan’s esteem for the goddess went up significantly.

      “Why are you here?” Hades demanded with a glare. The air around him sizzled with his power.

      Xan burst into the room. “What the hell are you thinking?” he asked, glaring at Athan. Xan froze as all eyes turned to him, and then he dropped to one knee. “Lord Hades, Lady Persephone.”

      “Both of you are still alive?” Hades no longer seemed angry, but rather impressed as he looked back and forth between the two of them. “I’ve never had demigods escape Tartarus . . .” His eyes stopped on Xan’s belt. “Are those Moirai shears?” He took one step forward. “Where did you get those?”

      Xan shifted, his hand covering the white handles. “Atropos gave them to me.”

      Silence, much like reverence, descended upon the room.

      “The Fates are involved,” Persephone breathed. Her face lit from within. She turned to Xan. “What do you need, Son of Ares?”

      “Ah, I think you might want to send someone out to tend Cerberus. I was in a hurry to get through when I saw Athan. Sorry.” Xan pinched his lips.

      Hades frowned. “Did you kill my guard-dog?”

      “No. Just incapacitated. The wound should heal right up, if it’s tended to.” Xan shifted his gaze and glared at Athan. “You’re an arse.”

      Athan grimaced. There was a lot of truth behind that statement. “What did I do this time?”

      Xan looked around the room as if searching for someone. “Wait. Where’s Hope? Haven’t you found her yet? She disappeared—”

      Athan’s heart stopped. “Have you seen her?”

      Xan paled. “Aye. Have you not seen her yet?”

      When Athan shook his head, Xan swore.

      “Who’s Hope?” Persephone asked.

      Xan pointed at Hades. “The Sphinx.” Xan pulled the scissors from his belt and pricked his finger. Bright red blood welled on the tip. “Thanatos has been keeping her away from you so you couldn’t use her as a tool. At least that’s what he told her.”

      Hades looked like he’d been slapped.

      Xan turned to Athan. “I came across her shortly after leaving you and Isa . . . doing whatever.” Xan grimaced. “We talked for a bit, but then she demanded to see you.” His grimace turned to a glare.

      Oh gods. Had Hope seen him kissing Isa? “It wasn’t like that—”

      “I don’t care how it was.”

      “Stop!” Hades’s command was filled with his power. “You will stop, now.”

      Athan said nothing, but his mind churned with what Xan had told him. Hope had seen Athan and Isa. Together. Kissing.

      Persephone crossed the room and wiped the blood from Xan’s finger with her sleeve. “You knew what you carried?” She indicated the scissors.

      “Aye. I’m the son of Ares. I know a bit about all weapons.” He raised his eyebrows at the goddess. “Even those of the gods.”

      She nodded.

      Athan had never heard of such a thing. And Xan had deliberately cut himself with the scissors . . . Oh, shears of the Moirai. If pricked by the scissors, god or mortal wouldn’t be able to speak false. “I thought you couldn’t lie in the Underworld?”

      Hades regarded Athan a moment before answering. “The dead cannot lie. There is no reason to hide from what is or what was.”

      But Hermes had lied.

      “What happened?” Athan asked.

      Xan explained it all. His meeting with Hope, what little she’d said about her parents, something about the curse and going to Olympus, and her excitement to see Athan. She’d all but demanded that Xan take her to Athan. He’d taken as long as he could to get there, wanting to give Athan and Isa time to say goodbye. But they’d shown up just as Athan kissed Isa. Hope ran off, and Xan had followed. Until the god of death appeared. Hope had been standing by the river with Thanatos, one minute there, the next gone. “I was hoping, somehow, that you’d come across her.”

      Hades’s jaw tightened when Xan mentioned the other god of the Underworld, and the king’s eyes barely contained the fury boiling within. “You are quite sure it was Thanatos?”

      Xan held up the shears. “Do you want me to bleed again to prove it?”

      Persephone pushed the hand holding the sharp tool down, and Xan slid the scissors back into the leather sheath.

      “Hope called him Thanatos. That’s all I know.”

      Hades narrowed his eyes, and it was as if fire blazed within the dark god.
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      Hope

      Hope slipped through the open gate. She’d used up all her tears, but her chest felt hollow as she descended the stairs to the river Lethe. The cheerful splashes mocked her, and she looked for a rock to toss into the crystal waters.

      How dare Athan? But that wasn’t even a fair question. He’d loved Isa once; that much was clear. And was it so wrong to eventually move on? Was that what Hope was, his moving on? The idea made her chest tighten. And was it wrong that she still wanted him? Oh gods, what if he decided to stay in the Underworld with Isa?

      Hope had said she’d get over it. She’d told Priska that Athan wasn’t anything special, but that wasn’t true. There was no one out there quite like him. He’d been so patient, and when they dated, he’d been so courteous. He’d risked his life to fight for her, and even come to the Underworld for her . . . or had that been for Isabel?

      “Here you are,” Thanatos said with a relieved smile. He stood on the other side of the river, extending his hand toward her. “I was worried for you.”

      The god of death disappeared and reappeared next to where Hope stood staring out at the water.

      “Thanatos.” She pushed the palms of her hands into her eyes, as if she could push down her emotions. “Are you going to tell me everything happens for a reason? Or it will all work out for the best?” She looked up at him, and the tears she’d been holding back refused to be dammed.

      Thanatos scowled, his pallid skin even more pale in the bright light of the Isles of the Blessed. His dark eyes flashed with a strength held in check. “I wouldn’t pretend to patronize you.”

      She wrapped her arms around her torso as if she would be able to hold together her breaking heart.

      “He hurt you very much,” the god said, glaring up the hillside. “Come.”

      He touched her, and suddenly, while still on the banks of the Lethe, Hope could no longer see the gate that led up to Persephone’s gardens.

      Not that Hope wanted to go back there now. If she had waited with Xan, maybe she wouldn’t have seen that. This hurt so much more than when she found out about Obelia, even more than thinking he was just playing her. Why did she hurt so much? She couldn’t even answer. If she opened her mouth, she would start sobbing.

      “He’s a fool. And definitely doesn’t deserve you.”

      The words should have felt a kindness, but the thoughts they invoked continued to shred her heart. It didn’t matter that he didn’t want her. She still loved him. She loved him, and it hadn’t been enough.

      Thanatos pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. “I hate to see you mourn so. You are pure, dedicated, and so, so determined. Anyone who cannot see your radiance is an idiot.”

      He whispered soothing words, and his hands rested on her back.

      She’d thought she had no more tears, but somehow her eyes found a way to pour out more and more. She soaked through his dark shirt but had to pull away. She’d never been this close to Thanatos before, and he smelled of death.

      The rational part of her brain told her of course he did, and it shouldn’t matter. But it did. He smelled of overripe decay, antiseptic, the copper scent of blood, and the pus rank of infection. He was the god that ripped the soul from her mother’s body.

      Thanatos went to the water’s edge and scooped up a handful of the crystal liquid. “I hate to see you mourn. Here.” He thrust his hand toward her. “Three drops will make you forget what you saw. Three drops and your pain will evaporate.”

      She shook her head. It would be nice to forget about Athan kissing his previous girlfriend. It would be nice to forget about Priska’s death. And Leto’s. There were so many memories that hurt, but those were the same memories that had given her purpose. Those were the memories that drove her to break the curse, to defeat Apollo, to seize her own destiny. “No.”

      He turned his hand upside down, and the water dropped back into the river. “You are stronger than that, yes.”

      She drew herself up. “Yes, I am.”

      His lips curled in warm appreciation, and he stepped through the grassy bank. “Mother Gaia. You are incredible.”

      He continued to draw closer, and the smile, the tenderness, the comfort he’d offered all hit Hope with sudden clarity.

      Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened in horror.

      He glanced behind him and then faced her with an intent gleam. “We are quite alone. No one will interrupt us.”

      She swallowed. “It’s okay. I’m better. Will you take me back?”

      Thanatos shook his head, his dark hair curling around his ears. “Not yet. There is something I want to ask you.”

      Her heart fluttered in her chest like a caged bird. In fact, that was exactly what she felt like. This could not be happening. The sweet smell of peaches became cloying. The bank of the river that only moments before felt like an escape from pain became a trap.

      “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

      His intensity smothered her, and she shook her head. “No.”

      Instead of it deterring him, he acknowledged her refusal of the idea with a nod of appreciation. “Me neither. When you came here, I had every intention of using you to blackmail Apollo.”

      As if that would endear her. Her stomach turned with his admission.

      “But you are wicked smart, and you pay attention. You have a hefty spark of divinity within you already. It wouldn’t take much . . .”

      He advanced again, and once again Hope stepped back. What he was saying was madness. She would not become the consort to a god. It would not end well. It never did.

      As if he could read her mind, he said, “The gods of the Underworld are not the same as those of Olympus.”

      Then what was he saying? Her eyes narrowed, and her mind spun with the possibilities, but it continued to land on only one, and the supposition was ridiculous.

      “Will you be my wife, Hope?”

      Her mind went blank, and her jaw dropped. Time slowed, and the sound of the river lapping at the banks teased her. Nothing in her life was simple. Nothing. And Thanatos . . . “I don’t know what to say.”

      He laughed, a low chuckle. “Just say you will.”

      Understanding struck her. He thought she was considering it, but really she was trying to think of how she could refuse without offending him. Had she ever done anything to lead him to believe she loved him? “I cannot, Lord.”

      But it was clear the god did not see that as refusal. “Apollo’s curse will not hold here. He has no power in the Underworld. We can petition Hades. He will see the wisdom in our union.”

      Hope shook her head. “I . . . I do not love you that way.”

      The idea of having him close, of kissing him, of lying with him made her shudder. She respected him. She valued his friendship, but marriage was for love. And she didn’t know him well enough to say she loved him.

      “Love grows with time and trust. I’m confident it will grow.”

      But shouldn’t she be attracted to him? She wasn’t attracted to him. She could see that he would be attractive to some, but he wasn’t to her. Was that wrong? Was there something wrong with her?

      “I can’t. I can’t make that kind of commitment. You’re asking for something I can’t give right now.” Not ever. Not to him. She wanted freedom from the gods, not to be tied to one. “I’m so sorry.”

      His face clouded in confusion. “You . . . you are refusing me?”

      “I don’t love you,” she whispered. She hated to repeat it. And she wished there was some other way of refusing him, but accepting his offer was impossible.

      His jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. “You think your life will be better with someone else? You think anyone else will offer you what I’m offering?”

      “No.” It wasn’t about what anyone could offer her. It was about what she wanted. “Your offer is very generous.” She swallowed.

      “And yet,” he said, “still you refuse me?”

      Why was he making her repeat herself? She wanted so much to run away from this. She even glanced at the river and wondered if she could swim across it but quickly dismissed the idea. Hope took a deep breath and told the truth. “I like you, and you’ve been very kind to me. But I don’t want to be here. Not forever. In fact, not at all. And I know, someday I will be, but at that point it won’t be a choice.”

      He worried his lip in a very human gesture. “Are you refusing me or the Underworld?”

      She steeled herself. “Both. I don’t like it here, but—”

      “You don’t like me either,” he snapped. “You used me. You used me to get what you wanted.”

      Hope opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off with a wave of his hand.

      “Oh, I know all about your meeting with your parents. Was this all a game to you? Manipulate whoever you needed to get what you want?” He clenched his fists. “You are a very selfish and manipulative girl, Hope Nicholas.”

      She scrambled back, moving up the riverbank. But he was faster.

      Grabbing her shirt, he pulled her close. “You have tried to make a fool of me. You used me, and then . . . you made my offer of marriage a mockery.”

      His smell . . . Oh gods. It was rotting decay, and her stomach churned. Her eyes watered, and she tried to pull back.

      He clenched her arms, and breathing in her face, he growled, “Do you think I don’t know what you’re thinking?”

      She was going to throw up. Hope tried to suppress the bile at the back of her throat.

      With both hands, Thanatos shook her. “You think I’m disgusting? You wish this had never happened? I can make that come true!”

      Panic exploded in her chest, and she struggled and writhed to free herself from his grip. Her feet tangled with his as she kicked to get away. But it was not enough. She was not strong enough.

      The ground disappeared from under her feet, and the world tilted as she fell. The water in the river Lethe was cool and welcomed her with an embrace of acceptance. She immediately pulled herself above the surface and looked to find the shore. Her legs pumped in circles to keep her up, treading water to prevent drinking any of the mystical river that now surrounded her.

      There was a splash from behind her, and her breath escaped in a gasp of terror as someone pushed her under.

      Memories flashed through her mind as Hope held her breath. Seeing Athan kissing Isabel. Hugging Xan in the orchard. Her mother and father holding hands. Thanatos saving her. Charon refusing her passage. Obelia in the Underworld. Hermes abandoning her.

      Her lungs screamed for air, but she could not breathe. She struggled against the force that held her under, clawing at what felt like a solid layer of ice blocking her from the air above. She couldn’t see anything holding her down, and her hands moved over the invisible surface trying to find the edge so she could get out.

      The dark rock above the water fractured in the rainbow crystals of the river. Her lungs were burning, but she refused to give up. Somehow there had to be a way out. She beat against the barrier to no avail, and she wanted to scream her frustration, but there was no air.

      The gasp was involuntary, a reflex panic, and Hope choked on the water as it flooded her lungs. Her tears disappeared in the water, and her acceptance of failure came only as she faded into unconsciousness.
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      Athan

      “Lord Hades?” a lady’s tentative voice called from the open doorway, followed by a knock. A young woman with long, copper curls stood in the entrance to the throne room. She was clad in a plain white dress that was clearly too large for her slight frame. As she pulled up the sleeve falling from her shoulder, she shifted her body weight, supporting something heavy just on the other side of the door.

      Hades’s jaw ticked, and he sucked in a deep breath. “Yes, Imogen?”

      Athan’s heart froze as the willowy girl pulled and pushed a very wobbly Hope through the door.

      Hope’s hair hung in wet clumps down her back. Her gray T-shirt was torn up the seam on the side and flapped open, exposing her golden skin. Her denim shorts were frayed, and rivulets of water ran down her legs, leaving a puddle of moisture at her feet. Her fierceness was gone, and she looked like a drowned kitten, lost and afraid. Her normally vibrant gold eyes were glassy and unfocused and looked right past him.

      Athan stood dumbstruck as he stared at her. What could have—?

      “Hope!” Xan crossed the room with quick strides. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her forehead. “Gods, I’ve been so worried for you.”

      Athan’s heart ached, but still he couldn’t move. Perhaps he was wrong to want her so. Perhaps he’d been mistaken in coming after her. Xan’s feelings were apparent, and perhaps Hope returned them. Maybe she’d gotten over Athan, just like he’d finally let his feelings for Isabel go.

      In retrospect, had Hope really had feelings for him, or had he manipulated her? The crack in his heart opened into a jagged fissure, and something deep within sunk with a sense of hopelessness.

      The girl, Imogen, stood inside the doorway, hands at her sides, and her face void of emotion. The material of her dress was wet all down the right side, clinging to her slight figure.

      Xan continued to whisper to Hope, words of encouragement, compassion, words of love.

      Her eyes softened, and her arms moved to reciprocate the hug from the other demigod.

      Athan steeled himself for what he knew was coming.

      Hope froze, and Athan could see the moment she came back to herself.

      She pulled back from Xan, slowly at first, her face clouded with confusion. She clenched her jaw, ripped his hands from her shoulders, and shoved him away, immediately dropping into a fighting stance.

      “Who are you?” she spat, her arms coming up into guard.

      Shock burst across Xan’s face, and Athan knew his face mirrored it.

      When no one approached her, she relaxed her shoulders, but her hands remained outstretched, ready to push them all away.

      “The Sphinx?” Hades asked with a growl punctuating the question.

      “In the river, Lord,” Imogen answered neutrally.

      Hades strode to Hope, his footsteps oddly silent on the stone floor. She shrunk back, but he grabbed her arm, preventing further retreat. Something about his presence must have told her the futility of fleeing from the god. He touched her hair, catching a drop of the water still dripping from the ends. He put his fingers to his tongue and shook his head. “The Lethe.”

      Athan wanted to scream in frustration. He turned to Hades. “Can you burn it out of her? If we make her throw it up, can you . . . can you give her back her memories?”

      The Lethe. The river of un-mindfulness, where all who drank experienced complete amnesia. What in the name of all the gods was she doing swimming in the Lethe?

      Hope looked like a cornered animal, her eyes flitting over each of them as if measuring where her greatest threat would come from.

      “Hope?” Xan held up his hands in surrender. “Hope, luv, it’s Xan. Do you remember me?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know you.” Her gaze dropped to his weapon, and she squinted as if trying to remember something. “You chased me and my mom . . . Don’t you hunt monsters?” she asked, and then sucked in a deep breath. “Are you going to try to kill me?”

      Xan kept his hands up. “No, luv. I . . . We came to rescue you.” He indicated Athan with a nod.

      Hope stared at Athan. She glanced at Xan again, but when he made no movement toward her, she let her attention come back to Athan. “Do I . . . Do I know you?”

      She sounded so unsure of herself, so hesitant. And he thought his heart couldn’t hurt any more than it already had.

      “I met you in Goldendale last year.” Everything in him wanted to run to her. To reassure her as Xan had tried.

      She nodded. “I don’t remember, but you seem . . . familiar.”

      Her gaze ping-ponged between Athan and Xan. Hope cleared her throat and wiped her palms on her wet shorts. “I don’t remember . . .”

      She grimaced and closed her eyes.

      Athan couldn’t even fathom what that would feel like. How much had she lost?

      Her eyes opened and she searched the room, looking into the shadow as horror etched upon her features. She stared at Hades and Persephone and released a strangled cry. In a hoarse voice, she whispered, “Oh, gods.”

      Persephone laughed, the twittering of a nervous giggle, but it stopped abruptly as Hope slumped to the ground.

      Athan stepped forward, but Xan beat him there again, swooping Hope up into his arms.

      “Where can I take her?” Xan’s voice was gruff and soaked with emotion.

      Hades and Persephone shared a look, and then Persephone motioned with her hand for Xan to follow. “Imogen, you will come.”

      The fair-skinned girl bobbed a curtsy. “Lady, I live to serve.”

      Athan moved to follow after the group.

      “Son of Hermes,” Hades intoned. “Stay if you would.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      The god of the Underworld raised his brows. “No?” With a flick of his wrist, the door closed behind the party. “You’ll find there is nothing for you to do, and my wife will kick your friend out as well before she assesses the monster.”

      Athan ground his teeth together but stayed where he was. It would do no good to argue.

      Hades swirled his hand and two leather chairs appeared, a squat stone table between them. On the table there was a crystal bar set with etched tumblers filled with amber liquid. “A drink?”

      The son of Hermes snorted. “I’d rather not bind myself here, if you don’t mind.”

      Hades chuckled a rich, dark sound void of mirth. “Of course.”

      One of the glasses disappeared. Hades threw back his drink and then sighed. “Do you trust him? Your friend?”

      Why would he ask? Athan’s mind went in several directions at once, but all avenues came to one destination. “Yes. I trust him. He wouldn’t lie.” In fact, Athan couldn’t think of a time when Xan had ever lied. “Why?”

      “I’ve been trying to get the Sphinx here for almost eighteen years.”

      That made no sense. “You have two dead ones here. Isn’t that enough?”

      Hades chuckled again. He pushed to the edge of his seat and leaned forward. “I need her alive.”

      Athan scooted back into the chair, the leather so soft he could curl up in it. He scratched his head and tried to put the pieces together. “You want to use her as a pawn?”

      The crystal glass refilled, and the god again drained it. “Are you sure you don’t want a drink?” He set the tumbler down, and with a wave it was full. “I’m more than happy to make an exception for you. It appears that you could use some fortitude.”

      Yes, he wanted a drink, but he had no reason to trust Hades. “So why do you want her?”

      “Do you know,” he whispered, “if she has the Book of the Fates?”

      Athan willed his face to betray nothing. Why would Hades be asking about that? “Don’t you have them all here?”

      The god’s pale lips twitched. “I was told we were missing exactly six. Up until last week, five of them were in the Olympian library. But they were delivered, interestingly, by your father.” He paused as if waiting for information. When Athan said nothing, Hades continued, “Like everything else associated with the gods of the Underworld, the Books had been sealed. Those five were requested by Artemis a few months ago, for some research. I hope she was able to complete it before Hera found out.”

      Artemis had requested the Books of the Fates Hope had searched while in the conservatory. “Hera found out what?”

      Hades shrugged, but the intensity in his eyes belied his casual demeanor. “Hera was the one that ordered them returned . . . I was told.”

      Why would Hera want the Books sealed in the Underworld? And why would Artemis get involved? And what was going on with Thanatos? Athan’s head hurt from trying to formulate answers to questions. His gaze flitted to the door. Where the Hades was Xan? “Why don’t you ask my father what’s going on?”

      Hades tapped the arm of the chair. “We don’t speak of it. He . . . He would not get involved.”

      Not get involved? It seemed that they were all swimming in it. Whatever it was. “What do you want from me?”

      “And now we come to the crux of it. You are not of my realm, so I can’t compel you to serve me. In fact, I can’t even request it. So, I need you to think, young man.”

      Athan tried to sort through the mess of the last few days. The Skia attack in the hospital, and then again in the Underworld. What had Hecate said?

      “Thanatos is making a bid for your power.” As soon as he said the words, the truth hovered before them both.

      “But that is nothing new,” the lord of the Underworld said. “There are squabbles all the time. Nothing that ever amounts to anything. We’re all stuck here together.”

      Athan shook his head. Thanatos had tried to suck Hecate into it as well. “Are you really bound to the Underworld?”

      Hades nodded. “And so is everything in my realm that isn’t mortal in some fashion. My Skia can leave and come back, but they cannot bring anything but the dead with them. I’ve had them try without success.” He held up his hand. “And before you protest their existence, they are a necessity. They provide balance and justice to the realm.”

      “Balance?”

      “Without Skia, the demigods would be immortal, just like the gods.”

      It was disturbing how that made sense. “But Hope is a monster.”

      “And as such is immune to the Skia.”

      That couldn’t be . . . Why would Darren attack her? There was a piece Athan was missing. Something didn’t make sense.

      The door opened, and Xan strode through. “Bloody hell. What is wrong with Perseph—?” He swallowed whatever he’d been about to say. “Ah, I mean, your wife sure knows how to take charge of a situation, Lord.”

      Hades smiled, his eyes filled with joy at the mention of his wife. It was the first smile from the god that held any warmth. “That she does.”

      Athan worried over Hades’s words. With a nod to Xan, Athan turned back to the god. “Why would Skia attack Hope?”

      Hades frowned as if the idea was ridiculous. “There’s no reason for them to attack her. They would’ve been trying to get her here.”

      One had attacked her. Multiple times. “But Darren tried to cut her throat. I saw—”

      His dark eyes flashed murder, and he stared Athan down. “Are you quite sure it was Darren?”

      Athan nodded.

      Hades stood and threw the crystal tumbler against the wall with a curse. Crystal fragments ricocheted across the floor.

      “Both my first and my second,” Hades muttered. With a thunderous yell, he picked up the crystal tray and its contents, and they followed the first glass to oblivion.
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      Hope

      Hope was lying on animal fur, but the ground wasn’t particularly soft. By deductive reasoning, the animal was definitely not alive, and somehow that made Hope want to relish the softness and warmth. It would be delightful to take a nap, if only these people would leave her alone.

      “You must clear as much water as you can,” another voice said. A woman’s voice, although she sounded really young.

      More pressure, this time from both her back and chest. She wanted to tell them to stop. To let her be. Didn’t they know how tired she was?

      Her eyes fluttered open, and a strange face with blue eyes looked up at her. Whoa, he looked pissed.

      The man swore again, and she tried to wave away his worry. She was fine. Just a little tired.

      There was a girl there, too. With copper curls, a tall, willowy apparition of beauty.

      They were talking about her, but their voices babbled and broke like the sound of water. And it was too difficult to focus on the words. They sounded worried, and she wanted to tell them whatever it was, it would be okay. But first, she was going to rest her eyes.

      It was dark, the air thick as pitch, and she tried to push her way through. There was something there that she needed to get to, and she knew she cared a lot, but every move was just so difficult. Still, she wasn’t a quitter.

      She was at the park with her mom again, and this time she saw the little girl sitting on the park bench, swinging her legs. She saw her mom scoop her up into her arms and run as a man chased them. Her whole life was hiding. And she’d hated it.

      Hope stirred and her senses assaulted her. She wasn’t on the fur anymore. It was far too soft, and the air smelled of lavender. Her eyes were too heavy, and try as she might, she couldn’t lift them.

      “I know he wants her to wake up, but she isn’t ready yet . . .”

      The voice faded, and Hope snuggled into the comfort of darkness. Her mom would be there when she woke up, like she’d always been. And they would move, her mom’s persistent attempt to find safety, like they always had.
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      Athan

      “Mother Gaia!” Persephone burst into the throne room. Her gaze went from her husband to the two demigods, and finally to the particulate matter that was once a bar service. “Stop this at once.” With a wave of her hand, the shards of crystal disappeared.

      Athan’s heart jumped with anticipation. “Is Hope okay?”

      “Is she awake?”

      Xan asked his question at the same time, and Athan felt the increasingly familiar anger swell. But it wasn’t anger, not really, because anger was always something else at its core. He pushed away the introspective thoughts and focused on the queen of the Underworld.

      Persephone shook her head. “She is not awake, nor is she in any way okay. She is sleeping in oblivion, and the longer she stays there, the more she will forget.”

      “Can you not wake her?” Hades asked.

      Everything in Athan hinged on the answer to this, and he willed Persephone to make it so.

      “I cannot.” She frowned.

      Athan wanted to yell, but he clenched his fists and held his frustration inside.

      Xan did not. With an obscenity, he turned and punched the black rock behind him. His face was ravaged, and his fist dripped blood.

      Persephone grimaced. “I don’t need more work.”

      The tall redhead came through the door. “My Lord and Lady—”

      “Imogen, will you take the hothead here and bandage him up, please?” Persephone offered a weak smile as she indicated Xan.

      “Of course.” The thin girl bowed and waited for Xan to join her.

      “Not happening, Ginger. It will heal up fine in a bit.” Xan shooed her away.

      “But—” Imogen’s gaze flitted to Persephone.

      Persephone closed her eyes. “Never mind. Thank you, Imogen. That will be all.”

      Imogen shot Xan a glare, the first real expression Athan had seen from her, but it was gone as she glided from the throne room.

      “How do we wake her?” Xan asked.

      Persephone looked back and forth between the two young men. “It must be a strong memory. Something with a lot of feeling or emotion. A big success, her first kiss, or her mother’s voice, although this may be traumatic as she is dead, correct?”

      Xan looked at Athan, and Athan looked at Xan.

      “Is her mother dead?” Persephone asked again.

      “It wasn’t that long ago, right?” Xan asked.

      Athan shook his head.

      “Were you her first?” Xan choked on the words.

      Persephone turned to Athan. “Are you her first kiss?”

      Was he? Had she told him that? “I . . . I think so.”

      “If he kisses her, will it wake her?” Xan clenched his hands, his face stricken with emotion.

      It was like out of a fairy tale.

      “It might,” Persephone acknowledged, “if the memory is strong enough. If there is enough emotion behind it.”

      “Will she get her memories back?” Athan asked.

      “Perhaps. The longer she sleeps, the more she will forget.”

      Xan grabbed Athan’s arm and started for the door. “Right now.”

      Persephone crossed in front of them and then led the way.

      “We’re not finished, Son of Hermes,” Hades intoned, his deep voice a chilling promise. The god of the Underworld followed them out of the room and down the obsidian hall.

      The room was dark, with only a single candelabra lit in the corner. A plush bed occupied the middle of the room with a large fur rug underneath it. Hope lay atop the pale-blue comforter, her eyes closed.

      She’d been changed from her wet clothes and wore a loose white nightgown. Her golden hair was almost dry and fanned out on the pillow. Her lips were parted and her breathing slow and deep.

      Xan stopped inside the door. “Go,” he said and shoved Athan toward the bed.

      Athan took two steps and stopped. What if it didn’t work? What if she didn’t wake up? What if she didn’t remember him? What if she didn’t love him?

      “What are you waiting for?” Xan growled.

      Athan pushed down his fear even as it clawed at him. The what-ifs continued to bombard him, and he was paralyzed by the onslaught.

      A warm hand rested on his shoulder, and Xan looked him in the eye. “This isn’t about you. It’s about her. Please, go kiss her.”

      And in that moment, Athan knew he was right. This wasn’t about getting the girl, or getting anything. This was about Hope having a chance at life. A chance to break the curse and choose her own path. This was about Hope’s freedom.

      The surroundings seemed to fade. His heart pulsed with feeling. This was for Hope. He sat on the edge of the bed and slid his hand behind her head, his fingers threading into her golden hair. He leaned over her, relishing her nearness. The heat of her body, the sweet smell of her skin. He thought of sunshine and freedom, friends and family, and what could be . . . if only.

      His lips brushed hers, and the sun burst beneath his eyelids. Warmth blossomed from his heart and spread outward, like melting honey. This. They could grow old together, have kids together. Defeat curses and raise kings. He’d never let himself believe he would find someone he loved more than Isabel, but Hope . . . he wanted her.

      “Athan?” she breathed.

      And then her arms were around him. Her strength pulling him closer. Her lips moving with him, telling him secrets, giving him strength.

      He wanted to cry with joy that she remembered.

      He pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. “Gods, Hope, I thought I’d lost you.”

      Her body relaxed, and her eyes closed. A sigh escaped her lips.

      Glowing with his triumph, he turned to Persephone only to see concern still stamped across the goddess’s face.

      Why was she—?

      Hope’s body twitched and twitched again. Then it started to shake violently, thrashing as if trying to escape invisible binds. Her mouth opened, and her body heaved. Liquid the color of crystals poured from her mouth, soaking his shirt, pants, and the bedding beneath him.

      Hope shivered, sat up, and scooted away from him.

      Her eyebrows drew down in a look he recognized with a sinking sensation.

      “Who are you?” she whispered, her voice raspy from vomiting. “Where’s my mom?” As soon as the question was out, her hand flew to her mouth. She covered one with the other. Her eyes filled with tears and skirted through the room. Her look morphed from confusion, to surprise, to fear. “Where’s Priska?”

      Athan stared at her, willing her to remember. “I’m Athan. We met in Goldendale after your mom passed away.”

      She nodded. “I remember moving to Goldendale.” She pointed to Xan and then Hades and Persephone. “Who are you guys?”

      Persephone stepped forward and introduced herself and her husband. “These young men came to rescue you here in the Underworld.”

      Hope’s lips formed an O. “Am I dead?”

      Hades cleared his throat. “No, my dear, you are not.”

      “And you?” Her chin jutted out in a look of sheer determination as her gaze fell again on Xan.

      He swallowed, but he seemed to choke on his words.

      “I know you, right?” When he didn’t answer, she closed her eyes. “It’s like I know you, but I can’t remember from where.”

      “Aye, lass. We met a bit ago, and we’re friends. I came to help Athan get you back.”

      She leaned forward and froze. “No. No, no, no! You!”

      Xan stepped away and held his hands up. “I’m not here to hurt you, Hope.”

      She scrambled back, until she was against the headboard. She continued to regard them warily. “Hades? Am I safe here?”

      Athan wondered what made her ask him, the god of the Underworld.

      “You are safe in this room, right now and as long as you stay here. I will not, nay, I cannot, promise your safety elsewhere.”

      She pursed her lips. “Then I want you all out, right now. Is that okay? Can I . . . May I have some time to myself?”

      Persephone shooed them out into the hall. “Hades, please wait for me,” she said and then shut them out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Hope

      The lights were dim, and Persephone closed the door after pushing out the unwelcome visitors. The goddess wore a simple white dress that hung to the floor, the only adornment a golden belt that gathered the fabric at her tiny waist. She crossed the dark floor, almost as an apparition.

      “Are you starting to remember?” she asked. “Is the Lethe starting to recede?”

      Hope eyed Persephone warily, trying to put together pieces that made no sense. Hope had moved to Goldendale after her mother passed away. She remembered that. The boy who had been sitting on her bed, Athan, looked familiar. Something about him even felt familiar, and it was clear from his outburst that they knew each other.

      She remembered going to the grocery store in the small town, and there was a butcher she was friends with, but his name escaped her at the moment.

      Krista. Hope closed her eyes to hide the fact that she was rolling them. Mean girl number one. She concentrated on the town of Goldendale. Priska had gone to find out who had killed Leto.

      Hope scratched her head. It was like knowing the information was there, but she couldn’t access it. There was nothing else. And for some reason, she’d come to the Underworld alive. It made no sense.

      And why was that other guy there? She remembered him, he’d chased after Hope and her mom when Hope was a child. Leto had believed he would kill them, which meant he was a demigod. So then why was he here to help rescue her?

      She shook her head, not so much to clear it, but in an attempt to dislodge the information she wanted. “What happened?”

      Persephone sat on the edge of the bed. “There was an accident.”

      Hope shook her head again. That didn’t ring true. At all. “No. I fell. Or did I hit my head?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      Persephone’s gaze was intense, and Hope glanced down at her hands fidgeting with the duvet cover. “No.”

      The goddess stood. “We’re looking into it.” She tapped the edge of the bed. “I will have Imogen bring you a tray.”

      As if anticipating Hope’s protest, Persephone held up a hand. “It will be sealed and from above ground.”

      Hope scooted down in the bed. It was nicer than any bed she’d ever been in, and all she wanted to do was snuggle down and go to sleep. “Is it okay for me to sleep?”

      Persephone paused at the door. “Yes, but you’re going to want to eat and drink, too. I have a feeling you’ll be needing your strength.”

      Hope again struggled against the mental barrier that kept her memories from her, but something she’d learned in school nagged at her. “I thought you hated Hades. That you hated coming to the Underworld. He kidnapped you.”

      The goddess pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. After a deep breath, her gaze bored into Hope. “You can’t trust what the myths say. Of all people, you should know better.”

      Hope cringed. Persephone was right. Hope should know better. “I’m sorry. Thank you for your hospitality.”

      The goddess inclined her head and ducked out of the room, closing the door behind her.
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      Athan

      The three of them stood out in the hall. Athan wondered how Hope had recognized Xan, and from where, but the other demigod studied the ground as he pulled his hand through his hair.

      Hades stared at Hope’s door as if he could see through it. Perhaps he could. The god visibly relaxed when Persephone joined them in the hall.

      “We will need to have a tray sent to her right away,” she said to her husband.

      “Of course, dear.”

      “I’ll have Imogen bring it to her.” Persephone offered a small smile to the demigods before kissing her husband, bidding him farewell, and disappearing.

      Hades pointed down the hall to an open doorway and then led them into a large room. The space had all the makings of a swanky hotel suite with a plush L-shaped couch in front of a widescreen television. There was a small kitchen, an open door to a restroom, and two other doors that Athan hoped led to bedrooms.

      Guilt stabbed at him, and he pushed his increasing fatigue away.

      “I will leave the two of you here for now. Sleep if you can, or eat, or whatever else you want to do. I have other business I must attend, but I’ll return shortly. If you ring this bell”—Hades was suddenly holding a silver bell in his pale, slender fingers—“Imogen will be happy to serve you.”

      Thinly veiled contempt dripped from the words, and Xan snorted.

      “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Athan said, shooting Xan a look. The last thing they needed was Xan’s temper. “Thank you.”

      Hades exited the room, and the door clicked shut.

      They sat silent for a time. Athan’s thoughts swirled around Hope, his emotions vacillating from optimism to despair. “She recognized you.”

      Xan paled. “Not in a good way. She remembers me chasing her when she was a child.” He circled the couch and collapsed into the cushions, draping his arm over his eyes.

      Athan sunk into the overstuffed couch. “She doesn’t even remember me.”

      Xan sat up. “No? You do remember her breathing your name after you kissed her, right?”

      Wait. “Are you jealous?”

      There was no mirth in Xan’s dark chuckle. “Of course I’m jealous. But like I said, this isn’t about you or me. It’s about her.”

      He was right. “I don’t understand why she would go to the Lethe.” Xan’s gaze was so heavy, Athan squirmed under it. “I don’t.”

      “The last thing she saw before she ran to Thanatos . . .” Xan sat up.

      The last thing she’d seen was Athan kissing Isa. Oh, gods, it was his fault.

      Xan hopped over the back of the couch and grabbed the bell. “Prepare yourself for something quite dreadful. That Ginger girl is right mad.”

      He shook the bell and then sprinted to the door.

      Seconds later, the willowy girl appeared. Her pink lips were pushed up into a smile, but the skin around her eyes was tight with tension. “Yes, Son of Ares?”

      “Was-Thanatos-anywhere-near-the-river-Lethe-when-you-pulled-Hope-out?” His words were rushed, blending together with his heavy brogue and making them incomprehensible.

      She looked to Athan as if he could translate. Athan repeated the question slower, enunciating clearly so there was no way the girl could misunderstand.

      The girl’s pale blue eyes dilated with fear, and she stepped back into the wall. Without saying anything, she scooted along until she got to the door, and then she fled.

      Xan pointed at Athan. “I think that be a yes.”

      Athan nodded. “But why?”

      “Shite.” Xan picked up the silver bell again. He rang it over and over, and when no one came, he opened the door. Stepping out into the hall, he yelled, “Immy! Genny!”

      Had he gone insane? “What are you doing?”

      “If Thanatos pushed her in, then it was because Hades had commanded it, right? He wouldn’t have done something like that on his own. I mean, he has to answer to someone—”

      Athan shook his head. “No.”

      It wasn’t Hades, at least not if the lord of the Underworld was to be believed.

      “Imogen!” Xan punctuated his bellow by burying his immortal blade up to its hilt in the black wall.

      The pale girl stepped out from a dark doorway, her slight frame trembling. “I will take you to Hades.” She didn’t wait for a reply as she scurried down the hall.

      Poor girl.

      “You requested an audience?” Hades stepped out of a room and closed the door behind him. He wrapped a black silk robe around his waist, covering his pale chest and the top of his pajama bottoms. Pointing down the hall, he said, “Let’s go to your room.”

      Imogen transferred her weight from foot to foot, her gaze flitting about the hall nervously.

      Hades pursed his lips. “You are dismissed, Imogen. Thank you for your service.”

      The young woman bobbed a curtsy and then fled.

      “Is she immortal?”

      Hades scratched his head. “No. Not yet.”

      They continued walking back to their room.

      “So, what’s her story?” Athan didn’t care, but he needed something to distract him as they walked.

      Xan frowned at him, and Athan rolled his eyes. Besides, they couldn’t very well talk about treason or mutiny or whatever it was out in the open.

      “Imogen has reached Elysium twice. She would like to be reborn again in an attempt to make it to the Isles of the Blessed.”

      Athan stopped. “The Isles of the Blessed exist?”

      Hades smirked. “Of course. Where do you think you are now?”

      Isles of the Blessed. Those who make it to Elysium had the opportunity to be reborn, and if they made it back to Elysium three times, they would be able to reside in the realm of the Isles of the Blessed and have unimaginable joy and happiness forever.

      “That twiggy girl has made it to Elysium . . . twice?” Xan asked incredulously.

      “She is very selfless,” Hades answered.

      “Even so, you don’t like her,” Athan said.

      Hades smirked as he entered the room. “She is naïve. But I don’t think you really wanted to talk about Imogen.”

      Athan closed the door behind Xan and faced Hades. “Thanatos is trying to overthrow your right to rule.”

      “You got me out of bed to tell me that?” Hades pushed past Athan and gripped the doorknob. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Athan flushed as the god opened the door and stepped into the hall.

      “He pushed Hope in the Lethe.”

      Hades came back into the room and closed the door behind him. His gaze narrowed. “Do you know this?” he asked in a hushed tone. “How do you know?”

      Hades’s intensity made Athan nervous. “I don’t know—”

      Hades rolled his eyes, and his face fell.

      “Imogen got really nervous when we asked her.” Xan hurried the words. “You should ask her. She knows something.”

      Hades dark eyes hardened to flint. “She would’ve . . .” He sucked air through his teeth and whirled to face them. “Say nothing. To anyone.” He glanced around the room, his face granite. “Don’t even speak of it here. I will summon you shortly.”

      Xan returned to the couch and slumped into it. “Do you feel like we jumped from the frying pan into the fire?”

      It was worse than that. The outcome wouldn’t just affect them. Not even just Hope. Imogen would be affected, and Thanatos was a god. The gods had infinite memories.

      “You better get some rest. I have a feeling tomorrow’s going to be in the crap-pot, and you already look like death. Best not tempt Hades to keep ye here.”

      It would be a miracle if Athan could sleep, but there was wisdom in Xan’s counsel. “Right.”

      Athan walked toward the closed bedroom doors and opened the one to the left. “There’s another one here.” He confirmed it by pushing the door open. “You’re bound to get a better night sleep on a bed than the couch.”

      Xan waved Athan away. “Who said I’m going to be sleeping? Go to bed, Athan. I need you to be smart. I need to be able to fight. I think tomorrow will be filled with a need for both.”
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      Hope

      There was a yellow bound book on the stand next to the bed. Hope picked it up and flipped through the pages. It reminded her of her Book of the Fates, but in this one the pages were blank. Figured.

      The door clicked shut.

      Hope startled from sleep and sat up. She glanced around the dark room, the black rock walls, the dark-red bedding. The smell of lavender had dissipated, but the stale air stirred with the new occupant.

      A tall, thin girl with auburn hair stood frozen inside the door, holding a serving platter. The smell of beef and gravy drifted from the metal tray.

      Hope’s stomach growled in appreciation, and she wanted to tackle the girl and pull the food away. She shoved down her instincts and pointed at the dish in the girl’s arms. “Is it cursed?”

      The young woman shook her head. “No. Hades had Hermes bring it down. It won’t bind you here.”

      Hope studied the girl. Isn’t that what they would say if they were trying to bind her? “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”

      The girl glared at Hope.

      “I never lie.” Her voice was closed off and icy, as if Hope had offended her by asking the question. The girl crossed the room, her heavy footsteps at odds with her slender frame. She slammed the tray down on the bedside table and turned to go.

      “Wait,” Hope called. She was tired of being alone, even if she didn’t know how long she’d been alone. She grasped for something to say. “What’s your name?”

      “Imogen.” The girl was clearly still offended, as she didn’t even turn to acknowledge Hope.

      “Please, Imogen. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      Imogen paused with her hand on the door.

      “I’m sorry, too,” she whispered and left the room.

      Hope lifted a silver dome. There was a frozen meal, still in its package, but the cardboard edge had been turned back. There was a package of crackers with fake cheese and a bottle of water.

      Something about the bottle bothered her. She picked it up, turning it over in her hands. The cap was still attached to the thin plastic seal. But there was really no way to know if it had been tampered with. Unease crawled over her.

      Something was wrong, but she didn’t know what.

      The tray was gone in the morning, and Hope was filled with a mixture of relief and frustration. How had she not heard someone enter last night? It didn’t bode well for survival if someone could sneak into her room.

      She sat up, and her head spun. She was going to have to find something to eat today. She scooted to the edge of the bed. Hope stood and her legs wobbled. Her vision blurred, and there were two choices: she could sit back down or she could fall to the floor. She put her hand behind her and dropped to the bed.

      She wore a loose white dress, more sheet than dress really. It reminded her of pictures of toga parties she’d seen online. There was thick twine wrapped around her waist and tied in a knot. Someone had dressed her at some point. Hope rubbed her hand over her face and then through her hair, her frustration mounting.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” Hope called.

      The door opened, and Persephone came in carrying another tray like the one Imogen had brought the night before.

      “I brought you some breakfast,” the goddess said, setting the large platter down on the bed next to Hope. “I was surprised when Imogen brought everything back last night. I would’ve thought you’d be starving.” Persephone pulled the lid off the tray to reveal a yogurt, protein bar, and a bottle of milk. “It’s not much, but it will get you started.”

      “How do I know you’re not lying? How do I know this won’t . . . bind me here?” Hope itched to grab the food, to chug the milk and scarf down the protein bar.

      Understanding dawned on the goddess’s face. “Is that why you wouldn’t eat anything last night?” She took a deep breath. “I swear on the River Styx that nothing on this tray will bind you to the Underworld.”

      The words brought instant relief. The gods were bound when they swore on the Styx. Hope grabbed the milk and drank deeply.

      Persephone sat on the edge of the bed and watched.

      Hope ate the protein bar, washing down the dry substance with the rest of the milk. She opened the yogurt but set it down after two bites. “Why am I so tired?”

      The queen of the Underworld pursed her lips. “You have been slowly starving since you arrived. Add to that a major trauma . . . It will take some time for your body to heal here.”

      “But up in the mortal realm—”

      “Your curse doesn’t follow you here. Not the good or the bad.”

      Which was why she hadn’t changed while she was here. “When can I leave?”

      Persephone set the wrapper on the tray. She pulled the spoon from the plastic yogurt cup and wiped it clean with a napkin. Then she met Hope’s gaze. “My husband would like to speak with you.”

      Was he asking permission? The idea of meeting with Hades filled her with dread, but for no reasonable explanation. “Okay. Is he coming here?”

      Persephone coughed. “Ah . . . no. He is requesting an audience.”

      “Which means this is a command.”

      Why not just say that? Why were gods so obtuse? It was something they seemed to pass on to their offspring, too . . .

      Oh. Oh, oh, oh! All at once, a flood of memories came. Meeting Athan at school, finding him reading her Book of the Fates, hearing him talking to his father, Hermes. She’d run away from Athan because Hermes had demanded that his son hunt her. She’d met Artemis and gone to the conservatory. Xan. Oh gods, Xan. He was her friend. She remembered them training. And then Apollo’s sons. Athan getting attacked by Skia. Apollo killing his sons. It all came back. She’d left the conservatory to come to the Underworld to find a way to break the curse. And Priska . . .

      “Is Priska here?”

      Persephone’s shoulders slumped, and she nodded. “Artemis’s daughter. She will be judged after . . . Much has happened in the time you’ve been here, and we are still sorting things out.”

      Hope sat up. “What does Hades want to talk about?”

      “Do you feel up to going now?” The goddess stood and extended her arm to Hope.

      Hope felt as though she were being pushed into a corner. Her instinct was to say no, but she couldn’t think of a reason to put it off. Hades must want something from her.

      Incidentally, she wanted something from him, too.
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      Hope

      Hope scooted to the edge of the bed and took Persephone’s hand. It was cool and dry, and Hope had an odd sense of having been in the same position before with the goddess. As Hope stood, her toes curled into the soft fur rug. She wanted to be strong, despite the unease crawling through her. With a deep breath, she straightened, pulling her shoulders back. But she couldn’t stop the trembling in her legs.

      Persephone wrapped her arm around Hope’s waist. “It’s just to talk.”

      Hope wanted to explain that she wasn’t nervous, but she was. She was going to leverage whatever it took to get what she wanted. And she hoped she would come out on top.

      The entire Underworld was made of the same dark rock, and Hades’s castle, in its entirety, was no exception. The black walls were buffed smooth but with a matte finish. Not so with the throne room, which was where Persephone led Hope.

      The thick double doors were open, but they closed behind her as she entered the spacious room. Hope jumped as she noticed the guards at the door were Skia. These didn’t look like the ones in Thanatos’s home. These had the telltale leer, but rather than brandishing knives, they each held a black spear, and at their waists were belts with the familiar hilts of the blades that brought immortals to the Underworld.

      There were a few parishioners wandering the room, women like the girl, Imogen, wearing pale chitons, likely waiting to be of service. Hope couldn’t help the derisive thoughts running through her mind. Stupid sycophants.

      Hades sat upon a throne as black as the rest of his world, speaking to a Skia who leaned over the lord of the Underworld. Next to him, an empty seat of jeweled ruby waited for his wife.

      Persephone led Hope to the bottom of the dais and then abandoned her to sit next to Hades.

      Hope squared her shoulders and waited.

      The Skia straightened and inclined his head. “It will be done.”

      Hope gasped as the Skia descended. She recognized the monster and instinctively reached for daggers she didn’t have.

      “No,” Hades interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I’ve requested your presence. The Skia will not harm you.”

      Hope wished there was a way to kill all the Skia.

      “And here you are, Sphinx.” Hades stood and descended his throne, coming to stand in front of her. “I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.”

      She should use her best manners, but her gut told her he wanted to use her. “Why?”

      “Hmm,” he said in a voice so low it was almost a growl. “I can see why Darren disliked you so much.”

      She put two and two together. “He tried to kill me. I’m guessing on your orders?”

      Hades shook his head. “I’d never want you dead. Besides, it’s impossible to kill you in the mortal realm because of the curse. I merely asked him to bring you to me.”

      Right. Which led to the knife against her throat. “And down here?”

      He circled her as if measuring her capability or worth. She itched to move but refused to let him see that it was bothering her. She clenched her hands and waited.

      He stopped in front of her and, tapping her shoulder, said, “Down here, it wouldn’t behoove me even to try. I don’t want you dead.”

      She continued to stare at him, waiting for the other shoe to drop. The air pulsed with want. It was coming; she knew it.

      “I’d like you to do me a favor.”

      The skin on her hands prickled and then got clammy. She wanted to scratch them and wipe them, and she kept telling her heart to stop pounding so hard. She balled her hands into fists so tight her nails dug into her palms. “I’m listening.”

      “I’d like you to go to Olympus for me. It seems there has been a . . . misunderstanding.” He rolled his neck. “All the gods of the Underworld have been sealed here for just over thirty-seven years now.”

      “What do you want me to do? It’s not like the gods are going to listen to me.”

      Hades cocked his head to the side. “I think you underestimate yourself and your . . . family.”

      Thirty-seven years. There was a significance, but . . . Why would the Olympians care about her family? “My mom would be thirty-seven years old . . .”

      “Bingo.” He stepped away from her, offering a tight, unfriendly smile. “I knew you would be smart.”

      The insincere compliment was irritating, most especially because she didn’t know why her mom’s age would matter to the Olympian gods.

      “Do you know what I’m known for?” He turned and walked back toward the dais. Without waiting for her response, he stepped up to his wife and caressed her cheek. Then he sat in his throne and looked down at Hope expectantly.

      “Being lord of the Underworld.”

      He nodded. “And . . .”

      “It is said that you bless mortals with wealth.”

      He waved her words away. “What else?”

      “You are more just than the other gods?”

      Hades pointed at her. “Precisely so.”

      It didn’t seem that he was particularly just. Darren had tried to abduct her, and there was nothing just about that. Although, looking at Persephone, Hades clearly had a propensity for abduction. Maybe in his mind that was just; he wanted a wife, so he took a wife. Gods did seem to have the most egregious sense of entitlement.

      “Do you know what Zeus is known for?”

      Hope snorted. “Sleeping around,” she muttered to herself before answering, “King of the gods.”

      Hades raised his eyebrows. “Yes.” He paused. “On both counts.”

      Persephone laughed. “He is awful.”

      Hades turned to his wife and muttered, “I will never forgive him. Really, someone should castrate him.”

      The room spun, and Hope swayed on her feet as if the floor had shifted. She stumbled, righted herself, and then stood tall. It would not do well to show weakness now.

      “You have maybe five minutes before she collapses, Hades. She is still not well.” Persephone seemed to float to Hope’s side and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      Hope’s protest died before it could even get to her lips.

      Hades leaned forward on his throne, his eyes gleaming in their intensity. “Do you know what Hera touts above all other virtues? What she has appointed herself the standard-bearer of?”

      It was in every text she’d ever seen on the goddess. It was mentioned first in every lesson, on every Internet search, and even on the papers given to her in the conservatory. “Marriage fidelity.”

      “But you and I know that isn’t true, right?” he whispered.

      Hope nodded. She’d asked as much and been shut down for it. But what did that have to do with her going to Olympus?

      Hades straightened in his seat. “She’s a hypocrite, and all this time . . . Hera thought she could get away with it. She slept with that shepherd, gave him the baby, and stayed out of it when Apollo killed her and cursed your grandmother. After Thebes, it was generally believed that the Sphinx had died, but I knew better. I knew.” He swept his hand through the air, indicating his throne room. “This is my realm. Of course, I knew. Years passed, decades, centuries, and everyone forgot how the Sphinx came to be, and her divine lineage. When your grandmother finally died, word got out that a Sphinx still existed and Apollo had killed her. Rumors started flying, and there was chaos on Olympus. I wouldn’t have said anything if I’d known it would lead to our binding. Not that I like the mortal realm, but the gods of the Underworld suddenly could only leave if we were escorted by one of the Olympians. And I no longer count as such.”

      It was obvious he was put out by his confinement, but Hope brushed aside his complaint. His purported theory was preposterous. “Are you saying Hera had you bound because she didn’t want anyone to know about her and Damon having a baby?”

      Hades raised his eyebrows. “You know his name?”

      “It’s in my Book.”

      Hades licked his lips. “You have it? You have your Book of the Fates?”

      Hope’s heart was beating like she’d run a marathon. “Yes. It’s still in . . .” Her intuition stopped her words. He was fishing for information. “Why?”

      Persephone squeezed her side. “He wants you to expose Hera and see if you can break the binding. It’s probably the Fates that have been affected the most. And their Books are all here, except for the one you have, instead of in the Olympian Library like they used to be.”

      The pieces were coming together. “Hera had all the Books of the Fates and gods bound to try and hide the evidence of her infidelity? Does anyone even care?”

      She knew the goddess of matrimony was fanatical about faithfulness. Myths of her vengeance were still taught in school.

      “You want me to take my Book up there and ask that the binding be loosened?”

      He nodded, but the movement brought no reassurance. Hope bit the side of her mouth.

      “You would be doing a service for everyone,” Hades stated.

      She stared at the god as if he’d just declared the entire world free from evil. Hope shook her head. He was getting something out of it, not that she even wanted to know what it was. The less she knew, the better. “Don’t try to pretend you’re being magnanimous.”

      He steepled his fingers. “Perhaps there is a service I could do for you.”

      It was the opening she’d been waiting for. “Indeed. I will consider your request, but I would have you consider mine as well. I want you to let Priska return to the mortal realm.”

      He leaned forward. “Really? This is your request?”

      Persephone cleared her throat, and Hope felt like she was being outmaneuvered in a game where she didn’t even know the rules.

      “Why don’t you both think about it and let Hope get a little more rest, hmm?” Persephone didn’t wait for her husband to finish and guided Hope from the room.

      As soon as they were out the doors, whatever adrenaline keeping Hope upright drained from her body, and she sagged into Persephone. The goddess said nothing as she helped Hope into her room and into bed.

      “Don’t forget where you are and how you got here,” Persephone warned Hope.
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      Athan

      “Lord Hades and Lady Persephone have requested your presence in the throne room. They also require the son of Hermes to attend.”

      “We will be there shortly.” Xan’s voice floated down the hall and into the bedroom.

      Athan rolled off the bed as the door clicked shut.

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” Xan teased, and then he made a face. “You stink. Take a shower before we go.”

      Stretching his taut muscles, Athan wished for a long, empty stretch of road and a long run to pound the tension away.

      “Oh, and our backpacks appeared last night with a change of clothes. Have a bite to eat afore we go; there are bars and bottled water in there, too.”

      Next to the blue canvas bag was a change of clothes, all the way down to clean boxer briefs. Athan shaved the scruff from his cheeks, eating several protein bars through the process. He showered and brushed his teeth with the bottled water, and then went back to his bedroom to get dressed.

      Laying atop his clothes were his jeweled immortal daggers.

      “Who did you say brought our stuff?” he yelled over the noise in the bathroom.

      “I can’t hear you!” Xan yelled back.

      It didn’t matter. It was here, and Athan wasn’t about to turn away anyone’s aid. In less than thirty minutes, he slid the daggers into the sheaths in his belt. “I’m ready to go.”

      His hair still dripping, Xan emerged from the other bedroom, wrapped in a towel and holding his daggers. “Both of mine are here.”

      Athan nodded. “Who brought the packs?”

      Xan furrowed his brow. “That servant girl. Immy. Gen. Imogen. Said she was told to deliver them.” He tilted his head. “Do you feel like we’re pawns?”

      Athan refused to believe it. More than that, he refused to be a pawn. “Let’s get Hope and get out of here. She can recover her memory elsewhere.”

      Xan buttoned his cargo shorts and pulled on a blue T-shirt. “You know it’s not going to be that easy, right?” He brushed by Athan and opened a bag of trail mix. “When we get back, you owe me dinner.”

      The words made Athan smile. It was reminiscent of when they’d been friends and constantly teased each other about who owed whom. “Right.”

      Xan slung his pack over his shoulder. “Let’s go rescue the princess from the evil god of death.”

      He opened the door, and the willowy Imogen stood in the hall. “Are you ready?”

      Xan snorted in disgust. “Are you a lapdog for every god here?”

      Her pale skin blanched to almost translucent, and her freckles stood out like spots on a leopard. “You’re an ass.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she clamped her hands over her lips.

      Xan smiled, but Athan laughed out loud.

      “Truer words have never been spoken,” Xan murmured.

      Imogen blushed scarlet and said nothing as she led them down the hall.

      Xan jabbed Athan with an elbow, but there was no pain with the ribbing.

      The fire reflected off the stone, making the dark walls glitter. The air was heavy as if the very space was weighted with tension.

      Imogen said nothing as she pushed open the door to the throne room. She bowed to the monarchs of the Underworld and flinched when Hades called her name.

      “I would have you stay,” he instructed her.

      She shot a wary glance at the two demigods but nodded her assent.

      Hades’s face was set with grim determination as the door banged open.

      “What is the meaning of this, Hades? You have no right to . . .” Thanatos entered the large space flanked by two Skia. He froze as he took in the room.

      “Thanatos,” Hades warned.

      But the god of death would not go quietly. With a flick of his wrist, Skia appeared, their pale skin and dark hair reflective of the gods they served.

      Four harbingers of death circled Athan and Xan, black blades drawn.

      Xan laughed as he drew his immortal blades. “If this is the best you’ve got,” he sneered, “it’s not much more than a game.”

      He threw his two blades, and the Skia vaporized. Xan stepped forward to retrieve his blades, and two more creatures materialized.

      Athan dodged the first blade and charged the Skia that had thrown it. He collided with the solid being and drove his blade deep into the monster’s chest. He yanked it out in time to slice the arm of another.

      Xan punched one in the groin as he dropped to his knees. He grabbed his blade, sinking it into the Skia’s leg and then abdomen.

      “Call them off,” he yelled as he dodged another blade.

      What was the meaning of this? But there was no time to process the mayhem surrounding them as Skia after Skia appeared, only to be dispatched by one of their blades. After killing yet another one of the creatures, Athan realized how easy it was. These monsters were nothing like Darren, or most of the other Skia he had fought in the mortal realm. These were slower, clumsier, untrained.

      Why was Hades still sitting on his throne, doing nothing?

      Athan dodged another dark knife and sliced his blade across the Skia’s chest. “It’s a distraction!” But from what?

      “Halt!” Hades yelled. He stood, and the room froze. The air pulsed with his power as he surveyed the occupants. “This is beneath you, Thanatos.”

      Hades threw his arms out, and the Skia dropped. Every single one of them. Their bodies lay on the stone floor, their limbs contorted at odd angles, their obsidian eyes glassy and empty.

      Thanatos stood with a blade at Imogen’s throat. “If you move, she will die.”

      Hades locked his gaze on the other god. “That is not your place to decide.” The lord of the Underworld pinched his fingers together. “Good luck, Imogen.”

      She swallowed and then braced as if for a physical blow.

      “Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I would make a move without sufficient support? Do you think I don’t know what she is?”

      Hades released his fingers, and his power washed over the room and every occupant in it.

      Imogen slumped in Thanatos’s arms, and then her body was gone and only the slip of her dress remained.

      “Your power is what I let it be, God of Death.”

      Thanatos’s eyes bulged, and he struggled against an unseen force.

      Hades crossed the room, stepping over the Skias’ bodies. As he passed, each body crumbled into a dark dust, blending into the black rock beneath. He stood in front of Thanatos, hand clamping around the god’s throat.

      “You would defy me, here in my own realm? You know the consequence of insubordination.”

      Thanatos mouthed his fear, a silent plea.

      A piercing scream shattered the silence of the room. The noise built, and then a second scream joined the first.

      Athan shuddered.

      This was the sound of Tartarus. A third voice, a wail of loss and sorrow, joined the cacophony.

      The air swirled around their feet, picking up the dust of the dead Skia, building from a breeze to a dust storm, to a whirlwind.

      The force buffeted him, and Athan curled in on himself as he’d done before, covering his ears with his hands to provide a barrier to the noise and tucking his head with his eyes closed. The seconds passed, and his heart pounded with the promise of a painful death. Death singed his exposed skin, like rapid-fire insect bites stinging and burning on his neck, arms, and ears.

      “Oh, stop.” Persephone’s voice was as clear as a bell despite the raging noise.

      The air stilled, and silence descended like a blanket.

      Athan’s ears rang, and he allowed himself to blink to see if the dust had also settled.

      His blurred vision made it seem as if three identical women stood by Hades. Athan blinked again, but the multiple images remained.

      “Sisters.” Persephone stepped off the dais and glided to the three women. Their hair hung in thick waves the color of ash, charcoal, and fire, and it writhed as if the wind still teased through it, almost serpent-like. Their skin was the same pallor as the other gods of the Underworld, but their lips were the color of blood. Their slight frames bordered on emaciated, and their chitons were plain and thick.

      It was then Athan realized they were three separate women, although identical in appearance, even in dress.

      Persephone embraced each of them, kissing them on the cheek. “Thank you for coming.”

      Xan had uncurled but continued to squat low to the ground. He had a wary look on his face, and his gaze was glued to the triplets.

      Thanatos shook, his mouth working faster to form words that had no sound.

      Xan’s face flashed with fear, but he schooled his features as if he were staring down death.

      “Alecto. Megaera. Tisiphone.” Hades nodded to each of the primordial goddesses.

      These were the Furies responsible for the torture in Tartarus.

      “There they are.” One of the goddesses looked at Athan and Xan, and her sisters’ gazes followed. “We’d wondered where you’d gone.” She turned to Hades. “Did you know Clo and her sisters took them out of Tartarus?”

      Hades raised his brows at Athan. “Really?”

      “Yes. It seems there is more than one god pushing for change, hmm?”

      The voices were different. The second girl had a deeper voice, her tone less nasal.

      “Shall we take them again?” The third one lit up with excitement. “We can take them now, if you will.”

      Athan understood what she was really saying—if you will let us. It was enough to get him to his feet.

      “No,” Hades said. “The demigods will stay.”

      The Furies raised their brows in identical question.

      “Thanatos will be spending some time with you.”

      Horror washed over the god of death’s face. Thanatos looked around the room as if waiting for aid. As if willing it to happen would make it so. Hecate had told Athan she would not help, and whomever else Thanatos solicited had also abandoned him.

      The door opened and the Fates walked through, Atropos guiding Clotho by the elbow.

      “You requested an audience, Hades?” Lachesis asked. Her gaze travelled the room, settling on the Lord of the Underworld.

      The Fates were not here to help the god of death. There was no one. Defeat settled slowly, and Thanatos’s shoulders fell.

      The smell of char grew with the proximity of the Furies.

      “Sisters.” The nasally one greeted the Fates with a small nod. Her eyes gleamed with excitement, and she asked, “Shall we take him now?”

      Hades stared at the god of death. “Say hello to my father if you see him, will you?”

      Hades nodded to the three Fates, and Lachesis pulled the end of an ashen gray thread from her messenger bag. She measured the length of it on her stick as she pulled several meters out, the strand puddling on the rocky ground. Atropos pulled a pair of shears with dusky crystal handles from her belt and snipped the thread.

      Thanatos gasped and brought his hand to his chest.

      Atropos took the cut end to Clotho. “Weave and bind.”

      As Clotho’s needles clicked against each other, a black thread joined the gray.

      As if on cue, the Furies opened their mouths and intoned, “We are jealous rage, vengeful destruction, and we are endless.”

      A distant wailing was a portent of what was to come. Bitter wind blew in from the open door, shrieking over the rocky walls as it swirled and thrashed in a buffeting pattern of abuse. Athan closed his eyes and ducked his head in anticipation of the pain. Two blasts battered by him, getting stronger each time, and he braced for more. An ear-splitting cry built into a painful crescendo.

      The third pass of air was like the coil of a snake, and he was knocked to his side. The pressure squeezed the air from his lungs, and bright stars burst across the blackness behind his eyelids. He couldn’t . . . breathe.

      “You really should speak to them about their manners,” Persephone said.

      His head throbbed, and Athan opened his eyes, grateful for the dim lighting of the Underworld.

      “As if they would listen to me,” Hades replied.

      The thrones were empty, and Hades and Persephone sat on the steps of the dais. Persephone was holding Hades’s hand, her fingers tracing the lines on his palms.

      “Even so, you could command them and then they’d have to listen.” She batted her eyes at him. “I just hate the noise, not to mention the mess they leave.”

      She waved her arm, and Athan followed the trajectory.

      The remaining Skia bodies were all in one corner. The primordial goddesses were gone, as was Thanatos.

      Two young women, in gowns much like Imogen had worn, were sweeping the floor.

      “Are you both awake?” Persephone asked, her gaze going from Xan to meet Athan’s. “Excellent.”

      Xan was shifting from a fetal position to sitting. He rotated his neck and then twisted his back side to side.

      “Remind me to never end up in Tartarus,” he said as he stood.

      Athan rolled his eyes.

      “Can we go see Hope?” he asked. If he could see her, it would remind him of why all of this was okay.

      “She should be awake soon, I think,” Persephone said, glancing at her husband.

      “How is her memory?” Xan asked.

      “Improving.”

      “I think it would improve much better in the mortal realm,” Xan muttered.

      Athan agreed. The Underworld was no place for the living. Whatever she’d learned, she’d eventually remember, and then they could break the curse. “When can we leave?”

      Hades stood. He slowly descended the dais like he was measuring each of his steps. At the bottom of the stairs he waved his hand toward each of the demigods. “You may leave at any time. Neither of you are bound to this realm.”

      Xan smiled and shifted as if to run out the door, but paused as he caught Athan’s frown.

      “What about Hope?” Athan asked.

      “There are rules. Rules keep order.” Hades frowned. “I am not like my siblings.”

      Xan opened his mouth as if to protest, but the words died on his lips. He stared at Athan as understanding dawned on his shocked features.

      “The Lethe,” Athan said.

      Their victory over Thanatos was completely empty . . . and worthless.
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      Hope

      Noise awoke her, voices arguing and the clanking of metal and stone. It felt as if she’d only been asleep for a few minutes. Her body ached, like she’d worked out with Xan for too long. But she felt more like herself. Her mind wasn’t as cloudy, but she felt like there was something she was supposed to remember but couldn’t.

      “Hope!”

      She sat up and rubbed her eyes. A young woman with dark hair sat on her bed. Everything about her was angular and sharp, even her voice.

      “You sleep like the dead.”

      Especially her voice.

      She wore a strap of leather across her chest, with several pairs of pinking shears, and a belt with various sizes of scissors. There were some with odd markings, others with jeweled grips. Some with thick long blades, and others with short pointed tips. The girl’s dark hair was cut in an angled bob, coming to points at her sharp chin. Dressed in a fitted dark-navy chiton with slits up to her thighs, the goddess leaned toward Hope.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      Hope swallowed her panic. “I thought you were supposed to appear with your sisters.”

      Atropos pursed her lips and inclined her head. “I’m only here to deliver a message. You have to go to Olympus next, so don’t argue about that. Second, and most important, be sure to include everyone that has sacrificed their immortality to Hades on your behalf when you make your bargain with the Lord of the Underworld, or you’ll have bigger regrets than Priska’s death.”

      Just the words made Hope cringe. What did it say that Hope hadn’t even considered that others would sacrifice for her? Of course that made sense. Was it a dream, or had she seen Athan here? Her thoughts raced and jumped, and Hope shook her head to clear it. “Are you talking about Athan?”

      Atropos jumped and looked at the door. She brought her finger to her lips and then indicated that Hope lie back down.

      The lock on the door clicked, and Atropos disappeared.

      Hope lay down but tried to keep her eyes barely open. Just enough to see . . .

      Persephone entered with another covered tray. She stopped as soon as she’d crossed the threshold of the room, and her eyes narrowed. She took a deep breath and came to the bedside. “You don’t have to tell me who was here, but don’t pretend you’re still asleep. It insults us both.”

      Hope considered her words, and it seemed ridiculous to pretend anyway, so she sat up. “Sorry.”

      Persephone waved away Hope’s apology. “Don’t. You have several gods making requests. You’re in a rare position of power.”

      “I don’t feel that powerful,” Hope muttered. Her muscles protested every movement, as if trying to remember how to function properly, and she knew she’d lost a chunk of her memory. “But I think I’m ready to know what happened.”

      Persephone raised her brows. “I think you’d better eat first. You need to talk with Lord Hades before you can bargain with anyone else.”

      Hope oddly wasn’t hungry. Shouldn’t her appetite be back by now? She ate one cracker and washed it down with the bottle of water as she mulled over the information she had. Hades wanted her to go to Olympus, face Hera, tell her she was a hypocrite, and get the Olympians to unbind the gods of the Underworld. If she were to believe Atropos, she had to go to Olympus anyway. Gods, she did not want to screw this up. She thought of the goddess of Fate’s words.

      Hope scooted back to the edge of the bed, her sheet-like toga sliding up to her knees. She pulled down on the fabric so it wouldn’t ride any higher. “Can I brush my teeth first?”

      Persephone smiled and pointed to the bathroom. “Be my guest.”

      The chiton was a soft gray, and for some reason the color made Hope uneasy. Regardless, she put it on and made her way out. She was stronger today, if only a little bit so. Still, she wouldn’t be able to fight her way out of any situation physically, and she hoped her words would be enough.

      “You’re better,” Persephone seconded. “In another few weeks, you’ll be healed and ready to go.”

      Hope opened her mouth to protest. She couldn’t wait a few more weeks. Urgency to get out of the Underworld pulsed with every heartbeat. But it made no sense to argue either; at this point, she couldn’t even stand on her own for more than a few minutes. How could she be so tired when she was sleeping so much?

      “Patience. You’ll get there.”

      Persephone offered her arm, and Hope accepted it. The walk to the throne room was long.

      The hallways were void of parishioners or Skia today, and the quiet made Hope’s skin crawl. As if the very structure were awaiting her decision before life moved on.

      “Is Athan here?”

      The corners of Persephone’s eyes tightened. “Why do you ask?”

      It was hard to determine what was memory and what was dream, but she was pretty sure that was real. And it seemed like it had happened yesterday. Hope rubbed her forehead. “Didn’t he and Xan come into my room? Didn’t Athan kiss me?”

      Persephone said nothing, and Hope was too tired to really push it. Her head ached, and she concentrated on the roiling of her stomach.

      The throne room, like the hallways, was devoid of parishioners, but two Skia stood at the door with weapons in hand. Hope wasn’t sure, but they looked familiar.

      “Ah!” Hades smiled at her and descended his throne. “Have you had a good rest? Are you ready to discuss our agreement?”

      It was déjà vu. The sense that she’d just been in the room compounded the fogginess in her brain.

      “You want me to go to Olympus and confront Hera?”

      Hades smirked while nodding.

      “I can’t guarantee that anything will change.” There was no way she was going to have what she asked for contingent on his desired outcome.

      A dark chuckle escaped before he answered. “Oh, things will definitely change, young one.”

      She would roll her eyes if it didn’t take so much energy. “I’ll do it if . . .”

      There were certain words she should use. Didn’t the cutting goddess say something about specific words? Gods, she was so tired.

      Hades raised his eyebrows. “Yes?”

      “If everyone that gave their life for me is returned to the mortal realm and allowed to live a long, normal life. Without any influence from your realm until they die a natural death.” Was she forgetting anything?

      “Not everyone,” Hades said, holding up his hand. “I will not override the effect on anyone the other gods have taken.”

      “Fine.” She had no idea what he was referring to, but she trusted in the words of Atropos.

      “If this is about your guardian, why not just ask for her back?” The god of the Underworld cocked his head to the side and studied her.

      But Hope refused to answer and just stared at Hades, waiting.

      “Done.”

      The tightness in her chest loosened a little. “Swear on the Styx.”

      A slow smile spread across his face.

      It resembled the leer the Skia wore. Suddenly, she wondered if that was where it came from. Her heart skipped a beat.

      “I swear on the Styx,” he sneered.

      Hope shook her head. “I want to hear you say the words exactly like I did.”

      Hades repeated the words she’d spoken, along with his oath to abide by his word. He then asked that Hope do the same.

      The words rolled off her tongue. She would have to fulfill her oath or she would spend eternity burning in the hatred of the River Styx. But confronting Hera was the least of her worries. Hope swayed on her feet. “Are we done? May I return to my bed?”

      Hades waved her off. “Yes, yes. You need your beauty sleep before we send you to Olympus.”

      Hope was too tired to correct him. She had no intention of going straight to Olympus. She needed to see Priska settled and check in with her friends. She missed Haley, Xan, Dahlia, and especially Athan. She missed Mr. Stanley, and wondered if everyone was okay now that Apollo’s sons were ash.

      Persephone led her to the door. “Your room is the fifth door on the left. Do you think you can make it?”

      Hope looked down the hall. It wasn’t that far. She nodded and stepped into the hallway. Only seconds later she was at the room. It was right there. Had they come some circuitous route on the way to the throne room? Was she losing her mind?

      Hope opened the door and went straight to the bed. She lay down but hadn’t even shut her eyes when there was a knock at the door. “Come in.”

      Persephone entered. Her hair was no longer up, and it cascaded down her back in honeyed waves. Her blue eyes were rimmed in red.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “Here is a sleep aid for you.”

      She held out a vial of silver liquid.

      Hope shook her head. She was so tired she could sleep for a week. “I don’t want to take anything that will bind me here.”

      Persephone offered a small smile. “It will not bind you here. It is a gift, from me. It is manufactured in the mortal realm, so it’s safe.”

      “I appreciate your kindness, but I don’t want to take anything. If you let me sleep until I wake up, just one good sleep, then I’ll leave.”

      The goddess of the Underworld crossed the room and sat on the bed. She leaned over Hope, and Hope scooted up in bed so she was sitting against the headboard.

      “Either you can drink it . . . willingly, or I can call in help. It is a restorative tonic”— she held up her hand—“not that kind of restoration. It is for the body, not the mind. Hades would have you healthy before you leave us.”

      Hope ground her teeth. “I have no choice?”

      Persephone shook her head. “None. But I swear on the Styx it will not harm you, nor will it bind you here.”

      The liquid was cool and sweet, like drinking the juice of a peach, and Hope had a fleeting thought of a peach orchard before darkness blanketed her.
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      Athan

      “But it is Thanatos’s fault!” Xan protested, the vein in his neck pulsing. He faced the lord of the Underworld and with deadly calm followed up with, “That is not right.”

      “I agree with you, Son of Ares.”

      Hades’s acknowledgement did nothing to calm Athan. The god had not said he would release her and, in fact, had prefaced his declaration with a statement about rules.

      Rules be damned!

      “What will it take?” Athan gritted his teeth, waiting to hear how, and even if, the god of the Underworld would negotiate.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What will it take for you to let her go?”

      “Before you demand it, whatever the cost, listen to me. If she stays here, she will be protected from the gods of Olympus. She will remain here, safely, forever.”

      It was the forever part that made Athan sick to his stomach. He was tired of having the gods meddle. Tired of feeling impotent to change things.

      “If she stays, she will not have the one thing she wants most of all,” Xan challenged.

      “Oh? You know her well enough to speak for her?” Hades raised his brow and circled the demigod. “What is it she wants most of all?”

      “Her freedom.”

      Xan’s face looked as weary as Athan felt.

      “Why won’t you fix this? You’re a god. The ruler of the Underworld. I refuse to believe you can’t.” Athan glared at him. “You won’t.”

      “If I make this exception, it will not only affect you. And you.” Hades pointed at Athan then Xan. “And her. It will be an exception that my entire realm will know about. If you want me to do this, you must come up with a way to make it not only compassionate but just. After that fiasco with Orpheus and Eurydice, it was centuries before we had order from the chaos. I will not make that same error again.”

      Error. Of compassion. But even as Athan wanted to complain about the words, there was sense in them. Reason even. Which was all the more frustrating.

      “The way I see it, Lord Hades,” Xan began, his jaw set in determination, “you owe us for our service to you. Thanatos was getting ready to lead a rebellion, and we helped stop it.”

      Hades chuckled. “Do you think this is the first, or will even be the last, time my reign of the Underworld is threatened? Unlike Olympus, ruling here is a responsibility. I would think you both could understand it.”

      Damn if that didn’t make complete sense. Athan struggled to come up with a plan. Something that would get Hope out of the Underworld, something that would give her the opportunity to break the curse.

      “But you did do me a favor, Son of Ares,” Hades conceded.

      Both of the demigods stared at him in anticipation.

      “I will reward you with a favor.” When Athan’s face lit up, Hades added, “A reasonable favor, just for you.”

      “Meaning not Hope,” Xan grumbled.

      “Let’s go to her. Now.” Hades led them from the room.

      Athan couldn’t help but feel like he was getting played. It was like being caught in the middle of a game and not knowing any of the rules, let alone who all the key players were. But it didn’t matter. He wanted this more than anything, and he muttered to himself, “Yes, let’s go see her.”

      Xan shot Athan a look that spoke volumes of distrust. At least they were on the same page as far as that was concerned.

      Xan brushed by him and whispered, “He wants something.”

      It was very likely the case. But what?

      The room was dark and smelled of lavender and mint. A single candle at the bedside cast a warm glow over Hope’s still frame. Her chest rose and fell in a rhythm of slumber.

      Next to the bed sat Persephone. Her gaze traveled over each of them before settling on her husband.

      “She will wake up?” Athan whispered.

      Hades nodded. “This is restorative sleep. A gift from my wife.” He pointed at Persephone. “You can both be given a tonic that will aid in your recovery if you’d like. As a gift, it will not bind you here.”

      Xan snorted, but Athan didn’t even dignify it with a response. “Do we know how much of the Lethe she drank?”

      “No.”

      She could have forgotten her entire life if she drank enough. There were stories of this, of those who died with memories so painful they chose to drink from the Lethe.

      “How much will she remember? Will she know who we are? Will she remember how to break the curse?”

      “You wish to know how much she’ll remember?” Hades went to the bedside. His hand brushed over Hope’s eyes and rested on her temple. He looked up at Athan with an unspoken apology. “She will not remember anything of her time here.”

      “Nothing?” She’d been here for weeks. “And this? Will you do anything to fix this?”

      Hades’s eyes narrowed.

      Persephone stood and took his hand.

      “Is there anything that can be done?” Xan’s weary voice cut through the mounting tension.

      Hades’s gaze bounced between the three of them. His lips thinned, and then he nodded. “Do either of you know of any of her memories here? I can give her a tonic that will help recall her memories, but you will have to be able to tell her of her time, something true, and her . . . soul will push the memory back into her consciousness. It is all I have to offer.”

      Xan nodded. “How long will we have to restore her memory?”

      “A few minutes, ten at the most. The more of the solution I give, the more malleable her memory will be.”

      “You mean—?”

      “You would be able to plant false memories, and she would never know the difference.”

      Athan stared at the ground. The rug was actually some type of animal hide, the short hair of the beast a soft barrier to the hard rock beneath. He dragged his foot through the fur. What was the sense in recovering her memory if she couldn’t leave the Underworld? And if he could get her out, would she still be able to break the curse with what little information they could give her? If she remembered him kissing Isabel, could he explain? Would Hope ever forgive him? Was there any way to make it right?

      “If . . . If I trade my immortal life for hers”—Athan stumbled through the words but pushed ahead before his courage failed him—“would that meet the demands of your justice? Would you let her go?”

      The air seemed to still. Xan looked like he was going to be sick.

      Hades’s gaze pierced Athan, but he refused to look away from the god. If this was what it took, he would do it.

      “Yes,” Hades finally answered. “That would be a fair exchange.” He glanced at his wife and then held his arms out wide. “You see I am not without compassion.”

      Athan nodded. It was not what he wanted, but then . . . It did give Hope the opportunity she needed. “You’ll watch after her, Xan?”

      “Aye,” Xan whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “Are ye sure?”

      No. Not at all. But he’d meant what he said to his father. He squared his shoulders. “Give her the tonic. She needs to get out of here.”

      Hades held his hand out, and a dark opaque vial appeared. He popped off the top and let three inky drops touch Hope’s lips. As if on instinct, her tongue slid over the fluid, absorbing the darkness and the opportunity it would give her.

      And then she sat up. Confusion lined her golden features, and her gaze traveled from Hades to Xan and then to Athan. “You’re here!” Her eyes lit with joy, only to be replaced with confusion. “What happened?”

      “You drank from the Lethe.”

      Hope nodded slowly, as if trying to process the words.

      “Do you remember anything else?” Athan’s heart beat with hope. He wanted her to remember what she’d learned. How to break the curse? That was why they were all there.

      “I . . . I came . . . here. To the Underworld. Priska died, and . . . I came here.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Priska’s dead.”

      He wanted to go to her, somehow comfort her, but knew her every second counted. “What else, Hope? This is really important. What else do you remember?”

      Her forehead furrowed as she strained with concentration. “Hades and I talked, but before that . . .” She chewed on her lip. “I don’t remember.”

      “You came to find out how to break the curse.” Xan stood against the wall, his face now hidden in the shadows.

      “Yes.” She nodded, her head bobbing up and down. Tears still streaked her wet cheeks. “Yes. That’s why I’m here. I need to break the curse.”

      Gods, she sounded drunk. No, worse. Time was ticking . . .

      “Did you find out how?” With every hope in him, he wanted it to be true. He willed her to remember. To answer his question and smile with confidence.

      She grimaced, and her body tensed.

      “That is not how it works, Athan.” Xan pushed himself off the wall and crossed the room. Pushing into Athan’s space, Xan continued in a low voice, “Quit making this harder than it is. Tell her; don’t ask her.”

      Hope looked back and forth between the two. Her eyes widened, and she worried the edge of the bedspread. “Why don’t you like each other?”

      Xan snorted and backed away.

      “We’re fine.” There was no way Athan was going to tell her all the reasons they didn’t like each other. Or, that they hadn’t liked each other. Because over the last few days, even in spite of himself, Athan had grown . . . at least respectful of the other demigod.

      Xan rolled his eyes at Athan as if to contradict his statement then turned back to Hope.

      “You saw your mum,” Xan said. “And your father was with her.”

      He was telling her the things she’d told him when Athan had been with Isa.

      Hope’s eyes lit up. “My mom?”

      Silence fell as they waited. Mere seconds later, Hope gasped. “I remember! I remember my mom . . . and I met my dad.” Her brow furrowed. “What did they say? Are they okay?”

      Athan glanced at Xan, who nodded. “She’s fine. They’re happy, even.”

      Relief washed over her face and then peaceful acceptance. “I remember. She is happy, and she’s with my dad. I came about the curse.” She turned to Athan and asked, “What did I learn?”

      Athan looked to Xan, but this time he shook his head.

      Hope followed Athan’s gaze, and her smile brightened. “Xan, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      He sat on the edge of her bed. He reached forward and grabbed a lock of her hair, twisting it around his fingers. “You remember me now, lass?”

      She laughed. “Of course. How’s Dahlia? Did she come, too?”

      Xan stopped. “She’s not here, luv. But she sends her well wishes.”

      Hades stepped between them all. “Your time is almost up. Better make it quick.”

      Hope’s gaze fell on the gods, and her jaw tightened.

      Xan took a deep breath. “You need to go to Olympus. You found out something about the curse while you were here, and you need to confront Apollo. And make sure you get justice, or have justice with you, when you confront him.”

      Hope drew back from the onslaught of information, and Athan wanted to hit Xan for the rapid dump.

      Grimacing, she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “What does that mean? Justice? Gods, my head hurts.”

      Xan shrugged helplessly. “That’s what you told me.”

      It was too much, all at once. Athan had no idea why Hope wasn’t screaming at them all to leave. It was almost like the tonic had a sedative in it or something, something that was blunting her emotions.

      Hope bit her lip, her forehead furrowing in concentration. When she looked up, her eyes were full of tears. “It’s like I know it’s right there”—she pointed at her head—“but I don’t remember.” Her gaze went to Hades. “Why don’t I remember? What trauma did I have? You never told me.”

      “You drank from the Lethe,” Hades answered.

      Her expression morphed into horror. “Why would I do that?” She looked at Athan then Xan. Both shook their heads, Xan obviously taking his cue from Athan. She looked up to Hades, again, expectantly.

      He stared down at her, his jaw set.

      Athan knew he should answer. Was it wrong that he didn’t want to tell her?

      “If it was bad enough that you drank from the Lethe, do you really want to remember what it was?” Xan walked over to her and extended his hand. “Even if he knew, Hope”—Xan indicated Hades—“would you really want him to tell you?”

      Hope sucked in her breath. “You knew. All this time . . . You knew I drank from the Lethe, and you didn’t tell me.”

      Xan ran his hand through his hair then turned to Hades. “All this time? It’s been what”—he checked his watch—“twelve hours since they brought her in?”

      Hope glared at the god, and then her eyes dilated. “But . . .” Her jaw dropped. “If I . . . if I drank from the Lethe . . . am I bound to the Underworld?”

      Athan hadn’t planned to tell her. Not yet.

      “No,” Hades said.

      Athan’s vision tunneled. He’d given his heart, and now his life, for her. And she deserved to hear it from him. “I . . . can’t go with you.”
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      Hope’s heart stopped. Surely he couldn’t mean . . . “You can’t go with me where?”

      Athan pursed his lips and held up a finger indicating that she wait a minute. She glanced at Xan, but he refused to meet her eyes and instead studied the dark comforter. Hades met her gaze, and his lips curved into a smile. But he, too, obviously was going to let Athan explain.

      Athan blew out a slow breath. “You drank the Lethe . . . and it was my fault. I saw Isabel here. She . . . She was my girlfriend when I was younger. I gave her a hug.”

      He cleared his throat, as if the words were somehow stuck there, and breaking eye contact with her, he dropped his chin to his chest.

      It was preposterous to think that would drive her to jump in the Lethe. She shook her head. Nothing about that made sense.

      In a voice filled with shame, he whispered, “And I kissed her goodbye.”

      She wrinkled her brow. He kissed his dead girlfriend goodbye? That she could believe, although it sounded weird, really. And if she had seen it . . .

      And she remembered. She had gone to the Lethe. She was upset about Athan. But she’d decided not to drink.

      “That wasn’t your fault. I mean, it was your fault that you kissed Isabel, but . . .” It wasn’t like she owned him or that they had some kind of boyfriend-girlfriend exclusivity. She waved her hand. “It wasn’t your fault I fell in.”

      Xan stood with a huff. “Shite. Do you hear yourselves? It was Thanatos that pushed her in. Let it go already. Both of you quit torturing yourselves.”

      Flashes of the thin god of death ran through her mind. “Where is he now?”

      “Tartarus,” Hades answered. “He committed treason and will spend some time with the Furies.”

      More and more of her memory fell into place with the mention of Thanatos, and she wished it were possible to purge those memories. She’d trusted him, and he’d betrayed her. But he’d also warned her about . . .

      Hope sat up in bed. “Why am I not bound then? Why is Athan?”

      “I traded my immortality for yours,” Athan said with a shrug. As if it weren’t the biggest sacrifice one could give.

      “You are bound?”

      He nodded. “At least this way you can go to Olympus and break the curse.”

      Hope couldn’t believe it. Her thoughts raced with the implications and meanings, and rage filled her. Hades had bound her to go to Olympus when he’d known all along that she was already bound to the Underworld. He’d anticipated Athan’s sacrifice. He’d played them all.

      “How dare you?” she spit out through clenched teeth. Oh gods! She thought of her fatigue, her overwhelming exhaustion, and how her sleep had never been enough. Xan said it had only been twelve hours. “You made it seem that I was . . .” She turned to Persephone. “You kept waking me up.”

      At least the goddess had the decency to look away.

      After nearly drowning, they had deprived her of sleep. No wonder her mind had felt so sluggish. Gods! If Atropos hadn’t come, she would’ve promised anything.

      Realization settled slowly like warm honey pouring over her mind, her chest, and then her heart. She smiled and it morphed into a smirk. She turned to the lord of the Underworld. “What did you hope to gain?”

      He pursed his lips, and his eyes narrowed. Leaning toward them, and with a wide smile he said, “Do you mean what did I gain?”

      Unease crept down her spine. There was still too much she couldn’t remember. Had she promised him more?

      As if he couldn’t contain the news, Hades chuckled. “A psychopomp demigod in my realm, and in my control.”

      Her mind stuttered over the words, as if collectively they made no sense. She looked to Athan, waiting for him to refute it.

      “Not in your control,” Athan said with a shake of his head.

      Hope pushed to the side of the bed and leaned toward the god. “No. I don’t think you get anything. You swore on the Styx . . .”

      Hades’s face blanched. “He did not die for you.”

      Indignation flared. Did he think this was a joke? “He gave his life. That was the deal.”

      “We were talking about your guardian.”

      Hope’s heart galloped and jumped in her chest. Her stomach clenched. This could not be happening! She looked around the room in a panic for help, but not one person, or god here, could make Hades keep his word. Her gaze landed on the bedside table on a familiar-looking yellow tome.

      She reached for the book. “What about Priska? How will you return her to the mortal realm?”

      Hades shrugged. “The Fates,” he said with an indication of the book she now held, “will remove her immortal thread. They will find a way to make her strong enough to live without it.”

      As if on cue, the air shimmered and the three youthful-appearing goddesses stood in the room. They were each dressed in traditional chitons of vibrant red, the long flowing skirts puddled on the ground. Clotho was bent over her knitting needles, and Atropos held her elbow. Lachesis wore a leather messenger bag across her chest and held her measuring rod as if a walking stick.

      The primordial goddess offered Hope a smile. “You still have Luc’s book.”

      Hope nodded, but she had no idea who Luc was. She took a deep breath and pointed at Hades.

      “He and I had an agreement.” She filled them in on the details, then asked, “Does he actually change the life of a person, or do you?”

      Silence descended upon the room.

      “We change it,” Clotho said, clenching both needles in one hand. She glared at the lord of the Underworld. “I shall have to weave Priska’s thread with that of another’s. It will bind her life there in the mortal realm.”

      “You bind her to another person?”

      Clotho went to the messenger bag and pulled out several feet of a thread the color of midnight. She held up the frayed end, and it was clear there were several threads all connected together. The goddess pulled at a thread from the center, and the rest of the pieces frayed, tangled, or broke. “Her life would not be strong enough on its own to survive.”

      The goddess pulled another thread out, this one a pale silvery white. She knit the two of them together into a sliver of the night sky while she said, “They will do very well together. Her immortality will be gone, but she won’t be quite human. Immortality is not an easy thread to remove.” She finished and put the thread back in the messenger bag. “There now, all done.”

      With her heart in her throat, Hope asked, “What about Athan?”

      Clotho tilted her head.

      Lachesis frowned.

      Atropos winked at Hope with a small smile.

      “I traded my life in exchange for Hope’s freedom. So she wouldn’t be bound here,” Athan said.

      Hades narrowed his eyes.

      Xan chuckled as he studied the Lord of the Underworld. “Damn.”

      “Were those your exact words?” Lachesis asked.

      Athan’s face clouded over as if he were trying to remember.

      “He traded his life in the mortal realm. He didn’t die. He just agreed to stay here in the Underworld and serve me.”

      “No.” Athan’s eyes dilated at Hades’s words. “I never said I would serve you.”

      Lachesis straightened, and the light danced across her skin. Her young face aged, and then she had no face, only a decaying skull with markings similar to what was on her rod. The light faded, and the woman asked, “What were the words?”

      Hades clenched his teeth and said, “He said he would trade his immortality for hers.”

      Clotho grabbed at the air, and a thin book with leather the color of moss appeared in her hands. She opened the tome and read, “If I trade my immortal life for hers, would that meet the demands of your justice?” She snapped the book closed, and it disappeared. “If he gave up his immortality, the demands of his oath and your justice will be served, Lord Hades.”

      “That was not the understanding,” Hades said, seething. “It was a trade, not a sacrifice.”

      Clotho pursed her lips.

      “Perhaps we should call our sisters to judge betwixt thee?” Lachesis’s lilting speech was laced with bite.

      Their sisters were the Furies. Hope cringed to think of them joining the throng in her now cramped room.

      Athan and Xan both blanched with the threat.

      Hades stepped up to the goddesses, pushing into their space with his dark presence. “This is my realm. You would do well to remember that.”

      The muscles in the god’s neck tightened. His glare made Hope shrink back but did nothing to intimidate the Fates.

      Atropos drew a pair of dusky crystal shears, the light refracted in their cut surface scattering dark rainbows around the room. With an arched brow and a deadly gleam, she volleyed back, “We do not serve thee, Lord Hades. We never have. And even the lives here will be affected by our shears, as you well know.” She put her arms around her sisters. “You would do well to remember that.”

      Hope held her breath.

      “Fine,” Hades said and stepped back from the three sisters. “He will no longer be immortal though.”

      Clotho inclined her blond head. “As you had agreed.”

      The pale goddess went again to the messenger bag. She replaced the dark thread and extracted one the color of buttery jade. She pulled another thread, the color of wheat in the afternoon sun, and deftly wove the two together. It took only seconds but felt like an eternity.

      Hope let her breath out slowly through pursed lips as the weaver of life put the combined thread back into the messenger bag.

      “It is done.”

      Hades pointed at Hope. “This does not change anything between us. You are still to deliver as promised.”

      “I will.” But if she’d learned anything in her time in the Underworld, it was the power of words, and the exactness of their interpretation.
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      Athan

      Hope turned to Athan. Emotions flashed across her face: confusion, horror, pain. “You saved me.”

      He wouldn’t agree to that. He’d done nothing more than what was necessary. And after the pain he’d caused, it was the least he could do. A small token of recompense. “With a lot of help, you will save yourself.” He nodded to Xan.

      Tears filled her eyes. “I . . . I don’t think I deserved that.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you deserved it. It’s what I wanted.” The sacrifice had felt right.

      “It’s a strange thing, love. It can be so selfish and selfless all at the same time.” Hades twisted a pale gold band on his finger. He glanced at his wife.

      Xan extended his hand to Athan.

      Surprise flitted across Athan’s face, but he accepted the outstretched hand, and Xan pulled him in for a brief one-armed hug. Xan then extended his hand and waved Hope toward them. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Athan couldn’t agree more.

      Xan winked at Hope and Athan then turned to Hades. “I’d like to thank you for your hospitality, and I wish I could say it was a pleasure, but . . .” Xan held his hands up. “I can’t.”

      Hades’s demeanor morphed in an instant and surprised them all. His chuckle was deep and long. His frustration seemed to evaporate. “Demigod of war, you are nothing and everything like your father. I wish you the best of luck in your next adventure. And when it is your time to come here to the Underworld, I will be very glad to have you.”

      Xan backed away from the lord of the Underworld. “Right. I still hope that’s not for a very long time.”

      Hades inclined his head. “That’s understandable.”

      Athan watched the discussion unfold with awe. It was like the god was possessed with multiple personalities or something.

      Hope seemed to share all of his thoughts but none of his reserve when she asked, “Are you always like this? All over the board with your . . .” She waved her hands.

      Hades turned his dark eyes on her. “No, Hope.” He drew in a breath before he continued. “I’m much more tolerable, and tolerant, when I have my wife with me. And I calm much more quickly.”

      He turned to Athan. “Your sacrifice speaks volumes about the depth of your feelings.” He looked again at Persephone. “I understand that, and I will give you a promise: no Skia will harm you, ever. As soon as you cross the threshold to the mortal world, your immortality will be gone. Do you understand?”

      Athan nodded. He had known the cost, and looking at Hope, he would do it again. Even with Hades’s gift, part of his soul ached with his loss. But, this wasn’t the end. “I understand.”

      “There is nothing else here for you,” Hades addressed them all. “You may leave. My guards will see to your safety until you return to the portal.”

      They acknowledged his command and prepared to go. Athan and Xan left to get their backpacks. When they returned to Hope’s room, she was alone, dressed in regular clothes with her hair pulled up in a ponytail, and slipping on a pair of shoes.

      “Well, that’s it then?” Xan asked. He crossed the room but stopped in front of Hope. “Are you ready to go?”

      She nodded, her gaze flitting to Athan.

      He’d hoped she would forgive him. Trust him. That she’d be able to—

      Hope crashed into him, wrapping her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry you had to give up your immortality.”

      He wanted to tell her it was okay. That it didn’t matter. But the words would’ve been false. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Her body molded to his perfectly, and the hole in his chest, the emptiness that had ached ever since he’d woken up, filled with a warmth he’d never felt before.

      “Let’s go home,” he whispered into her hair. He punctuated the words by brushing his lips over her head.

      As they stepped from the room, two Skia flanked them, guiding them out of Hades’s home.

      Hermes met them outside the palace. His hazel eyes were rimmed in red, and worry lined his features and hung heavy from his shoulders. He said nothing as he pulled Athan close and wrapped him in a hug.

      His father’s sorrow hit him like an anvil. “I’m sorry, Dad.” Athan wasn’t even sure what he was apologizing for. He wouldn’t change it. Hope’s freedom was more important than his immortality. But somewhere deep inside, he felt like he’d let his father down.

      “Nothing for you to be sorry about.” Hermes’s voice was thick with emotion. “No matter what, I will always be your father, and I will always love you. If you need anything . . . anything at all, I’ll always be here for you.”

      “Thanks.” And despite the loss, Athan was at peace with it. “I saw Isabel while I was here.”

      “Really?” Expectation flashed across Hermes’s features. “How is she?”

      Athan chuckled. “Dead. But seeing her made me realize . . . I’ve moved on. Not that I didn’t care for her.” To say that would’ve been a lie. “But my feelings for Hope run much deeper. I’ve healed from the pain of losing Isabel, and I’m at peace with it. But more importantly, Hope’s made it possible for me to have a real chance at love . . . with her.”

      Hermes’s face darkened as Athan spoke. Rather than congratulating him or wishing him well, Hermes said he needed to have a word with Hope. He probably realized he would have to express his gratitude for saving Athan’s life, and Hermes, like all gods, didn’t like to swallow the bitter pill of humility.
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      Hope

      Hermes’s reunion with Athan made Hope’s eyes sting and fill with tears. She’d had that briefly with her mom—that memory was solidly back in place.

      She watched the father-and-son reunion with a sense of deep satisfaction and gratitude. Atropos had thrown her a bone and then backed her up. Perhaps not all the gods were selfish.

      “I would have a word with her,” Hermes said, and then he stepped next to her. “May I?”

      He led them away from Athan and Xan, just far enough that they were out of earshot.

      Hope’s heart skipped and tripped in anticipation. Unease crawled over her skin, and she remembered when he’d dumped her in the Underworld as he took Priska to the Acheron for crossing.

      “My son has become quite attached to you,” he said flatly. The god swallowed, and his gaze darted to Athan before returning to her. His eyes narrowed. “An attachment that appears to threaten his very existence.”

      Hope wanted to protest. To tell him she’d actually saved his son. But there was truth in his words. Athan wouldn’t have ever been in danger if it weren’t for her. With slow, dawning horror, understanding washed over her. Every person she was close to suffered or died . . . because of her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. But the words were an empty shell. She couldn’t erase what had happened to Athan, and it would affect the rest of his now-mortal existence.

      “Meaningless.” He waved away her apology and leaned toward her. “I want you to understand one thing, Sphinx.”

      She waited for the threat she knew was coming.

      “His infatuation will pass, and I can’t wait until it does. But in the meantime, I will not help you. You know how much I hate Apollo, but that is nothing compared to how I feel about you. You have taken my one remaining joy, risked it for your gain, and returned it broken and fragile.”

      She opened her mouth to protest. She’d never asked Athan and Xan to come. She’d never wanted anyone to risk their life for her.

      “Out of respect for my son, I won’t thwart your quest. And out of courtesy to him, I’m telling you: Don’t come to me for aid. If our paths cross, you’d better turn and run the other way.” He bent over her and stared into her eyes. “Am I clear?”

      She stepped back. Pain, disappointment, and hurt buffeted her. Emotion burned her heart, and her eyes spilled the tears she couldn’t contain.

      “I understand,” she choked.

      “Good.” He patted her head. “Now be a good girl, and wipe away those tears. We both can agree he deserves better. You don’t need to give him anything else to worry about, right?” There was threat and condemnation in his words and tone, and then he sealed it with her own guilt.

      She wiped her eyes and nodded. “Right.”
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      Athan

      Athan stood staring at his father. Staring, but not really seeing. His mind stuttered and stumbled over the fact that he was no longer immortal, but his body didn’t really feel different. Was he supposed to feel different? Would he feel different once he was out of the Underworld?

      Shocking realization washed over him. He’d no longer be psachno. He’d no longer live at the conservatory. He’d no longer have to fight Skia. What would he do? His gaze went from his father to Hope, and he pushed away the questions and uncertainty. He would deal with whatever his new life would mean after Hope was back from Olympus. Until then, he would do whatever he could to support her.

      Xan tapped Athan’s shoulder with a fist. “Bloody hell.”

      Athan’s focus snapped to the other demigod, and he pasted on a smile. “Can you believe it? We’re getting out of here. We made it out.”

      Xan cleared his throat. “Aye. I’m surprised you’re so happy.”

      Happy? Hardly. But there was a point, actually a couple of moments, there in the Underworld, when he’d thought none of them would make it out. Awkwardness gnawed at Athan, and he knew the only way to deal with it was to say it. “I’m so sorry about Dahlia. Have you told Hope?”

      “No. And I won’t tell her until she’s recovered, right?” Xan grabbed Athan and pulled him closer. “She doesn’t need to be slapped with one more burden. Let her get her feet under her again.”

      There was wisdom in letting her get a solid night’s sleep. She looked haggard, and it made Athan want to curse Hades for playing with Hope’s mind like he had.

      “What will you do now?” Xan asked.

      It wasn’t like there was even an option. “Help Hope get to Olympus. That’s what this is all about, right?” He’d help her, but how? They both knew he could climb the mountain, but that was as far as he could go. Mortals were not allowed within the city. “Will you . . . Will you go with her?”

      Xan clenched his fist, and his jaw tightened. “I know you love her, but do you know if she feels the same about you?”

      The pain couldn’t have been much worse if Xan had punched him. “We haven’t really talked about it.”

      Xan leaned back as if absorbing his response. “Do that. Before we leave. Talk it over with her. If you’re together, I’ll respect that. But if not, I’m going to be upfront with you right now. I mean to make her love me.”

      Athan flinched. That was worse. “At least I know where you stand.”

      “As if there had been any question.”

      Would asking her put undue pressure on her? Was she even thinking about who to date right now? The question sounded insane. If she was, she shouldn’t be. Athan shook his head. “Don’t be an ass. You’re asking her to pick? She needs to focus on breaking the curse. I won’t go there with her now. And you shouldn’t either. If she makes it back, I’ll fight you over the girl, but you’re being a complete tool right now.”

      Xan snorted then laughed. “Fine. You’re right. Of course I’ll take her to Olympus.”

      If there were anyone else that would fight for Hope, Athan would ask them to accompany her instead. But Xan gave her the best chance. And more than anything, Athan wanted her to be free from Apollo’s curse.

      They looked back at Hope and Hermes. Hermes put his arm around Hope as if they were friends, but the incredulity painted across her face told Athan it wasn’t appreciated. She pulled his arm off and hissed something at the god, who in turn glared at her.

      “Gods, you better go help.”

      Athan frowned. “He wouldn’t hurt her.”

      But something in his father’s eyes made him doubt the statement as soon as he’d said it. Why would his father be mad at Hope? She’d just saved Athan. Hermes should be grateful.

      Xan snorted. “I wasn’t worried about Hope.”
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      Hope

      “You have a natural ability to piss the gods off,” Xan said with a smirk. But the tightness around his eyes betrayed his concern. “All of them, it seems. It’s practically a talent.” He bit the side of his mouth before continuing. “We’ll have to be more careful on Olympus.”

      Hope shook her head. “I’m going alone. I can’t . . . I can’t lose any more people I love to this.”

      Xan snorted. “Did you fall on your head, too?”

      “No,” she grumbled. “Why would you say that?”

      He let out a low breath and pointed to Hermes and Athan. “I don’t know what he said, but I can imagine. Here’s the thing—you didn’t do anything wrong, and despite what Hermes said, Athan made his own choices that brought him here. You are responsible for your decisions only, and yes, they affect others, but me, Dahlia, and Athan are all adults. And the consequences of our decisions are ours.” He rubbed his forehead. “Come on,” he extended his arm.

      It was a welcome invitation, but she hesitated. It wasn’t going to get easier to say . . . ever. But it needed to be said. She wouldn’t have him help with false expectations, and she cared too much to have him misunderstand. “You know I like you. Lots, in fact. You’re my best friend. But”—she took a deep breath and ripped the Band-Aid off—“but I don’t like you like I like him. You and I are just friends. That’s all I can offer.”

      He didn’t look surprised. And he didn’t drop his arm. “All right.” He waved her forward. “Now come here and give your best friend a hug.”

      She looked back at Athan talking with his father, and then she faced Xan again. With a huge smile, his dimple teased her, refusing to let her feel bad for what she’d done. She closed the distance and hugged him tight. “I’m glad you’re my friend.”

      The demigod radiated warmth and strength. The enormity of her task suddenly didn’t feel so impossible.

      “Aye, lass. Me, too.” He then shouted over his shoulder for directions.

      Hermes passed them, grumbling under his breath.

      Athan stepped up to Hope and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s go home.”
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      The air was sweet like fresh apples. It tasted of pine, rain, and a faint hint of exhaust that hadn’t yet been washed away. It was fresh, and it felt so good.

      Hope stared up at the gray sky and had to close her eyes as the misty rain hit her again and again. It was the best feeling.

      “As soon as you’re done, I think we should get Athan’s things,” Xan said beside her.

      A warm calloused hand gripped hers, and Hope entwined her fingers with Athan’s. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”

      He smiled at her, and his hazel gaze soaked her in. “I’m not in any rush.”

      “Do you think your things will still be there?” Hope wasn’t sure how long they’d been gone, but if it had been more than a few months, would the other demigods clean out his room?

      “Of course.” But he sounded nervous; the lilt of his voice going up at the end of his sentence, almost as if he were asking a question. He smiled, but his eyes shifted away from her before his smile could reach them.

      Definitely nervous.

      “Come on. They won’t keep you out.”

      Hope crossed the driveway, noting the change in landscape. The last time she’d been at the conservatory, the walk had been lined with azaleas. Now, bright-orange day lilies were in full bloom, and the long grass swayed in the breeze. The tall pine trees seemed . . . taller. But that was probably just memory problems, maybe leftover from the Lethe.

      Xan pulled his keychain from his pocket and slid the key into the lock. But it wouldn’t turn.

      “They changed the locks?” Hope asked.

      Athan said nothing, but his frown spoke volumes.

      “They never change the locks,” Xan replied. “Never.” Curling his hand into a fist, he pounded on the heavy door. With each consecutive knock, his scowl deepened.

      Athan shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “Why are you nervous?” Hope whispered. “You don’t think they’ll let you in? How could they refuse you? It’s not like you’re asking to live there.”

      They had talked about it on the way to the conservatory, but Athan had refused to let Hope live alone. He said it would be pointless to have him and Xan at the conservatory. They’d have to find an apartment big enough for the three of them. Hope wasn’t sure such a thing existed, although they seemed to be getting along fine right now. The door opened, followed by a gasp.

      “Oh. My. Gods!” Thenia’s voice built into a crescendo. “Kaia!”

      She pulled Xan into a hug. “I thought you were . . .”

      She didn’t finish the sentence, but she didn’t need to. Everyone understood her meaning.

      “Nope,” Xan said with a chuckle.

      “Xan? Athan?” Kaia came running down the hall but skidded to a stop when she saw Hope. Kaia’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped.

      “Hi, Kaia.” Hope gave the daughter of Demeter a small smile and waved with her free hand. Hope had always liked the somewhat spacey girl.

      The demigod narrowed her gaze. “I can’t believe you would even show your face here again.”

      The words stung worse than a physical slap, and Hope swallowed the pain. She probably deserved it.

      “Kaia!” Thenia stared at the other demigod as if she could communicate with just her gaze. Maybe she could.

      “Fine,” Kaia snapped. “Whatever. But don’t ask me to be excited.” She offered Xan and Athan a nod. “I’m glad you guys are back safe. The last couple of years here have been enough to drive me crazy. Maybe we can start going out again. Even if it’s just to go shopping.”

      Wait. Did she say years? Hope looked to Athan and then Xan, but both of them looked equally as confused.

      “Oh, come on. As if you didn’t know. Where have you been? Under a rock?” Kaia snickered as she rolled her eyes.

      Hope was having whiplash from the girl’s mood. Kaia had always been pleasant, easygoing, and nice. This person was anything but.

      “We went to the Underworld,” Xan told her in a flat tone.

      Kaia’s face blanched, and even Thenia looked pale.

      “The Underworld?” Thenia swallowed. “It’s true? All of it? Oh, gods . . .”

      Xan narrowed his eyes. “How long have we been gone?”

      “Sixty-four months,” Thenia said.

      Hope wanted to pinch herself. Five years? How could that even be?

      “Shite,” Xan muttered.

      Athan dropped Hope’s hand. “I need to get my stuff.”

      He stepped up onto the porch, but Kaia moved to block his entrance. “If all that’s true . . . you’re not allowed in anymore. They told us. And it’s your fault Obelia died. You . . .”

      Athan stopped, mid-step, and then slowly put his foot down. He crossed his arms over his chest as he drew himself up to his full height. “Excuse me?”

      Kaia looked at Thenia, then to Xan, before her gaze hardened. Glaring at Athan, Kaia screamed, “You left. You left us to go after her.” She pointed at Hope. “Obelia ran off and died. And now you’re not a demigod anymore. You did this. It’s your fault. It’s all your fault!”

      “Kaia, stop!” Thenia put her hand on Kaia’s shoulder and leaned into her as she whispered, “You need to stop.”

      Kaia’s eyes filled with tears, and without another word, she turned and fled down the hall.

      Thenia took a deep breath and faced them. “She took your disappearance hard. It’s been a rough . . . couple of years. Athena advised us to stay inside. All. The. Freaking. Time.” She took another deep breath. “Olympus is . . . The gods are going crazy.” Her gaze settled on Hope. “You need to be very careful.”

      Athan cleared his throat. “I need to get my stuff.”

      Thenia bit her lip and shook her head. “Athena said you’re not a demigod anymore.”

      Xan snorted. “I don’t think you can change that. Hermes is still his father.”

      Every single word made sense, but the sentences didn’t. How could this be happening? How could the demigods be turning on each other?

      Athan stepped toe-to-toe with Thenia and, looking down on her, said, “It’s my stuff in there. And I have every intention of getting it. You can either—”

      Thenia pressed a silver blade to Athan’s neck. “This conversation is over. You aren’t immortal. I’m just doing my job, and right now that means telling you to leave. Take Hope and leave, Athan. You’re not welcome here anymore.”

      In the time it took Hope to clench her fists, Xan had pushed Athan away from Thenia, disarmed the daughter of Athena, and drawn his own immortal weapons. Brandishing a knife in each hand, he said, “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

      Thenia dropped her arm to her side, but Xan didn’t relax. “Are you going to let him in?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. She’ll kill me if I do.”

      Hope gasped, and Athan sucked in a breath next to her.

      “Athena?” Xan asked.

      Her own mother would kill her if she let Athan in? What was wrong with the gods?

      “Yes. So please don’t ask me again.”

      Xan dropped his arms and put away his blades. “Fine. Am I allowed in still?”

      “You’re still immortal, right?” When Xan nodded, she continued, “Then yes. No one said you couldn’t come in.”

      Xan turned to Hope and Athan. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll go get it.”

      Athan gave him a small list: a few pictures and an old journal. He waved away questions about clothes, shoes, and other normal things.

      As he spoke, Hope tried to figure out why the gods would bar him entrance to the conservatory. Why would it matter if he got his pictures?

      Xan brushed by Thenia, who continued standing in the doorway.

      “Come on,” Hope said, and she pulled Athan toward the driveway. “Let’s wait in the car.”

      She climbed into the back seat with him.

      “I’m sorry.” It seemed so inadequate, but she still felt compelled to tell him. “You’ve done so much—”

      He shook his head. “No. Please. You make it sound bad.”

      Was it bad? Was he mad at her? Did he regret his choice to save her? Did he finally see the monster she was?

      Athan cupped her face in his hands. “I can tell what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. You’re amazing, Hope. And I’d do it again. All of it again, if I had to. I was so worried that when we came back up here I’d feel different. And I do.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. She’d been so anxious about this, and he’d said nothing. But of course he felt different. He was mortal now, and she couldn’t help but feel like his new weakness was her fault. Her emotion expanded in her chest, a lump forming at the back of her throat, and she choked out, “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Stop. Please.” He brushed his lips over hers and then spoke without pulling away. “Do you remember, back in Goldendale, when I said you were barely alive when I found you?”

      His lips were warm and grazed hers with every word, making it difficult to focus on what he was actually saying.

      It was the first time they’d been alone in as long as she could remember. The air around him pulsed with his energy, and she wanted to climb onto his lap. He was beautiful and sad. He’d lost everything and somehow made her feel as though he owned the world. He could’ve had anything, and he’d chosen her.

      His words finally registered. She remembered. They’d been fighting; he’d thought she was a demigod, and she was trying to run before he could find out what she really was. He’d said her life was nothing more than a shallow existence, and he’d been right.

      She nodded, and Athan pulled her close. His hands threaded into her hair, and tilting her head to the side, he trailed kisses from her lips to her ear, leaving a path of fire on her skin.

      Hope gasped. She didn’t want him to stop. Ever. He was like sunshine and warmth and joy. He made her so happy. So, so happy.

      He nipped at her ear and then kissed where he’d bit. Burying his face in her neck, he said, “I . . . I was barely alive. I’m so sorry.” He pulled back and again cupped her face. “I had nothing to live for. No one to live for. And I won’t be so dramatic as to claim you are my all.” He chuckled before continuing. “But you gave me purpose and the first taste of happiness I can remember since my mother died. I cared for Isa, but . . . you make me want to be better. To be more. To give of myself.”

      Her heart felt as if it would burst.

      “I love you, Hope,” Athan said, punctuating his words with a kiss. When he pulled away, he looked her in the eyes. “Somehow, we’ll get through this. We’ll break the curse, and you’ll be free. And when we do, I hope you’ll let me win your heart.”

      Words failed her. She couldn’t speak, so she just nodded. But what she wanted to say, the words that were there in her mind but her lips just couldn’t pronounce . . . was that he already had.
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      Hope

      Priska opened the door, screamed, and then burst into tears.

      Hope stood on the brick doorstep with the paper-wrapped bouquet of daisies, staring at her aunt’s rounded belly. Hope had left Athan and Xan at the hotel they’d just rented, knowing this visit had to happen before she could go to Olympus.

      The smell of banana bread wafted out the door and teased Hope with the sense of hominess. Her aunt’s tears nearly undid Hope, and she swallowed the lump in her throat. After an eternity that was no more than a heartbeat, she closed the distance and hugged her very pregnant aunt.

      Priska wrapped her arms around Hope, pulling her close, and sobbed into her shoulder. Hope stepped into the house and walked them into the two-story foyer, kicking the door shut.

      “Darling, what’s the matter . . .” Charlie Davenport rounded the corner and stopped.

      Hope looked at the man, her lawyer, her aunt’s boyfriend, or was it husband? He was dressed in a pair of jeans and a soft gray sweater. His head was cleanly shaven, as was his face. He was handsome, for an older man. And he was wearing an apron. He was everything her aunt deserved. “Hi, Charlie.”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “Hope, sweetheart. I’m so glad you made it back to us.”

      Priska kept one arm around Hope as she wiped her tears and led them both into the living room. “You got out.”

      “You, too.”

      “Holy Hades, you both had me scared.” Charlie hugged them both.

      He smelled of expensive cologne and almond extract. The fact that he’d been in the kitchen baking made Hope smile even bigger.

      Priska led Hope to the couch, and the two of them sat. The oven beeped, and Charlie excused himself to pull out the bread.

      “How long have you been back?” Hope asked, pointing to her aunt’s belly.

      Priska coughed then cleared her throat. “Almost two years.” She shook her head. “I was gone for three, and you’ve been gone for five. Charlie almost put your trust into probate, but I had this feeling . . .”

      It had been quite a shock to Hope as well when they’d gone to the conservatory to get Athan’s things. But five years was not enough to take away the repugnance of Hope being a monster or the rules of demigods only.

      “Is it different?”

      Priska practically glowed with happiness. “Yes, but not altogether. I don’t feel that different, unless I get sick. And it seems that whatever you did, and I want to hear every single detail, made it so that both Charlie and I age slower. I’m told I look like I’m in my thirties, and I swear he hasn’t aged a day since I’ve been back.”

      Hope skimmed over most of her time in the Underworld, just the few details that Xan and Athan had helped her piece together of her memory, and the bargain she had made to confront Hera in return for Priska’s life. “It was the best I could think of.”

      “The Fates?” Priska nodded. “My life force would be tied to Charlie’s now. But my immortal blood wouldn’t be fully changed.” Priska rested her hand on Hope’s knee. “It is the best it could be. The idea of losing Charlie . . . like I lost Eryx.”

      There was a myth associated with that name, the story of a king killed by Heracles over immortal cattle. Surely, she couldn’t mean . . .

      “I don’t want to have to go through that again. So thank you.” Priska leaned forward and kissed Hope on the cheek. “And now what?”

      Hope let out a slow breath. “We are to go to Olympus. I need to confront Hera with her lie and, more importantly, Apollo about the curse.”

      Although she was less sure about the last part. She knew it needed to happen, but not exactly what to say. She knew it had something to do with that yellow Book of the Fates she’d brought back. And something to do with her father. She still couldn’t believe that her mother and father were happy. Together. Every time she thought of how her father had abandoned them, her anger flared and she wanted to hit someone.

      “Oh!” Priska jumped up and waddled down the hall. She returned carrying a familiar red leather tome. “This is yours.”

      Hope cradled her Book of the Fates to her chest. “How did you get it?”

      They’d left it in the hotel when they went to Pike Place. It seemed like forever ago and more like a dream than reality as Priska sat back down in front of Hope.

      Priska waved her hand at the question. “Charlie got it.” Her face glowed. “He tracked us down and got all of our stuff. He’s . . .”

      “Amazing,” Hope finished for Priska.

      The older woman nodded, her eyes filled with unshed tears. “So you’re going to Olympus. Do you have a guide?”

      Charlie came into the living room with a plate of banana bread and two glasses of milk on a tray. “A little snack?”

      Priska patted the ottoman as she gazed at her husband adoringly. As soon as the plate was in front of her, she reached for a slice.

      Hope thought of Xan and Athan. Guides? She’d spent the better part of two days crying over Dahlia when Xan told of her binding to the goddess Hecate. While Dahlia wasn’t dead, she was bound in the Underworld, and from what Xan said, she may as well be dead. Both Xan and Athan had been there. So, no they weren’t guides. But, they would help, and they’d made it out of the Underworld. Something that was nearly impossible. “I have help.”

      “Then let’s enjoy our time, okay?” Priska broke off a piece of the warm bread and popped it into her mouth.

      “Yes,” Hope said as she reached for the bread.

      Priska curled up on the couch, the picture of marital and family contentment. “When do you leave?”

      The bread caught in Hope’s throat. She coughed, reaching for the glass of milk. While she drank, she gave herself a pep talk. This was it. And Priska deserved to know.

      “Tomorrow.”
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      “Can it wait?” Luc asked, staring at his beautiful wife. “I want to take you out for dinner tonight. We need to go on a date.”

      She’d asked if they could stay in, and while he always enjoyed their time together, he wanted to do something special for her. She’d been irritable the last two days, like she was carrying a burden too heavy for her slender shoulders, and he wanted her to know that whatever problem was plaguing her, he would be there to help bear it.

      Luc watched her chew on the side of her mouth, brushing a loose strand of her golden hair away from her face. She was beautiful and kind, and he adored her.

      Her laugh rang false, and he could feel her anxiety. What would make her nervous? Certainly, she knew he loved her. He would do anything for her, and in that same moment, guilt nagged at him. He’d hidden the truth of what he was, and at some point he’d have to tell her. She was too smart to not figure it out, if she hadn’t already. He feared the look of betrayal that was sure to appear when he told her he had misled her about more than just his name. But, once he came clean on the truth, he’d be able to drop the pretense of employment at the grocery store and could buy her a beautiful home on the lake. He’d already decided he would age with her. They would raise their family, and when she died, gods forbid, he would let Skia take him, too. They would always be together.

      She shook her head, her forehead lined with worry. “It can’t wait. In a few hours . . . It needs to be now, Symeon.”

      Her panic was too much, and he readily consented and led her to the couch. They sat on the green-and-cream-striped upholstery in their small one bedroom apartment, and he scooped her hands into his.

      Leto pulled her hands away, and the first nudge of fear struck his heart.

      “Promise you won’t be angry?” she asked.

      He couldn’t even fathom what she might have done. His stomach clenched with worry, but he would hear her out before he reacted. He would not be rash or impulsive like his father. And Luc would not do anything to hurt her. “Anger is a secondary emotion, love. But no matter what it is, I promise, I will not get angry.”

      She took a deep breath and asked, “Do you believe the gods still rule?”

      The question struck him with fear. Had she already guessed his secret? Did she know what he was? Most in the mortal realm were ambivalent at best, and he’d never thought to ask Leto’s opinion before they were married. Perhaps he had been a little impulsive, but he didn’t regret it. Not even in that moment. “Why do you ask?”

      She studied him with her golden gaze, and he wanted to squirm from the intensity. His stomach churned with guilt. It was as if she knew he’d betrayed her. He should’ve told her when they first met. He wasn’t the only demigod, but he hadn’t trusted her. He hadn’t told her at first because he didn’t want that to be the reason she was with him. And then later, he didn’t know how to bring it up. Fear he might lose her slapped him, and he reached for her hands.

      “If I told you I believe in the gods,” she murmured, looking down at her lap, “would you think I was crazy?”

      He shook his head, and his fear built, gnawing at his insides with its insatiable hunger.

      “I’m not human,” Leto whispered, and she closed her eyes as though she couldn’t stand to see his reaction.

      He reached for her hands as joy banished his fear. This was perfect. They could have all eternity together if they were careful. He wanted to laugh with how well the Fates had blessed him. “It’s all right. I—”

      She held up her hand. “Please. Let me finish before it’s too late.”

      The too late snagged his attention, and he closed his mouth with a snap. His mind raced as he tried to sort her fear, but it made no sense.

      “A long time ago, a god appeared to my grandmother and tried to court her.” She took a deep breath and straightened.

      He wanted to reassure her. This was the case with almost every demigod ever born, nothing to be ashamed of. And if she came from a long line of demigods, so much the better for their children. He waited for her to say the rest so he could tell her how perfect it would be. With the exception of Skia and monsters, there was nothing in their world that could harm them. A smile played on his lips as he thought of all they could do together.

      “She refused him, choosing instead to be with her mortal lover.”

      Wait. “Refused him?”

      She nodded, glancing up before her gaze dropped to her lap. “Do you believe in curses?”

      His heart stuttered. This was too close to a story he’d been told many times before. His wishful thoughts from seconds before splintered and scattered in the whirlwind of panic growing inside. Curses were rare, but the gods were vengeful. His father had both taught and shown him this. “Yes.”

      “Do you believe in monsters?” she whispered.

      What she was implying simply could not be. Monsters were half-breeds, and she was wholly and completely a woman. They’d been intimate often enough for him to know. He dismissed the possibility of her being mad; insanity didn’t spark like this. So what was she saying? And as to his belief, his father had taken him to see centaurs, the Mer, and even a terrifying griffin once. “Monsters?” he hedged. “Yes, they exist.”

      “My mother was a monster.”

      The declaration rendered him speechless. That couldn’t even be possible, not without the creature being able to morph, which only the primordial gods could do. Oh, gods. “Is your mother a primordial god?”

      “No.” Leto pulled her legs up to her chest, curling in on herself.

      “I don’t understand.” But he was lying. Apollo had told his son of a creature he’d created, and he’d bragged about her ingenuity in having his curse interpreted by the Graeae so she could walk the mortal realm. The monster was the only thing he’d ever seen his father truly speak of with reverence or respect. Surely, Leto couldn’t be that ancient beast, but the sliver of nagging doubt ballooned as she spoke.

      “My grandmother refused the advances of a god. He killed her and cursed her offspring. My mother . . .” She took a deep breath. “My mother sought the aid of the gray witches, the Graeae, and for a price, they used their power to interpret the curse in a way that gave her more freedoms. The curse killed my mother after she refused the advances of the god, married, and had me. The curse is passed from mother to daughter.”

      This was not happening. It could not be happening. He shut his eyes, waiting for the shoe to drop. Even though he knew what was coming, he prayed he’d be wrong. Perhaps there was another god and another monster. This could not be; he had to be wrong. Shock and dread filled his very soul with weight he couldn’t bear. How could the one person he loved most be the one thing . . . ?

      “I’m . . . the Sphinx.”

      He dropped his head into his hands. The one story he’d heard his entire life, from his father, who had placed the curse. The Sphinx was the one creature Apollo considered his. He had a fanatical ownership of the monster he was determined to possess. Apollo had pronounced the curse, but he’d also watched the beast. He had made it so she would remain a monster until he’d broken her to his will.

      Luc looked up into Leto’s golden eyes, which were filled with tears. In that moment, she was not the Sphinx. She was simply his wife, and she was scared. He leaned over and wiped the tears from her face. “Okay,” he said with a nod. “It will be okay.”

      He kissed her on top of her head, on the cheeks, and then on the mouth. He tasted the saltiness of her tears and the sweetness that was all her, and he knew he would not give her up.

      “It will be okay,” he repeated, and she collapsed into him with a sob. He held her, stroking her hair while his mind raced.

      How was he going to explain this to his father? There was no way to hide what Luc had done, and he didn’t want to. He loved her. Somewhere over the last few weeks or months, he’d grown to love his wife with an intensity that refused to let her go. But Apollo would find out. Yes, he pursued lots of . . . activities, but the Sphinx was both a passion and an possessive obsession.

      “I’m going to change in the morning,” she said, pulling back.

      Oh. “Um . . .”

      His mind reeled. How had he not known until now? He thought of their whirlwind courtship, trying to count back the days to figure out how to reconcile the weeks.

      “If you want to leave, you can.” She choked on the last word.

      Her words brought him back to the present, and he pulled her into his arms. “Is that what you think?”

      Luc buried his face in her hair. She smelled of sunshine and innocence. And she deserved to be safe. Even if it meant defying his father. He kissed her again and again. Their breaths mixed, and he pulled her closer.

      Leto pulled away, her mouth agape with her lower lip swollen. “You would still want to be with me?”

      She scooted back, resting her chin on her knees, and stared up at him with a gaze full of love and hope.

      He scooted forward, pushing her back onto the couch, and kissed her again. “More than anything, I want to be with you.”

      For a little while, they forgot about monsters and gods and curses.

      But when their passion was spent, Luc looked at his wife and knew he would need to figure out what it would take to keep her safe. How was he to tell her who he was? His father had cursed her. How would Luc fix that?

      “What time do you change?” Luc asked, glancing at the clock. He pulled his shirt back on and sat down on the edge of the couch.

      She shifted on the long cushions, slowly uncurling, and offered a tentative smile. “As soon as the sun comes up in the morning—at first light.”

      He should’ve known.

      Normally on the weekends, they would spend all morning lying in bed. The idea of waking up next to a monster would’ve disturbed him a couple of hours ago, but knowing she would still be her had him planning. At least she’d taken the risk and told him, trusting or hoping he would stay. He was even more determined to show her how much he loved her.

      “Well,” he said, pulling on his shoes. “If we’re going to stay in this weekend, I’m going to run to the store. Can I get you anything?”

      Leto scooted to the edge of the couch. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      He shook his head. He’d go to the store, but he was going to stop at the conservatory and talk to the senior demigod first. He wanted to ask Xan how to tell Leto about his father. And more importantly, he wanted to find out if there was a way to break the curse. “I’ll stop and pick up movies, too. You’ve been so tired lately. Why don’t you stay home and relax? Maybe take a bath?”

      Leto yawned. “Okay.”

      They both stood, and Luc wrapped his wife in a tight embrace. “No matter what, don’t you ever doubt that I love you, Leto Nicholas.” He kissed her, a brush of his lips against hers. “I love you.”

      A smile lit her entire face. “I love you too, Symeon.”

      He left her, promising to return as soon as possible, then drove straight to the conservatory, cursing the lateness of the hour. The summer sun hung heavy and low in the Seattle sky, and even though it was still light, he wasn’t sure anyone would still be in the demigod safe haven. When he arrived, it was as he’d feared. Only two of the residents were still in: a young demigod he didn’t recognize, still in the midst of childhood, and the bitter daughter of Eris.

      Dahlia was beautiful, strikingly so, with thick, dark curls and a thin but athletic build. She’d been married for a few brief years and had been happy then. Xan had told Luc of Dahlia’s time at the London conservatory, and Luc was there the night she’d met her husband, Roan. He’d known what she was when they married, and even though he was mortal, he’d accepted it. But Dahlia was the daughter of Eris, and discord was in her veins. One day he disappeared. Luc had always suspected that they’d had a fight, probably more than one, but she denied it. Dahlia and Xan had searched for him, but to no avail. Xan said she was still mourning his loss, but it had been over a decade, almost two, and Luc suspected she’d always been more this way than not.

      “Where have you been?” Dahlia asked. Pointing at his waistband, she continued, “Your fly is open.”

      Luc blushed. He debated leaving, but a sense of urgency to talk to someone made him hesitate. There was no doubt she’d loved her husband. Surely, she would have some perspective. “Do you have a minute? I want to ask your opinion on something.”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      So he explained, trying to be as vague as possible. Both the young woman and the child listened as he declared his love for a girl cursed by a god. As he spoke, Dahlia’s expression hardened, and her jaw tightened. But the boy . . . his eyes got wider and wider.

      When Luc finished, he asked, “Do you think there’s a way to break a curse?”

      Dahlia raised her eyebrows, clearly filled with a mixture of disgust and disbelief over his question. “You’re talking about a monster. Even if she can appear human at times, she’s not fit to live. Xan would say the same thing. Think with your head.” She pointed to her temple. “Not your man parts. Idiot.”

      Luc exhaled, blowing out his frustration. He’d left his wife for this? What a waste. Dahlia didn’t understand, and her prejudice was probably clouding her judgment. Luc turned to leave.

      But the young boy jumped up and shouted, “Wait.”

      Luc turned, “What is it, little man?”

      The young boy couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, but he’d been glaring at Dahlia when she spoke. He stared up at Luc with big green eyes and said, “Don’t listen to her. She’s sad. And mad. Her husband left and never came back.”

      Luc gave the boy a sympathetic smile. “I know.”

      “Shut. Up!” Dahilia screamed a string of obscenities. “You don’t even know what love is, Athan. You’re just a snot-nosed brat. You don’t know anything. Do you hear me? Nothing!” She fled in tears.

      To his credit, the boy’s lower lip trembled, but he held it together. “My dad says people get angry when they get hurt.”

      Luc sat next to the young boy on the hardwood steps of the conservatory. “Your father is very wise.”

      The young demigod nodded. “Do you love her? The girl that is a monster?”

      Luc let out a deep breath and nodded.

      The boy shrugged. “Then you should talk to your dad. Dads are supposed to take care of their kids. And love them. Maybe your dad knows the god who cursed her. Maybe he will help.”

      He was so adorably naïve. Even so, there was truth in his words. Fathers were supposed to take care of their kids. Apollo hadn’t been the best father, but there had been times he’d expressed his approval of Luc. And Luc never had petitioned his father for anything.

      “You should talk to your dad.” Athan wiped a stray tear as it trickled down his cheek. “My dad says love means you make it work. For as long as you can, whatever it takes. And you need to tell the truth.” He stuck his legs out in front of him and wiggled his feet. “That’s what my dad says.”

      Luc stood. “I’ve gotta run, buddy. I need to go get her some ice cream.”

      The boy nodded. “And chocolate. My dad says moms love chocolate.”

      Leto wasn’t going to be a mom anytime soon, but it wouldn’t hurt to bring her chocolate. “Thanks for the talk, little man.” He stood at the door, hand on the knob. “Who is your dad?”

      The boy’s face became solemn. “Hermes. My mom was Kate O’Malley. But she got sick and died. You should try to make sure your wife doesn’t die.”

      Luc returned to the young man, and crouching down at eye level, he said, “Your dad is really smart, and he obviously loves you a lot. When Xan gets back, you tell him that Luc said to look out for you. Do you understand?”

      The boy’s eyes widened. “Yes, sir. I’ll tell him you said that.” He held out his hand. “Thanks for coming by. I hope everything works out. If she loves you, she won’t care who your dad is.”

      Luc shook the boy’s extended hand in farewell. “I hope you’re right.”

      Luc stopped at Apollo’s temple on the way out of Seattle. The small park was lit in the shades of twilight, but the daylilies and daisies that filled the park made the air sweet with the smell of summer. The garden lights on the path were flickering on in the parts covered in shadow, and Luc stared at the hyacinth flowers, then up to the pillars interspersed with laurels, feeling like both were ominous signs.

      Stepping into the sanctuary, Luc approached the statue and prostrated himself. Keeping his head bowed in reverence, he started his petition. “Father.”

      Luc glanced up at the shrine as though his father might actually appear. He both hoped and dreaded it, but relief filled him when the domed space remained empty. He bowed his head and pretended he was telling his mother. “I’ve fallen in love, and I think you would like her. I’m sure you would. It was so crazy and fast, and we got married a month ago on a whim. I should have told you then.” But he wasn’t telling his mother, and the fear of Apollo’s wrath filled him. “I didn’t know.” He shut his eyes. “I didn’t know.”

      He spoke of Leto’s beauty, of her kindness and patience. He told stories of her generosity and soft temperament. He praised her work, her persistence, and her courage.

      “If I would’ve known who she was, I . . .” He couldn’t bring himself to say it. He would not lie about his love, and even if he had known, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have done the exact same thing. “I’m sorry, Father. I’m sorry, for I fear you will be angry with me. I’m sorry, for I fear you will be disappointed. But I am not sorry I love her. I am not sorry I married her. And one day, I hope you won’t be sorry either. One day, I hope you will give us your blessing.”

      He stood and climbed the base of the shrine, pulling himself up onto the sculpture of Apollo. Cupping his hand to the god’s marble ear, he brought his lips close and whispered, “Her name is Leto. She is the Sphinx.”

      Nothing happened.

      He stepped down from the statue, and a surge of panic filled him as he anticipated his father’s wrath. But the statue remained marble. The evening air chirped with the sounds of summer bugs, and a cool breeze blew through the enclosed space, chasing out the summer sun’s heat.

      Relief washed over Luc. Perhaps his father wouldn’t be so angry after all. Perhaps it really would be okay.

      Luc stopped at the grocery store he allegedly worked at, the one where he’d met Leto, and bought ice cream and every type of chocolate they had. He got an entire cart full of snacks, as well as steaks to grill and potatoes to bake. They would have two days inside. Two days for him to convince her they would find a way to make this work. That even though he was the demigod son of Apollo, he was first and foremost the man who loved her. He would do whatever she wanted, whatever it took to convince her of his love.

      Luc paid for the groceries and walked out to the parking lot. The sun had finally dipped below the Olympic Mountains, and only the horizon still held tinges of pinks and lavender. The cool breeze smelled of honeysuckle, and Luc felt Apollo’s presence before he could see him. Panic hit like a bullet in the chest.

      “Son.” Apollo appeared, wearing nothing but a short bronze chiton and leather sandals with straps that wrapped around his calves. His chest glistened with sweat, and he fixed Luc with a hard stare.

      “Father. I’m . . . I’m in a bit of a hurry now. Can this wait?” Luc moved to step around the god of light and prophecy, but Apollo grabbed his arm.

      “Did you really delude yourself to believe I wouldn’t care?” The melodic inflections were in direct contrast with the venom lacing his words. “Did you think you could take what was mine?” The god’s grip became vice-like. “You thought I would give you my blessing?”

      Luc’s protest died on his lips. The only thing he could think to say in his own defense was, “I didn’t know.”

      Apollo turned and faced his son. “But when you found out, you what? You still took what was mine and then had the audacity to come and ask forgiveness? Even now, you would still try to find a way to keep her for yourself.” He glared as he came nose to nose with his son. “She. Is. Mine.”

      In one moment, Luc’s fear exploded. Apollo clenched him by the neck, and holding his son in the air, Apollo shook him.

      Luc stretched to reach the ground, while he dropped the bags full of food to claw at his father’s unyielding grip. Flailing, Luc thrashed his limbs, searching for relief from the tornado battering him. Luc’s vision blurred, and then the edges dimmed, tunneling until there was only darkness. Bright spots exploded behind his eyelids. His stomach twisted, and he retched.

      Heat seared his skin, and the smell of burned meat registered before the pain he’d been so certain couldn’t get worse exploded from his neck to his toes.

      “No one will take what is mine. Least of all you.”

      He wanted to protest. He wanted to tell his father it would be right for Leto to love and be loved. But Luc couldn’t say anything. His soul screamed, and he knew death was near. But his final thoughts were of Leto, curled on the couch, and he hoped she would forgive him. Then the world turned to blackness.
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      Dahlia tugged at the ends of her ebony hair as anxiety crawled through her stomach. She swallowed, a sad attempt to push back her nervousness, and plastered on a smile as she waited for Mark outside Form 15. The courtyard was still empty, which probably meant the headmaster was keeping them in for a dress-down.

      Dahlia yanked on the edge of her blouse and shifted from foot to foot, and then her hand went to the bunched-up fabric hiding underneath her white top. She’d copied Heather and Lindsey and rolled up her skirt, the only way to modify the limp fabric and make it the least bit alluring. She hated the drab blue school uniform, but in her excitement that morning, she’d forgotten to pack a pair of jeans on her way out the door.

      Not that it mattered. Dahlia’s problem wasn’t that she was unattractive. She was naturally slim, and fair-skinned even for being Indian. She’d gotten her striking features from her mother, but she’d also inherited her mother’s natural ability to cause trouble and discord.

      The chatter of girls behind her made her stomach sink. Dahlia had naively hoped Mark would be out and the two of them would be gone before her classmates passed by.

      “Ugh. It’s Princess Pov.”

      Pov. For poverty. That would be wet Heather and her dithering friend Lindsey.

      “What are you doing outside the boys’ school? Offering snogs for a few pence?”

      Dahlia took a deep breath and faced her nemeses. “None of your business.”

      Heather’s dingy blue eyes widened, and then she hardened her gaze. “Don’t act like you’re better than the rest of us, Pov. You’re not. You live in a charity home because no one wants you.”

      The cruel words stung much worse than a physical blow. Not only because Dahlia had heard them for years, but because there was truth behind them, too.

      Swallowing back the lump forming at the back of her throat, Dahlia glared at the popular girls. “You’re no better than me.”

      Several of the younger girls stopped on the sidewalk to watch the drama unfold. Cars and buses passed, their passengers oblivious to the escalating tension and the inevitable fight.

      Dahlia glanced back at the still empty courtyard. What was taking so long? If Mark would just come out, then Heather and Lindsey would shut up, for sure.

      “You think one of the lads fancies you?” Lindsey smiled with malicious glee. “Oh, Pov. You might’ve been pretty if you weren’t so awful.”

      The girls snickered, and Dahlia brushed her clammy hand over her worn hand-me-downs.

      Heather leaned forward and pretended to whisper behind her palm, “Save yourself from further embarrassment and scoot on home to Mother Hecate’s.”

      The snickering was drowned out by the slamming of doors against bricks, and the young men’s raucous laughter and chatter spilled across the space.

      “Belt up,” Dahlia snapped. “No one cares what you think.”

      A slow smile spread over Heather’s face, and she stepped closer to the daughter of Eris. “You’re wrong, Pov. Everybody cares what I think.”

      Dahlia scanned the crowd hoping to find a friendly face. Someone smiling at her, encouraging her, or even just giving her a pity smile. Nothing. She looked for Mark’s dark brown eyes, but she couldn’t find them. She spun around, thinking maybe he was coming up behind her . . .

      There he was.

      And her stomach sank. He wasn’t even looking at her. He was strolling down the street with Stefan, laughing, both of them with their backs to her as they walked away.

      She turned back to Heather and Lindsey, but the pit inside had drained all her confidence. She couldn’t even bring herself to stare down her tormentors, afraid they would see the tears filling her eyes. Choking on the lie, she stuttered, “I-I don’t.”

      Blinding pain exploded across Dahlia’s cheek, and then someone tried to rip out her hair.

      “You’re a witch and a Gorgon!” Lindsey shrieked. “How dare you?”

      Dahlia tried to shake the petite girl away, pushing and flailing with her arms. “Get off me!”

      “Fight. Fight. Fight,” the crowd chanted.

      Tears spilled from Dahlia’s eyes, but she continued to push at the other girl. The crowd surged, and someone else hit her on the back of her head, making her see stars. Another girl drove an elbow into her side. One after another, girls she didn’t even know took out their frustration, real or imagined, on Dahlia.

      She dropped to her knees and put her arms over her head, a survival tactic learned through multiple foster placements after her adoptive parents, Thomas and Evelyn, divorced. Eventually, these tormentors would tire and leave, and then she could heal. Even though she was immortal, the beatings still hurt.

      “Shite!” a man yelled. “What do you bleedin’ eejits think you’re doing? Clear off!”

      Air swam around Dahlia as the man with the Irish accent continued to holler at her classmates.

      “Get out of here or I’ll bust you mangy pavees. Beatin’ on a lass . . . Bloody Hades,” he muttered, and then he bellowed after them, “You better pray to every bleedin’ god on Mount Olympus you never cross paths with me, you skanger tools!”

      Dahlia peeked up through the sliver of space between her elbow and arm, and surprise fluttered through her aching chest. The man was young, probably only a year or two older than she was. He had black hair and ice-blue eyes that were narrowed in anger at the fleeing mob. He wore a fitted black T-shirt and jeans that seemed just out of style, but she wasn’t sure if they were too new or too old.

      He turned, looked down, and met her gaze. “You all right?”

      She pulled her arms away from her head slowly, gritting her teeth with the discomfort.

      The young man sat down on the concrete next to her. “Oi. Is it like that everywhere you go now?”

      Dahlia eased herself upright, biting the side of her mouth to keep from crying out. Broken ribs, a possible broken . . . yes, definitely a broken arm. She hung her head and waited for him to explain what he wanted. The only time anyone was nice to her was because they thought she could do something for them, but he’d leave just like the others when he found out her mother wouldn’t grant a petition. Mortals had the erroneous belief that demigods could get their parents to bestow divine gifts, but the goddess Eris didn’t grant favors, not even for her daughter.

      “I think it would be best if you come to the conservatory. At least no one will duff you up.” He scratched his cheek and then ran his hand through his dark hair, making the ends stand up. “Right, well, I won’t let them ’til you’re ready. Then it’ll be a fair fight.”

      She swallowed, and the copper tang of blood slid down her throat as the pain continued to blossom across her chest. “Are you a bloody nutter?”

      He flinched, then tilted his head as he studied her. “You are a demigod, right? You do have a mark?”

      She stared at his tattooed arms and shook her head. “I don’t believe in marring my skin.”

      The man laughed, a deep throaty chuckle that rumbled in the air. “Not a tattoo. A mark. From your mother.” He pulled off his watch and showed her an ugly red stamp of tissue on the inside of his wrist in the shape of a helmet. “From me da. Ares.”

      Time stopped. A warm, honey-like sensation tickled at her heart, and Dahlia tried to push it down. Hope was something she couldn’t afford to have. It hurt far less to fall short distances.

      “I don’t have . . .” But she did have something like that, a golden apple on her right hip, as if someone had embossed it on her. “What would it mean? If I had a mark like that?”

      The demigod across from her smirked. “It’s your ticket to admittance to the conservatory for demigods. It’s where we crash. Nice home out in Hyde Park. Got all the trappings. Feckin’ ace.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have any money. No way to pay for that.”

      It was probably just as well. At least she knew her tormentors here. She didn’t want to have to get used to a bunch of new people.

      “Oi, lass. No charge, not even a ha’penny. Your mom has to leave you something; it’s the rules. Did she not tell you?” He grimaced like he’d heard of it happening before. “That ain’t right. Bleedin’ gods. All right, but don’t worry none. We’ll take care of it.”

      He stood. “Me name’s Xan. What do you want me to call you?” When she didn’t respond, he extended his hand to her and asked, “What’s your name? Who’s your mum?”

      “Sorry, but it sounds dodgy. Like, what do you want from me?” Because there had to be a catch behind the offer. It was simply too good to be true. “I don’t do favors. I’ll not get off with you, or anyone else. I’m not a brasser. And I’m not doing horses for courses, either.”

      The gray sky’s moisture began to mist around them. Dahlia stood and ran her hand over the new spot of red on her blouse. She’d have to bleach the already threadbare garment to get it out. She took a deep breath, and her ribs expanded enough to let her know they were healing. She needed to set her forearm before it sealed crooked. Grabbing her hand, she braced for the pain, and then yanked the bone straight with a muffled scream.

      “Shite,” he breathed as he looked at her with wide eyes. “You know there are healers that can help with that, so it won’t hurt so much. And bloody Hades, at least come so I can teach you how to defend yourself . . .”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she snapped. It was torture to think about because she knew it wouldn’t last.

      “Relax the cacks, lass. I’m not going to make you. But this”—he pointed at the ground where she’d been huddled only moments before—“this is bollocks.”

      It was worse than that. Two fights in three days. The headmistress would come over and visit with Mrs. Samden, who would shake her head and sigh while the headmistress was there and then scream profanities after she left. If Dahlia was lucky, they would find a new place for her to go to school for the rest of the term—if there were any left that hadn’t already given her the boot. If she wasn’t lucky, she’d be expelled and Mrs. Samden would demand she get a full-time job until the care order expired. Then Dahlia would be on her own.

      Xan leaned toward her, the corner of his lips twitching with a suppressed smile. She could smell the sweet stank of liquor on his breath as he said, “When you’re done having the hump, wipe your eyes and we’ll scoot. If you don’t like it, you can leave and come back to your high babies.”

      She ignored the jab at her schooling. But she had rubbish for options. “Do you swear on the Styx? If I don’t like it…”

      He ran his hand through his hair a second time and sighed. “Right. I swear on the Styx that if you don’t want to stay at the conservatory, I won’t keep you there against your will. There. Can we go? It’s cor nippy, I’m knackered, and I’ve got a date with a jar.”

      She held out her hand. “My name is Dahlia.”
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      He started toward a sleek red car parked at the curb, but when she didn’t follow, he turned back around and, scowling at her, threw his hands up in the air. “Are you bloody coming?”

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go, but more that she didn’t want to love it and be forced out.

      “My mother is Eris,” Dahlia blurted.

      Surprise flitted across his face, and his eyes lit up. His hard features softened with the appearance of a dimple as he grinned. “Janey Mack! Are you serious?”

      She nodded. Her heart pounded as he crossed back to her with rapid steps and skidded to a stop when he crushed her to him in a wholly unfamiliar hug. She froze. The contact was so unexpected, and with her still bruised ribs, not altogether comfortable. “Let me go.”

      He released her but continued to grin like a Cheshire cat. “That’s bloody brill. We’re family, lass.”

      Something in her defenses cracked at his words. Family. It was a concept she’d never understood but always wanted. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      He nodded to the car and guided her there. “Maybe not. My brothers are all asses like me da, but my mother was sound. She was bloody grand.” He stared off into space while he lived in his memories for a moment. “Was your da good to you?”

      She felt a sting of betrayal that his mother had treated him well. “No. My father couldn’t handle the . . . contention, so he dropped me at an orphanage when I was two.”

      Xan opened the door and held it for her while she climbed in. The car smelled new. Like leather, steel, clean carpet, and something floral. The space was small but immaculate.

      Xan opened his door and climbed in. “Was that here in London?”

      He started the car and merged into traffic, not looking at her, as if that would make his questions less like an inquisition.

      Dahlia said nothing. It wasn’t his business anyway, and she didn’t want to have to share the mortifying details with him. Her father, Dhaval Saanjh according to the birth certificate, had left Dahlia just outside of the orphanage doors late one afternoon. It wasn’t long before the nuns of Artemis found her. He’d left a note with Dahlia, but it was a warning to the nuns, not a note of love for his daughter. Not that Dahlia remembered any of that, but the women dedicated to raising the abandoned children became increasingly frequent in their reminders . . . or possibly complaints. Eventually, a group of traveling zealots passed through New Demeter doing service projects. Several came to the orphanage to aid with building additional rooms for the growing population. A couple from England took a liking to Dahlia. In all fairness, they’d only seen her in passing, and even at seven she was a strikingly beautiful child. In hindsight, it was clear the nuns had misled the couple, praising Dahlia as a sweet child.

      Evelyn was the first to grow resentful and bitter toward the demigod, but Thomas was only days behind. As the two screamed at each other and then at her, the contention eroded and destroyed whatever happiness had once existed in their home. It was less than a year before Dahlia was dropped into social services. Several foster homes and a few years later, she was deposited at Mother Hecate’s, an orphanage for girls.

      Xan poked her and asked, “I said, how much longer are you in the system?”

      “Two months and a fortnight.”

      His attention went back to the road, and he zipped past a double-decker bus, weaving in and out of the afternoon traffic. “That’s not even long enough for them to get an order to find you.”

      If she were mortal, she would have been terrified with his driving. Instead it was his words that scared her. “You said you wouldn’t keep me.”

      He cut in front of a green Fiat, and the other driver honked in response, but Xan continued without even batting an eye. “Aye. I’m only saying no one will bother if they think you’re on the doss. But you can go back, if you want.”

      He slowed down and pulled into a long driveway. That was when Dahlia realized they were out of downtown and in the suburbs.

      She looked at the rolling hills spotted with large deciduous trees. The groomed hedges along the drive were lined with flowering ornamentals, and at the end of the lane was a large white Tudor home. The white brick structure had dark wood accents and looked like a mansion compared to the squat building Dahlia had been living in for the last several years.

      “Who owns this?” She wanted to know who she needed to avoid causing problems with, just in case she wanted to stay.

      He shook his head as he pulled into the circular drive and turned off the engine. “No one. Or rather, everyone. It was built for us, a space for demigods. A safe haven from Skia. We’ve got them all over the world, really, and you can go to any of them, anytime. You just have to declare your divine parent. And sometimes they make you show someone your divine mark… Just to verify.”

      Dahlia thought of the placement of the golden apple. “But I’m not going to have to show you, right? I mean, if it’s somewhere private, I don’t have to show a man?”

      He smirked. “No. You won’t have to show me.” He got out of the car and opened her door for her before she could even figure out how the handle worked. “Come on, I’ll take you in and show you the place. Oh, and don’t get caught alone with Demetri.”

      The crisp air was cool and clean. Dahlia closed her eyes and breathed in the smell of lavender, pine, and freshly turned earth. Birds chirped and trilled, a door slammed, and a young woman swore.

      “Zeus almighty!” She had a heavy American accent and wore the hippie style that was all the rage. “I told you not to take my car!”

      Dahlia opened her eyes and met the curious gaze of a young beautiful blond woman. Her blue eyes were wide, and her pale silken locks were pulled into two low ponytails that hung almost to her waist. She wore a fitted halter top in a vibrant turquoise that was only slightly brighter than her eyes. Her long knitted pants were belted at her hips, leaving several inches of her toned abdomen exposed, and the wide leg extended to the ground, completely covering her shoes.

      “Who’s this?” the blond asked Xan, her painted lower lip jutting out in a pout. “Is she why you took my car?”

      Xan’s smirk faltered and faded into a wary expression of unease. “Kimberly, this is my cousin Dahlia.”

      Her pout vanished.

      “Your cousin?” she asked with a shake of her head. “Technically, we’re almost all cousins, silly.” She faced Dahlia and extended her hand. “I’m Kimmi. Xan’s the only one who calls me Kimberly, except for my father, when he was still alive. But he’s gone now,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Who’s your mom?”

      Dahlia looked at Xan, who nodded in encouragement. Swallowing back her unease, she forced her lips up into what she hoped would pass as a smile. “Eris.”

      The other demigod looked like she’d been struck, her jaw dropping wide open. “No kidding?” She looked back and forth between Dahlia and Xan. “For real? I thought she was a man-hater. Well, color me surprised. So you’re coming to stay with us?”

      “Yep,” Xan said.

      But at the same time, Dahlia answered, “Perhaps.”

      Kimmi frowned at Xan and wagged her finger at him. “You didn’t just grab her off the street, did you?”

      Xan shrugged. “We’re going in now. Bye, Kimberly.”

      The blond stuck her tongue out at him. “Demetri is going to hang you by your toes, Xan.” She smiled at Dahlia. “Don’t worry. He won’t be mad at you. It’s not your fault Xan screwed up . . . again.”

      That didn’t make her feel any better.

      “All right, I need my keys, hun. I’m headed out to that new go-go on the Strand, and before you ask, yes, I have my daggers.”

      Xan raised his eyebrows but didn’t take the obvious bait to look at the young woman’s stunning body. Instead, he extended the car keys, taking care not to touch the other demigod as he dropped them in her hand.

      “Do you want to come?” When he shook his head, her lips turned back into their earlier pout. “Well, aren’t you at least going to tell me to watch my back or be groovy?”

      Clearly, she was interested in Xan, but to Dahlia it was just as clear that the son of Ares was not interested in Kimmi. Unless he was playing her, but he didn’t strike Dahlia as a ponce.

      His eyes darted toward the double doors of the Tudor mansion, before he answered, “Aye. Be wide, and don’t go acting the maggot, right?”

      “Can we go in now?” Dahlia asked, not so much because she was anxious to go inside, but because Xan was looking a bit panicked. And there was something predatory in Kimmi’s eyes that made Dahlia nervous.

      The blond bit her lower lip and then accepted defeat. “Well, peace out, cool cats. I’ll catch you back at the pad later tonight.”

      The girl sauntered to the car with feline grace and peeled out down the long drive.
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      When Dahlia turned to Xan, it took a moment to locate him because, unlike her, he hadn’t watched Kimmi. Instead, he’d gone to the door, where he now stood waiting.

      Dahlia hurried to catch up to him.

      Just inside the door was a large foyer with a cut-crystal chandelier hanging over a squat circular table with a large floral arrangement in a painted red vase. The flowers were all white, and a mixture of jasmine and rose perfumed the air. Several sets of keys were scattered on the table, as well as a few wallets and purses.

      “Once we access your account, you can get new threads and whatever else you need. Oi, I just assumed you don’t have a car . . .”

      She shook her head.

      “That’s a mercy. I’m sure I did it all arseways with you, but when those bowsies were milling about, I was a bit gone in the head. Sorry, lass.”

      Xan pointed through a doorway. “That’s the study.”

      He walked down the hall, and Dahlia scurried after him. The walls were papered in white with vibrant green and orange paisleys, and the ceilings were white contrasting with the dark wood floors. There was a set of stairs, and Xan waved at them and muttered something about bedrooms.

      They passed by an archway, and Dahlia stopped to look into the massive kitchen. The cabinets were several shades lighter than the hardwood floors, but the edges and grooves were stained in a similar dark shade. The countertops were a dark green stone with flecks of gold, cream, and brown, and the tile backsplash had vibrant orange glass accents. It was the most beautiful room Dahlia had ever seen.

      “Are ye famished? We can put off the rest of the tour if you’re needing to eat.”

      As if in response, her stomach growled.

      “All right.” Xan waved her to a barstool at the counter and then went to the fridge. “I’m not the best cook, but I can make a breakfast hash that’s spot-on.”

      Dahlia looked down at her hands, now scabbed in several places. She picked at one of the crusty maroon pieces, and it fell onto her drab skirt. “Where’s the loo?” When Xan turned around, she showed him her hands. “I need to wash up.”

      Xan frowned. Stepping away from the open refrigerator, he pointed a green bell pepper at the doorway. “Down the hall, first door on the right.”

      It felt surreal, walking freely through the halls of this gorgeous home, like any minute someone was going to show up and tell her to clear off.

      Even the bathroom was decorated in rich golds and olive greens. Dahlia washed her hands, rinsing away the evidence of the altercation. The mirror revealed a faint yellow bruise around her left eye, and she splashed her face with cold water not only to clean it from the dirt but to serve as a reality check.

      She opened the door, and the smell of sautéed vegetables lured her back to the kitchen.

      “I’m not chav, Demetri. I wouldn’t have gone if I were bloody ossified. And you’re not me mum, so stop blathering at me. Next time you hide my keys, I’ll take your car.”

      Xan’s voice carried down the hall, and Dahlia stopped to listen. She didn’t want to eavesdrop, but she didn’t want to interrupt either.

      “Zeus and Poseidon! You’re in no shape to be out there. If Skia had shown up, there’s no way you would’ve been able to defend yourself and her. You’re a drunk, Xan, and that’s got to stop.”

      “That’s rot. I’m a better fighter than you in my sleep. Don’t eat the head off me about something that’s done anyway. You’re wasting your breath.” There was a breath of silence, and then Xan continued, “And what’s up with Kimberly? She be acting the maggot the last two days.”

      The other man didn’t respond, and Dahlia inched forward. There wouldn’t be a good time to enter, and she didn’t want to be a lurker.

      “We’re on a break,” he finally said just as Dahlia walked back into the kitchen.

      She froze, wishing she’d waited, and then her mind stuttered over her thoughts as she looked into Demetri’s warm brown eyes.

      He was tall, several centimeters taller than Xan, and built like a tank. He exuded masculinity and power, and the fitted three-piece suit he wore fit him like a glove. His messy moptop hair hung loose with accents of caramel and mahogany in the rich coffee-colored strands. His skin was tanned, like he’d spent plenty of time on the beach.

      He met her gaze and smiled.

      “You must be the beautiful Dahlia.” He crossed the kitchen with a determined stride, grabbed her hand from her side, and brushed it with his warm lips. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Xan grunted but said nothing as he continued to assemble food.

      Dahlia looked up at the handsome demigod and blushed. “Um, you too.”

      She snatched her hand away, worried that he would feel the growing moisture of her nervousness.

      He continued to stare at her, his gaze continually dropping to her lips, and then back to her eyes.

      It made her anxiety spike further, but there was something deep in her chest that felt like a magnet pulling her toward him.

      “Xan said he extradited you from a precarious situation this afternoon. Said that the timing was dire.”

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out that what she said would either aid or injure her cousin. From the defeated sag of Xan’s shoulders, he wasn’t expecting her to stand up for him. It was a familiar position; one she knew all too well. She squared herself and looked Demetri in the eye. “Several girls were doing their best to smash my face in. Maybe you wouldn’t consider that dire, but to me, his timing was bloody perfect.”

      Demetri chuckled. “Well then. I would say his only offense was that he didn’t step in sooner. I’m sorry, Dahlia.” He raised his hand and brushed her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “I would never want to see you injured.” He stepped closer and whispered, “Your beauty is like art.”

      The room dissolved, and it was just the two of them. She was lost in the depth of his eyes, a magnetic force driving them together, and her heart pounded in anticipation of something she knew she wanted.

      Xan snorted, and the spell was broken.

      “Here’s your breakfast, Dahl.” He set a fork and the plate of steaming eggs and vegetables on the bar-height counter. “Did you want some, Demetri?”

      Demetri narrowed his eyes at Xan. “No. Thank you, though.” He smiled at Dahlia, and touching his finger to her lips, he dropped his voice to a husky whisper and said, “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      He strode from the room, and Dahlia couldn’t keep her gaze from following him.

      Clearing his throat, Xan crossed the kitchen and grabbed Dahlia’s elbow. “Come on, luv. You need to eat.”

      Dahlia felt a mite weak in the legs, but by the second step she’d recovered from Demetri’s spell and pulled her arm away from Xan. “Who’s his father?”

      “Eros.” Xan’s smile was more pity than reassurance. “I’m saying this for no other reason than I feel like I owe you for standing up for me earlier. Demetri is a lover, not a fighter, but I’ll warn you that you’d best guard your heart. He chats up everyone and doesn’t mean anything by it most of the time. He’s not a mouldy fella. He’s not trying to get off with you, but I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      The light, airy feeling disappeared with Xan’s warning. And even though he wasn’t telling her that there was anything wrong with her, Dahlia still ached with the emptiness that she wasn’t lovable.

      Xan touched her elbow. “I can see what you’re thinking. It’s all over your face, but this isn’t about you—”

      “I know. I know.” She could say the words, even believing right this very second that they were true. But it didn’t change the truth. She caused contention wherever she went. And no one would ever really want to be with her once they knew it.

      Xan stayed next to her until she was seated at the elevated counter and had the fork in her hand. Then he circled back over to the cooktop, grabbed another laden plate, and sat next to her. But rather than taking a bite of food, he turned his fork over and over in his hand.

      Dahlia sighed, a long exhale, as she accepted the hopelessness of her situation. She couldn’t help who she was, and she couldn’t change it.

      “Look, I’m not a squealer, and I’m not slagging on Dem. He’s a good lad, really, and if the two of you like each other, that’s brill with me. Kimberly and Demetri sometimes are together, but he said they’re off.” He sighed. “I just want you to know what you’re getting yourself into with him. And if you listen to nothing else I ever tell you, I want you to hear this. Your value has nothing to do with how you look or what the laddies or lasses think of you. It has to do with who you are, the decisions you make, and what you choose to do with yourself. It has to do with what you can accomplish, right?”

      She nodded, hearing the words as confirmation of her own condemnation. The only thing she was good at was causing trouble, and then it was so unintentional she couldn’t even say she was good at it.

      “So tell me,” he said and stuck a forkful of scrambled eggs and vegetables into his mouth.

      Dahlia frowned with confusion. She’d missed something he’d said. “What are you asking?”

      He swallowed his food and faced her. “Tell me what you’re good at and what we need to work on so we can find you some trainers. Some of the demigods here are all right, so we can set you up with them. But I need to know a bit about your strengths and weaknesses first.”

      She sagged in her seat, and the aroma of the food that seconds before had been so appetizing became nauseating. “Nothing. I’m not good at anything.”

      Refusing to see his pity, she stared at her plate as the tears filled her eyes yet again and the food became a blur of color. She would not let him see how much his question bothered her, so she shoved a bite of food in her mouth. Mucous coated her throat, and she struggled to swallow. With a muffled sob, she grabbed the napkin Xan held in front of her.

      “That’s a horse’s hoof. You just don’t know, and that’s all right. At least we don’t have to worry about false modesty, right?” When she said nothing, he continued. “It’ll be like starting with a blank canvas, luv. You won’t be limited in what you try, and in a month, we can talk about what you like.” He patted her on the back.

      She swallowed back the rest of her unshed emotions and stared him down. “You’re only saying that to try to make me feel better.”

      Surprise flitted across his face, and she could see the sincerity in his reaction.

      “I am in me wick,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll not do that, Dahl. If it’s bollocks, I’ll tell you right out. So, I’ll find out how many demigods are here, and we’ll get you sorted.” He pointed at her food with his fork. “Now, you’re going to want to eat that. You’re going to need your strength.”
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      She was nervous, worried, and so completely unsure about what she was getting herself into, but deep in her core she felt a sense of earnestness from the Irish demigod at her side, and it was enough to know that he wanted to see what she could make of herself. Bloody Zeus and Hera. “All right, tosser,” she quipped. “I’ll give you a fortnight to convince me you’re not a cock-up.”

      He chuckled and turned his attention back to his own plate.

      After finishing their meal in silence, Xan showed her the rest of the conservatory. There were several large classrooms, some for studying, others for crafts and projects. There was a greenhouse, a gym, and a massive Olympian library. Finally, he led her to a bedroom on the second floor. “This’ll be yours. If you decide to stay, you can remake it over however you want.”

      The room was all white lace and dark walnut, and while it was unfamiliar and not what she would’ve picked, it wasn’t dreadful either.

      “I’ll let you relax the rest of the day. You can see yourself around the house, if you want, but if you go in the library, let someone know so we can fetch you if you get lost.”

      She nodded, and knowing that a clean bed was waiting for her made the fatigue of the day settle in.

      Xan took several steps down the hall. Pointing at a door, he hollered back to her. “That one’s mine, if you need me, right?”

      Dahlia nodded again. Tension drained away, and the bed called to her. “Good night.”

      He smiled, but there was no light in his eyes this time, and the smile was more tortured than reassuring. “Oi. Night, lass. And, just so you know, I never said I wasn’t a cock-up.”

      Dahlia went into the room, longing for a shower, and remembered she had nothing to change into. Lucky for her, there were two bags of clothes next to the bed, all new, with the tags still attached.
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      For two weeks Dahlia painted, lifted weights, cooked, sang, played instruments, talked war strategy, gardened, ran, learned languages, and did several other unrelated events. Some activities she stopped after a few classes; others she asked for more.

      After a few more weeks of activity, her frustration mounted. Everyone was nice, but she couldn’t do anything they were asking her to. It was one failure after another after another.

      Dahlia was in the gym with Xan, and he was running her through a martial arts form. The activity required dozens of movements—strikes and kicks to an imaginary opponent—up the mat and then back to the same spot she’d started. After her third attempt to complete the form at the same red “X,” she sat down on the gray mat in defeat.

      “I can’t do it,” she snapped. And they just kept adding more and more. “This is impossible. When are you going to tell me it isn’t working and kick me out?”

      Xan sipped at a bottle of what Dahlia knew wasn’t water and came over to her.

      Whatever demons he carried, he was trying to drown in drink, but he was still unbelievably tenacious when it came to making sure she was getting the attention she needed. It wouldn’t last, though. At some point, he’d have to acknowledge she was a failure.

      “Stand up,” he said in a voice that brokered no argument.

      She got to her feet, knowing she’d brought it on herself. But her heart hurt, and her eyes filled with tears as she anticipated him telling her to leave.

      “Look at me.”

      But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. She didn’t want to see the anger and frustration she knew would be there. Her tears dripped onto the mat, darkening the gray to almost black.

      “Look at me,” he whispered and tapped her chin with his hand.

      She met his gaze, and when she saw concern and not the anticipated disgust, her emotion broke.

      His eyes went wide, and with a heavy swallow, he folded her into an awkward hug. But it didn’t matter that it was awkward. His action was sincere, like it had been from the very beginning, and she unleashed her emotions on his shoulder.

      “There, there. Don’t make a holy show; it’s all right.”

      She hiccupped and pulled away. “Are you going to kick me out?”

      “Bloody Hades, didn’t I tell you you’ve a right to be here? No one’s going to kick you out.”

      Dahlia wiped her eyes. “But I suck at everything.”

      He quirked an eyebrow and asked, “Do you, now? Who told you that?”

      “No one. I just know.”

      He let out a long sigh, sat down on the mat, and patted the spot next to him. “How many things have you tried over the last couple of months?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. A couple dozen, maybe.”

      “You’re talking about just your lessons, but . . . All right. Which ones did you like?”

      Dahlia thought of the classes she was doing now and had to admit that even though she was terrible at them, she did like what she was learning. “The ones I’m still doing.”

      He studied her, his blue eyes sparking with intensity she only rarely saw. “Tell me ten things you’re good at.”

      His words were a strike, and she had no block or defense for them. “I don’t have ten things.”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “Tell me five.”

      She shook her head and dropped her gaze. Gods, why was he doing this to her?

      He stood and extended his hand to help her up. She took it and followed him to the mirror.

      “Look at you,” he said.

      She stared at her unruly curls, thin body, and nose that was too big for her face.

      “Now repeat after me: I’m Dahlia, daughter of Eris.”

      She rolled her eyes but repeated his words.

      “I have excellent reaction time.”

      Dahlia stared at him as it registered he was talking about her. “I do?”

      He nodded and pointed at the mirror.

      The words fell out of her mouth in disbelief, sounding more like a question than a statement.

      “Now say, I’m focused, determined, and surprisingly creative.” His look was intense, his eyes the color of ice.

      She thought over the last several weeks, and as if his words gave her new sight, she recognized the truth of what he was saying. She repeated the affirmations this time with tentative conviction.

      “I excel at debate, painting, sparring, and anything athletic that requires balance.”

      She stared at Xan. “Really?”

      “Aye, lass. Now look at yourself, in the eye, and say it.”

      Dahlia did, and as she spoke the words, her shoulders straightened.

      “Now, tell me,” he said in a low voice. “Knowing you’re good at all those things, are you worthless?”

      An arrow, sharp and true, pierced her fragile sense of confidence, and it bled out . . . Gone in mere seconds.

      “You’re supposed to say no,” he said. “That’s the answer you’re looking for. In fact, you’re supposed to yell it. So, let’s try it again. Look in the mirror, Dahl.”

      She swallowed. With a deep breath, she met the gaze of the broken girl in the mirror. She sagged in on herself, as if anticipating an attack she knew she was incapable of defending herself against. Her eyes were filled with doubt and disbelief, and she wrung her hands in worry.

      Standing beside her, Xan asked, “Are you worthless?”

      Her gaze dropped to the ground, and she mumbled, “No.”

      “Let’s try it again.”

      He asked her again, and again, and again. By the third time, she was irritated and snapped her “no” through clenched teeth. By the fifth time, she raised her voice. By the tenth time, she screamed her response at him before he could even finish the question.

      Xan smirked and pointed at the mirror.

      The girl looking back at her was not the same one as minutes before. This one stood tall, fire blazed in her dark eyes, and the defined muscles in her arms were accentuated by her clenched fists. This girl looked like she was ready to take on the world.
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      “Every day you need to tell yourself what you’re good at. Every single day. And then remind yourself that you’re not worthless. If you don’t believe it, come get me. I’ll help remind you. And remember, your cousin thinks you’re bloody brill.”

      Dahlia wanted to laugh, and cry, and hug him, and hit him, and maybe even dance about the room. That sense of connection she’d felt for Xan solidified into an unbreakable bond in that moment, and without thinking through why she wanted to say it, she blurted, “Why do you drink?”

      Xan’s pale skin blanched to white, and he licked his lips. “Why does anyone drink?” His eyes lost their spark. “Don’t worry none. It’s all rubbish and rot, but it ain’t your fault. And it’s got nothing to do with this.” He gave her a sad half smile. “In fact, you can add perceptive to your list of talents, too.”

      He pointed at the red “X.” “Now show me some of that bleedin’ persistence, and let me see you do your form again.”

      So she did.

      Weeks went by, then months. Classes became fewer and less structured as Dahlia honed her talents.

      Sitting at a table in the large craft room of the waif-like Acindina, daughter of Athena, Dahlia trimmed the golden silk, following the pattern for a flowing hippie dress. She’d been surprised to find that she not only appreciated fashion, she excelled at putting together textures, designs, and accessories to complement each other.

      She loved her debate classes with Acindina as well as the painting and sewing. But there was no doubt that her natural inclination was toward martial arts, and she spent several hours every day with her cousin in training.

      Thinking of the book tucked between her mattresses, Dahlia smiled. Initially, her search through the Olympian library had been for a writing project about education in the States, but she’d stumbled across a book by a professor of psychology named Erik Erikson from the United States. The book, Childhood and Society, was a fascinating study of childhood development. What she liked most about the man’s proposed theory was that a person could change their outlook and, eventually, their success. It resonated with what Xan had said, and most importantly, it gave her hope as she stumbled through learning about her own capabilities.

      She may have been raised with shame, doubt, and blame heaped upon her, but according to this psychologist, she could work through the stages of development no matter her age or whatever else had happened to her. The fact that she had the power to determine her own fate was a message wholly new and greatly empowering.

      “Here you are,” Demetri purred, sliding up next to her. His large frame blocked her from her fabric as he leaned on the table and faced her. Brushing her hair back from her shoulder, he ran his fingers back and forth on her bare skin.

      She’d taken Xan’s advice and tried to avoid the sexy demigod son of Eros, who seemed to have an on-again, off-again relationship with the lithe Kimmi. But he’d been gone for several weeks, looking for a reported demigod on the other side of London, and the summer sun had been beating on the south-facing windows. She’d left the door to the craft room open, almost an invitation to anyone who walked by. She hadn’t anticipated he’d be back.

      Dahlia cursed herself for her choice of apparel. She’d been so excited about completing the white bandeau top and drapey pants, a mash-up of hippie and chic fashion, she’d put them on, knowing they were perfect for the warm weather.

      “Did you know you suck on your lower lip when you’re concentrating?” the demigod asked in a husky whisper. He leaned forward, tracing his nose up her neck, and then inhaled a deep breath right behind her ear.

      His actions were so unexpected she’d frozen as he invaded her space.

      He continued his assault, catching her earlobe between his teeth; he sucked and then licked her ear.

      Her knees trembled, and she almost groaned with pleasure. The magnetic pull toward the demigod was getting harder to resist, but the rational part of her brain finally kicked in, and she pulled away, stumbling backward into the cabinets.

      “Lay off, Demetri,” Dahlia said, extending her arms as if to push him away if he got close again. She couldn’t deny her attraction to him, but she didn’t really know him.

      “Mmm,” he said as his gaze traveled the length of her body. “You say no, but everything about your response says yes.” He flashed her a guilty smirk. “You’re stunning, do you know? Exotic and beautiful. And that outfit . . .”

      Her skin warmed with the compliment of her work, and she fingered the bottom of the white top.

      “Xan said you’ve been working really hard to discover your affinities.” He held up the pair of fabric shears. “I wouldn’t have thought the daughter of Eris would be crafty.”

      He’d said it like an insult, and she snapped back, “I’m wearing my latest crafty project, you bloody wanker.”

      He chuckled at the insult. “Then I nod to your skill, Dahlia. Craft away, if this is what it means.”

      He stepped toward her, but when she scooted back, he halted his pursuit. “You don’t trust me.”

      It wasn’t a question, so she felt no need to answer. Instead she countered, “How long are you here for?”

      His gaze wandered over the room before coming back to her. “A while. There are some things here I need to take care of. Are you going with Xan to America?”

      It was the first she’d heard of Xan leaving. He’d been increasingly morose the last couple of weeks, watching movies over and over again in the study while drinking insane amounts of alcohol.

      “He’s leaving? Why?”

      Demetri shrugged. “He has some history there. Maybe he’s going to face it. Finally.”

      The idea of Xan leaving set her off balance, and she didn’t notice Demetri’s approach until he pulled her hands apart.

      Holding her hands in his, he brought them to his mouth and kissed one palm and then the other. “Don’t worry, Dahlia. I’ll take care of you while he’s gone.”

      She snatched her hands away. “Right. While you take care of Kimmi, too. Bugger off, Demetri.” She pushed him hard enough that he was forced to take a step back. “You’re right. I don’t trust you.”

      His eyes dilated. “You think I’m insincere?”

      Dahlia rolled her eyes. “I know you’re insincere. And I don’t want to play your games.”

      Something else she had learned about herself with all that reading.

      Demetri shook his head. “I would never want to push myself on anyone. Please, accept my apologies.” Without waiting for her response, he left.

      She couldn’t help but feel a little guilty.
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      “How long will you be gone?” Dahlia asked, sitting on Xan’s bed, watching him pack.

      Xan threw jeans and T-shirts into a duffle bag, as if oblivious to what he was actually putting in there. By the smell of his room, there was a fair chance he was.

      “A couple weeks, at most. I’m just going to pick up something and grab Luc to come over for a visit.”

      Luc, son of Apollo, was staying at a conservatory in the western States. “If you’re going to California, I’d like to come. I’ve always wanted to see Hollywood.”

      Xan froze. The blood drained from his face, and his hands shook. He turned away from her, but she could see the pain etched in his features. “No,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I’ll not be going to California.”

      Dahlia flopped back on the bed. “Fine.”

      She stared up at the ceiling. The gaudy gold light fixture seemed so unlike Xan. Almost like someone else had decorated the room in fashions from a decade earlier. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”

      The bed dipped as he sat on the edge. He pushed her over to one side and stretched out next to her on the gold-and-cream comforter. “Aye. I’m sure I will. As soon as it doesn’t hurt so much.”

      “Sometimes talking about it actually helps.” He’d said as much to her months ago, and she’d spilled all about her horrible childhood. Surprisingly, the memories she’d previously avoided were dull and muted when she poked at them now. “At least that’s what this one guy once told me.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure he’s brill.”

      When Dahlia woke up the next morning, still on Xan’s bed, he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      “Aren’t you ready to crawl out of this place?” Kimmi asked, drumming her fingers on the kitchen table. “You’ve been here months, and the only time you’ve left is when Xan’s taken you out.”

      The reminder of his absence made Dahlia’s heart ache. Xan said he’d only be gone a couple of weeks, but it had been almost a month. And she was going a bit stir-crazy. Not that the conservatory wasn’t huge, but Kimmi and Demetri left all the time, and even the more sedate Acindia took time once or twice a week to go shopping with Kimmi.

      Several other demigods had come and gone over the six months Dahlia had been there, and all of them had been respectful, if not kind. But it was hard for Dahlia to open up to strangers, and even harder when they came and disappeared so quickly, moving on to whatever assignments or pleasure was driving them. She’d sparred with several of them, most of whom spoke highly of her abilities, and all spoke highly of her cousin.

      “What about the Skia Xan is always talking about?”

      Skia, the minions of Hades, hunted demigods almost like their sole purpose was to kill the immortal offspring of the gods.

      Kimmi waved a manicured hand at Dahlia. “Xan’s super paranoid because of what happened to N.J., but there aren’t that many here in the UK, really. I mean, they’re here—don’t get me wrong—but we hardly ever lose anyone because we always go in pairs and all of us are trained.” She tilted her head to the side, chewing on her bottom lip for a minute as if trying to remember something. “Actually, I think Xan made that rule a few years ago.”

      Xan had lain out said rule the second day Dahlia was at the conservatory, and it didn’t surprise her that he’d been the one to make it up. He was vigilant about training, too. But Dahlia’s attention was focused on the initials of what she knew was a piece of Xan’s past. “Who’s N.J.?”

      Kimmi blanched. “Oh my gods, did he not tell you?”

      Dahlia shook her head. Equal parts excitement and dread mixed with her anticipation.

      Kimmi laid out Xan’s involvement with the demigod daughter of Aphrodite and her tragic death at the hands of the shadow-demons from the Underworld, and while Dahlia had anticipated a tragedy, she was unprepared for the identity. Xan’s late-night movie binges made a lot more sense.

      “He still feels responsible, even though all of us that knew her could tell you he did way more than he ever should’ve.”

      Dahlia sat back in her wooden chair. Marilyn Monroe had plenty of lovers, and husbands for that matter. She could hardly believe what Kimmi was saying, but at the same time, it made sense.

      “Zeus, Hera, and Hades,” Demetri said as he dropped into the seat next to Dahlia. His gaze went from Kimmi to Dahlia, and he reached out to play with Dahlia’s curls. “Let’s go out tonight. I can’t stand the sight of these four walls. What do you say, ladies?”

      “Sure,” Kimmi said, batting her lashes. “I was just trying to talk Dahlia into going out anyway since Acindia is gone.”

      Over the last three months, Kimmi and Demetri had been friendly with each other, and both had made it clear their relationship was now only platonic. Even so, Dahlia had continued to be wary of the son of Eros. But over the last three weeks, he’d been consistently attentive and kind. The flirting was fun, and it was only words. Dahlia’s trepidation had proven to be unfounded thus far, and she was more comfortable now with the sexy demigod.

      Demetri winked at Dahlia, and his hand dropped to rest on her thigh. “You’ll come, right? Say you will, please.”

      More comfortable did not mean she was okay with him touching her, though. But Dahlia did not want to be alone at the conservatory, even if it was protected, so it was easy to agree. “Absolutely.”

      Kimmi frowned. “Well, we’d better go get ready then. There’s a party over by the uni, or would you rather go to the local off Fifth?”

      Dahlia had no intention of getting pissed, but she didn’t really care where they went either. She scooted her chair back from the table, effectively removing Demetri’s wandering hand. “You two choose. I’m up for whatever; I just don’t want to be home alone.”

      Kimmi sauntered past Dahlia. “I’ll go get ready. Catch ya down here in ten.”

      Dahlia stood to follow, but Demetri caught her hand and pulled her back. “Why are you always running away from me?”

      Dahlia sighed. “You’re just playing around, and that’s who you are. I get it, and I’m okay with it. But I don’t want to get caught in the crossfire, right?”

      Demetri narrowed his eyes, but his gaze dropped to her lips and he pulled her closer. “Is that what Kimmi said?”

      Dahlia closed her eyes to break the spell. “Just let me go.”

      But he didn’t. Instead, he pulled her flush to him, cradling her in his arms. She could feel his heartbeat, and it called to hers like a siren. Then, he pressed his lips to hers.

      He was beautiful and attentive and so incredibly attractive. Dahlia relaxed and let her body melt into him. Just a one-off, she rationalized. A snog wouldn’t hurt anyone. And it couldn’t be against the rules, right?

      He kissed her again, nipping at her lower lip, and she wanted to drown in the sensations bursting through her body. His hands caressed her face, her neck, and her arms, and his lips followed. He backed her to the wall and pressed into her as they kissed over and over again.

      “Gods, you are so beautiful,” he murmured in her ear before kissing her again. “I’ve wanted to kiss you from the moment I saw you.”

      His kisses were greedy, hot, and hard, pulling her desire for him into a burning need. Dahlia was lost as to time or place as they continued kissing, and she pulled him closer, gluttonous for his affection.

      “The kitchen?” Kimmi snapped, her shrill voice breaking through the spell Demetri had cocooned them in.

      Dahlia slowly opened her eyes, drunk with lust.

      Demetri’s eyes were glazed, and his hazy gaze continued to caress her. “There’s been a change of plans. Dahlia and I are staying in tonight.”

      “What?” Kimmi shrieked. “No! You can bang her later, but I want to go out.”

      Sex? The implication from Kimmi was a dose of cold water. Snogging Demetri was one thing, but Dahlia wasn’t ready for that. Not at all. She wiggled out of Demetri’s embrace, pushing her sweaty hair away from her face. “I’m dying to go out tonight, too.”
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      She didn’t look at Demetri as she fled to her room to change. Staring in the mirror, she almost didn’t recognize the sultry woman staring back at her. Dahlia had filled out, getting curves where she’d been only sticklike before. Her dark hair was glossy and shiny with a cascade of big ebony curls down her back. Her cheeks were tinged pink, and her lower lip was full from all the devotion.

      But away from the lustful attention of Demetri, a nagging unease crept over her. He’d told her she was beautiful, gorgeous, stunning . . . but had he ever truly seen her? Did he even know her? And while she admitted her attraction to him physically, disgust for her own hypocrisy filled her. Because even though he was attractive, she didn’t really like him.

      With a heavy sigh, Dahlia sat on her white comforter.

      “Are you coming?” Kimmi shouted from the bottom of the stairs. “Because I’m ready to go and so is Demetri.”

      Dahlia flopped backward. Snogging Demetri had been nice. More than nice, really. And a big part of her wanted to go downstairs and snog him within an inch of his life. But . . .

      “We’re leaving!” Kimmi yelled.

      Dahlia sat up. She could have her inner existential debate later. She really didn’t want to be left home alone.

      “I’m coming,” she hollered.

      Then she heard the front door close.

      Her heart stopped.

      There was no way he’d leave her. Not after she’d said she didn’t want to be alone. He wouldn’t do that to her.

      She raced down the stairs, yelling his name, and when there was no response, she flung open the front door.

      The red rear lights were only specks on the long drive, and then the car turned left and disappeared.

      What in the name of all the gods had just happened? Dahlia climbed the stairs back to her bedroom, trying to make sense of the last hour. But it didn’t matter how many ways she sorted it; something didn’t make sense.

      Why had Demetri left her and gone with Kimmi?

      She wrestled with her disappointment, trying to make sense of it, trying to come up with a solution where Demetri hadn’t been a total wanker. But her heavy heart tugged at emotions she thought she’d let go of.

      Tossing and turning, Dahlia spent a restless night coming up with impossible and improbable scenarios. By the time the sky lightened from pitch to gray, she was knackered and closed her eyes for a quick kip.

      It was early afternoon when Dahlia stepped out of the shower. She’d run five miles, pounded the bag, and spent an hour doing forms that morning in the quiet house. She hadn’t heard Kimmi or Demetri come in last night, but she told herself yesterday was in the past, and one day didn’t matter. Not really. Nothing was over or set in stone just because Demetri and Kimmi had left without her.

      Sometime around mile three, Dahl had decided being attracted to Demetri wasn’t a bad thing. And if they were interested in each other, there was nothing wrong with exploring where that went. She wasn’t looking to get married, and she was confident he wasn’t either.

      Dressed in her gold hippie dress that fell mid-thigh, she slipped into her platform boots and gave herself a once-over. She was beautiful. Exotically beautiful. That was what Demetri had said. They could talk, and it would be fine.

      Her heels clicked as she walked downstairs to the kitchen, where her legs turned to lead. She blinked once, twice, three times, because she had to be hallucinating.

      Kimmi giggled and opened her eyes. A slow smile spread across her face as she met Dahlia’s gaze. And then she nudged Demetri, who was still nuzzling her neck. He was shirtless, and when he turned, Dahlia saw that Kimmi was wearing his T-shirt, or rather swimming in it.

      “Morning . . . or afternoon, hun,” Kimmi said. The insincerity bounced around the room, pelting Dahlia over and over with its sting. “Hope we didn’t keep you up.”

      Dahlia looked back and forth between the two of them, but her gaze finally landed on Demetri and she asked the only thing she really wanted to know. “Why did you kiss me?”

      He shrugged, but his heavy-lidded look went to her mouth, and his tongue wet his lower lip.

      Kimmi pulled his arms tightly around her small waist. “You didn’t think he was really interested in you, did you?”

      He cleared his throat. “You’re beautiful, Dahlia. Gorgeous—”

      Dahlia held up her hand, disgust filling her with his empty words.

      “But he could never love you. You’re a mess, and you create problems everywhere you go. You’re worthless. Why do you think those other demigods all left? They couldn’t stand—”

      The front door slammed.

      “Bloody git! Next time I’m driving, you tool.” Xan’s voice bounced down the hall.

      Another man laughed. “Hades in hell. I’m sorry, man. I totally forgot y’all drive on the wrong side of the road.”

      The heavy sounds of their footsteps drew closer, and when Xan stepped through the door, the smile on his face disappeared. “What in the name of all the gods . . .?” His eyes flashed with anger, and he clenched his fists.

      Behind Xan, a tall blond man came into the room, and his sky blue eyes took in the scene with interest.

      Unable to stand the shame, Dahlia fled. She was at the top of the stairs when she heard the first fist connect, and she hoped Xan beat Demetri to a pulp.

      Crossing her room, she paused in front of her mirror. The young woman staring back from the glass had her brow wrinkled, and her eyes were glassy. But she didn’t cry. Instead, she wrapped her arms around herself as if she would be able to hold herself together. The doubt she thought she’d battled and beaten reared up and devoured her fragile confidence. Kimmi’s words pounded through her, and Dahlia dropped her head.

      “Worthless,” she mumbled. And then she straightened. “No,” she said. She cleared her throat. Staring at herself in the mirror, she asked, “Are you worthless?” Immediately, she snapped at her reflection, “No. I’m not.”

      Her worth wasn’t tied to what Kimmi or Demetri thought, and she wouldn’t accept their shaming or insults.

      Xan opened the door and demanded, “What the bloody feck happened? Do I need to kill him? Just tell me that, Dahl. If I need to, I’ll do it.”

      Relief flooded her, and she couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist. Demetri’s a knob, and Kimmi’s a bloody brasser, but I’m not wrecked.” The truth of it rang through her very being. Punching him in the arm, she continued, “If you ever leave me again, I’ll bleeding duff you up.”

      His shoulders dropped with relief. “I’m a tosser, right? Remember, I told you I was a cock-up. But I’m sorry. First, I got your finances all sorted, but this is what took me so long.” He held up a brown paper package the size of a shoebox. “I went to eight conservatories afore I found them.”

      “What is it?”

      Xan pulled her to the bed and set the box down. “Open it up.”

      He bounced on the balls of his feet, and his enthusiasm was catching. She ripped through the paper and dumped the contents on the bed.

      Black velvet puddled on the white bedspread, and golden metal peeked through the folds.

      “Are those knives?”

      Excitement rolled off him in waves, and he puffed out his chest. “They’re your mum’s immortal blades. See here”—he pointed to a golden gem buried in the gilded hilt—“the golden apple of discord.”

      She reached out and ran her fingers across the golden blades. Power ran up her arm and solidified in her chest with a snap. She was the daughter of Eris, and there was power in chaos and discord. Chaos allowed for creativity and invention. Discord was nothing more than unexpected trials, and it was when challenged that one’s true nature was revealed.

      “I’m ready to leave this place. Do you mind?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “Well, I haven’t unpacked, so I’m ready when you are.”

      She looked around her room, but there was nothing she really wanted to take except the knives. Everything there would remind her of her time in the London conservatory. She waved him to the door, but he waited for her to go first. As she passed him, she asked, “Who’s the chav you brought with you?”

      “Luc. Apollo’s son. He’ll come with us. He’s a nice bloke.” He ran his hand through his black hair, tugging on the ends. “What happened with Demetri?”

      She glared at him and held up a finger. “First, I don’t need to tell you.” She flipped up another finger. “Second, if you know someone is a wanker . . .” She trailed off because she couldn’t accuse him of not telling her. He had. From the very first day. “Right. Well, don’t leave me with wankers, please.”

      Xan inclined his head in solemn agreement. “Touché.”

      They went down the stairs where Luc was waiting in the entryway.

      “You’re the daughter of Eris?” he asked as he studied her with his sky blue gaze.

      She inclined her head. “I am.”

      Dahlia had thought he’d come back with a witty or snide comment. But the son of Apollo merely nodded at her.

      “Are we ready?” he asked Xan.

      Xan grabbed their bags. “Quit your blathering. Let’s go.”

      Dahlia glanced behind her and saw Demetri in the hall. Whatever small amount of regret that had been trying to tug at her heartstrings was overwhelmed by the relief of what she was escaping. She didn’t want someone to want her only because she was attractive. “You’re an ass.”

      With a sense of buoyancy, she stepped out into the sun and smiled.
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      The States were nothing like she’d expected. The formality of England hardly existed, and the slang Kimmi had used was only a taste of the current language. Dahlia and Xan traveled all over the country.

      They were in northern California, Santa Cruz beach, at an outdoor concert. The late-June air held only a tinge of the coolness from the ocean. The band was one Luc had wanted to see, and Xan had told Dahlia it would be fun. But fun was a concept Dahlia was having a difficult time adjusting to.

      She watched as men and women got drunk, high, or both, and then writhed to the beat of the bass, their sweaty bodies grinding on one another. Dahlia couldn’t do it. She couldn’t give up her control, and if she admitted the truth, she was afraid of what she might become if she did.

      So she dug her toes into the sand and watched.

      Two girls, dressed in bikini tops and flowing shear tops that just covered their backsides, sauntered past her carrying plastic cups. They were both the epitome of California girls. A couple of meters up, one of them dropped her purse in the sand, oblivious to her loss in her inebriated state.

      Dahlia shifted to fetch it for the girl when she saw him. Tall and lanky, the young man moved with grace, which could only mean he was still sober. He was tan, and his dark honey hair was golden at the tips. He was handsome, but his features lacked the perfection of a demigod. His lower lip was a little too full, and his nose a little too small. His hazel eyes were clear and focused, further confirmation of his abstinence. He wore a blue T-shirt and baggy shorts. He picked up the white knitted bag and then chased the girls down.

      Dahlia watched as he kept his gaze rooted to the girls’ faces. He smiled, said something, and handed the one girl her purse. Then he left.

      It was clear the girls were taken with him. They followed him back to his friends, and the other lads were quick to welcome them into their circle.

      But Blue Shirt kept his distance.

      “Did someone catch your eye?” Xan asked, bumping into her. His ale sloshed over the side of his cup, splashing on her bare feet and into the sand.

      “Not really.”

      They laughed and joked, ate and danced, but somehow, Dahlia couldn’t forget about the young man, and her gaze wandered over to check on him several times throughout the day.

      He stayed with his friends, fetched them drinks and food, and occasionally laughed at something one of the lads said. He was respectful of all the girls that came and went, but he kept his distance.

      “I’ve seen you staring at him all day,” Luc said. “Xan has too. Why don’t you go over and say hi?”

      It was the most ridiculous suggestion she’d ever heard. One did not just go say hi to a complete stranger. The idea made her hands sweat and her stomach churn.

      The sun sank low into the sky, and couples began to pair off. Dahlia watched to see what the young man would do, and something in her warmed every time he smiled and shook his head at a scantily dressed young woman. It didn’t matter how many times Xan or Luc suggested she go introduce herself, she didn’t want to be rejected like those other girls.

      Someone bellowed indecipherable words over the loudspeaker, and there was a collective groan. The music continued, but the frenzied collective writhing became frenetic.

      Dahlia’s heart began to pound. The concert was coming to a close, and she would lose her opportunity to meet the guy. The one who wasn’t looking for a hookup. The one who chased down a girl to return her purse. The one who was a mate to his friends. That was the kind of guy she wanted to date, the kind of guy she wanted to be with.

      “What do I do?” she asked Xan. “What do I say? How do I meet him?”

      Xan and Luc looked at each other and laughed. Xan held up his drink. “It’s bloody closing time, and you want to meet the lad now?”

      Dahlia nodded, desperate to do whatever they said. Whatever would give her a chance. “Please?”

      Xan shoved his cup into her hand. “Come on. I’ll go with you.”

      Xan waved at Luc, who was dancing with a pretty brunette girl. Luc raised his cup, as if in salute.

      Xan crashed into the circle and introduced himself to the young man’s friends. They welcomed both Xan and Dahlia with riotous cheers as Xan cussed and cursed in Irish slang.

      Dahlia nodded at several of the young men but inched away from the throng as several begged her to talk.

      “But I love an English accent,” one young man declared. Bringing his hand to his heart, he sloshed his drink all over his shirt.

      The other blokes laughed, and he took his shirt off, revealing a tanned torso.

      Dahlia blushed and looked away, her gaze immediately going to the lad she’d been staring at all day.

      This time he was looking at her, too.

      She could feel the heat wash over her, and she itched to pull her hair up off her neck. But she was too caught up in his gaze to move.

      “Roan!” one of his mates yelled, and he turned to his friend.

      His name was Roan.

      “Go on now, lass,” Xan said as he sauntered back toward her. “All his mates say he’s a grand fella. He broke up with his bird on account of her shagging some bouzzie a while back, so he’s free. Go on now.”

      “You’re pissed.”

      He nodded. “Still, you best go meet him so we don’t have to track him down later. Go pour my drink on him. Then you can apologize. Offer to make it right.”

      Dahlia narrowed her eyes. “Are you kidding? You want me to dump your drink on him?”

      Xan smirked. “Bloody brill, Dahl. Go do it.”

      He shoved her, probably much harder than he’d anticipated, and she stumbled forward in the sand, crashing into someone.

      Bugger. Not just someone. Him. Roan.

      “Good gods, I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “My bloody cousin is plastered . . .” She touched his shirt, the darkness spreading where Xan’s liquor had splashed. “I’m so sorry.”

      Roan grabbed her hand and pushed it away. “Nothing to worry about. It’ll come out in the wash.” He grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it over his head. “I should’ve been watching where I was going.”

      Dahlia stared at his sculpted chest and abdomen and then blushed when she met his gaze. “Um, right.” Xan was waving his hands at her, shouting about a snog. Dahlia wanted to groan with the humiliation. “I think he’s gone daft from all the drink.”

      Roan followed her gaze. “What’s he saying?”

      The music was loud, and Dahlia hoped the British slang didn’t translate exactly. To his credit, Xan stopped acting the fool as soon as he noticed Roan looking. Dahlia shook her head. “He’s a knob. Totally pissed off his knacker.”

      The music stopped, and the crowd erupted in applause.

      “Well, good luck with your friend,” Roan hollered over the din.

      He was going to leave, and the only thing she could think of was the insanity proposed by her completely drunk cousin.

      Desperation made insanity seem reasonable, and Dahlia snatched Roan’s shirt from his hand. When he turned around, she closed the gap and kissed him.

      His lips were warm, and his hands traced up her arms before he broke off the kiss. He studied her, his hazel eyes dark in the late night.

      She met his gaze, praying he would see enough in her to spark his interest. She just wanted an opportunity to get to know him.

      “You shouldn’t kiss someone if you don’t mean it,” he said, his voice low and husky. “It’s a rule.”

      “Whose rule?”

      His jaw hardened, and he stepped away, grabbing his shirt from her hand. “Mine.”

      “But what if I meant it?” she pressed, desperate to keep him there.

      Roan shook his head. “You don’t know me. You couldn’t have meant it.”

      He turned and started walking toward his friends.

      Dahlia could feel her opportunity slipping through her fingers. Her heart hurt with the rejection. “I just wanted a chance to get to know you.”

      He stopped and faced her. “Why? Because you think I’m a challenge?” He stomped toward her, his anger a palpable force between them. “You think I’ve got money? Or I’m just so sexy you want to have a go? You think that because we’re young we should just live it up, no harm in it?”

      She shook her head, both in denial and amazement. His anger was out of proportion for a simple kiss, and she wondered just how recently his ex-girlfriend had cheated on him. “I saw you pick up that girl’s purse and take it to her. You got your mates lunch, and they all cheered for you. You were nice, even when you rejected all those girls. I . . . I thought you were a gentleman.” Dahlia stepped back. Her desperation had made her foolish, and she’d acted like the floozy girls who had thrown themselves at him earlier. Of course, it had been the wrong move. Her actions went against everything she’d observed about him. He was saying he wasn’t interested in her, and she’d respect his decision. “I’m sorry, Roan.”

      He leaned toward her, tilting his head in surprise. “What did you say?”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “Truly, I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve really been watching me all day?” His forehead furrowed, and he closed the space between them. “What’s my name?”

      “Roan.” As soon as she said it, she knew he hadn’t introduced himself to her. Now he was going to think she was a stalker. Heap crazy on crazy. “Sorry.”

      “Roan, come on,” one of his mates hollered. “We’re ready to get some grub. Jonny’s got the munchies.”

      “I’ve got to go,” he said, but he didn’t move away. He continued staring at her as if trying to decide what to do next.

      Dahlia could stand there all night, but it wasn’t fair. She nodded, acknowledging his statement. “Right. Sorry about the shambles.”

      She turned to go back to Xan. Back to her training and back to their travels. She’d blown it with Roan. Not that she could blame the poor bloke.

      “Dahl,” Roan said.

      Her initial thought was that she must be hallucinating.

      But he called her name again, and she faced him. How did he know her name? Xan must’ve told him, but Roan had remembered it, which meant he wasn’t completely oblivious to her. Something like hope sparked in her chest.

      “Would you like to come have an early breakfast with me? Us, I mean us. You can bring your insane cousin, if you’d like, and maybe we could talk for a while, really get to know each other.” He held out his hand. “What do you say?”

      She smiled, and it felt like she would burst with excitement. She put her hand in his. His skin was warm and dry, and as he entwined his fingers with hers, Dahlia was filled with a sense of homecoming and joy. “I’d like that very much.”
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      Athan

      He nicked himself shaving, and the bleeding didn’t stop. No, that wasn’t accurate. It eventually stopped, but watching the blood well up into a bead on his cheek and then run in a rivulet of crimson down his jaw was a sucker punch. He pressed a small square of white tissue to the wound, and as the blood saturated the tissue, it served as yet another reminder that he was, in fact, not immortal.

      Not anymore.

      Every single day there was something, some small event, that punched him in the face, that served as a painful reminder he no longer fit into the world. Not as he once had. Initially, it was the bruises taking longer to heal, or after a hard workout his muscles were still stiff the next day. But the last several days he’d inadvertently slept in, missing the morning run with Hope. And she hadn’t even bothered to wake him up. Why?

      He stared into the mirror at the ashen circles under his eyes. Pretending he could keep up with Xan and Hope was becoming more difficult, and Athan wasn’t sure he was fooling anyone. Not that it even mattered. Eventually, she would leave Athan behind when they went to Olympus. His bright-green irises reflected the pain he felt deep in his chest, a hollow ache of inevitable loss. He had no idea how to deal with it.

      A tapping at the door interrupted his reverie.

      “Athan?” Hope said his name, and the trepidation in her voice carried through the door. “Xan and I are getting ready to go to the gym and spar. Do you want to come?”

      He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “Yes. Of course.”

      Of course he wanted to come. He wanted to be with her every possible minute, as if hoarding the time together would make the separation easier. “I’ll be right out.”

      Physically, he was in great shape, probably the best shape a human could be. He ate healthy, took several nutritional supplements, and exercised for several hours a day. He was just as cut as he’d been as a demigod and almost as strong. Athan’s long shorts hung low on his narrow hips, and he traced over a mottled yellow bruise on his right side, trying to remember how he’d gotten it.

      “We’re ready when you are,” Hope said. Her retreating footsteps were punctuated by the closing of his door.

      He stepped out of the master bathroom and crossed the small apartment bedroom to the cheap pressboard dresser. He rummaged through his clean clothes and then pulled on a gray tank top, covering the faded bruise. Grabbing his running shoes, he opened the door and heard Xan’s muffled voice drifting down the hall.

      “It does you no good, luv. You have to pull your punches or you’ll hurt him, and it’s training you to be soft. You can’t afford to be soft,” Xan said. There was no argument in his tone. He wasn’t trying to make a case. His words were a statement of fact.

      Athan bristled. Clenching his jaw, he strode down the hall to Hope.

      She was wearing a sports tank and shorts that accentuated her athletic physique. Her golden skin glistened with sweat from her recent run, and her honey-colored hair was up in a high ponytail; the escaped wisps were plastered to her neck. She turned to him. Her eyes lit up, but her smile was painfully forced. “How did you sleep?”

      Doubt stung his heart with a prick, and its venom pulsed through him. He didn’t resent his sacrifice, not even for a second, but he wondered . . . He couldn’t help but wonder, if she would be better off without him. He studied her face, her tentative smile, her furrowed brow, and her unearthly eyes filled with concern. What use could he be now?

      He brushed the sweaty strands of hair off her neck, the contact with her skin both reassuring and reorienting. She said she loved him. He would believe her until she told him otherwise. And even though he wanted to take her away, run away to somewhere they would be safe, the rational side of his brain told him such a place didn’t exist.

      Besides, Hope wanted to break the curse.

      Athan kissed her, a short brushing of his lips against hers. He would be whatever she needed. “I slept fine. Next time, come get me for your run. Sunrise is my favorite.”

      Xan snorted.

      Athan refused to engage and instead kept his focus on Hope. “And I agree with Xan. You need to stop pulling your punches. If you tag me, it’ll be because I failed to block.”

      Her gaze darted to Xan and then returned to Athan. With a deep breath, Hope nodded. “Okay,” she said and slid her hand into Athan’s. “Let’s go train.”

      The gym was in a large industrial park off of I-90. Unsurprisingly, Xan had found it, and while it was nothing like a gym in the conservatories, it had a training ring for sparring and plenty of weights. The best, and most important, thing was the owners and patrons were willing to turn a blind eye to the exceptionally fast and strong young trio that came to train. No, not trio, just a duo.

      Hope waited for Athan to open her door, and when she got out, she slid her arm around his waist.

      “Are you nervous about training today?” he asked as they crossed the parking lot to the double doors.

      She shrugged, her shoulder rubbing against the tender spot on his ribs, and he discretely tried to shift to alleviate the pressure.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she admitted in a soft whisper.

      Xan was a few feet in front of them, and he muttered something under his breath.

      Hope blushed. “That’s not true.”

      Athan wanted to punch the other demigod. He was being a complete ass. “If you have something to say about me, at least have the courage to say it loud enough I can hear it. Say it to my face.”

      Xan yanked the door open and glared at Athan. “You’re not strong or fast enough to train her. We have a couple weeks at most to get her strength back, and you’re wasting her time.”

      Athan took one step forward before Hope grabbed his shirt.

      “Stop it,” she said. “Please. I need both of you. Please, please stop fighting.”

      The fight drained out of him. Not that he didn’t want to punch Xan any less for being a tool, but it wouldn’t do any good. Stupid, asinine demigod. Swallowing his pride, Athan ignored Xan and turned his attention to Hope.

      “Of course,” Athan said as he trailed his fingertips over the worry etched in her forehead. She had enough to worry about without him and Xan adding to it. “Let’s go do this.”

      Athan ran three miles on the treadmill while Hope and Xan ran through forms. Watching Hope strike and kick in a dance of deadly grace was fascinating. Whatever foundation she’d started with, Xan had honed her skills, and Athan almost fell off the treadmill as he studied her. She was getting better every day, and she’d be a force for anyone to stop. Even Xan.

      The three of them stretched out, the silence between them an uncomfortable presence that made conversation awkwardly impossible.

      When Hope went to the car to get her gear, Xan verbally pounced. “If for a bloody titch I think she’s going easy on you, I’ll stop the round.”

      Strapping on his shin guards, Athan tried to ignore Xan, but the son of Ares would not shut up.

      “Aye, don’t pretend you can’t hear me, you git.” Xan tapped Athan with his foot. “I’m not talking so soft your bloody human ears can’t hear.”

      “What the Kracken?” Athan slapped Xan’s foot away and stood up. “What’s your problem? I get that you don’t think I’m good enough for her.” Athan shook his head and glared at the demigod. “Gods, I know I’m not good enough for her, but I love her.” The words stuck in his throat, and he repeated, “I love her.”

      The anger drained from Xan’s face, leaving him looking like a wounded animal.

      Pity swelled in Athan as comprehension hit him with Xan’s painful reality. He loved Hope, just like Athan. But Hope had made it clear from the time they’d left the conservatory, and every day since, that her romantic interest was wholly his. If the shoe had been on the other foot, Athan would be filled with envious rancor. “I’m sorry.”

      Xan narrowed his icy-blue eyes. “I don’t want your pity, and I don’t want your bleedin’ apology, either. Remember what I said in the Underworld: This isn’t about you and me; it’s about her.”

      By the gods, Xan’s moods were giving Athan a headache. “And like when we were there, I’m on the same page. You think I’m doing this for me?”

      Xan crossed his arms, the black Celtic tattoos overlapping one another, and appraised Athan with raised eyebrows. “I don’t know. Are you?”

      “Athan? Xan?” Hope stepped between them all geared up except for her helmet and mouthpiece, which she held in her hands. Her eyes were wide with concern, and she tapped the mouth guard against the orange foam helmet. “You’re not fighting again, right?”

      She knew they were—he could hear it in her voice—but underneath the question was a plea.

      Athan plastered a smile on and winked at her. “We’re big boys with big egos, but we’re both one hundred percent team Hope. Come on. Let’s have you kick my butt.”

      Xan snorted but said nothing as he followed them to the ring.

      Practice sparring was like a fight, except it was timed. The goal was still to attack and defend, or sometimes, defend and attack.

      Within ten seconds, Athan knew Hope was pulling her punches, and by fifteen seconds, it was clear she was holding back on everything. She was using four or five technique combinations, and while only seconds before she had been a blur of activity, her timing was slow and bordering on predictable. Which meant she didn’t think he could really fight.

      Athan darted a glance at Xan, who raised his eyebrows. The son of Ares was also aware of Hope’s manipulated performance. In hindsight, Athan should’ve let Xan spar with Hope. But even as realization hit, Athan wouldn’t let guilt for what was about to happen stop him.

      Athan dodged a ridgehand, slid behind Hope, and swept her legs out from under her. She landed on her back, and before he even had time to think about what he’d done, she jumped up and brought her hands into guard, her eyes sparkling with the challenge.

      This time they circled each other, their gazes locked, and when Hope closed the gap between them, Athan pushed her back with a side kick to her abdomen. The next two advancements were also countered, and the corners of Hope’s mouth turned up in a smile.

      “You trained with Xan, too.”

      Athan chuckled, grateful that he had trained with the son of war.

      “Stop fannying about, culchies,” Xan yelled. “Apollo’s not inviting you to Olympus for cha.”

      Hope rolled her eyes at Xan, clearly amused at his reversion to Irish slang.

      Athan wondered if she even understood what Xan was saying. Not that it mattered; the meaning was clear. The son of Ares had always slipped into his native tongue the more emotional he got, and ever since they’d gotten back from the Underworld, he’d been using a lot of slang.

      But Hope’s gaze dropped to Athan’s core, indicating the play was over.

      Athan stared at Hope’s abdomen, watching as her muscles bunched. She shifted, her stance angling back as she prepared—

      His thoughts fled as Hope attacked. He blocked over and over with his hands, arms, and legs, trying to create a gap in her sequence, a brief pause where he could counter, but she was unrelenting. He stopped counting techniques and tried to arc step away from her flurry of assaults, but she anticipated his move and followed. Again and again.

      He tried to keep up. Inner forearm, outer forearm, crescent kick . . . One block followed another. He attempted to push her away with another side kick, but she caught his leg and pulled him off balance. Athan wrenched his leg free and stumbled backward. Pain exploded on his right side. His legs turned to jelly, and he collapsed on the ground, clutching his side and gasping for air.

      “Bloody shite!”

      Xan might be gloating, but Athan couldn’t even look up to see. His eyes watered, and he rolled over, resting his forehead on the gray mats as he struggled for breath.

      The pain wasn’t as bad as a Skia blade but almost. Nausea crawled through Athan’s insides, and he gasped as someone ran a hand over his, pulling it far enough from his body that they could poke at his side.

      Athan bit his tongue to keep from screaming, but he couldn’t help the groan that escaped.

      “Broken ribs. Two, at least. You can take him to Overlake for X-rays, and they can see if he’s punctured a lung.”

      Hope’s muffled voice was indecipherable, and she may have been crying. Athan continued to clutch his side, willing himself to not throw up because he knew that would make the pain worse. Keeping his eyes closed, he focused on his breathing, trying to slow the shallow gasps.

      Someone picked him up, and bursts of pain battered him. Clenching his teeth wasn’t enough to keep the pain inside, so he bit his lip. The copper tang of blood filled his mouth, but still the only pain his brain registered blasted from his right side.

      He’d never been inside a mortal hospital and, four hours later, he wasn’t sure he’d have any more than vague memories of lying on a stretcher behind a gray-striped curtain. Whatever shot the nurse had given him made the pain evaporate and his eyelids heavy, and the last thing he saw before sinking into blissful oblivion was an apparition of Hope with red-rimmed eyes, sitting in the corner of his room.

      “You feckin’ eejit,” Xan hissed as he walked next to the nurse wheeling Athan out to the car a couple hours later.

      The pain medicine made his head foggy, but he was pretty sure he hadn’t hurt Hope. “What did I do?”

      The words slurred together, and Athan cleared his throat and shook his head to try to dispel the effects of the narcotics. The cool air helped, and he gulped at it greedily, but his lungs wouldn’t expand. A firm tightness circled his chest, and Athan ran his hand over an elastic wrap binding his broken ribs.

      “Hope’s a mess. She’s been crying for the last three hours, all torn up with guilt. If your ribs weren’t already busted up, I’d belt you.” Despite berating him, Xan gently helped Athan into the car and buckled him in. “It’s a bloody mercy your lungs aren’t punctured.”

      Athan relaxed his head against the back of the seat and stared at the tall evergreens, swaying in the breeze, through the sunroof.

      Xan started the car, and Athan sagged into his seat. Whatever Xan had to say, it was nothing compared to the internal lashing Athan was giving himself. How could he have been so stupid? He couldn’t keep up with Hope, and his vain attempt had landed him in the hospital. But worse than that, much worse, was how he’d let his pride get in the way of what was best for Hope. He couldn’t be everything she needed, not right now.

      “I screwed up,” Athan said, interrupting Xan’s one-sided conversation. “You were right. I can’t keep up with either of you.” The words were more painful than his cracked ribs. “I’m sorry.”

      Glancing at Athan, Xan’s features were chiseled granite as he shook his head. “You don’t need to apologize to me. You need to fix it with Hope. She’s bloody upset, like she did it arseways. She doesn’t believe a word I say. You asked me to take her to Olympus, to have her back, and that’s what I’m trying to do. But I need her head in it.”

      Hades in hell. “I’ll talk to her when we get home.”

      Xan shook his head. “I don’t need you to talk to her; I need you to fix it. I don’t care if you fib out your cakehole; you need to make it right.”

      Athan closed his eyes. “I’ll make it right.”
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      Hope

      Guilt weighed seven thousand tons, and when it settled, there was no way to avoid it. Hope had spent the first hour at the hospital with Athan, but Xan convinced her to go home and get cleaned up while he waited for the physician to read the X-rays. She didn’t want to leave, but Xan practically pushed her out the door. He had something to say to Athan and didn’t want Hope around to hear. Something told her it was better that she didn’t.

      Xan was jealous of Athan, and it was obvious when Hope cuddled up to Athan during a movie or gave him a kiss before leaving for a run. But Hope couldn’t change her feelings either. And it wasn’t that she didn’t love Xan. She did but not that way.

      If she had to choose . . . Gods, she didn’t want to have to choose.

      The door opened, and the two men she loved most crossed the threshold side by side. Athan had his arm around Xan’s shoulders, and Xan had his arm around Athan’s waist. Both men were smiling, and Athan winked at her as Xan helped him settle onto the couch.

      Crossing back to the entryway, Xan announced, “I’m going to grab dinner. Be back in fifty.”

      He nodded at Athan before closing the door on the way out.

      Something was up, but the puzzle fled her mind as she perched on the edge of the couch next to Athan. Her fear and concern welled, and she struggled to get the words out. “I’m so sorry.”

      She darted a glance at him, worried she would see only reproach, but his gaze was filled with love.

      Shaking his head, he waved her closer. “No, I’m sorry. I let my pride cloud my judgment. Xan was right, but I wouldn’t hear it. That’s my bad, not yours. It’s only a couple cracked ribs, nothing life altering. I’ll be fine in a week or so.”

      Hope swallowed the emotional lump at the back of her throat, again and again. “I shouldn’t have kicked you—”

      “No.” Athan held his hand out to stop her. “You should’ve. In fact, you should be practicing like that every single day. Remember, it’s my fault I didn’t block.”

      She hiccupped and then laughed. Tears had escaped, and Hope brushed away the evidence of her guilt. “We both know that isn’t exactly true.”

      Athan shrugged and then, leaning toward her, grabbed her sleeve and pulled. “I worry you’ll wake up one day and realize how much better you could do than me.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but his next words took her breath away.

      “That’s my insecurity, and it has nothing to do with you or how you treat me. You are beautiful, kind, and faithful. I love you.”

      Hope scooted closer, and nestling up to Athan, she rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you, too.”

      Athan shifted and put his arm around her. “I know, so I want you to hear me out. Xan is better than I am at fighting. He’s a better trainer. And he’s had a lot more experience with the bad side of the Olympians. He loves you, and he’ll take care of you.”

      It sounded like Athan was saying goodbye, and Hope pulled away as panic seized her. “What are you saying? Are you leaving?”

      Even with the shake of his head, Hope’s anxiety didn’t dissipate. She could see the resignation in the weary lines of his face and the slump of his shoulders.

      “I’m not going anywhere. You are.” He tapped her shoulder with his fingertips. “And when you leave, know that Xan has your back. He will always have your back. If something happens, we both want you to be happy.”

      They were meant to be words of comfort, but there was too much pain behind the possibilities. Something was bound to happen; Hope just couldn’t predict what it was. She snuggled in closer and rested her head on Athan’s chest. Lulled by the steady beating of his heart, she closed her eyes and allowed herself to relax.

      But the sound of the door clicking shut roused Hope from sleep. Xan walked past, and the crinkle of plastic was followed by the rich smell of garlic and tomato sauce wafting from the kitchen. She sat up but left Athan asleep sprawled out on the couch.

      Xan pulled out paper plates from the painted white kitchen cabinets and handed one to Hope. “Are you going to wake him?”

      She shook her head. “I think he needs his sleep. Don’t mortals need more sleep after an injury like that?” Hadn’t she read something about it in her grandmother Phaidra’s history? “Just don’t eat it all this time, all right?”

      Xan smirked. “Says the lady who ate an entire tray of lasagna.”

      Hope’s stomach tied itself in knots, and she set her empty plate on the counter. She wanted to dish up, sit at the table, and laugh with Xan while Athan slept. But this conversation was long overdue. “You know I love you, right?”

      Xan flinched as if she’d struck him. Releasing a slow breath, he ran his hand through his hair. “Aye, lass. I know what you’re going to say, and it’s clear as a bell. You love him more.”

      She wanted to deny it, but she wouldn’t lie to him. “I love him differently. You’re like my best friend, and I don’t want to lose that. But I don’t want to be selfish either. You don’t have to come to Olympus . . . .”

      When Xan met her gaze, his icy-blue depths were stormy with emotion. He set his plate on the counter and pulled Hope into a hug. “I know how you feel, and I respect your choice. The heart is not ruled, not yours and not mine. I’m sorry, lass, if I’ve made you uncomfortable.”

      Hope shook her head. He’d been clear with his intention, but Xan had never pushed her for more than she was willing to give in their relationship. “You haven’t,” she said, tilting her head to look up at him. “Not at all.”

      He kissed her forehead and then released her. “Then please don’t ask me not to come. We all know you can’t do this alone. And even if you could, I want to come. I want to be there just in case, on the off-chance, you do need me.”

      Hope nodded. Her guilt waned, and gratitude rushed in to fill the gap. “Thank you.”

      Xan smirked, and this time, his dimple popped. “Now, let’s eat afore your fella wakes up. I hear mortals will eat more when they’re injured, too. I think I got plenty, but I don’t want to share the veal Parmesan.”
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      Athan

      Four weeks later, Athan was cleared to resume his normal activities. For four weeks, he’d watched Hope and Xan leave and come back. Initially, their excursions were all for training. Then Hope went to visit Priska, and after she got back, Hope and Xan started visiting temples of the gods every morning.

      Athan finally put it all together. To get to Olympus, they would need access. The conservatories were closed to Hope, so they couldn’t get in through the Olympian Library, which left only a portal created by one of the gods who resided there. Hence, they were visiting the temples to find a god or goddess who might be willing to help.

      Maybe Athan could help Hope, after all.

      He stood in front of his dresser and pulled the soft, gray T-shirt over his head, his chest still tight from the broken ribs. He told Hope they didn’t hurt, and mostly they didn’t at this point, but broken bones that lasted longer than a few minutes were more than the trite irritation they once were. Mortality was not to be trifled with, and even now, the constant reminders chafed.

      After slipping his arms into the sleeves, he rummaged through the drawer until he found two matching socks and then finished getting dressed. Glancing at the clock, he swore under his breath. If he didn’t hurry, he’d be late. He’d stopped by and left a request two days ago with Thomas, his father’s high priest, and Athan had an appointment at precisely ten thirty. He’d never made an appointment in the past, but this meeting was so important. He wanted to show his father every respect. Maybe it would help.

      Three months after getting back to the mortal realm from the Underworld, Hermes was still in a mood. The god of communication, travel, thieves, and liars was either unable or unwilling to mask his displeasure from his son. Not that he was upset with Athan. Hermes made it abundantly clear at every visit that he did not hold his son responsible for his loss of demigod status. Far worse, Hermes held Hope responsible. No matter how many times Athan reassured his father that he’d gone to the Underworld willingly, Hermes viewed Hope as a monster, and he blamed her for Athan’s sacrifice. At least that had been the case a month ago. Athan had been afraid to visit while his ribs were broken.

      Athan shoved his frustration and dark apprehension to the back corner of his mind, focusing on what he would need to accomplish today. He’d need to channel more graciousness and his arguments would need to be compelling if he had any chance of success.

      “Athan?” Hope’s muted voice came from behind his door.

      Thoughts of his father fled, and Athan’s heart swelled with love. He’d consider himself lucky every single day he got to hear her voice. He’d had lots of time to reflect over the last several weeks, and he’d thought about his time in the Underworld and what he could’ve done differently. Yet, when he circled back to the heartache he’d felt when he thought he’d never hear her voice again, when he really believed he would be bound to Hades and his realm, Athan never once regretted his decision. Even that would’ve been worth the sacrifice. Hope deserved better, and he would do everything in his power to see her free from Apollo’s curse. Athan frowned at his reflection in the mirror. After four weeks of limited activity, his already thin frame bordered on skinny, and whatever power he’d once had seemed to be so much less. “Be out in a sec.”

      He took a deep breath, setting his intention. If Hermes would help Hope, Athan would consider it a victory on so many levels. He’d have to be persuasive. He needed this. She needed this. And if everything fell apart for him, he would do everything he could to give her the best chance at success. With grim determination, the son of Hermes grabbed his immortal blades, slid them into their sheaths, and crossed the room. Opening his bedroom door, he studied the girl who held his heart.

      Hope stood at the threshold, smiling up at him. “You said to come get you at ten if you weren’t out.”

      His anxiety melted away, and he brushed her cheek with a kiss. “Thank you.”

      Her blond hair was pulled up in a messy knot, and her ears tinged pink as her blush spread. He would never tire of watching her respond to him. She was simply beautiful with an ethereal golden glow. “You are lovely this morning.”

      She glanced down, and he followed her gaze. She was wearing a tank top and shorts, and the salt on his lips told him she’d only recently finished her run.

      Mortality stung him again. The brief runs they’d taken together in Goldendale were only a memory, probably never to be repeated. Hope now exercised with Xan, trained with Xan, and often cooked with Xan. Quite simply, Athan couldn’t keep up. And yet, she loved him anyway.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she shook her head in protest. “I’m a sweaty mess.”

      He licked the salt from his lips and, leaning over her, whispered in her ear, “You’re a hot mess.”

      The sound of water from Xan’s room indicated that the son of Ares was in the shower. Which was perfect.

      Athan kissed her ear then trailed kisses down her neck. She tilted her head, giving him better access, and he pressed her against the wall with a groan. She pushed her fingers through his hair and then pulled him closer as she turned to meet his lips.

      Their lips brushed once, twice, and then Hope pulled away.

      “What time do you need to be there?” she asked, her breathy question barely decipherable.

      But decipherable enough. The passion waned with the reminder of his pending appointment with Hermes. Athan’s shoulders sagged in defeat, and touching his forehead to hers, he replied, “In twenty minutes.”

      The temple was only ten minutes away, but he would need to park, talk with the priest, and go through the motions of making an offering. He grimaced as he thought of all the potential unknowns.

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Hope asked, and then she stood on her tiptoes and kissed the corner of his mouth.

      What was left of the kindling desire completely disappeared as if water had been dumped on a fledgling fire. Athan chewed on his lip as he tried to find words that wouldn’t hurt.

      “Or is your father still upset with me?”

      If Hermes was still holding a grudge, upset would be a mild way of expressing the god’s feelings.

      Athan chuckled sheepishly and dodged a direct answer. “I’m not sure of his frame of mind today, but the last time we spoke, he was still unhappy. I don’t think it would be a wise risk. Regardless of how much I want you there.”

      The light in her eyes dimmed, but she acquiesced gracefully with a grim smile. “It’s probably better that we don’t do anything to make it worse.” She sagged into him. “Maybe you shouldn’t ask him for help. We can find another way.”

      But the only way to get to Olympus was by invitation of a god. And so far, they’d only been met with refusals. They were running out of options. He stared at the bland beige wall above Hope’s head, and when he spoke, the words were more hopeful than reassuring. “He’s still my father.”

      “You’ll be careful though, right?” Hope admonished him. The muscles in her neck and shoulders were tight, and her wide eyes were filled with apprehension.

      Athan pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. She smelled of sunshine and lavender. She was his, and he would do whatever it took to free her from the gods and their games. “I’m always careful. It’s my middle name.”

      Hope exhaled, a forced breath that was only slightly more polite than a derisive snort. She pulled back just far enough to look him in the eye. “I’m being serious.” She rested her palm against his cheek. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”

      She was mirroring his own fear, but she didn’t need to hear that. He grabbed her hand and pulled it down to kiss her palm. What she was attempting to do was the biggest kind of risk. To thwart the gods was almost unheard of. The likelihood of success was slim, and the chance of them all being alive in the end was even slimmer. “You’re a survivor, Hope. You’d find a way.”

      “Don’t,” she whispered. “Don’t say that.” Her voice cracked, and her hand trembled. “I just want—”

      He put his fingers to her lips to halt the words that had been rehashed so many times he could’ve said them verbatim. “I know, and it will be okay.”

      The shower shut off in the other room, and while the three-bedroom apartment was just big enough that one couldn’t hear everything—or rather Athan couldn’t hear everything—Hope and Xan probably could.

      Athan brushed his lips over hers in a brief kiss and backed away. Hope clung to him, and he grabbed her hands and unwound himself. “I’ve got to go, but I want you to have these.” He pulled out his blades and held them out to her. “Just in case.”

      Hope froze and panic pulsed from her frame. “What if you need them?”

      “They won’t do me a bit of good at my father’s temple.” He pushed them into her hands. “Wish me luck.”

      Hope stood in the hallway, the incandescent bulbs creating a halo around her golden hair. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, and her gaze followed him.

      He couldn’t wait any longer, and even if he could, time wouldn’t make the departure any easier. He grabbed his keys off the kitchen table on his way out, and as he opened the door to leave, he heard her say, “Good luck.”

      He took a deep breath, forced his lips into a smile, and waved.

      They both knew he would need it.
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      Athan

      The drive to the temple of Hermes was all back roads through middle-income neighborhoods. The bushy pines and tall conifers swayed in the wind. The overcast sky was heavy with moisture, and the cool air smelled of rain and evergreens.

      Athan kept the radio off, his mind churning through possible ways to approach his father, but the requests for help all centered on his love for Hope, the one person his father could not stand. To say Hermes hated her would be ridiculous. He didn’t even know her. Athan couldn’t understand why his dad would be so vehemently opposed to the girl who had saved his son’s life. The facts didn’t add up.

      Not that facts had anything to do with emotions.

      Athan pulled into the long drive of his father’s opulent shrine. The asphalt changed to stained concrete, and boxwood hedges formed a solid wall all the way up to the valet. A young priest, serving as an attendant, ran out from a small hut as Athan pulled into the drive.

      “Good morning, sir,” the priest said, nodding at Athan as he accepted his keys. The young man couldn’t have been more than eighteen and, unlike at other temples, wore street clothes, not a traditional Greek chiton. Before ducking into the car, he pointed at the temple. “If you let one of the priests know when you’re ready, I’ll bring the car around. They can shoot me a text, ’kay?”

      Athan nodded at the attendant and turned toward his father’s temple. It was built like the temples of old, with tall pillars of stone surrounding the exterior of the building. The courtyard was filled with plants, and the azaleas and rhododendrons were in bloom. Rosy reds, pale pinks, and bright white clusters of blooms complemented the rich greenery. Statues of Hermes and various mythical creatures danced, sang, and played in the lush garden.

      With a determined breath, Athan set his shoulders and ran up the marble steps to the sanctuary. He pulled open the tinted glass door, and a welcoming warmth billowed out and pulled him in.

      The heavy smell of jasmine permeated the air, and rich tapestries hung from the walls. The jeweled designs were woven in intricate patterns and vibrant scenes of Hermes’s life, which added a physical presence of the luxury and wealth of the god.

      How had Athan not noticed the pretentiousness before? He stared at the glittering blown-glass lyre. The inlaid gems twinkled under the incandescent light, but the wealth was a mockery of what mattered most. Shame at his previous obliviousness settled heavily in his gut and refused to be dismissed. Athan had never known any different, and his entitlement stared back at him in the meaningless wealth that now surrounded him. Not until he’d seen the barrenness of Hope’s home in Goldendale did he even know the excess of his life, and those like him. But it was that same minimalism that allowed him to discover what he really believed, both about himself and the people around him. How many other demigods suffered under the same delusions of superior grandeur?

      His thoughts went to Xan, but Athan couldn’t accuse the son of Ares of the same entitlement. Whatever flaws he had, that was not one of them. But Obelia, Thenia, Kaia, Endy, and all the other sons of Apollo he’d ever met had been the same. Even Dahlia had some of the same sense of privilege. Skata. Remorse was a bitter pill to swallow, and he seemed to be choking them down at an alarming rate.

      As he walked down the hall, past the tapestries and ornate sculptures, his self-reproach turned reflective. If the demigods felt superior, it was because of the example of their immortal parents. It was as if Athan’s view tilted, and he realized the world wasn’t flat. He’d always looked up to his father, as if Hermes were the ideal father, husband, and even god. But Hermes wasn’t perfect. Far from it. That kind of thinking wouldn’t help him here, so he pushed those thoughts away, too.

      In the center of the temple, accessible by one door, was the inner sanctuary. There, by the door, sat the high priest.

      “Thomas.” Athan greeted the revered leader of Hermes’s shrine. “I wish to address my father in the inner sanctuary.”

      Dressed in a pale gray three-piece suit, the older man adjusted the pink bow tie around his thick neck and glanced up. His silver hair was slicked back, accentuating his girth. Thomas’s eyes widened, and he shoved his phone into the inner pocket of his suit, the light reflecting off the gems on his fingers. He struggled out of the plush chair, his mouth dropping open to gasp for air, and his fleshy jowls jiggled with the movement.

      Athan despised the older man. He epitomized every notorious depiction of the followers of Hermes. Thomas was a liar and a thief, and Athan wondered why his father put up with the greedy bootlicker. Athan averted his gaze so he wouldn’t have to watch the sycophant’s laborious waddling.

      “Of course, Master Athan. I’m sure he’ll be so pleased to see you.” Thomas wheezed between the words, the exertion of moving his massive body taxing his physical capacity. “Have you brought a suitable offering?” With a piercing gaze, the priest studied the son of Hermes as if able to see where Athan might be hiding anything of value. “You did bring one, right?” the fat man asked, holding out a fleshy hand. “May I take it for you?”

      If there was any question as to how the high priest accumulated his wealth, his proposition cleared it up.

      Athan stared at his father’s priest, who was pushing forward with greed emanating from his very presence. Repulsed, Athan stepped back from the encroaching toady. “No, Thomas. I’ll give him the offering myself.”

      The man’s shoulders sagged, but then he narrowed his beady eyes and rubbed his hands together. “Of course. I understand. Right this way, young master.”

      The door clicked open, and stale air escaped from the inner room. Athan walked into the pitch darkness a few steps and then waited for Thomas to light a candle. Despite the darkness, Athan tried to make out the statue of his father that should’ve been on the other side of the sacred space. Several seconds passed, and Athan turned to ask the priest for a light.

      The older man stood just outside the heavy door, an evil grin plastered on his pig-like face. “You naïve imbecile. Hermes will never come. And you forgot I am his right hand. I am the one with the power in the mortal realm. The gods of Olympus don’t care. Goodbye, Athan. You can ask for aid from the Lord of the Underworld.”

      Athan’s heart lurched as he grasped the meaning of the priest’s words. He sprinted toward the door, but blackness engulfed him before he could reach the exit.

      “Skata.” Athan slumped to the floor and crawled until he bumped into the wall. He leaned against the cool stone, and his next inhalation smelled of wet stone. With a groan of frustration, he tried to puzzle out why his father’s priest would act so vengefully. Athan refused to believe his father would condone such behavior. And over a simple offering? It made no sense.

      Athan waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but there was no slit or space around the door for light to leak through. There were no windows in the room. There simply was no light.

      “Hera and Zeus,” he muttered. He would have to wait for his father to come, or until another priest relieved the gigantic ass outside the door to the sanctuary. Maybe Thomas wasn’t stealing offerings from Hermes. Maybe the priest was just accepting bribes.

      Athan leaned against the wall and waited. Seconds ticked into minutes, and in the blackness, they felt like an eternity. Feeling alone, and with a heavy heart, he bore his soul.

      “Father, I know you don’t like Hope, but I love her.” He choked on the emotion thrumming through his chest. “It’s not her fault Apollo cursed her grandmother. And I don’t understand why she can’t be free to choose who she wants to love. Why would you willingly side with Apollo? It’s his fault Mom died, and you wanted to get even. I don’t understand. Why won’t you help?”

      He thought of Hope staring down the god of the Underworld, her eyes flashing fire while she argued with Hades, twisting her bargain to free Priska so it included him. Hope was brilliant. Athan’s heart swelled with gratitude and love, and he reverently whispered, “She saved me.”

      He opened his mouth to continue but gasped when he heard his father speak.

      “She damned you,” Hermes said, his voice thick with emotion.

      A soft blue flame, not more than a pinprick, danced through the darkness before settling on the ground a few feet away. It wasn’t much, but the single flame expanded, warming the air and illuminating the barren concrete room.

      Hermes sat next to Athan, a frown marring the god’s perfect features. “You went to save her from the Underworld. You are too kind. You sacrificed yourself, your immortality, your very allegiance . . . blindly. And for what? So she could escape. It was pure luck that the Fates helped get you out of there, or you’d be as good as dead.”

      Athan shifted to face his father. “That’s not what happened—”

      “That is exactly what happened.” Hermes clenched his jaw then let out a slow, deep breath. His shoulders relaxed. The anger drained from his features, leaving a weary husk of the vibrant god Athan knew. With a dull expression, Hermes stared at his son. “I know you care for her. Your actions prove that. But she is not good for you.”

      With warmth and light surrounding him, Athan shuddered. How was he to get his father to understand how important this was? How important Hope was? Athan’s gifts of flattery and persuasion had fled with his immortality, but Athan squared his shoulders. His gift of words wouldn’t have moved his father anyway. Instead, Athan simply asked, “Will you transport her to Olympus?”

      His heart felt like it was going to beat out of his chest, and his stomach flipped and churned with his anxiety in the moments after his question. This was the only way Athan could help Hope. And he desperately wanted to help her.

      The blue flame sputtered. The darkness in the corners swelled and receded in the waning and waxing light.

      “I will not.”

      The flame went out, and the room was plunged into pitch black once again. Despair dropped around Athan’s neck, settling its burden in the middle of his chest.

      But not even a heartbeat later, the room morphed and Athan and his father sat in overstuffed chairs by a cheery fire in a rustic log cabin. A braided rug covered the worn wood floor between them and the fireplace, and an ornate coffee table laden with hors d’oeuvres was set. The two steaming mugs perfumed the air with the comforting smell of Earl Grey.

      Athan stared at the plate of spanakopita, wanting to throw it at his father. Clenching the arms of the plush chair, he glared at his dad and asked, “Why not?”

      Hermes held Athan’s gaze for several seconds that stretched uncomfortably between them. The god pursed his lips, leaned forward, and took one of the stuffed pastries. Extending it to Athan, he said, “You eat, and I’ll talk.”

      Athan took the proffered snack. He’d always loved spanakopita, the savory Greek pastry reminding him of his childhood and his mother. But as he bit into the crisp phyllo, the normally salty, creamy cheese was nothing more than dust. He swallowed the bite and raised his eyebrows at his father. “I’m eating. Please have the courtesy to explain yourself.”

      Hermes chuckled, but the laughter was only noise. There was no joy on his face. Leaning back in his seat, he stared into the fire. “Last time, I transported Hope to the Underworld. She asked me to, begged me, and I knew how much you liked her. I owed her nothing, but I didn’t refuse the favor. Look,” he demanded, waving at Athan. “Look where it got you.” Hermes’s voice rumbled, the frustration clipping his words. “I help her, and you suffer for it.” Anger, scorching and blistering, flared from within, and the god pounded the arm of his chair. “I won’t do it. Nothing you say is going to change my mind.”

      Still pinching the second bite of spanakopita, Athan stared at his father in awe. “That’s not fair. She didn’t make me do anything.” How could Hermes not see? “I’m not suffering. Don’t say that.”

      “You say that, but I can see, Son.” Hermes frowned. With a shake of his head, he continued, “I’ll not add any further to your mortal anguish. She is beneath you. Even now I see your torment. Let her go. End your pain.”

      With every slight, Athan’s fury boiled. He refused to believe Hermes couldn’t understand. This was willful ignorance. Athan stood, tossing the half-eaten triangle to the table. His entire body seethed with resentment toward his dad. “I. Love. Her. Gods, Dad. I keep telling you I love her, and it’s like it doesn’t register or something. You loved Mom—at least you say you did.” His frustration settled into a helpless, hopeless lump at the back of his throat. “If you loved her, then you know what it’s like to love someone like I love Hope. Yes. I went to the Underworld for her. And you, you went to Apollo for Mom—”

      “And it did no good!” Hermes leaped from the chair and grabbed Athan’s arms. The fire roared with the god’s outburst and, just as rapidly, died down. He released Athan with a long exhale and sat down again. This time, the pain in Hermes’s gaze pled for understanding. “Listen to me. Apollo is ruthless. And Zeus backs him. Every single time. I do not want you in that kind of jeopardy, and I can’t watch you all the time. Why won’t you listen? I would not have him kill you, too.”

      The god of thieves and communication dropped his head into his hands, his shoulders slumping in defeat.

      The heavy silence was uninterrupted by the gas flame which continued its cheery dance, almost mocking the somberness in the small room. Athan stared at the flame, wishing it would reveal an answer to the perplexing enigma of his father.

      Hermes’s muffled voice wound its way through the gaps and crevices of his own hands, as his head remained bowed. “Whatever you think will happen if she breaks the curse, it isn’t even close to the truth.” Hermes met Athan’s gaze with a look of wild-eyed panic. “More than one god has a vested interest in the sideshow this girl is running. She is a plague that leaves destruction in its wake. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

      Hermes stood and paced the room, crossing back and forth in front of the fire.

      Athan watched his father and tried to digest the meaning behind his words, behind his actions, but it seemed disproportionate. Irrational.

      Hermes returned to his seat, collapsing onto the soft leather. “If she goes to Olympus, she could fundamentally change . . .” The god of travelers, commerce, and thieves pursed his lips in a very human gesture. “She’s a disaster. At best she would bring chaos and ruin. Please, don’t ask me to help her again.” He scooted to the edge of the chair and grabbed Athan’s shoulders while looking him straight in the eyes. “You are my son. I will do everything I can to help you. I will do anything for you. I love you.”

      But the parental love was insufficient to fill the gaping hole in Athan’s heart. He loved his father, but he loved Hope too. Helplessness and frustration flooded the son of Hermes, and Athan willed his racing heart to calm, but the simmering anger would not go away. Why could his father not see refusing to help Hope was refusing to help Athan?

      With a deep breath, Athan made his decision. He pulled away from his father’s grip.

      “If you will not help her, I will turn my back on you. I have said this more times than I can even count. I love her. I would have her be my wife and the mother of my children. I will spend my entire life, however short that is, trying to help her break the curse. And when she succeeds, I will cheer for her, regardless of where I reside.” Athan narrowed his eyes, his lips thinning into a straight line. “If you are going to make me choose, I will choose her over you. Every time.”

      Pain flashed across Hermes’s features. The god’s hazel eyes filled, and for the first time that Athan could recall, his father spilled silent tears. “My son. My hands are tied.”

      A cool gust prickled Athan’s skin as the air shifted.

      Hermes stood, and the cabin room dissolved around them, the colors running like water paints until only a gray canvas surrounded them.

      Athan blinked, and the space continued darkening until he recognized the musty room of the sanctuary. Alone, he stared at a flickering blue flame, and then he noticed the dim sanctuary was no longer empty. A statue of his father was now in the center of the room, and Athan walked to the base of the carved stone and looked up at the image of the god, heart filled with both love and anger. But Athan had made his decision, and he believed in it. He would find a way to help Hope.

      The blue fire floated upward until it rested in the outstretched palm of the statue, illuminating the benevolent smile of Hermes. It was a look Athan knew well. And the ache in his chest grew.

      A click from behind was followed by the door to the sanctuary opening, and bright light spilled into the room.

      “Master Athan?” The timid voice coming from the doorway belonged to the valet. “Your father said to come get you. Are you ready to go, sir, or would you like a few more moments here?”

      Athan gazed up at the statue, and the blue flame winked out of existence. He turned his back on the effigy and strode toward the light. “I’m finished now. Thanks for coming to get me.”

      He stepped out into the hall, and the faint stench of charred meat lingered with the smell of incense. But the odor was stale, at least several days old, and the air smelled musty, like the doors had been closed, and the priests hadn’t opened the windows in weeks. Athan glanced toward the living quarters of the resident priests, and the scorch marks on the wall made him freeze. There was a faint outline where the high priest usually sat. “Where’s Thomas?”

      “Gone, sir.” The young man swallowed, and his gaze flitted nervously around.

      But it wasn’t lost on Athan that the priest kept looking at the blackened wall. It didn’t take a genius to put together what had happened. “Was he the only one?”

      Another shake of his head. “No, sir. All of them. Your father . . . He’s very protective of you.”

      Athan led them down the hall, away from the inner sanctuary. He had no idea how long he’d been trapped in the in-between of the gods, and he was anxious to get back to Hope, but the destruction around him was impossible to miss. Several of the tapestries were gone; others were singed and frayed. The now exposed marble wall showed evidence of the extreme heat Hermes had used to purge his temple. Athan had never seen that side of his father, and fear battled with his awe. The young valet was the only one left, and Athan wanted him to stay. With a deep breath, Athan clapped the young man on the back and glanced at his plated name tag. “Two lessons for you, Jonathon. Don’t steal from my dad. Ever. If you’re going to serve him, be loyal to him.”

      Jonathon swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “And the second?”

      The evening sun hovered on the horizon, its orange glow sinking behind the Olympian mountains. The gas lanterns flickered on, and the young priest jumped with the sudden illumination.

      Athan pointed to a streak of black framed by singed tapestries. “You already know the second.
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      Hope

      Athan hadn’t come back.

      The first two hours passed with nervous anticipation. The next two hours were all nervous concern. By nightfall, Hope wanted to go to Hermes’s temple herself, but Xan had talked her out of it. He’d reassured her that Athan would be safe. He was the only living son of Hermes in the area, and the records were very clear that the god doted on his children.

      But the following afternoon, after a long, distracted workout, Xan was in the shower, and Hope snuck out the front door for a run. When she got back two hours later, she struggled to put into words the destruction she’d seen.

      There had been a lone priest, no older than she, with wild eyes and rumpled clothes, who’d told her of Athan’s arrival and pointed to his sedan in the small lot. The other cars parked in a section prominently marked as reserved were slick or sporty vehicles, seven in total, which had once belonged to the priests. Hermes had obliterated them with Olympian Fire. That was what the young man had said, and his terror had created a physical barrier between them. Hope thought of Apollo burning his sons to ash, and now Hermes had done the same to his priests. When she’d asked why, the remaining priest had said that Hermes wouldn’t tolerate abuse of his son.

      She’d come home, a hollow pit in her stomach. She refused to believe Hermes would let the priests kill Athan, but he was mortal now, and death was swiftly delivered to fragile humans. And the lone priest made it clear that the other priests had harmed Athan . . . abused him. The thought made her sick.

      Xan had tried to reassure her, but after two more days, he’d only sat next to her, rubbing her back while she cried herself to sleep in Athan’s bed. There were no more false platitudes offered.

      She’d shifted, but her heavy heart wouldn’t let her fly, and she continued to mourn in the sparsely furnished room that still smelled of Athan. She’d locked herself in, refusing to let Xan enter, and by the time she morphed back into her human form, she’d steeled her heart. She would still go to Olympus. She’d honor Athan’s sacrifice, assuming he was dead, and tell the gods they were cruel and selfish. Most importantly, she would break the curse.

      Hope rolled over on Athan’s bed and looked up at the ceiling. A sliver of a crack was spreading its web from the edge of the room toward the light fixture. Soft morning light spilled over the windowsill, encouraging Hope to seize the opportunities still afforded to her.

      “Are you coming to the gym, lass?” Xan poked his head into the room, his face a poorly masked expression of worry. The dark circles under his eyes spoke volumes of his devotion to Hope’s sleeplessness over the last couple weeks.

      She shook her head, dropping her gaze to the soft green bedding and mumbled, “I don’t want to.”

      “Aye. I know you don’t. That’s not what I’m asking. I know you’re still determined to go to Olympus. You say it every night. But I’m not ready to go on a suicide mission, so we need to train. You need to train.”

      Hope swallowed as if she could push the pain in her chest down like saliva. “I still can’t read that book.”

      It was the lamest excuse, and they both knew it. The yellow Book of the Fates she’d brought back from the Underworld had remained blank since their return, and there had never been talk of it holding them back from Olympus.

      Xan ran his hand through his dark hair, intently holding her gaze. “He’ll be back. He loves you too much to let you go.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and her vision blurred. Small drops of moisture dripped onto the duvet cover, leaving dark spots on the pale-green fabric. “I’m scared.”

      The bed dipped with Xan’s weight, and then his arms circled her, pulling her close. He held her, cocooned in his warmth and strength, and rested his chin on her head. “There’d be something wrong with you if you weren’t.”

      Hope let herself enjoy the comfort for only a moment before pulling away. She patted his chest, grateful for his constancy over the last two weeks after Athan’s disappearance. She would not let fear rule her actions. Hermes taking them to Olympus was out. “Should we ask your father if he’s willing to help?”

      The color drained from Xan’s face. “Let’s have me da’ be the last resort. What about your friend Priska? Do you think her mum might help?”

      Artemis. She’d been really upset when Hope was in the Underworld, but that was when they’d both thought Priska was dead. Surely the goddess would see Hope’s bargain for Priska’s freedom as a good thing. Surely, she’d be pleased. Even in her mind the words fell flat, no more than wishful thinking. “We should try, but she’s pretty particular about her offerings.”

      “All the gods are.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the passenger seat, Hope ran her fingers across the smooth surface of the bow. “Are you sure you want to give this up?”

      The longbow was an immortal weapon, one of many that had been in Xan’s possession for decades. The wood was polished and smooth, the design simple, but as Xan had demonstrated earlier, the weapon was deceptively light for being able to shoot long distances with deadly accuracy. Hephaestus had made it, and Ares had given it to his son.

      Hope thought of Athan’s blades at her side and wondered if the gods cared about such things. “Won’t your father be upset?”

      Xan shrugged, but his lips flattened into a thin line. “We have more weapons than we can ever use. And I know Artemis wants this bow.”

      Sensing a story, Hope asked, “How do you know?”

      Xan’s gaze slid sideways at her before returning to the road. “Ares is not a kind man, or a kind father, but then Zeus is his father. Do you remember the story of Troy?”

      Hope knew the story, the tragedy and slaughter of tens of thousands of humans and dozens of demigods. Many of the Olympians were involved, and there was significant debate as to what extent their roles had impacted the outcome of the decade-long war. “What about it?”

      “When Athena stepped in to aid the Achaeans, Zeus goaded Ares into taking the other side, telling his son that it would be a way to prove Ares’s battle strategy was just as good as his sister’s. Ares returned to Olympus after the last battle and complained to his father, Zeus, that the involvement of the other gods had made it unfair. But Zeus just laughed. He’d wanted the battle to depopulate the mortal and demigod populations, which he considered a growing threat to the Olympians. He said my father had served his purpose. As the god of war and bloodshed, he’d done what he was made to do.

      “My father protested, and Zeus told him not to be a babby.”

      “Babby?”

      Xan flexed his hands, one after the other, as though he’d been gripping the steering wheel too tightly and needed to release the tension. “Babby . . . The Irish way of saying baby. I’m sure me da’ was cheesed off and said something cheeky. Zeus commanded him to stop whining.” He ran his hand through his hair and let out a slow exhale. “No, to be exact, Zeus said that no son of his would ever whine so. He heaped it on, saying Ares was a liar for calling Zeus his father, that Ares was the most hated of all the gods on Olympus. Talking out of both sides of his mouth, Zeus said that the only reason anyone put up with Ares was because he was Zeus’s child; otherwise, they would’ve dropped him off the earth.”

      Hope couldn’t imagine a father being so spiteful. Even though her father had abandoned her and her mother, he hadn’t been abusive or cruel, and for the first time, she felt a spark of gratitude toward the man she’d met but couldn’t remember. She’d told Xan that her mother and father were happy together in the Underworld, and even though she couldn’t really remember the events, she did remember the feeling of love. Pity for the god of war welled inside her. “That’s awful.”

      “Aye. The battle of Troy is said to have been initiated by Ares’s sister, Eris, because she’d been excluded from a wedding feast. Eris was spiteful and wanted to expose the vanity and pettiness of the other goddesses. When Paris chose Aphrodite as the most beautiful, Athena wanted to prove that intelligence was more powerful than beauty or love. Hera has perpetual issues with jealousy and mistrust and is exceedingly vindictive. Aphrodite is ruled by emotion, and her impulsivity makes hames for the others. And then she doesn’t clean up after herself, either. Ares is a hardchaw, a survivor of his parents, but I reckon he still wants to please them.”

      Hope thought of Apollo burning his sons, Thanatos dumping her in the river Lethe, and Hades’s manipulation in the Underworld. “They all need serious counseling.”

      Xan chuckled. “Or a long timeout, right?”

      Hope laughed at the break in the weighty discussion. The gods all had issues, and after so many millennia, she wasn’t sure they would ever change. “So what about the bow?”

      “Right. Ares was upset and was probably skulking about, or maybe he was causing more problems. All I know is Hephaestus made him the bow shortly after the Trojan War ended. Artemis asked my father to give it to her, said he owed her after she helped rescue him from the Aloadae and tricked the giants into killing each other. I don’t know if he was embarrassed with the reminder, but he refused to give it to her. She’s hated him ever since.”

      Hope listened in wonder to Xan’s story, rich with details lost in modern text. The thought of Hephaestus making a gift for his brother was a rare glimpse of compassion in the gods. “That must’ve been before Ares and Aphrodite got together, right?”

      Xan shook his head. “You’d think that, but Ares and Aphrodite have an on-and-off affair. If you ever meet my father, don’t bring her up. Remember Apollo burning his sons? My dad can make that look like cuddle time. He gets bloody diabolical about Aphrodite.”

      “Okay.”

      They pulled into the parking lot of the nondenominational temple Priska and Hope had visited before she got into the conservatory. The years hadn’t changed the temple, but the landscape showed the passage of time with taller trees and thicker, fuller shrubs.

      The smell of freshly cut grass mixed with the piney air. Purple and white asters covered the ground, and a tall bush with deep-red leaves had a few remaining blooms as well. The late fall day was a beautiful show of colors in its rare warmth.

      Hope spotted the effigy of Eros surrounded by vibrant red blooms and thought of the puppy scrambling for a taste of the cinnamon roll all those years ago. It seemed like yesterday and a lifetime ago at the same time. She strode toward the temple, filled with trepidation. As they walked through the gardens, Hope asked, “Do you think she’ll help us?”

      When Xan didn’t answer, Hope turned to the demigod. He stood several paces behind her, glaring at the statue of the son of Aphrodite, loathing emanating from his very presence.

      “Xan?” Hope returned to his side and pulled on his sleeve.

      The air smelled of roses, chocolate, and mint. Xan stood on the fragrant ground cover, crushing the heady scent from the herbs beneath his feet. All around the base of the sculpture were offerings to the god of love. “Do you think Eros was the son of my father and Aphrodite?”

      Hope shrugged, unsure of the question behind the question. There were those who believed the union of Ares and Aphrodite had produced Eros, and others professed he was a primordial deity. She’d never felt strongly one way or the other.

      Xan turned to Hope. His face was ravaged with emotion, his eyes haunted with pain. Holding out the bow, he said, “I won’t be able to come into the sanctuary with you. If Artemis will grant our petition, have a priestess come and get me. I’m going to stay here and have a word with the god of love.”

      Hope swallowed, and her heart pounded. She accepted the bow but stayed rooted in place. She didn’t want to ask, but if she didn’t . . . “Not about me, right?”

      Xan’s face lit up, and he smirked. “No, lass. I love you, but that’s all me own feelings. I wanted to clear the air of something in the past. And now seems like a good time.”

      Hope blushed, warmth spreading up her neck and covering her face. “Uh, right. Sorry. That was stupid; I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Xan laughed, and the tension disappeared on the breeze. “I’m glad you did. It’s good for perspective, especially since I probably won’t get an answer. Now, go see if Artemis is willing to help us get to Olympus.”

      Hope closed the distance between them and wrapped Xan in a brief hug.

      He responded immediately, pulling her closer, but relinquished her just as fast when she drew back. With a wave goodbye, he said, “May the gods watch over you.”

      She nodded at the blessing and turned toward the temple. The words were vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t remember anyone ever saying them. She puzzled the benediction over in her mind, where she could’ve heard them . . . or read them. She was at the top of the stairs when she remembered. They had been in her Book of the Fates, from the time of her great-grandmother.
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      The Olympian temple seemed smaller, almost like the hall had shrunk. The marble statues of the gods weren’t quite as grand or flawless, and the entirety of the scene—the priests and priestesses in their flowing chitons, the parishioners seeking aid, and the number of offerings—had waned from her memory. The powerful smell of incense perfumed the air, its cloying richness an acerbic reminder of the difference between the mortal realm and that of the gods.

      Hope gazed at the women wearing rich navy with silver accents, searching for one who might be old enough to remember her. But no one looked familiar. She couldn’t remember whom she and Priska had spoken to, and it was very unlikely anyone would remember her.

      “May I help you?” a priestess wearing a light gray chiton asked, standing before Hope but not looking at her. The woman was eyeing the longbow with unabashed desire.

      “No,” Hope replied. As she strode away from the holy woman, Hope tossed over her shoulder an insincere, “Thank you.”

      There were three women in navy standing together at the base of Artemis’s statue. As Hope approached, she saw there were three more at the base of the effigy, scrubbing the stone. The air was heavy with the pungent odor of turpentine overriding the otherworldly sweetness.

      “This is inexcusable. Who was on duty last night? I will have her discharged immediately,” a young woman with long blond hair snapped at the other two.

      A girl, no more than twelve, trembled under the unrelenting glare. Her wet black hair was pulled back into a braid, and the moisture darkened the material of her dress the same color as her hair. “I was, Miss Trish. But I couldn’t stop them. I tried, but they just threw paint on me.” She swallowed, and tears streamed down her splotchy face. “I tried to clean it up as best I could.”

      Red paint was splattered all over the feet of the goddess of the hunt, at least several gallons, and where the priestesses had removed the paint, the marble remained stained by the highly pigmented color.

      “Did you see who did it?” Hope asked.

      The young woman with blond hair turned to Hope, and the priestess’s pinched features narrowed further. “Who are you?”

      “No one important.” Hope dismissed the leader, instead focusing on the trembling girl, who oddly reminded her of Dahlia, only much younger. Hope couldn’t imagine Dahlia being scared, but this girl definitely needed help, and it wasn’t coming from anywhere around her. “Would you recognize the guys who did it?”

      The girl’s dark eyes shifted, her gaze drifting to the left, and Hope spun to see what, or more accurately whom, the girl was looking at.

      Three men in vibrant red, matching the color of the paint, lounged at the base of Ares. Scattered around the effigy were dozens of weapons, swords, crossbows, and even several handguns. The muscle definition of the men made it clear that even if they didn’t use the weapons, they’d be a force to reckon with.

      Why was Hope not surprised? Her fear and anxiety about making an offering to Artemis turned to indignation. Why did a little power turn men into bullies? The very people who were supposed to be the servants of the people, or was it the servants of the gods? Either way, they were supposed to be servants. Long suppressed rage flared, and Hope pointed at the men. “Them?”

      When no one responded, Hope faced the priestesses. “Was it the priests of Ares?”

      The young girl swallowed, but she shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

      Hope could not only see the fear, she felt it radiating from the young priestess. Leaning toward the trembling girl, Hope whispered, “Why would you lie to protect them?”

      Tears spilled down the girl’s face, and her olive-tinged skin blushed with shame. She stammered, but her incoherent response was cut off by the senior priestess.

      “She doesn’t answer to you.” The blond young woman stepped between Hope and the girl. “This is none of your concern.”

      Lies. Pride. False piety. Hope looked around the Olympian temple with disgust. She shouldn’t get involved. Getting mixed up in temple politics was probably even counterproductive to her visit, but doing nothing felt worse than wrong. If she did nothing, it was a silent condonation of the intimidation and abuse.

      She drew an arrow from the full quiver Xan had given her, nocked it on the beautiful longbow, and took aim. The bow wasn’t her best weapon, but Xan had forced her to become proficient. In that moment, she was glad he had. She inhaled deeply, and as she released the breath, she let the arrow fly.

      The angry bellow from the other side of the hall was confirmation she’d hit her target. Curses stung the air, and seconds later, the ring of metal echoed in the hall as the priests of Ares drew weapons.

      The man she’d hit pulled the arrow out from the marble column she’d pinned him to, ripping through the fabric of his short chiton. She’d aimed for the skirt of his robes, but the trickle of red down his leg let her know she’d given him a flesh wound.

      Maybe she should feel bad, but she didn’t. The blood was only a little darker than the paint splattered on his brown leather sandals.

      The men ran at her, en masse, with blades in the air and screaming a war cry. She didn’t want to kill them. Her intent had been to teach them a lesson about bullying. But the intensity of their charge was much more intentional.

      She would not retreat.

      Hope’s adrenaline surged, and she dropped the bow. In one fluid movement, she pulled out Athan’s silver knives and shifted into a defensive stance.

      The seconds stretched, and a woman screamed, followed by several more. There was a flurry of color and activity as several of the holy servants and parishioners fled the area.

      Hope’s gaze tunneled, and she stepped toward the oncoming assault. She parried the first man, spun with an arc step behind him, grabbed his shirt, and pulled him into the next. A sickening wet sound made her flinch, but she couldn’t stop to see if the wound was fatal.

      She jabbed, ducked, punched, and stabbed. A hot sting of fire burned her arm, and warm blood trickled from the wound. But the weapon hadn’t been immortal. Within only fractions of a second, a scab had formed, and Hope continued her dance with the priests of Ares.

      One man scurried off, and Hope let him go, happy to spare the repentant or even the coward. She would tear down the arrogant, wipe away the conceit.

      Three more men fell to the green-jeweled blades, and Hope moved away from the still writhing bodies on the gray marble floor. There were only two priests left, and she dodged the heavy broadsword one was swinging and darted in close to her attacker, burying her blade deep into the man’s shoulder. He dropped the massive weapon, and its heavy blade smacked her thigh as the sword fell to the floor. Hope spun, pulling at the knife lodged in his body as blood ran down her leg. But her dagger had wedged deep, possibly in the joint, and Hope was forced to relinquish control of it as she ducked from the second man’s sword, which whistled through the air and decapitated his companion.

      The priest’s head landed with a sickening wet bounce, and his body flailed as it fell to the floor. Blood gushed from the severed arteries as the heart pumped its final beats.

      Screaming obscenities, the final man advanced.

      Hope scurried back in retreat, away from the wet and slippery marble. She pushed on her wound, willing it to heal faster. But the pain continued to pulse, and when she glanced down, her hand was covered with slick gore, and fresh blood still flowed from the gruesome laceration. Which could mean only one thing.

      Four more men, wearing red tunics, rushed from behind a column, one stooping to pick up the immortal blade that had gouged her leg.

      “For Ares!” he shouted.

      All four of the remaining priests returned, “For Ares!”

      Impulsive and rash, she’d not thought they would have immortal weapons, too. How could they have immortal weapons? She thought of Xan out on the temple grounds, wishing there was some way to communicate with him. To come this far only to be defeated by priests? She would not let it happen.

      She needed another weapon. Needed one right now. Hope glanced around the hall, searching, but there was a limited supply. Artemis had bows, but unless a crossbow was loaded and ready, the bow was useless at close range. Hope needed a knife, a sword, or even a handgun or two would be nice.

      At the base of Athena’s statue were several weapons, but her priestesses stood guard, which left only what was available surrounding the effigy of the god of war.

      The floor seemed to roll as Hope ran toward the icon of Xan’s father. She stumbled as her leg gave out, but a vice-like grip kept her from falling. The sharp point of a blade pierced her back, and Hope sucked in a breath.

      Her vision tunneled, darkness creeping from the sides, and the roaring obscenities of the priests of Ares became indecipherable noise. Hope fell to her knees, unable to support her own weight as the wound on her thigh continued to pump the life out of her.

      Her thoughts became tangential, flitting from Athan, to Xan, to her mother. And then bright light blasted through the darkness. Brilliant, dazzling white forced Hope to close her eyes. The melee was silenced, and uncomfortable heat surrounded her. The air crawled with live energy, making the hairs on her skin stand on end, and instinct warned her to remain still. Very, very still.

      The brightness disappeared all at once, and Hope was left blinded in shocking blackness. The air was balmy and warm, and soft flakes tickled the exposed skin of her face and arms. Dread crushed her in its vice, slowly releasing its grasp in incremental ticks. The heavy smell of incense was purged from the air, and with a deep breath, Hope inhaled the bitter taste of ash.

      She gasped as meaning filled her with panic. When she tried to bring her hand to her mouth, she realized someone was behind her, holding her flush to his body.

      The darkness faded into grays and white, but her vision remained clouded by the powdery residue in the air.

      She coughed as the sediment filled her lungs, and a piece of fabric covered her mouth.

      “You’d be better served holding it yourself, I think. I wouldn’t want you to misunderstand and assume I’m trying to smother you,” Apollo whispered in her ear.

      Terror washed over her. Hope’s thoughts became incoherent panic, and her heart pounded.

      The entire gallery of the Olympian Temple was void of life except for her and the god behind her. Ash covered the ground like snow, and there was the glint of a couple of weapons peeking through the grayish sediment.

      Hope brought her hand to her face, clutching the cloth over her nose and mouth. The grit made her eyes water, but she could see through the haze that there was almost nothing left. The gifts that had littered the ground at the base of each statue were gone. The priests and priestesses vanished—no, obliterated into the ash surrounding her. As were the parishioners.

      She turned to face her savior, and he released his grip. She took several steps back as she stared at the god of the sun.
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      Apollo was dressed in a short blue chiton that left the bronzed skin of his chest bare. He wore a thin golden necklace with a single charm of a blazing sun resting at the base of his throat. A braided leather cuff stamped with the same image on a golden square was wrapped around his wrist. His golden hair was longer than she remembered, the curls pulled back at the nape of his neck, but several wisps framed his beautiful face. His radiant sky-blue eyes lit with fiery intensity as his gaze held hers.

      “They would’ve killed you,” he said with a shake of his head.

      Words refused to come. She swallowed, holding the fabric over her open mouth, and continued to stare at Apollo in awe.

      “It is an unpardonable offense.” He took a step forward but froze when she stepped back.

      Hope closed her eyes to the unbelievable reality surrounding her. She felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. The entirety of what he’d done was too surreal to even comprehend. Yet small carbon fragments of each of the humans floated in the air around them. “All of them?”

      She couldn’t believe he’d killed them all. Possibly over a hundred people gone in only a few seconds.

      He shrugged, a small frown marring his perfect features. “I panicked. There was little time to even act, or it would’ve been too late to save you.”

      “Holy Mother Gaia,” a man said from behind her.

      Apollo glared at the newcomer, and Hope, still numb with shock, turned to see who had joined them.

      Hermes strode forward, the ash swirling and eddying at his feet. He wore a tailored, beige three-piece suit with an olive-green tie that matched the flecks of fire in his hazel eyes. With a slack jaw, he shook his head as he tugged at the knotted fabric at his neck. “What have you done?”

      Apollo shrugged, but his expression hardened. “She is mine.”

      “Your insanity is incomprehensibly destructive, Brother.” Hermes glanced at Hope, but his look was unreadable. His focus returned to Apollo. “What in the name of Cronus were you thinking?”

      Hope itched to flee. She dropped her gaze and cringed at her singed and bloody clothing. Her thigh was healed, but the skin was a massive rough and uneven patch of scar tissue.

      “She is mine,” Apollo repeated. “No one, and I mean no one, will harm her. I don’t care if there is war. She is mine.”

      Hope stared at the god who had cursed her family. His fanatical declaration made no sense, but it was clear, as evidenced by the colossal amount of death surrounding them, that he was sincere.

      Hermes shook his head. “If you are not careful, your obsession will destroy you.” He frowned as he surveyed the destruction around them. His attention returned to his brother, and he said, “You need to get out of here.”

      Apollo shook his head, and the ash that had settled on his hair dispersed in a gray cloud around his face. “I’ll not leave her unprotected.”

      “You fool!” Hermes crossed the distance separating the two gods, his fists clenched. “I’m giving you your only chance.” He pointed at Hope. “And hers, too. The others will start arriving soon, and they will want answers. Not even Zeus will be amused by this raze of our temple. Leave now, and I’ll do what I can to clean up your mess.”

      Apollo turned to Hope, and his furrowed brow softened. “We will meet again, soon, my love.”

      He stepped toward her, but she drew back. With a frown, he blinked out of existence.

      Hermes grunted. He strode across the room, almost to the statue of Artemis, reached into the thick layer of ash, and pulled out the silver knife with the green gem. He now had Athan’s other immortal blade, the one that had been buried in the priest’s shoulder. Hermes wiped the blade then tucked it into his belt. With his back still to her, he said, “You will get him killed.”

      “What do you care?” Clearly there was no love lost between the two gods. Hope clenched the matching blade in her hand, and she glared at Hermes’s back.

      The bronze-haired god sighed. “Not Apollo. Nothing you do could ever harm him. He’s a god.” He faced Hope with worry etched in the fine lines around his eyes. “I was referring to my son. Your persistent impulsivity is hazardous to everyone around you.”

      He waved his arm through the air, and the remaining airborne flakes danced on the breeze. His gaze went to her hands, and he raised his brows.

      Hope slipped the matching blade into its sheath at her back. If Hermes asked for it, she would be forced to relinquish it, but she wanted to keep it, the only token of Athan she had. And then the meaning of Hermes’s words registered, and she stared at the god. “Athan’s okay?”

      Hermes straightened, lips pursed into a flat line. He wore his concern so much like his son, it was almost painful to see.

      “Bloody shite!” Xan ran through the columns and skidded to a halt when his gaze met Hope’s. Then he looked around the temple with his mouth agape. “What in the name of Hades—?”

      “Son of Ares.” Hermes nodded at Xan. After a deep breath, the god squared his shoulders and tramped through the powder to Hope. Grabbing her by the arm, he yanked her toward Xan. “You need to get her out of here. Right now.”

      Xan nodded and waved Hope forward even as he moved toward her.

      She stumbled with the first step, and the scar on her thigh pulled with the movement, sending a wave of nausea with the discomfort. Xan rushed to her side and slipped his arm around her waist.

      “Oh gods,” he murmured, squeezing her closer.

      “You must hurry. You have only minutes, if that, before they appear. This type of destruction will bring the wrath of the gods.”

      Xan didn’t wait for further instruction. He scooped Hope into his arms and ran down the stairs and through the gardens, the scenery a mere blur as he raced to the car.

      Agony pulsed with her heartbeat, radiating from her thigh up into her belly and chest. Nausea roiled through her, and she clenched her teeth.

      Seconds later, she heard the beep of his car. He dropped her into the seat and closed the door before she had time to think of how he was going to even get the car open. The car started, and Hope flinched when she fell forward as he pulled out of the parking space. Breathing through her nose, she tried to settle her stomach as they raced out of the parking lot.

      She pulled her seat belt across her chest, slamming into the door as they took a sharp corner. Her heart raced as Xan’s panic filled the enclosed space of the vehicle. Then terror struck her square in the chest.

      “Oh gods,” she mumbled.

      He sped down the road, his jaw set with a determination she knew well. She could almost hear the wheels turning as he calculated their next move.

      “Bags and hames,” he muttered, pounding on the steering wheel. A few moments later, he glanced her way and asked, “What the bloody hell happened in there?”

      Shame and embarrassment at her impulsivity and its cost made her heart sink. Tears filled her eyes as shock and its accompanying adrenaline waned. Her hands trembled. Hope curled into a ball and gave him the rundown of what had happened in the temple.

      His shoulders sagged, his entire frame sinking in defeat. “What a feckin’ eejit!”

      She deserved the censure, but it still stung. “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head. “Not you, lass, although you were bloody stupid to shoot a priest in a temple. That’s breaking all the rules, even if the gobdaw deserved it. But you didn’t cause harm except to his pride, so you had a right to defend yourself. And I reckon I should be glad he stepped in, or you’d be dead, but . . . Bloody Hades, what a mess.”

      It was almost unfathomable that they should be grateful to Apollo and Hermes, but as the seconds ticked by, she grudgingly admitted they had saved her. The feeling flitted away as another worry continued to eat at Hope. “Your bow is still there.”

      The color that had been slowly coming back to his face drained as soon as the words were out.

      “There were other immortal weapons there, too,” she rushed to say.

      He nodded, pointing at her leg. “At least one.”

      “Right,” she whispered. She hoped there were more, at least enough to conceal his presence. “It’s not fair. You weren’t even there.”

      “Aye.” He scratched his chin, the cuffing sound of his stubble the only normality in their world. “Let’s hope no one notices.”

      The words sounded empty, flat, and Hope shifted in the seat, trying to avoid the discomfort of guilt. “Maybe they won’t care so much because of what Apollo did.”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Perhaps.”

      But he sounded like he knew the weight of what would happen, and he was powerless to stop it.

      The rest of the drive was silent, and until they turned down the familiar street to the apartment complex, Hope hadn’t been sure where they were going.

      “We can go home?” Her instinct was to run, but she was unsure where they would even be safe.

      Xan released a slow, deep breath, and his grip on the steering wheel loosened. “Aye. With that statue of Hecate you have, it’s probably the safest place.”

      “The statue really does work?” She pushed away all the other thoughts and feelings. She’d have to deal with the guilt, fear, panic, and so much more, but she couldn’t handle it now. So she’d allow herself to feel later. She’d mourn later. She’d worry later. Right now, she would live in the moment, in the very second that surrounded her. “That statue really does protect you from Skia?”

      Xan tilted his head, and his gaze slid to her. Questions floated in the space between them, before he returned his attention to the road. “What exactly do you think the statue does?”

      Hope tried to remember what her mom and Priska had told her, but the memories had faded with the pressing present. There was only one thing she was certain of. “It will keep Skia out of your home.”

      Xan smiled, an indulgent, patronizing smirk that reminded Hope of when they’d first met. She chuckled as she punched his arm. “Don’t be a jerk. What else does it do?”

      “Hecate is the goddess of what humans call witchcraft or magic. She’s very, very powerful, but she’s stuck in the Underworld. She has . . . priestesses, or attendants maybe, much like Skia, who have some of her spirit in them, and they can come to the mortal realm.”

      Hope listened as she processed what the implications could be. “Do her attendants kill demigods like Skia?”

      Xan shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ve never come across one, and there isn’t a lot of information about them, either. But I can tell you they have power like demigods, only the powers are Hecate’s.”

      Hope tried to remember what those powers included, but witchcraft and magic were broad nonspecific terms, and the only other thing she could remember was that Hecate was the goddess of crossroads.

      “Her powers lie at crossroads, at the in-between. She can aid decisions that have the power to turn fate one way or another, but only if there is an intersection or junction already present. She and her minions have power with herbs and poisons that can aid in health or hurry death. She has been known to help mortals achieve prosperity or cause their complete financial ruin. She instills or implants her powers into objects with specific purpose. Or at least that is the best theory I’ve found. She used to be a psychopomp, like Hermes, but Olympus had her bound like the other gods.”

      “Is Dahlia an attendant for her?”

      Xan cleared his throat. “I don’t know, but my guess would be that Hecate would want her.”

      Hope thought of the demigod who had befriended her when she’d gone to the conservatory. If being an attendant of Hecate would allow Dahlia to come to the mortal realm, Hope wanted to believe Dahlia would seize the opportunity.

      “She’s a twisted goddess, though. Twisted and a titch sick in the head, I think. But she’s exceedingly powerful. Anyway, these statues of her have immense protective power. It will protect everyone within the walls of the structure it resides in of any harm, unless predestined by a greater power. It would protect you from anything except the curse, I reckon.”

      “And you?”

      “I’ll be safe from anyone except my father, and even him unless I’d done something he’d expressly forbidden.”

      They pulled into the parking lot of their building. “What about Athan?”

      “He’s mortal now, so I don’t know how, or if, it would work for him. Maybe it would keep him safe. But these statues were only given to a few of the gods or goddesses, specifically for their demigod children. Most of them are in conservatories now; that’s what keeps them safe.”

      Hope nodded. Maybe it wouldn’t even matter. Hermes had only said enough to reveal that Athan was still alive. Not that he was ever coming back. “So if we were to stay inside, the gods couldn’t harm us.”

      Xan flinched. “Hecate’s bound now, so the power could be lessened. I don’t think one or two gods could overcome the power. But if all of Olympus came calling, I’m not sure the statue would be enough.”

      As they crossed the parking lot, he grabbed her hand. “Let’s not borrow trouble, all right? Let’s get you cleaned up and get some rest. I’m going to need to think through what our options are now.”

      Hope didn’t want to say it, just in case it would jinx them, but she didn’t think they had any.
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      Athan

      Athan opened the door to the apartment, and Hope leaped from the couch, screaming as she ran to him. Throwing herself into his arms, she buried her face in his neck, her entire body trembling as she clung to him. He kissed her hair, breathing in her scent of sunshine, but coughed on the stale stench of ash. He’d ask her later what she’d been up to. For now, he rested his chin on her head, relishing the feel of her in his arms.

      She pulled back and stared into his eyes, her own gold ones filled with tears threatening to spill. “Oh gods, you’re here. You’re really here.”

      Hope brushed his face with her fingers, her warm skin keeping contact with him a constant reassurance of his presence. She hiccupped, choking on tears that wouldn’t be restrained.

      His heart clenched, and he cupped her face. “I’m here. It’s okay. I’m here. Nothing happened.”

      He kissed her forehead, her cheeks, then her soft lips, the entire time wondering at her un-Hope-like display of emotion.

      As if to reinforce his puzzlement, Hope choked on a sob and buried her head in his chest. “I thought he’d taken you away. I thought . . .”

      Her words provided enough illumination into her mind, and Athan thought of the temple he’d just left. If Hope had seen it, he could only imagine what she’d thought. “No. It’s fine. I’m fine. No one got hurt.”

      The lie rolled off his lips, a sad excuse to try to comfort her. But it seemed to have the opposite effect. Like a dam bursting, Hope sobbed into his chest, her tears soaking his shirt.

      Xan cleared his throat and crossed into the living room. The son of Ares needed to shave, and dark smudges under his eyes made him appear haggard and exhausted. “I’m glad you’re safe. How did it go? Any luck?”

      While Athan kicked the door behind him closed, he pulled Hope into a tighter embrace. They stood on the tile squares of the entryway, and he met the other demigod’s gaze. Over the top of her, Athan shook his head. “He won’t help.”

      Hope pulled away, brushing furiously at the tears.

      Almost as though he’d anticipated Hope’s need, Xan held out a tissue, and she grabbed it as her features morphed into anguish.

      “Then why did he keep you for so long? Why be so cruel?” Tears streamed down her face as she sobbed, her skin splotchy with emotion.

      Realization sunk in, and Athan asked, “How long have I been gone?”

      “Seventeen days,” Xan answered.

      Athan’s heart dropped, and sympathy filled him. If the role had been reversed, he would’ve been in a panic. “Skata. I’m so sorry, Hope. I didn’t know. I didn’t mean to be gone so long. I’m so, so sorry.”

      He swept her into his arms, spinning them in a circle and his heart swelled when she wrapped her arms around his neck, snuggled close, and whispered, “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      Xan led them into the living area, and Athan sat on the couch, Hope still nestled in his lap.

      Xan raised his eyebrows as he looked at them. Then he crossed back into the kitchen, pulled a chair away from the table, and brought it to the carpeted space. Straddling the chair, he faced them and asked, “What happened?”

      Athan gave a rundown of his visit with Hermes. It felt like only a few hours had passed, so the story remained short. Athan was both disappointed and proud of his father, and the two feelings competed in his heart, the emotions spilling into the tale.

      Hope’s tears ran their course, and she’d dried her eyes even before he’d finished speaking. When he was done, she surprised him.

      “He loves you,” Hope said, picking up his hand. Giving it a squeeze, she continued, “You can’t be mad at him for loving you. For protecting you. You have to respect that.”

      Xan stood. “I’m glad you’re back,” he said to Athan then turned to Hope. “We won’t go anywhere tonight or tomorrow. Enjoy your time. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “No!” Hope trembled. “Please,” she begged. “Please don’t go.” She didn’t leave the couch, but she clasped her hands together, wringing them as she pled for Xan to stay.

      The demigod son of Ares frowned. “Don’t you want some time—?”

      “I want you both here. Please.” She looked back and forth between the two of them. “You can get along, right?”

      Xan nodded, and Athan followed the lead when Hope turned to him.

      Xan sighed, picked up the remote, and collapsed on the couch. “All right. If we’re watching movies all night, I get to pick the first one.”

      Hope nodded as she yawned. “Fine. But I get to pick next.”

      Athan watched the scene unfold, trying to put the pieces together in a way that made sense. He wondered what had happened to unhinge both Hope and Xan and waited for the other shoe to drop.

      Xan crossed over to the television they had rarely used and flicked it on.

      Hope laid her head on Athan’s shoulder, and a few minutes later, she sagged into him as she collapsed into unconsciousness.

      As soon as she was asleep, Xan cleared his throat. “We have an hour, ninety minutes at most, afore she wakes up. If you’re lucky, she’ll wake up screaming.”

      “What?”

      “She’s had a lot of trauma, and that takes a toll on the mind, right? She’s still trying to figure out how to deal with it.”

      Athan thought of the risks Hope had taken to get into the conservatory, how terrifying it must have been to be threatened by the sons of Apollo, and then to watch Apollo kill them. The Underworld must have been just as harrowing, if not worse, even if she couldn’t remember it. Or maybe because she couldn’t remember it. “What else happened?”

      As Xan filled Athan in on their trip to the temple and the plan to petition Artemis for aid, a sense of trepidation crawled over him.

      “I stayed out in the gardens, knowing Artemis wouldn’t look kindly on me or the bow if she knew it was from me. There was some commotion, but no more than what can typically happen at one of those temples. I heard screaming, and well, Hope has a way of finding trouble, so I decided to check.”

      He ran his hand through his dark hair, tugging on the ends over and over. “I was halfway up the steps when the light flashed. I’m guessing it was Olympian Fire. Even though it was morning, the blast lit the sky as it flared from inside the temple. I was blinded for several seconds, and then the earth seemed to shudder with the reverberation of the blast.” He blew out a long breath. “I’ve never seen or felt anything like that.”

      Athan could barely process what Xan was saying. Olympian Fire could only mean one thing, and its destructive power could level entire cities. “Where was Hope?”

      Xan bowed his head. “Inside. The whole bloody time. When I got up to the Olympian temple, your father was there talking to Hope. He yelled at me to take Hope and get out. She was a mess. My father’s priests attacked her, and one of them had an immortal blade. He was about to kill her when Apollo showed up and burned them all.”

      “Apollo killed your father’s priests?” It was unheard of. The gods weren’t allowed to kill the children or the priests of the other gods. It was part of the Peace Accords the Olympians had agreed to. To violate the agreement was a declaration of war.

      Xan shook his head and then rested his chin on the back of the chair. “Apollo killed everyone in the entire temple. Burned them all with Olympian Fire. The ash was several inches thick on the floor when I went in. Apollo was gone, and your father demanded I take Hope and flee.”

      Olympus would be in an uproar. “Do they know it was her?”

      Xan shook his head. “I don’t think so. If they did, we probably wouldn’t be here anymore.”

      Athan nodded as fresh horror sunk its weighty fear deep into his bones. He continued to stroke Hope’s hair, cherishing her life and her love, and feeling incredibly blessed his father had saved her.

      “She wakes up screaming, saying she can feel their bodies turn to ash. If you wake her up the rest of the way, when she’s thrashing around like that, she usually does all right. But sometimes she wakes up sobbing. She blames herself for all those deaths.” Xan shifted his gaze to Hope, and his brow furrowed. “When she wakes up bawling, that it’s all her fault . . . So far, nothing I do helps with that.”

      Anguish for her ripped at Athan’s heart, and he stared down at the girl he loved. Why was she cursed so? He rested his hand at her waist and unconsciously squeezed, wishing he could somehow provide comfort.

      Still sleeping, Hope nuzzled closer.

      Xan frowned. His eyes, usually full of fire, were deep pools of thought. The exhaustion etched over his very countenance made much more sense, as did Hope’s emotional outburst.

      “It’s not right, Athan,” Xan murmured. “No one should have to deal with that.”

      Athan ground his teeth in frustration. “What can we do?” he asked. Overwhelming helplessness met him at every turn. And Hope and Xan were no better off. “What can you do? What does she think she’s going to do? Gods, Xan, what in the name of every single god out there do you think you’re going to accomplish? Even if you make it to Olympus, then what? The gods will kill her and you.”

      The more Athan thought about it, the more pointless the venture to the realm of the gods seemed. So what if Hope broke the curse? He would much rather her be a Sphinx and get to live out his life with her than have her be only a memory, or worse, a sad dream of what might have been.

      Xan rolled his shoulders and took a deep breath before meeting Athan’s gaze. “You’re thinking like she does.” Pointing at Hope, Xan continued, “She thinks this is about breaking her curse, and right now it is. But if she succeeds . . .” He leaned forward with excitement. “She will be the first to overthrow a god’s power. If she succeeds, she will set a precedent that it can be done.”

      Athan shook his head. “Please tell me you are not risking her life to set a precedent.”

      “Do you think for one second I would do that? Do you think I’ve encouraged this in any way?” Xan whispered. “I would rather serve in the realm of Tartarus than see her hurt again. Breaking the curse is what she wants, and no matter how naïve or insane it sounds, don’t we all want to be free to blaze our own path? How can I refuse to help her?” He tugged his hand through his hair again. “But time, and lots of shite-sad experiences, have pounded a bit of wisdom into me thick head. If she lives long enough, at some point, Hope will realize this is not just about her.” He stood, stretched his hands up to the ceiling, and released a long, muffled yawn and then spread his arms out wide. “That defeating a god’s power isn’t a precedent about her.” His arms fell to his sides, and his gaze fell on Hope. A look of infinite tenderness softened Xan’s features as he stared at her for several seconds. Then his attention returned to Athan. “It’s about all of us. Even you.”

      Athan cringed. At the onset of Xan’s lecture, Athan was ready to defend his stance, why it would be better for everyone if they dropped this insane quest to break the curse. But Xan’s words filled Athan with shame. He saw his desire for what it was: his own selfishness and protectiveness. Neither was really bad, but it wasn’t right to push his agenda on her. If Hope decided to give up her quest, it should be her decision. Even if it meant she died trying, it was her decision. “Do you really think she has the power to free us from the reign of the gods?”

      Xan gave Athan a withering stare. “We’re talking about Hope. I believe she has the power to change whatever she sets her mind to. I will count myself lucky to accompany her for as long as I can.”

      The truth in Xan’s words wormed its way into Athan’s heart, pushing out the doubt and fear. Even while the rational side of his brain screamed impossible, he couldn’t deny the power of hope. Gods, her mother had been an oracle when she named her. “Do you have a plan?”

      Xan shook his head. His look was not one of defeat but rather resignation. “I think there’s only one Olympian left we can even ask.”

      Athan blanched with the thought of petitioning the fierce god.

      “Me bleedin’ father.”
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        * * *

      

      Athan tried to shake off his worry. Over the next several days, Hope seemed to improve. She slept better if someone stayed with her and silenced the nightmares as soon as they surfaced. But there was no way to prevent them from happening. She’d experienced so much atrocity, but her determination to move forward spoke volumes of her refusal to give up and accede to Apollo’s curse.

      Athan watched Hope’s perseverance and persistence, and his reluctant acceptance of her decision turned to admiration. The more he watched, be it the tenacity with which she studied her Book of the Fates or the diligence of her training, the more he admired her strength and resolve to right a wrong, not only for her but for her mother and grandmother, and also the daughter she hoped to have.

      Hope and Xan returned to training, and Athan accompanied them on their afternoon runs. Hope’s energy increased, and then her appetite returned, and finally even her sleep was better. She never spoke of her experiences with Apollo, and Athan didn’t push. Hope spent hours staring at the yellow Book of the Fates she’d brought back from the Underworld, and she occasionally drew flowers or wings in the margins. She told him it was cathartic to watch the ink seep into the pages and disappear. A couple weeks later, Hope stopped crying.

      Time was moving too quickly, racing toward a separation Athan both desperately wanted and feared.

      

      Athan turned the handle and nudged the apartment door open with his foot. He’d gone shopping while the others worked out at the gym, and his hands were laden with groceries for the next week. He stepped inside and kicked the door closed.

      Hope and Xan sat at the table, paper scattered out between the two of them.

      “You’ve been planning this for a long time,” Xan said. Then he looked up, met Athan’s gaze, and pushed the papers together toward Hope. “We can finish this later. Let me help Athan with the food.”

      Xan passed Athan on the way out the door. “I’ll bring in the rest.”

      Athan brought the bags into the kitchen and set them on the cleared portion of the table.

      “What are you planning?” It wasn’t really a question because he already knew there was only one option, but he wanted to hear it from her.

      Hope slumped, and she collapsed in on herself. “We’re going to petition Ares. Xan thinks his father might be willing to help.”

      Athan’s heart froze. Even knowing what she was going to say beforehand didn’t stop his panic. The god of war was not known for helping his children, let alone complete strangers. And Hope was considered a monster. All those years ago when Xan led the charge to slay the monsters, it wasn’t on his own volition.

      Athan wrapped a lock of Hope’s golden hair around his hand, and then let the silky strands flow between his fingers. He went through each of the Olympians in his mind, weighing their strengths and weaknesses. Everything in him said it was a mistake to go to the god of bloodshed for help. Worse than a mistake, it was madness.

      “He’s brutal, Hope. Ares is cruel, vicious, and heartless.”

      Sadness pulled her features into somberness, and her lower lip quivered. “There is no one else. And he’s still Xan’s dad.”

      Athan shook his head, even as it fought with his heart. “He might be his father, but there is nothing paternal in him.”

      As soon as the words slipped out, Athan wished he could take them back. Arguing would do no good, and he needed to stop. There simply were no other options, but at that very moment, Athan hated Hermes for not doing more. Taking a deep breath, Athan reminded himself he loved Hope and being supportive was a conscious decision. Regardless of his own worry, he needed to do all he could to help her. “You should prepare yourself, just in case.”

      Hope nodded. “Xan said the same thing.”

      Gods. Being supportive was torture. He stepped closer and brushed the pad of his thumb over her cheek. “I believe in you. And I believe you can do this.”

      Hope’s eyes widened, and she wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you.”

      She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. Her lips were soft and warm, and as their chests pressed close, he could feel her heart racing. Overwhelming love pulsed in response, and he pulled her closer. She was strong and beautiful and so, so determined. “I love you.”

      She sighed, a happy sound of knowing. “I love you, too.”

      Then she kissed him again, but this time there was no passion in the small act of intimacy. “Come here.” She pulled away but took his hand. “I want to give you something.”
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      Hope

      Hope wasn’t naïve, not like she’d been before. She knew Ares was ruthless. She and Xan had spent hours discussing possibilities, trying to find a link to the other gods of Olympus. But there were none. Hope had even called Priska, who in turn reached out to Artemis. But the goddess of the hunt, virgins, and night was completely distraught about an attack at the Olympian temple, and she told her daughter she would rather help Medusa than the monster that had damned her only daughter. Artemis’s anger was much like Hermes’s, and Hope couldn’t blame them. Not really.

      So even though it was risky, Hope suggested they petition Xan’s father for aid. The worst he could say was no. The plan had been to leave this afternoon—until Athan walked through the door with enough food for a week and a look that tugged at Hope’s heart.

      “Wait right here,” she said, pushing him toward the couch. She needed to do this now, because starting down the path was the only way to make sure she moved forward. With a glance over her shoulder, she ran back to her room.

      Hope grabbed the ancient red leather Book of the Fates from her nightstand. All of her grandmother’s history was contained within it, and something told her she didn’t want it to get misplaced again, and she definitely didn’t want it to fall into the hands of the gods. If something were to happen to her, Hope wanted proof of the curse to still exist. She didn’t want her ancestry to become just another myth. And maybe the record would serve as evidence of the abuse of the deities in power.

      She walked out of her bedroom, hugging the dark-red Book of the Fates to her chest. Emotion surged from deep within, and Hope swallowed again and again to push it down. Extending the book to Athan, she said, “I want you to have this.”

      Athan sat on the couch, staring at her in shock. His lips parted, and then his features crumpled into despair. His gaze darted to Xan putting away groceries in the kitchen and then back to her.

      “Your Book of the Fates?” Athan shook his head. “No. That’s like saying you’re giving up. That you don’t think you’re going to make it. That’s admitting defeat, Hope. You can’t do that.”

      His panic pulsed from him, across the room to her, and she raced to correct him. “No. No. That’s not it.” She rushed through her explanation. “I just want the proof of the gods’ manipulation and selfishness to be here. I don’t want them to have easy access to it. If I take it with me . . . This is just in case.”

      Just in case seemed to be her new motto. She wasn’t sure how to explain it any better than she had. But it seemed to be enough to appease Athan. He waved her over, accepted the heavy tome, and set it on the arm of the couch. He pulled her to him, and she settled on his lap. He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her hair.

      “What about the other one?” he asked. “What are you going to do with it?”

      The other Book of the Fates, the soft buttery-yellow one she’d been given while in the Underworld. How she’d been able to take it with her, she had no idea. She knew there must be something great in there, except she couldn’t read it. Whatever mysteries it held were unattainable for her. She exhaled slowly, trying to relieve the frustration bursting through her whenever she thought of the yellow Book of the Fates. She seriously couldn’t catch a break with it. “Still nothing. Maybe I should give that to you, too.”

      The words were bitter in her mouth, but there was no relief in spitting them out. She’d lost so much in that trip to the Underworld: Priska’s immortality, as well as Athan’s, Dahlia had been damned to an eternity with the goddess Hecate, and Hope’s only memories were fleeting images of the god of death.

      She wished she could remember meeting her parents, but knowing she had was a small consolation. She’d been lucky enough to see Xan before the disastrous dunking in the Lethe. She’d told him her parents were happy together and her next step was to go to Olympus, which was the only reason she knew either of those facts. The reality of whatever had transpired during her time with her parents was lost in the depths of the river.

      And somehow, she’d acquired the thin volume from the Fates, which still remained blank. Neither Athan nor Xan could read it. So the gift was a waste.

      Even knowing her parents were happy didn’t bring a resolution to her feelings of frustration about her father’s disappearance. He’d still left her mom right after finding out she was the Sphinx. It was the worst kind of betrayal. At some point, he had died, but his death didn’t absolve him of the bitterness Hope had toward him. Regardless of how irrational her feelings were, she couldn’t just change them.

      Perhaps Athan felt that same sense of betrayal about his father. Pity welled from deep within, and she patted his chest and then laid her head on his shoulder. “At least you know your dad cares about you. He might be overbearing, or controlling”—Hope remembered feeling that way about her mom when they would have to pick up and move—“but you know he loves you.”

      She was all over the place with her thoughts and emotions. The stress of what she knew was coming made her scattered, but she couldn’t seem to rein it all in.

      Athan’s chest rose and fell with his deep breath. Then he asked, “Do you want to talk about your dad?”

      “No.” What was there to say? He’d left and then died. Was she judging him unfairly? “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Athan kissed her head. “I don’t think this is about your dad. Not really. You tend to bring him up when you’re upset, and I get that. But what you’re really saying, or what I’m really hearing, is that you’re feeling powerless.”

      He’d always been able to read her, and the truth of what he’d said shook her to her core. She’d been consumed with what-ifs, terrorized by the aftermath of her decisions, and even after so many had sacrificed to help her, she was still in the same place. What if nothing changed? What if she couldn’t really break the curse?

      She swallowed as the futility of her quest overwhelmed her. Maybe she should quit. A single tear escaped and trickled a slow path down her cheek.

      As though he sensed her despair, Athan pulled back and tilted her face up. Looking her in the eye, he continued, “But that’s just it, Hope. You’re not powerless. You’re one of the most powerful people I’ve ever known, and I don’t mean because of your immortality or the fact that you have super speed, or excellent vision, or whatever. Your power is here,” he said, pointing at her chest. “Don’t let frustration, anger, or disappointment determine your actions. That’s what started this mess.”

      Instantly filled with defensiveness, she narrowed her eyes at him. “I didn’t start this mess.”

      He laughed, and the warm sound shattered the tension. “Not you. Apollo. And even Hera. They acted out of anger and hurt, and look at the destruction they’ve caused.” He cupped her face with his hands. “Every time you talk about your father, you get angry. But when you saw Xan, after you’d seen your parents, you weren’t angry, right?”

      Athan’s gaze lifted, and Hope followed it to Xan leaning against the wall by the kitchen. Xan pulled away from the wall and came toward them. “He’s right. You were excited, happy, almost ecstatic.”

      Athan dropped his hands to her shoulders, and his intense gaze made her nervous.

      “Maybe you need to let your anger go,” he said. “Maybe then you can read that book.”

      She hated when he made sense like that. Knowing she was being irrational was worse than eating sour grapes. And even if he was right, how did one let go of their anger?

      He started laughing again.

      “What’s so funny?” she snapped.

      Xan chuckled, too, and when she glared at him, he raised his brows. “You’re sulking, luv. It looks funny on you.”

      Tonight was her last night with Athan before she and Xan left, and Hope decided right then she wasn’t going to sulk for it.
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        * * *

      

      “Gods, I hope this works,” Hope said to Xan as they crossed the empty parking lot to the squat temple of Ares.

      Misty drizzle stuck to them like dew. The early morning air was not cold, but the wind at the base of the pass was violent and biting, making the temperature feel much cooler than the alleged thirty-five degrees. The sharp smell of pine hung heavily as the trees swayed with the wind.

      She’d said a courageous goodbye to Athan not even an hour ago, and they’d kissed like she was going to be gone for the day. But if all went well with the god of war, Hope and Xan would be at Olympus today, and time there was measured differently than in the mortal realm, so who knew when she’d be back. She told herself it would be only a couple weeks, but in her heart, she knew that was wishful thinking.

      And then, if their visit to Ares, or even Olympus, didn’t go well . . . Hope refused to think about what that could mean.

      Despite refusing to dwell on the what-ifs, nervousness crept through and over Hope, making her want to hit something. “Do you think it will work?”

      She’d asked the same question at least a dozen times since they’d left the house, always a different iteration, but the same question nonetheless.

      Xan stopped walking to stare at her. His eyes flashed fire and then turned to ice, and she was only able to see his irritation because of her supernatural powers.

      “Right.” He bit off the word like the admission was repulsive. “Me best advice is don’t get your hopes up, princess.”

      Hope wanted to shrug off his bad mood. Wanted to say it was the tension of the mission. But she couldn’t help bristling at his sharp words. She bit her tongue to keep from retorting.

      They were all on edge. Even Athan had snapped several times this morning, and his repeated apologies grew wearisome after only an hour. No doubt he was upset about not being able to come to Olympus. Or maybe it was more than that.

      But now that they were at Ares’s temple, Hope was relieved Athan wasn’t with them. Back at home, with the statue of Hecate, he would be safe. Which brought a little comfort, or maybe it was just one less thing to worry about.

      Crossing through the parking lot, the chilly morning air seeped through Hope’s jacket, through her sweater, and burrowed past her skin to her bones. The damp air made the cold so much worse. One day, she would leave the Pacific Northwest and move somewhere sunny and warm.

      Maybe.

      But when she tried to envision what it would be like to live out her dreams, her thoughts went to Priska and Charlie, not the beach. What did that mean?

      They passed under the single streetlight illuminating the stalls on either side of a single red car with a dent in its back bumper. Hope looked at Xan’s empty hands and asked, “Don’t we need an offering to get to the inner sanctuary?”

      The demigod’s dark hair was standing up in clumps, but not because he’d spent any amount of time in front of the mirror. The son of Ares had a nervous habit of running his hand through his hair, and as Hope watched him go through the motion, she wondered if he would go bald from all the anxiety.

      “Me da’ won’t want an offering like you’re thinking,” he said in his heavy brogue. “And if we get there, don’t be surprised if he asks you to start a war, or something worse.”

      There was no way she’d agree to starting a war. But as soon as the thought crossed her mind, it was followed by the memory of the Olympian temple floor covered in ash. Maybe they’d already started one. And what could or something worse be?

      “Is the parking lot empty because it’s so early?”

      Xan had parked his sporty coupe on the far side of the lot, and the only other vehicle was the red one they’d just passed.

      Xan said nothing, but he clenched his hands into fists by his sides.

      “Do you think it will work?” She couldn’t help herself from asking.

      Xan blew out a long breath next to her. His shoulder bumped her, and then he grabbed her hand. Intertwining their fingers, he answered, “I don’t know, lass. But I hope so.”

      Hope clung to his hand and his words, grateful for the kindness in each. Her anxiety didn’t melt away, but security in the rightness of her purpose filled her.

      The gray predawn began to feather its way across the sky, and Hope stared at the temple of Ares.

      It was much smaller than the Olympian temple she’d been at a few weeks ago, but this shrine was solely dedicated to the god of war. The building was stone, a dark slate color, and boxy, only a single story. The narrow windows had metal grates over them, as if they were in the middle of a bad part of town, instead of the middle of nowhere. There appeared to be only one way in or out of the fortress, unless there was a back door, just a single narrow opening in the middle of a wall of dark rock.

      As they approached, Hope saw the door was carved with various weapons, guns, knives, spears, even a horse rearing, its rider in full armor. It could have been beautiful, but the mushroom cloud with the total destruction of a city at its base was the centerpiece of the artist’s rendition. The image was as much repulsive as it was disturbing. No one should glorify what that represented.

      She really hoped there was a back door.

      Xan stopped at the carved entrance. Letting go of her hand, he drew his immortal daggers and turned to Hope. “Do you need one of these, or do you still have Athan’s blades?”

      She looked at the red-jeweled dagger and patted the green one in its sheath at her side. “I still have one of Athan’s.”

      He extended one of his own to her, and when she didn’t move to accept it, he shook it in front of her. “Take it. Please. If things get really bad, I want you to use it.”

      What he was proposing was preposterous, and she shook her head. She’d been cut by a Skia blade across her neck. Afterward, she’d learned that it had severed an artery, just like in the Olympian temple a couple weeks ago. Both should’ve been fatal blows, but the immortal daggers were limited because of her curse. She would have to cut off her own head for it to work. “It won’t work on me.”

      “I wasn’t talking about for you.” The lines around Xan’s eyes exaggerated his haunted look. “Ares can’t kill you without violating the treaty. And if he or his priest harms you, Apollo will come, as we’ve seen more than once. But I don’t have that same safety net. There are worse things than dying.”

      Her stomach flipped. She was about to protest, to tell Xan there was no way his father would hurt him. But experience with the gods told her otherwise. Could she do it? From deep within, the very idea filled her with abhorrence. Even if it meant saving Xan from his father . . . “I’m not sure I could.”

      “Humor me.” Xan pushed the blade at her until she took it. Then he smiled, the corner of his lip turning up in a sad sort of way. With a wink, he said, “And, don’t be afraid to step in front of me.”

      Hope laughed, but there was more nervousness than humor in it. Xan better not die. She couldn’t take any more dying.

      “Let’s go see me da’,” Xan said, and he pushed open the door.
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      The hinges groaned in protest as the intricate door swung wide. Hope stood, mouth agape at the interior. This was not an ancient marble temple with an altar. There was no raised dais, no statue of the Olympian god of war for parishioners to leave offerings, and no marble columns. This room smelled of lemon disinfectant, the lights washed the space in unnatural fluorescent illumination, and the lack of even a single scrap of paper out of place made the area feel sterile. A bank of dark computer screens lined a wall, a single game of solitaire on one of them. Dozens of keyboards with large touch pads sat on a granite counter with black office chairs pulled up to them. At the front of the single chamber, perpendicular to the massive conference table in the center of the room, a smartboard filled the entire wall, looping the image of a bomb detonating over a large city. The other wall, parallel to the table, was covered with whiteboards, each filled with names, dates, and symbols—some crossed out and others circled.

      Hope’s hands turned cold and clammy all at once. Ares was the god of war and bloodshed. This wasn’t a room for just strategy. It was a room to plot death.

      A lump formed at the back of her throat. She swallowed, but the mounting trepidation refused to go away.

      “May I help you?” a man asked. A black office chair swiveled, and the speaker, dressed in a black, tailored suit stood to greet them. He was still young, probably early to mid-twenties. His hair was the same color as Xan’s, and his eyes just as icy.

      “Bloody shite.” Xan glared and the man and hissed through gritted teeth. “You’re the priest?”

      The tension in the room, like the temperature, rose exponentially. Hope looked at her companion, and her heart pounded against her chest. Why was Xan so upset?

      The man raised his black eyebrows and sneered at Xan. “I am, you rat. What, in the name of our father, possessed you to show your face in his temple?”

      Xan’s gaze slid over to Hope, his lips turning down into a frown. “Xavier is my brother. Half brother, really. But he’s a total tosser.”

      Hope studied the man more closely. Like Xan, the demigod was aesthetically pleasing. His features were symmetrical and well proportioned, and his blue eyes, a shade darker than Xan’s, contrasted with his black hair. Xavier was well-built. His suit accentuated his broad shoulders and trim waist. But something about him seemed infinitely cooler. It was the harshness in his icy features and the way his lips curled into a dark sneer that separated them. Even when she’d first met Xan, and hated him, it was because he was a jerk. Not because he emanated cruelty.

      This demigod was the product of his father, and bloodlust radiated from him.

      “Why are you here?”

      Xan rolled his shoulders like he did before sparring. “I need to speak with our father.”

      Xavier studied Xan with raised eyebrows. “Do you think that’s going to happen?”

      The air was charged with tension, and the energy crawled over Hope and made her nauseated as it escalated.

      “I’m here to make sure it does happen,” Xan said with a shrug. “Have the rules to the inner sanctuary changed?”

      Xavier unbuttoned his suit coat and, with feline grace, removed it. Folding the coat in half lengthwise, he laid it over the back of the chair and pushed the chair in. He tilted his head from side to side, the tendons snapping over the bones, and smiled cruelly. His eyes lit with excitement as he crossed the room and asked, “Who am I fighting?”

      Fighting? The anxiety coursing through Hope turned to panic. “What is he talking about?”

      Xan, keeping his focus on his brother, pulled out his other immortal dagger and waved it. “Are we using weapons?”

      The man snorted, a sound of disgust, and before Hope had time to sort out exactly what was happening, Xavier lunged forward. His hands moved in a blur, and whatever technique he was going to use was hidden in his constant activity.

      Xan blocked a hook punch and countered with a fist to Xavier’s stomach.

      Xavier huffed as he doubled over.

      “I’ve been practicing,” Xan said.

      Hope’s mouth dropped open. Xan had landed his counter with the smooth response of muscle memory after practicing thousands of times, and with the same fist that was still holding the immortal blade. Xan could’ve killed his brother, but he hadn’t.

      Xavier drew himself up and squared his shoulders. “You call that an improvement? That was nothing more than a lucky shot. And you punch like a girl.”

      Xan’s skill had nothing to do with luck, but the insults seemed to irritate him nonetheless.  The muscles in his neck became taut, and his pulse feathered at the base of his throat. After sliding the blade into its hilt, he brought both fists up into guard and shifted his stance into a defensive position. “Bring it on, arse-face.”

      Xan and Xavier danced in a circle, but Xan inched his way toward the head of the conference table. The cramped quarters were not designed for fighting. The biggest space was at the front of the room, where the whiteboards lined the wall.

      Xavier closed the gap at supernatural speed, and a blur of strikes and blocks began. Xavier threw a combination of strikes from the left, followed by a rapid set from the right.

      Xan blocked and pushed Xavier into the counter with a sidekick. As Xavier collided, Xan chuckled.

      The two keyboards toward the end crashed to the ground as Xavier fell against the long counter.

      “You’re using the same techniques,” Xan taunted. “Don’t you have anything new?”

      Xavier threw a keyboard, and Xan ducked. The black plastic crashed against the looping image of the nuclear blast.

      With a loud bellow, Xavier advanced again with a series of kicks. Xan deftly stepped out of the way of the onslaught, but Xavier continued his advance with strikes. Xan blocked a jab but failed to see the power strike that followed. Xavier landed it solidly on Xan’s chin, and he swayed from the impact, blood trickling from his split lip.

      Oh gods. Should she jump in? Or would her involvement make things worse for Xan?

      Before Hope could decide, the distance between the two demigods disappeared, and they hammered on each other. Xavier favored closed-fist strikes, and Xan alternated between open and closed hands. Even though both were adept at blocking, plenty of hits were landed. Xan and Xavier were both bleeding, but neither seemed to be waning in intensity.

      Xan shifted into a stance Hope had seen a thousand times during their sparring. She knew the combination that was coming. The triple round kicks were nothing more than a distraction, but it sucked Xavier in, and when Xan immediately followed the kicks with a jab, the other demigod flinched and blocked with his forearm, which left the opening Xan had perfectly set up.

      The uppercut connected with a crack, and Xavier swayed, but where anyone else would’ve crumpled to the ground, the demigod grabbed Xan’s shirt and spun, his forearm tucking up under Xan’s chin.

      “I’ll kill you, you bastard.” Xavier huffed the words between gasping breaths.

      Xan closed his eyes, and his head lolled. His arms fell to his sides, but his right hand fumbled to grasp something.

      Hope had no time to think. The blade clutched in her hand was his only chance. She brought her arm back and tossed the knife. It landed with a sickening thump, and Xavier released Xan.

      With gaze fixed on Hope, Xavier pulled out the immortal weapon. When he saw the jeweled hilt, he smirked. “Thank you.”

      But Xan had capitalized on the distraction, and before Xavier could turn back to his brother, Xan dropped his shoulder and charged. He collided with Xavier, the force throwing the two into the smartboard, and the screen flickered with the impact. Both men fell to the floor, Xan on top of Xavier, who was twitching.

      Xan cleared his throat and stood but then bent over to pull his blade out of the other demigod’s stomach. He also grabbed the matching weapon from Xavier’s hand and slid both blades away in their sheaths.

      “Holy Hades,” Hope said with a large exhale.

      Xan faced her, and she ran toward him to help, but there was nothing left to do. She reached out with a trembling hand and touched his scabbed lip. “That was . . .”

      There weren’t even words for that kind of crazy.

      “Come on,” Xan said, reaching for her hand. “We need to get into the sanctuary before he heals, or I’ll have to fight him again.”

      Xan pulled her past the prostrate form of his brother. They circled the table, and Xan led them to a discrete wooden door with no handle between several screens. He drew his blade, shoved it into the wood, then pulled open the entrance to the inner sanctum.

      Warm, dry air smelling of dirt rushed out at them. Hope’s stomach turned as memories of the Underworld assaulted her. “I can’t go in there.”

      Xan stopped and appraised her. Bruises still marred his face, and he touched his tongue to the wound on his lip before speaking. “Aye, lass. You can. Push it away, whatever it is. We need to do this. You can freak out on me later. But right now, we need to go.”

      He pulled at her arm, but Hope resisted. Panic flooded her, and her heart and thoughts raced in fear. Bad things happened in that kind of dark. Like the betrayal of gods.

      “Please,” she whispered. There were two steps leading down into an opening as black as pitch. Her vision blurred, her mouth was dry, and if she took a step, she was sure to crumple to the ground. “At least tell me where it goes?”

      “It’s a bomb shelter made to withstand any attack. I know it stinks, but we need to go in now, or—” Xan glanced behind Hope, possibly assessing his sibling, eyes growing wide.

      It didn’t matter what he said. She couldn’t do it. “I don’t think—”

      But Xan didn’t wait for her to finish. He swept her up in his arms and carried her down the stairs, the door closing behind them with a soft click.

      Inky darkness swallowed them whole, and Hope stifled a squeal. Her heart hammered in her chest, the beating so forceful against her ribs she was sure something was bruising. She buried her face in his neck as her lungs tightened, and she struggled to get a breath. The air would not come in quickly enough. She could not breathe. She could not . . .

      “Shhh,” Xan whispered into her hair. “It’s okay. We’re here.”

      Something cracked, and a thin line of artificial green light dropped from Xan’s hand to the ground.

      Hope lifted her head to get a better view of their new surroundings. It was a single room and could only be described as a bunker. Two cots were shoved up against either wall, and two additional ones were built into the wall above the others. One was pulled down with a rough wool blanket thrown over it. There were no pillows. Somehow that detail made Hope feel nostalgic for home. In between the bunks was a rectangular table with a deck of cards laid out in an unfinished game of solitaire.

      Brown cardboard boxes lined an entire wall from floor to ceiling. They were labeled: oats, macaroni, rice, black beans, apple slices, medical supplies. There was a small partitioned area Hope guessed was a bathroom, or maybe she hoped it was. The kitchen, if one could call it that, consisted of a single burner on a table in the opposite corner of the partitioned area.

      This was not living. This was survival.

      “This is the inner sanctuary?” She couldn’t help but blink again and again, as though the scene might shift like it had in the sanctuary for Artemis.

      Xan nodded and set her down. As soon as she was on her feet, he pointed to a bunk. “Go ahead and pull up a seat. We might be here awhile.” He walked to the boxes lining the wall. “I’m going to dig around and see what we’ve got. And I need to get out of these bloody clothes.”
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      Xan turned down the lantern light until its pale glow was a firefly in the darkness. The trauma of the morning had left them both exhausted, and after eating, Xan peeled off his bloody clothes and then rinsed them out and hung them to dry over the back of the kitchen chairs. He’d wrapped himself in a blanket, and now they reclined on the firm cots, alternately talking and resting in the safe, silent company of each other. They’d been in the bunker for several hours, long enough for it to become familiar, and Hope no longer jumped when she heard the settling creaks and groans.

      With the darkness came a sense of anonymity, and feelings Hope had buried surfaced, followed by questions she’d been too afraid to ask. Somehow, the anonymity allowed Hope to broach those questions. “Have you ever been to Olympus?”

      “No,” Xan answered. His voice had dropped to the husky rumble just before sleep. “Why would I want to have to deal with more gods than my father? He was bad enough.”

      Hope thought of all she knew of Ares: god of war, bloodshed, and battle. He was known to be hot-tempered, passionate, brutal, and fearless. She was about to ask another question when someone spoke.

      “Then why are you here, Son?”

      The disembodied voice was close, just past her cot, and Hope could sense his presence.

      Xan hissed, rolled out of bed, and in less than a second, turned the brightness up on the lantern. The shadows danced away to reveal the deity from Olympus.

      Ares was nothing like Hope would’ve imagined. Judging by his priest upstairs, Hope thought he’d be dressed in a suit. But the god wore designer jeans, a fitted button-down plaid shirt, and military dog tags around his neck, just peeking out from his open collar. He had coloring much like his son, dark hair, and vibrant electric-blue eyes.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” the god continued, staring at his son. “I thought you said you’d never ask me for anything again.” Ares glanced around the room, his gaze resting on Hope for only a second. With a sigh, he perched on the edge of Hope’s bed.

      She drew her feet up away from the god. Why was he sitting on her bed and not Xan’s?

      “Sit down, Xan.”

      Xan sat on the edge of his bed, scowling at his father. Xan wore black boxer briefs, and when his gaze slid to Hope, he pulled his blanket over his lap and reached for his still damp shirt. “I did say that.”

      Ares’s square jaw was cleanly shaven, and his full lips were turned down in an epic frown. “Then why are you here? Do you have something to tell me?”

      The temperature in the room dropped.

      Animosity radiated between them, almost like shards of glass. The last thing she wanted was to get caught in the crossfire.

      “Did you come to tell me how the ash bow ended up in the Olympian temple after a blast obliterated everyone in it?” Ares’s gaze narrowed, and he leaned toward his son. “Please tell me you . . . lost the bow in a gambling debt, maybe?”

      Xan shook his head.

      She wouldn’t let Xan take the fall for her either.

      “He’s here for me,” she spoke up, and her voice seemed to break the spell.

      Ares shifted, putting his leg up on her bed as he faced her. He studied her, his gaze greedily taking her in, most likely analyzing for weakness. “Are you his lover?”

      Xan snorted, but his father remained focused on her, waiting for her response.

      “If we were lovers, do you think we’d be in separate beds?” she snapped.

      A slow smile spread across the god’s face, and he inclined his head. “Touché, my dear.” He stroked his chin as he perused her leisurely with his gaze. “So, what can I help you with?”

      Hope took a fortifying breath. She glanced at Xan, who was glaring daggers at his father. Xan caught her eye and shook his head. As if they had another choice.

      “I want to get to Olympus.” She broke eye contact with Xan and turned her full attention to Ares. “I would like to speak to the gods about a curse.”

      Ares lifted his eyebrows. “You’re immortal, but not a demigod?”

      Hope swallowed and shook her head.

      Ares turned to Xan and shook his head. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

      Xan clenched his hands into fists. “You were bloody wrong.”

      Ares reached out, grabbed her ankle, extending her leg out straight, and groped up to her thigh.

      Hope couldn’t help the terrified gasp that escaped her lips. She tried to pull away but couldn’t get him to release his grip. “Let go!”

      Instead, the god of war gripped tighter as he leaned toward her. He smelled of steel and char, sweat and smoke. He smelled of pure destruction. His eyes blazed with power. “What kind of monster are you?”

      She didn’t want to tell him, but she wanted to go to Olympus. He was their ticket, their only ticket. Maybe if she answered him, he’d grant her request, too. “I’m the Sphinx.”

      He raised his eyebrows and loosened his grip.

      Xan pushed her toward the end of the cot and sat between her and his father.

      Ares leaned to the side, his gaze dancing between the two of them. A cunning smile twitched the corners of his mouth. Rubbing his hands together, he said, “Really? How . . . fortunate. And you’d like to petition Olympus?”

      She hesitated as tendrils of unease unfurled in her.

      The silence stretched, and Ares raised his eyebrows. “Is that your goal? To get to Olympus? I’m surprised,” he continued as though she’d answered his question. “You already have a human body and immortality, so what more could you ask of us?”

      Did the gods really not get it? Could they really not appreciate the importance of agency? Were they really so selfish they couldn’t see past themselves and their own wants?

      “You can do everything my worthless son can do, and probably more.” He sat up. “Are you wanting a divine lover?”

      “How dare you?” Hope bit her tongue before anything else could come out.

      Ares smirked, taking pleasure in her discomfort. “Not that then. Interesting. So you want me to take you to Olympus? That’s why you’re here?”

      Hope nodded then looked to Xan, who inclined his head with only a small tilt of his chin. His gaze was fixed on the face of the god of war.

      “Do you even know the significance of what you’re proposing?” Ares shook his head as he answered his own question, “I think not. You are so ignorant.”

      Hope swallowed back a retort to his insult. She didn’t care what he thought of her if she could get to Olympus. “Will you take us?”

      “No.”

      Hope’s gaze returned to Xan, but he still said nothing as he glared at his father.

      Ares raised his eyebrows, as though waiting for her to ask the inevitable question.

      He might have a good reason, but Hope seriously doubted it. He looked far too pleased with his son’s reaction, and the corners of his lips twitched, fighting a smile.

      What a jerk.

      In that moment, Hope didn’t care if she ever got to Olympus if it meant owing a debt of gratitude to Ares. All of her frustration that had been simmering for months finally boiled over.

      “I should’ve known better. You act like I want something from you. I don’t want anything except the freedom to choose. A freedom you, and every god, and even the mortals in the world already have. I want to choose who I love without punishment from Olympus. But clearly that’s asking too much.” Every single one of the gods had an agenda. Every single one was selfish. Something inside of her snapped. She was so sick of all the manipulative, controlling, self-centered agendas of the gods. “Never mind.”

      The god’s presence filled the room. Something about him smothered her, and all she wanted was to run away.

      Ares leaned toward them, a gleam in his eyes that promised trouble. “Now, tell me, did either of you happen to be at the Olympian temple in Bellevue recently?”

      Hope froze, and her gaze slid to Xan, who sat in front of her.

      “No,” Xan said.

      “No? Really?” Ares’s face hardened as he clenched his jaw. “How did my bow get there?”

      Xan turned so he was facing his father and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You lie,” Ares growled. “You dare to come to my temple and insult me?” He seethed, and the air around him crackled with energy. He stood and loomed over Hope and Xan, his anger pulsing in the air. He balled his hands into fists, the muscles tightening up his arms and to his neck. He stepped past Xan. “You, little monster, are nothing.”

      Panic coursed through her veins, and her heart pounded. The oxygen seemed to suck out of the air, and she gasped, looking at Xan, hoping for something. She didn’t even know what.

      Xan stood and pushed Ares away from Hope. “That’s enough, Father. Hope isn’t going to let you push her around. You said no, so let us leave.”

      Ares moved so fast Hope wasn’t sure what she was seeing until the crack of his palm against Xan’s face broke the silence. “You should’ve known better than to bring a monster here.”

      Xan extended his hand to Hope. A red welt was forming across his cheek in the shape of Ares’s hand, and Xan’s eyes watered. “Let’s go. I’m sorry.”

      “You apologize to her?” Ares roared. He reached back and withdrew a staff from the air. “You betray me. You lie to me. And then you think you can leave?”

      Fear lashed at Hope, and she flinched as she anticipated the strike.

      Xan must’ve read her face and understood. He pushed her back onto the bed and then turned to face his father. The rod whistled through the air, and Xan shifted to the side, avoiding the first blow. He jumped toward his father, drove an elbow into the god’s side, and then stepped behind him. With a kick to the back of Ares’s knee, Xan attempted to take the god down.

      The staff morphed to a sword in the god’s hands, and Ares dipped only slightly with the well-placed kick, recovering faster than any human or demigod could. He swung the deadly blade at his son, and Xan again dodged. This time he closed the gap, and grabbing Ares’s arm, Xan dug his thumb into the pressure point below the god’s elbow.

      Ares countered by slamming his forehead into Xan’s face. Blood spurted and ran from a gash over his cheekbone.

      Hope pulled out Athan’s blade and grabbed Xan’s bag off the floor. She blindly rummaged until she felt the sting of Xan’s knife cut into her hand. With a yelp, she pulled out the weapon and waited for a time to give it to him.

      But Ares was unrelenting in his pursuit. His broad sword morphed again, and he held two blades, very similar to the ones Xan owned. With unnatural speed, the god of war advanced.
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      Xan blocked the first strike with his forearm and hissed as the blade sliced deep. Blood dripped down his arm, leaving small black circles, staining the concrete floor. He avoided the second blow and circled back to Hope. She extended her hands so he could grab the hilt of the weapons.

      But the weapons were too little too late, and Hope watched in horror as Ares continued his advance on his son. For every blow Xan avoided, he took another. Some were mere flesh wounds, but others were deep, and the floor grew slick and dark. Xan stumbled more and more, and it was clear the god was only toying with him.

      “You dare to attack a temple? The gods blamed me, and I was made to look a fool when they found my bow. The bow I specifically remember giving to you.”

      “I didn’t,” Xan gasped.

      Watching Ares pick Xan apart was brutal. Tears streamed down her face, and she forgot to breathe. Xan was by far the best fighter she’d ever seen. But he was nothing compared to his father.

      “Liar,” Ares said through clenched teeth. He held Xan up by his scalp and then backhanded him across the room. But Ares didn’t stop. “You killed the priests and priestesses of every single Olympian, and now you will pay with your life.”

      Anger ballooned until it felt like it would explode out of her chest. She had to do something. Clutching the one remaining immortal blade, she screamed, “He didn’t. Apollo did.”

      Xan slipped, and Ares ducked behind him and again grabbed his hair, holding his son up by the scalp. The god’s blade rested at the base of Xan’s throat.

      Hope panicked. Without thought of the consequences, she plowed into Ares and Xan. The force was enough that the god loosened his hold on Xan, and Hope pushed him aside as she drove the blade in her hand deep into Ares’s abdomen.

      He screamed something, unintelligible words that sounded like anger and fire and pain. Dropping Xan, Ares backhanded Hope.

      Blinding pain exploded across her face as she flew through the air and then crashed into the stacked boxes. She crumpled to the ground, curling in on herself as she gasped for air. The excruciating pain drove away all thought, and small mewling sounds escaped through her lips.

      Ares grabbed her by the throat and lifted her into the air. Shaking her, he demanded, “What did you say?”

      The room was a kaleidoscope, the images blurred, fractured, and dark. Hope gasped for air, unable to say anything without enough oxygen to form the words.

      “You’d better not be lying, beast, or I will make it so you wish for death.” He threw her to the ground, but she landed in a heap on top of Xan’s still body.

      She clung to him, still unable to see, and the coldness from the concrete floor disappeared. Bright light replaced the blackness. The smell of pine and mulch calmed her racing heart, and the resounding silence brought a wave of relief. Hope squinted and then covered her battered eye, trying to see where Ares had left them. But all thought fled when she looked down at Xan.

      His chest moving up and down was the only thing that let her know he was alive. His body was bloodied and already bruising. His left eye was swollen shut, and his nose and lips were covered in gore. Most of his shirt was saturated in his own blood.

      She scooted off of him and knelt at his side. “Xan?”

      Hope reached out to touch him but wasn’t sure if anywhere would even be safe to do so. She kept her hand out, hovering it over different parts of his body, but everywhere was so broken.  His shirt was torn, but the skin over his left shoulder appeared unbroken. Gently, she wiped away the blood and then put the tips of her fingers through the fabric and rested them on his arm.

      His pale skin was warm and smooth. Even through the smeared blood, his tattoos were a vibrant contrast, and if she focused on those few inches, she could pretend he really was okay. She took the immortal weapons, still clutched in his hands, and cleaned them on her jeans before slipping one back into Xan’s sheath and the other into hers.

      Minutes passed, or maybe hours, and Hope continued her vigilant watch. Xan’s skin began to heal, the shallow lacerations closing into scabs, and then the scabs flaked off. The deeper wounds’ progress was infinitesimal.

      “Shite,” he muttered. He grabbed at the hem of his shirt, his arm flopping in the dirt. “Bloody shite. My shoulder’s dislocated.” He grunted and then grimaced. “I need you to pop it back in.”

      The words were slurred and barely intelligible through his busted mouth.

      Hope shook her head. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      She stared at him with pity and awe. How had he even survived that beating?

      “You just need to hold me hand.” He wiped at the mixture of blood and saliva running out of the corner of his mouth.

      Hope scooted next to him and slipped her hand into his. Tears welled, and she brushed her fingertips over his warm skin.

      “All right. Now, scoot back. Put your foot right here,” he said, patting his rib cage. He took several short breaths, and his face remained contorted in a grimace. “You need to slowly rotate my arm up to ninety degrees while pulling on it so you’re providing traction.” He took another couple of breaths. “It’ll pop right back in.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she whispered as the tears dripped from her face.

      “Aw, lass. It won’t hurt me none,” he said. His left eye was swollen, his lip busted and bloody, and his cheek had stopped bleeding, but the wound was still open. “Come on now. It’ll help get rid of the pain as soon as the joint’s back in as it should be, right?”

      If it would help with the pain, she would do anything he asked. She scooted back and braced her foot on his ribs, gently at first and then with more pressure when he didn’t protest. Gradually, she inched the arm up. Seconds later, she felt the clunk as the ball of the joint slid back into place.

      Xan sighed in relief. He grabbed the hem of his shirt and wiped his lip. “I hate him.”

      Hope cleared her throat, but the lump wouldn’t go away. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      Xan moved, deliberately, as if testing out what still worked. As he maneuvered into a sitting position, he faced Hope. His left eye wouldn’t open, but there was a twinkle in his right. “It’s not your fault, luv.”

      She looked around for something to help him, but her pack, his pack, all of it was still in the temple of Ares. Wherever that was.

      Hope stood and turned in a circle to try to get her bearings. She and Xan were in a small clearing, too small to be a meadow as she could see the tall pine trees surrounding the grassy area. The sky was surprisingly still gray, but the clouds were higher, and there was no moisture in the air. There were no buildings she could see. No parking lot. She studied the trees and the ground but wasn’t able to find a path either.

      “Do you know where we are?” she asked. A new fear trickled over her, replacing the relief she’d felt after getting away from Ares.

      They had nothing, and they were lost.

      “No idea,” Xan said, his voice already stronger. While the blood was still fresh on his face, his lip was whole, and the swelling around his eye was almost gone, leaving only purple and yellow bruising. He rolled his shoulders back, wincing as he continued to try out his range of motion. Xan pulled off his mostly bloodied shirt and ripped up a few strips of fabric, tying them over the deepest cuts. “The bastard is getting more vicious the older he gets.”

      More vicious? He was brutal. “Why is he so cruel?”

      Xan shrugged and averted his gaze. “Why is anyone cruel?”

      Hope thought about his question as she watched him tie up the last bandage and then pull it right off. His skin had knit together without leaving a scar. He removed the other strips of his shirt and threw them in a pile. There was still bruising and discoloration, but Xan was healing really fast.

      “He didn’t use an immortal weapon on you?”

      Xan flinched. “Even Ares is not that unnecessarily brutal. He might hate me, but he’s not really trying to kill me.”

      “What is he trying to do?” What else could that have been?

      “He wants to humiliate me. Make me feel worthless.”

      Hope’s stomach turned as she absorbed Xan’s words and Ares’s purpose. That was even worse. “Why?”

      Xan bit the side of his mouth, contemplating either her question or his answer. “Why does any bully do what they do?” He scanned the clearing. “How the hell are we supposed to get off this mountain?”

      Hope wanted to say something to Xan. Something about how incredible he was. How much she appreciated him as her friend. She wanted to tell him that he meant something to her and that Ares was wrong not to see his son’s value. She wanted to say something to reassure him, because her heart hurt for him. But she had no idea what those words were. She reached out to hug him, but doubt had her stuttering in her movement.

      Xan quirked an eyebrow at her. “Are ye needing a hug?”

      Of course, it was like he could see into her soul. “I wanted to give you one, but only if you don’t mind. I mean, I don’t want—”

      He tugged her close and wrapped her in his arms.

      He smelled of sweat and blood and steel, just like his father. But there were the undertones of Xan’s body wash and the musky deodorant he used, and she pushed closer. Mostly, he smelled like Xan, and it was incredible to have him here.

      Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, salty remorse and warm relief. He could’ve been killed. She could’ve lost him. Her heart cracked, a small fissure right down the middle as she thought of her life without him. “I’m so sorry.”

      His chuckle rumbled from his chest and through her, filling her with warmth. She loved him. Not like she felt about Athan, but Xan was truly her best friend.

      He kissed the top of Hope’s head before letting go. Stepping back, he stared off in the distance and said, “Lass, he won’t kill me. He may not like me, but of all his sons, I’ve lived the longest. I’ve done the most. Some part of him, albeit small, is proud of me. That’s why he beats me. Because, in spite of him, I’ve thrived in this world of chaos. I don’t need him, and it pisses him off.”

      “You’re not mad?” How could he not be angry? His own father beat him. “I thought you hated him?”

      Xan bit the side of his mouth, swallowing several times before answering. He twisted his lips into a sardonic grin. “Aye, there are moments I hate him, but mostly I feel sorry for him. Which probably makes it worse. Hate is a powerful emotion, and it tears up the one who feels it. I bet Ares wishes I’d let the hate take root because then he would have power over me.” Xan touched her chin, and his features relaxed. “You would do well to let your own hatred go. I can’t help but think it’s only hurting you.”

      Hope shook her head in protest, but the motion slowed as the meaning sunk in. “You mean my dad.”

      Thinking about her father made fiery anger erupt in her heart, but the emotion was mixed with the rage she felt toward Ares. Athan had said something similar about letting go of anger for her father, but brushing him off was easy. He had a father who loved him. But Xan . . . She looked up at his battered face.

      “Aye. Your mom was happy with him.”

      His words cooled the fire in her chest. Her pride got caught there, an uncomfortable pressure that nagged at her, telling her truth existed in Xan’s words. She stared up at the sky, wishing she could just let go. But the anger was still there; her father had abandoned her. And she’s couldn’t let that go.

      The grayness overhead deepened, a sure indication the sun was setting. A sense of foreboding crawled over Hope as she realized, there was no getting off the mountain tonight. She’d never been one for camping, except in Sphinx form, and they had nothing. The darkness deepened, and the temperature continued to drop.

      “You can think about your dad later,” Xan said, misinterpreting her continued silence. “Let’s go see about collecting what we can to stay warm tonight, eh luv?” Xan grabbed her hand and pulled her to the edge of the clearing. “Do you vote for fire, or would you rather be in the woods?”

      Xan outlined their limited options for the night. In the clearing, they could have a fire, but that would mean collecting enough wood to burn. If they stayed in the woods, they could construct a lean-to and bury themselves in the brush. Either way, they’d be uncomfortable.

      “And we’ll have to trade off watch. I’m not sure where Ares dumped us, and until I can get a bearing on where we are, I don’t trust that we’re safe.”

      The risk of unknown creatures, i.e. monsters, made Hope and Xan decide fire was the safer route. At least they could use it as an additional weapon if needed.

      Hope went to collect kindling and fallen branches, while Xan dug a shallow basin in the ground to contain the fire. He went to work with dry grass, crushed leaves, a straight stick, and one that looked almost like a board. By the time Hope got back with a few dead branches, he was feeding small twigs to the licking orange flames.

      “How did you do that?” she asked, pointing at the fledgling fire.

      A smirk spread across his face. “Now, princess, don’t expect me to tell you all me secrets. This is what makes me useful so you’ll keep me around.” He sorted the wood, throwing several branches back into the woods. “Those are too green. They’ll give off too much smoke to burn.” He surveyed the sky. “We’ve got maybe another hour afore it gets too dark. See if you can get a few more like that pile there, and I’ll make us a shelter.”

      Hope trudged back to the trees to get more wood.
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      Hope

      The wind turned icy, and the fire only kept one side warm. Hot really. She felt like a chicken on a rotisserie as she turned on the cold, hard earth facing the fire again. Xan had insisted she take the side closest to the fire, and he lay curled at the back of their earthy shelter.

      The stars were bright, and a sliver of the moon balanced in the blackness. The air around her was warm, but if she scooted too far from the fire, the air went from icy to frigid in a single heartbeat. As she stared at the pale shard of light, her heart tripped and skipped several beats, and Hope started counting on her fingers. She kept coming up with twenty-two. Which would mean she had several days before the change. But the moon told her otherwise.

      “Do you know what day it is?” she asked Xan as she flipped back over.

      Fear tightened her chest. Something was not right. She’d seen Xan in little more than a T-shirt in the biting cold Seattle weather, and he’d never looked like this. His skin was tinged blue, and he was huddled at the back of the lean-to, shaking.

      He turned to face her, his lips a dark mottled purple. “No idea,” he answered without even opening his eyes. His words slurred together as he continued to mumble, “At th-this rate, I m-m-m-might freeze to death, so it w-w-w-won’t even m-m-m-matter.”

      She’d kept her distance from him, fearing that snuggling up to anyone but Athan would be a betrayal. But this wasn’t a matter of propriety, and she scooted closer, reaching out to touch Xan. His skin was like ice. “I thought you couldn’t freeze to death. I thought part of being immortal meant that the elements couldn’t kill you.”

      His teeth chattered, and he snapped them shut. The skin around his lips was even tinged blue. That definitely wasn’t right.

      “What’s happened to you?”

      He shook his head, but then his body started shaking.

      It wasn’t like Hope was able to stay warm in the bitter cold, but her mixed blood did have the perk of running a little warmer, and somehow even without the lion fur, she wasn’t as cold as she would be if she were human. She scooted closer to him, and he practically sighed as his icy hand rested on her arm.

      “Whatever he did to me took more energy to heal than I have. I’m starving, but there’s nothing to eat. I can’t generate enough energy to keep me warm and heal, and he knew it when he dumped us out here.”

      The coldness from his skin leeched through her shirt. Hope wrapped her arm around him, and he sunk into her.

      “I’m s-s-so cold,” he stammered.

      “What should I do?” she asked. They didn’t have a blanket. They didn’t have jackets. They didn’t have anything.

      She pulled off her shirt, grateful for her sleep camisole.

      “Put this on,” she said as she extended the shirt to him. It wouldn’t fit, but it would offer a small amount of protection from the elements. He shook his head until she pulled the shirt over him. “Don’t be an idiot. I’m cold, but the weather is affecting me differently.”

      She scooted behind him and snuggled close to his back. He would have the fire in front and her body heat from behind. Maybe that would give him a chance. Minutes passed, and his body weight grew heavier as he leaned into her more. Eventually, she helped him lie down, and she remained behind him.

      Her mind went back to counting days and staring at the moon. No matter how many times she counted, she never got close to the four weeks of the curse. And no matter how many times she tried to convince herself she was safe, the slice of light in the sky mocked her. It was exactly the sliver of a new moon. Which meant . . .

      Hope nudged Xan, not sure what to say, but knowing it could be worse if she didn’t tell him. Much worse.

      “Xan,” she whispered on the back of his neck.

      He rolled over and pulled her close. The warmth of the fire radiated to her, and the smell of campfire tickled her nose.

      “I’m sorry I was such an ass,” he mumbled, his eyes closed.

      She poked him in the chest. “I need to tell you something.”

      He sat up, his hands going to his belt for his blades. His gaze was still unfocused, but he was making a valiant effort. “What is it?”

      “Shhh.” She pushed the blade back toward his waist, back toward the sheath. “How long were we in Ares’s temple?”

      He shrugged noncommittally as his gaze focused on her. “I don’t know how to do that. I can’t keep time there and here straight.”

      She couldn’t either, which was the problem. “I’m going to change in the morning. I think. The moon looks new, so . . .”

      He sheathed the blade, and his countenance grew somber. “Do you want me to leave?”

      Where would he go? It was ridiculous. She shouldn’t care. She didn’t even like him that way, but she was so nervous to have him see her as the Sphinx. Yes, she wanted him to leave. But not when it actually entailed him leaving. “No.”

      “Good.” He flipped her onto him, then rolled her to the side with the fire. “Let’s get some sleep. You can have a turn by the fire, now. I think my teeth will stay put.”

      The seconds ticked into minutes. Hope felt the tension leave him, and the arm that was flung over her waist became dead weight. His body was limp, and between him and the fire, it was too hot for her. She pulled out from under him and scooted to the back of the lean-to, putting him in front of the fire again.

      The sides of their shelter were pine branches with their needles still intact, and Hope stared through the broken limbs at the night sky, watching the moon travel the dark expanse, waiting for sleep to claim her even while she worried about what morning would bring.

      Searing pain awoke her, and she stifled a scream. Her legs cramped and contracted, and the seams on her jeans split down the sides. Wings tore through her thin camisole, and Hope scrambled to get out of their makeshift shelter. She crawled out on the dirt, body aching and moving slow from the cold ground. She pulled the tattered jeans away from her golden fur and struggled to remove the thin camisole from around her wings.

      She wanted to run. She wanted to hide.

      The lifting darkness from the east, streaked with pink, spread across the tops of the trees, telling her she could fly away.

      Guilt drove her to look at Xan.

      His pupils were dilated, and he scrambled to sit and then gaped at her while he ran his hand through his hair.

      The first thought she had was his coloring was better today, and then fear gripped her, shaking her by the shoulders, as Xan reached for his blade. He pulled the silver weapon out from its sheath, the ruby glinting in the rising sun.

      “Bloody Hades,” he swore. He scooted out from the lean-to and walked around the shallow fire pit until the dying embers were between them.

      Hope wanted to cry.

      “Gods, please tell me you know me, Hope. Please tell me it’s still you.” His voice cracked as though his emotional state were fragile and one more thing would cause his mind to break.

      “Are you going to try to kill me?” she whispered. She’d known his past, but he’d said he didn’t kill monsters anymore, didn’t he? She thought she was safe with him. She believed him when he said she could trust him.

      Xan swallowed. With a trembling hand, he sheathed the immortal weapon. “You’re still you, right?”

      She nodded. Even with the weapon put away, her heart was heavy. She’d told him she might change. She’d done everything she could to prepare him. And he’d still pulled a knife on her. It was irrational to be upset with him, but it didn’t matter. He’d hurt her feelings. And it only took a second for her hurt to solidify into anger. “How dare you pull your knife on me?”

      She crept toward him, closing the distance warily but determined. When she got close enough, she drew back her hand and punched him in the stomach.

      Xan doubled over with a wheeze. He’d put up no fight, no block against her attack. Just taken her punch like he’d known he deserved it.

      Which, of course, made all the fight drain out of her. She stepped back just out of his reach. “You hurt my feelings.”

      Xan straightened, her too tight T-shirt looking ridiculous stretched across his broad shoulders. He smiled, his lips pulled up in an impish grin, and he wheezed and coughed through his laughter. “Aye. I got that message, lass. Shite, you hit hard.”

      Her lips twitched. “You kind of deserved it.”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t. But you scared the crap out of me, you did.” His gaze raked over her body, from the tip of her wings to her lion’s tail, before settling on her face. “I’ve never seen you afore, Hope, not like this. And if you would’ve asked me, I’m not sure I would’ve said I’d be okay with it. But you’re bloody beautiful as the Sphinx.”

      Hope blushed and ducked her head. “Shut up.”

      “I’m not kidding, but I’ll stop since I’m embarrassing you.” He stepped over the fire pit and crossed the clearing to where she stood. He stooped down until they were at eye level. “Can you really fly?”

      She straightened and let her wings unfurl behind her. They were no longer stuck. “Yes, I can.”

      Xan reached out to touch her feathers but stopped before contact. “May I?”

      She’d never had anyone beside her mother touch her when she was a Sphinx, and Hope shrugged.

      He trailed his fingertips over her feathers, stroking her wing. Fire trickled its way down her abdomen in response to the intimate touch. She gulped when he drew closer. Staring at her abdomen, he brushed his hand over her fur, and she giggled nervously and pulled away.

      “It tickles when you do that.” She dodged his hand and scooted away from him. “It’s way more sensitive than my human skin. I didn’t know . . .”

      She didn’t know it would feel like that.

      He dropped his hand, but his eyes remained wide. “If you leave now, do you think you can figure out where we are and how to get off this mountain?”

      It was still very early. Their words puffed out in front of them in the cold air. The pale streaks would slowly spread over the next hour, and then this part of the world would be awake. If they left now, they might be able to get off the mountain.

      Xan’s skin wasn’t blue anymore, but he didn’t look healthy either. He was thin, too thin, and Hope wondered how long they’d been gone. How long it had been since they’d eaten. How long they’d gotten by on too little rest. “We should go.”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to carry me?”

      He’d said it as if it were a joke, but that was exactly what she was going to do. “You can’t climb on my back. I’m going to have to carry you like a baby.”

      He snorted. “You are not carrying me like a baby.”

      The wind was picking up, and the sun would start its ascent in earnest any second now. She didn’t have time to worry about bruising his ego. It was now, or they’d have to wait another day. Hope wasn’t going to wait any longer. She flapped her wings in the cold morning air, and her body lifted from the ground.

      Maneuvering in the clearing proved difficult, and Xan made it more so. He stood almost dead center with his mouth open, staring up at her.

      Once she cleared him, she pulled up high into the air. Hope circled once, looking out over the tops of the trees. There was water visible on either side, and she guessed they were in the Olympic mountain range. Several small towns dotted a road leading inland. If she was right, she could have them in Seattle in twenty minutes. Maybe less.

      Xan shook his head and unconsciously rubbed his hands over his arms. The early morning spring air was bitingly cold. He stomped his feet, likely trying to get the circulation going to his limbs.

      She needed to get him off the mountain, regardless of his pride. She’d never carried a person, but she didn’t doubt her strength. It would be awkward, but as long as Xan held still . . .

      As he bent over to add more wood to the fire, he swore. There was no longer a fire. The last glowing coal had darkened and cooled during her shift.

      “Xan,” she called to him. “Don’t hate me.”

      His grimace morphed into confusion as he stared up at her. “I’m not h-hating you, luv.” He continued to rub his arms. “But I’m not s-sure I can build another f-f-fire.”

      The peeking sun was spreading. They were running out of time. Hope tucked her wings and swooped in to grab the son of Ares. She scooped under his legs, and braced her other arm around his back.

      “What the—”

      “Hold still,” she admonished as she beat her wings. He was heavy, and it was awkward, but she could do this. She could feel the weight of his gaze as they pulled up above the treetops.

      Xan chuckled. “There really aren’t words for how funny this is. I’m like a damsel in distress, and you’re the hero. But I just don’t feel right about snuggling in close to your chest.”

      She almost released him with the thought. “Don’t get any ideas—”

      He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I wouldn’t dare. You might d-d-drop me.”

      His fair skin was icy to the touch, and the higher they went, the colder it would be.

      Instinctively, she pulled him closer. “Don’t freeze to death on me. I need you too much.”

      “Th-that warms m-m-my heart,” he joked.

      The horizon melted into warmer colors, so Hope needed to hurry. They were high enough that she could see the skyscrapers of Seattle in the distance. She turned south and headed toward Olympia.

      Xan’s coupe was the lone vehicle in the parking lot of the temple of Ares, so she landed.

      “Do you have your keys still?”

      He bent his neck side to side. “No, but there’s a spare in the wheel well,” he said, walking around to the back passenger side. The car beeped when he pushed the button on the key fob. Standing at the car door, he asked, “What will you do?”

      Hope shrugged. She had no choice. “I’ll go hide in the mountains until sundown tomorrow. Will you come pick me up? After I change back?”

      They agreed on a time and place, and then Xan got in his car. “I’m not leaving until I see you take off. I’m not sure if Xavier is still here, even with his car gone. If you go straight up that hillside, you’ll find a little cabin. It should be empty right now, but if there’s smoke coming out of the chimney, go somewhere else. There will be food there, and it will keep you dry.”

      She didn’t tell him that there was no way she would even take a chance. She waved at him. “See you tomorrow.”

      Then she pulled into the air.
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      Athan

      The room was quiet. Far too quiet. In fact, the entire apartment seemed to be holding its breath in anxious anticipation and had been for the last two weeks. Every morning, Athan told himself that today was the day. They’d come back today. But then night would fall, and he had to admit that the waiting was tearing him up. Xan and Hope still hadn’t arrived home. As the days stretched into a week, Athan understood Hope’s panic better. If she were to walk in the door, he would probably yell and rush to pull her into his arms too.

      His anxiety crept closer and closer to panic. Should he call his father? Would he be angry at Athan for asking if Hope made it to Olympus? Or would Hermes refuse to tell Athan if Hope was even alive?

      So many questions and no answers made it impossible to sit still, and Athan decided a run would at least get rid of the crawling tension that made it so difficult to sleep. The spring evening air was cool on his heated skin. Athan took a right on 148th Street and ran toward the hospital. His thoughts went to his mortality, and a twinge of guilt nudged him when he thought of Hope. If she wasn’t back tomorrow, he’d go to the temple and petition his father for aid. Athan needed to know if she was okay.

      After dinner and a shower, Athan stretched out on Hope’s bed and stared out the window at the dark streetlight arced over the sidewalk. He and Hope had jogged under that light at least a dozen times. Any minute now and it would turn on. The evening sun streaked the deepening sky with tendrils of violet and pink. Athan turned from the window and surveyed Hope’s room. Her pillow no longer smelled like her, but the framed images made it feel like she was still present. The pictures weren’t enough, but they were all he had while he waited.

      He hated waiting. And more than that, Athan hated that he was useless to Hope.

      The sun dipped, the light faded from the room, and the streetlight flickered on. Athan rolled over to stare out at the darkness.

      Tomorrow he would go talk with his father. Tomorrow Athan would get some answers.

      He curled on his side and looked at the statue of Hecate on the desk. He cringed with the reminder of the Underworld but recognized that the effigy was responsible for the safety in their space. The figurine didn’t just keep out Skia. Even the gods couldn’t break the protection it provided.

      “Athan,” Hermes materialized in the room, calling for his son’s attention. Panic lit the god’s face, and he reached for his son. “We need to go. Now.”

      Athan sat up and rubbed his eyes. The clock’s red numbers boldly declared it was 3:28 a.m. “Dad? What are you doing here?”

      Hermes grabbed Athan’s arm and pulled him. “Get your things. Whatever you want to take with you, grab it. But we need to go.”

      “What are you talking about?” Athan yawned and stretched as he scooted to the edge of the bed. “Go where? What’s happening?”

      “That monster-girl petitioned Ares for aid. He refused, but at some point she told him Apollo destroyed the Olympian temple. Now, all of Olympus is in an uproar. Apollo is denying anything, and I’m doing what I can, but if there is war, I can’t have you here.”

      Athan stood, but it was shock that drove him up. He stared at his father, trying to process everything Hermes said, but really Athan kept going over the fact that Ares had refused to help. Hope was still here in the mortal realm.

      Hermes frowned and shook Athan’s arm. “Are you listening to me? There are too many gods who know of your connection to her. They’ll use you to get to her, and I will not have you . . . used that way.”

      Athan heard what his father wasn’t saying, too, thanks to his discussion with Hope. Hermes was frightened, and love had driven him to act.

      But Athan loved Hope. Now wide-awake, he asked, “Is Hope okay?”

      Hermes shrugged noncommittally, and his gaze shifted to the left before returning to his son. “I know not. I know only that Ares refused her. He came to Olympus only moments ago and accused Apollo. I haven’t been summoned to lead her to Hades, so she is still alive . . . somewhere.”

      “I want to stay, Dad. I need to be able to help her when she comes back. I need—”

      “You need to stay safe!” Hermes punctuated his declaration with a fist to the wall. The plaster popped with the force, leaving a hole in the drywall. Hermes brushed the chalky white substance from his hand. “You know not what you’re dealing with. The Fates . . .” Hermes paced the room as if he could outrun the knowledge plaguing him. With a heavy sigh, he stopped in front of his son. “You are bound to her. The Fates have woven your thread with hers. If she is killed, you’ll die, too.”

      Athan’s chest tightened. Hope would hate that. More gods meddling with more lives. Like her burden wasn’t big enough already. He sat back down on the edge of the bed. “I’m not worried about that. I understand the risks, but we have a statue of Hecate. And if I can do something to help her . . .”

      He would do anything.

      “You think you love her. I get that. But you staying here won’t help. That figurine won’t be enough.” Hermes sat on the bed next to his son. “Listen. There’s not a single god on all of Olympus who will help her.”

      Tracing the stitching on the comforter, Hermes fell silent.

      Athan’s thoughts raced as he waited for his father to say more. If Ares had refused Hope, then where would they go? Hermes’s words bounced around in Athan’s head. None of the gods on Olympus would help? Athan refused to believe it. They just needed a connection to someone who would help. Someone who liked Hope. “What about Poseidon or Hephaestus? What about the Fates?” Aphrodite had helped Hope’s grandmother. “What about the goddess of love?”

      Hermes blanched but didn’t answer. His gaze remained fixed on the pale-green-and-blue comforter. “You aren’t listening to me. They will come here as soon as they figure out where she is. If they find you here, they’ll kill you.” He cleared his throat and lifted his head. Hermes gave his son a sad smile, eyes filled with tender emotion. “You may not care if you die, but I do. And if you really care about Hope, consider this: That bond, the Fate’s binding, may go both ways. If you die, it very well may affect her.”

      The words were like bullets. Painful dread exploded with fear for Hope. His previous analysis of whom they could petition for aid shifted to who would seek to harm her. And then doubt filled him. Was his father lying to make him leave? Athan grabbed his father by the shoulders. “Are you sure if I die, she will too?”

      Hermes flinched under his son’s gaze. “I . . . I don’t know.” After a long, slow exhale, the god continued, “It’s only supposition. I’ve not been able to reach the Fates. They’ve not responded to any of my summons in the Underworld, and I’m not sure they will. The only other place I could ask is on Olympus, but surely you understand the folly of that.”

      It would be like announcing Athan as Hope’s Achilles heel if it were true. Athan glanced to the ceiling and wondered aloud, “What can we do?”

      “Pack your bags. I’ll take you somewhere safe.” Hermes stood and looked around the room. He pointed to the picture frames on the dresser, and Athan followed with his gaze. There were several of Hope with the people she loved: Haley, Leto, Priska, Dahlia, Xan, and Athan.

      Athan’s heart sank. Hope would come home and think he’d abandoned her. The thought made him sick.

      “This is her room.” He turned to his son, surprise flitting across his face. “You really do love her?”

      Athan shook his head in disbelief as he crossed the room. As he passed the dresser, he looked at the pictures. Haley. Mr. Stanley. Oh gods. Athan picked up the silver frame with the two of them. Hope’s eyes were closed, and her mouth was open in laughter. Athan stood behind her, his arms around her waist. They’d still been in Goldendale then. After she left, Athan went to Peter Stanley to try to find her. Peter Stanley, Hephaestus’s son, had been fiercely loyal to Hope.

      “Yes, I really love her,” Athan said. He held the frame close and made a decision. “I won’t go with you. I need to stay here so Hope will know where to go next.”

      Hermes froze. “Did you just . . . ? Did you not hear me? If you stay here, they’ll kill you!”

      “No!” Athan pointed to the statue of Hecate. “They can’t.”

      Hermes slammed his fist on top of the dresser as he yelled, “That will do nothing! Athan, you’re talking naïve foolishness. You must come with me.”

      Athan took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. He wanted to do something for Hope, and now he could. She’d come back, and when she did, he’d be waiting. “I will not. Hope knows Hephaestus’s son. She can go to him, and he’ll help her.”

      Hermes glanced at the watch on his wrist and shook his head. “Fine,” he said. “Fine! I’ll come back and tell her if she makes it back, okay? Now can we go?”

      Athan loved his father but didn’t believe him, not in this moment. Crystal clear understanding dawned on him. “I love you, too, Dad, but I won’t be manipulated into choosing you over her. I won’t go with you. If you force me, I’ll fight you, and I will do everything I can to get back to her. If you corner me to choose, I’ll choose her.”

      Hermes seemed to sag with the weight of Athan’s decision. The god bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. In a quiet voice, he asked, “What will it take? What must I do so you will let me keep you safe?”

      “I’ll go with you on one condition.”

      Hermes’s head shot up, and his entire body leaned toward his son. “I’m listening.”

      “You must tell her about Poseidon as a potential ally. And if that fails, Peter Stanley could petition Hephaestus.”

      “Done.”

      “I’m not finished. If you have the chance to save her life, if it comes down to you being her only hope, you have to swear to me you’ll save her.”

      “Technically that’s two conditions, and each quite distinct.” When Athan said nothing, Hermes rolled his eyes. “Fine. I agree. Now, let’s go.”

      Athan shook his head. “That won’t do. I need you to swear on the Styx, Dad.”

      Hermes’s eyes blazed, and he glared at his son. “I swear on the Styx that if I’m Hope’s only chance at survival, I’ll step in and intervene to save her. I’ll also tell her to go to Poseidon and Peter Stanley.” By the time he was done speaking his oath, Hermes’s face was ravaged with emotion. “Please, Athan, we’re running out of time.”

      Athan took the silver frame with him as he went to pack. Within minutes, he was shoving the Book of the Fates on top of his clothes, and then he zipped up the bag. He had no idea how long he’d be gone. He didn’t even know where he was going. Not that any of it even mattered. He glanced around his room, and his gaze landed on a pen and pad of paper. He rushed to scribble one last note.

      “Are you ready to go?” Hermes asked as he pushed open the door to Athan’s room.

      “Almost.” Athan scribbled the warning about the Olympians and told them to talk with Haley and Mr. Stanley.

      “Son!” Hermes shouted impatiently. “We need to leave.”

      Athan underlined the Stanleys’ names on the paper, hoping Xan or Hope would put it together, in case Hermes found a way out of the oath. “Just a second!”

      Hermes appeared next to Athan at Hope’s dresser, duffle in hand. Hermes grabbed his son’s arm, and without warning, they teleported.

      The room blinked out of existence, and in the very next second, as Athan’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he was filled with dread. Black stone. Everywhere. The air was heavy, warm, and ripe with the scent of decay. Shadowy mists scuttled over the uneven ground. He looked to his father as horror clawed its way over and through him. Athan waved his arms, and his vexation mounted when he saw he was still holding the note and pen in his hands. He wanted to yell in frustration. “What are we doing here?”

      Hermes frowned, the edges of his lips turned down in a small act of sympathy. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t like it here, but—”

      “I hate it.”

      “It was all I could think of. The Olympians can’t reach you here.”

      Athan rolled his eyes. It might be better to face the Olympians who weren’t already upset. “But Hades—”

      Hermes shook his head. “He’s already sworn an oath, remember? The other gods will take his lead. You’ll be safe here. I promise.” Hermes dropped Athan’s bag on the ground, and then another, almost identical one, next to it. “There’s plenty of food and water there to last you at least a week, maybe two if you ration it. I’ll be back before then.”

      “Skata! No, Dad. I’m not staying here. Please? Please, don’t make me stay here.” Memories of Hecate and Dahlia weighed heavily on him, and they were compounded when he thought of Hope in the Lethe, driven there because of his kiss with Isa. “Please don’t make me stay here.”

      Hermes frowned, and his son’s pain reflected back in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Son.”

      “No, wait!” Athan shoved the hasty note at his father. “Give this to Hope.”

      Hermes grabbed the paper, and then Athan was alone.
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      Hope

      Hope huddled behind a large evergreen tree, peeking out every few minutes to see if Xan had pulled into the rest stop. Being completely naked in the woods after sunset in the spring was an experience, she decided, she never wanted to repeat. Never.

      Xan’s sporty coupe pulled into the long parking lot, and Hope hugged herself in excitement. The secluded rest stop outside the Olympic National Forest was completely empty, and she watched as he parked in the stall under the only streetlight. He exited the car with a plastic shopping bag in hand and scanned the tree line.

      “Xan,” she yelled, waving her arm from behind the trunk. “Over here!”

      He sauntered over to the tree line and held out the bag.

      Hope cleared her throat and waited, but Xan wasn’t taking the hint. “I’m not coming out there until after I’m dressed.”

      “Right,” he said with a chuckle. “Sorry.”

      He brought her the bag, but she waited for him to step back onto the sidewalk before looking to see what he’d bought. She held up blue lacy underwear and a matching bra. “Really? Where did you go shopping?”

      He grunted from the edge of the parking lot. “The mall. I went into the first store I came to.”

      She put the bra on and had another thought. How did he know what size she wore? With a shake of her head, she decided she wasn’t even going to go there. She pulled out black leggings, fluffy socks, and an oversized sweatshirt. She got dressed and then asked, “Where are the shoes?”

      Xan coughed. “They didn’t have shoes. Sorry.”

      As soon as he apologized, she felt guilty. “No. It’s fine. There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

      She stepped out from the trees to see Xan walking back toward the car, and she hurried to catch up. As she slid into the passenger seat, the overwhelming smell of him assaulted her. He hadn’t showered since their attack. “Did you go back to the apartment today?”

      “No.” Xan’s gaze was heavy as he studied her. “I’ve been waitin’ here. For you. And afore you ask, I haven’t been able to reach Athan. I left him a message when I was at the mall, but I’ve been here since yesterday, and there’s no service.”

      She swallowed heavily, the guilt of another sacrifice weighing on her. “I’m sorry.”

      “Please,” he said as he started the car, “stop apologizing. You need to let me be responsible for me.” He turned to face her. “Let Athan be responsible for Athan, for his decisions and his actions. You are not responsible for us. So, I’m begging you to stop apologizing.”

      He pulled out of the rest stop, and they merged onto the freeway.

      The drive back to Olympia was silent. It didn’t matter what Xan said, or anyone else for that matter. She still felt guilty. But she wasn’t so proud that she wouldn’t accept their help. She couldn’t do this without them. So even though she wanted to apologize, over and over and over again, for everything that was happening, she would accept their assistance and be grateful.

      “Thank you, Xan.” Hope leaned over in her seat to kiss his cheek, his scratchy whiskers rough on her lips.

      His features relaxed, and his scowl softened. “Aye, lass. You’re very welcome.”

      Hope had never been so happy to return to an apartment before. Of course, she’d never had Athan waiting for her like this before either. By her reckoning, they would’ve been gone for about two weeks. Or possibly six, considering the fact that she’d just changed. It was probably sweet justice that he’d had to wait for her. But before the thought of vindication had time to take root, an overwhelming feeling of love filled her. Had she told him how appreciative she was for everything he’d done to help her? Even if she had, it bore repeating, and she smiled with the anticipation of seeing him again.

      As they exited the highway, Hope pulled her thoughts away from Athan and their pending reunion. Xan was probably plotting what to do next, and she should focus on that too. It was only fair.

      “What’s next? Should we try Artemis ourselves? Maybe she’ll give us an audience now that she’s had time to cool off.”

      Xan clenched his jaw, the skin around his eyes tightening. “No, I don’t think she will. The gods have very long memories, and it hasn’t been nearly long enough for her to have forgotten what happened in Bellevue.”

      Hope had totally forgotten about that. “Then what do you propose?”

      Xan didn’t answer, and the silence transformed into something foreboding.

      Hope felt an urge to do something, but in the confines of the car, there was nothing to do. She leaned forward and turned on the seat warmer and then shifted in her seat nervously. “What else can we do?”

      “I have no idea, Hope.” Xan’s gaze shifted to her and then back to the road. “No bloody idea.”

      Hope’s heart sunk at the defeat in his voice. She’d never heard Xan give up, and she unconsciously opened her mouth in awe.

      “Maybe Athan will have an idea.” He cleared his throat and then mumbled, “At least I hope so.”

      They pulled into the crowded lot and found a spot across from their building. Hope belligerently refused to let Xan’s bad mood weigh her down. She slammed the car door behind her and sprinted through the walkway toward their building, almost tripping over her stockinged feet when shock rendered her immobile.

      The half of the building that remained was only a charred corpse. The lights from the other buildings were just bright enough to see the only evidence their apartment had ever existed in the blackened pieces of concrete foundation that outlined where the structure had once been. Yellow caution tape fluttered from the iron stairwell railing, broken in two.

      The air was crisp and cool, indicating the destruction had not just happened. The area had been washed clean from the violence.

      “Bloody Hades,” Xan breathed the invective next to her.

      Words utterly failed her. An aching desolation expanded from her chest to her limbs, and she sank to the ground. Gone, everything was gone.

      “Athan,” she whispered.

      But silence was the only response.

      Xan pulled her up. “We need to go.”

      She wheeled on him. “What more could they do? It’s gone, Xan.” She waved her arm at the ruin. “All of it. Gone.” Her mind spun and churned, going over and over the scene before her. “How could they do that?”

      It was a rhetorical question. These were the same gods who beat and killed their own children. The same gods who created cursed monsters from people who refused them. These were the gods who bred hate, jealousy, and anger. They lied and manipulated. They left massive devastation in their wake.

      “Athan!” she screamed. She leaped to her feet and ran toward the concrete, desperate to believe there might be a clue to his disappearance.

      The ground was covered with debris, and the glass and shards of metal ripped through her puffy socks, gouging her feet. She ignored the pain as she walked over the charred concrete, searching for something of his.

      Xan remained on the sidewalk as though waiting for Hope’s acceptance of the evidence around her. But she refused to accept this.

      “His father probably came for him,” Xan called to her. “Hermes is like that. He wouldn’t have stood by and let the others obliterate his son.”

      The words were a balm to her soul, and she raced back to Xan. “We should go to him. Go to his temple. We could petition him . . .”

      Xan took a deep breath, his shoulders rising and falling slowly. With another inhalation, he raised his head and squared his shoulders. “Hope.”

      Hearing her name, the sympathy in Xan’s voice, and also his determination frayed and unraveled what was left of her composure. She couldn’t believe it. Xan was telling her no. And she could feel the futility of her suggestion in the very air around her. Tears filled her eyes, and the emotion she’d stuffed deep into her soul pushed against the dam.

      “Hope.”

      She shook her head. She just needed a minute. She was going to lose it, and she couldn’t deal with anything else, not even Xan’s compassion. “Just—”

      Xan put his arm around her. “Let’s go find somewhere to sleep tonight. We can plan our next step in the morning.”

      Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she wiped at them furiously, angry with their betrayal of her weakness. She sucked in a deep breath and willed herself to stop crying.

      “I know how you feel,” he said as he guided her away from the building. “I do. But Hermes won’t let anything happen, right? He killed all of his own priests. I’m sure he’ll keep Athan safe.” Xan rested his hand on Hope’s back. “Don’t give up yet. Let’s go. I’m sure we’ll come up with something.”

      Hope nodded, accepting the wisdom of a good night’s sleep before rushing into anything. But she wasn’t ruling out a trip to Hermes’s temple, either. “Okay.”

      They turned toward the car, and Hope let out a gasp.

      Hermes unhitched himself from the passenger side of the vehicle and strode toward them. He wore his traditional three-piece suit, but his vest was unbuttoned, and his green tie hung loosely around his neck.

      Hope wanted to run to him. She wanted to scream at him. But he held up his hand, and the words dried up in her throat.

      “Son of Ares. Daughter of Leto.” Hermes nodded at each of them. His gaze remained on Hope as he continued. “Athan is safe.”

      When Hope opened her mouth to ask where, he again held up his hand. “I’ll not tell you where. It wouldn’t serve either of us for you to know. Just trust me; he is safe.”

      “Why are you here?” Xan asked, leveling his narrowed gaze at Hermes. “Why would you come offering assurances?”

      Hermes pursed his lips before answering. Extending his arm, he held out a scrap of yellow paper and said, “I am bound to bring you information.”

      Xan snatched the paper and then tucked it into his pocket before Hope could even extend her arm. “Is that all?”

      Hermes’s jaw tightened. “Not all men who father a child are truly fathers.”

      Xan glared at Hermes. “Not all gods are truthful.”

      Hermes’s expression turned to stone. “I am bound to tell you that you could seek aid from the god of the sea, and if that fails, consider Peter Stanley.” He gritted his teeth while he sucked in a breath. “As an act of goodwill, I’ll add this warning: If you get to Olympus, be very wary. The gods know you were at the Olympian temple when the contents were destroyed, and most are very angry, even if they don’t show it. If you decide to make alliances . . .” He shook his head. “Don’t make alliances.” He glanced at his watch and tensed. With a pointed look, he said, “You’d best not stay here any longer.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Hermes blinked out of their realm.

      “Well, he’s all sorts of pleasant and bloody helpful, too,” Xan said, pulling Hope’s arm to get her to follow him back to the car. “I believe him about Olympus and about leaving here, though. But I wouldn’t trust a single one of the gods to keep their word unless they swore on the Styx, right?”

      Hope thought of her dealings with Hades as she slid back in her seat. “Right.”

      Feeling overwhelmed, Hope rested her head and closed her eyes. She let the darkness of night and the sound of the road noise lull her into the arms of some much needed rest.

      The hinges on the door squeaked, and then Xan was lifting her. She relaxed into his arms and let him carry her. When he set her on a bed, she rolled onto her side and disappeared into exhausted oblivion.

      Sunlight streamed through the sliver of open curtain, hitting Hope squarely in the eye. She shifted then rolled to get out of the light, but consciousness teased her, and she accepted the welcoming whispers that Athan was safe, and so were she and Xan.

      The rest of it—this world, this life, the meddling of the gods—was not fair. It was not right. And even though she’d been told there was nothing they could do about it, she’d refused to accept it. Which had created a bigger mess.

      The edge of the bed dipped as Xan sat next to her, but Hope wasn’t quite ready to face him. She shut her eyes, closing out the disappointment that might show on his face. Even though she was fearful of the truthfulness she might hear, she asked, “Do you believe we can do this? Do you still think we can break the curse?”

      When he didn’t immediately respond, she opened her eyes and turned to face him.

      “Aye.” A ghost of a smile pulled at his lips, and he met her questioning gaze with confidence. “I’ve never once doubted it. You are the bravest, strongest, and most persistent person I know, Hope. And if you wanted to overthrow all of Olympus, I bet you could do it.”

      He winked at her, and his faith in her settled deep in her bones. She could do this, and she would. “I don’t want to overthrow Olympus. I just want my life to be mine.”

      Xan’s throaty chuckle warmed her heart. “So you’ve said.”

      He brushed the hair off her face and then stood. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of folded yellow paper. Dropping it on to the cheap hotel comforter he said, “This is for you.”

      She remembered Xan taking it from Hermes last night.

      When she opened it, Athan’s handwriting greeted her, and she read,

      Dearest Hope,

      My dad came today and told me that Ares had refused your petition. I’m so sorry. I wish I could be there to help you. I’d love nothing more than to be by your side. But, I fear my mortality is a weakness that could affect you.

      My dad is taking me somewhere safe. I’ve made him swear on the Styx to give you this same information, but it bears repeating. Try Poseidon, and if he won’t aid you, go to Peter Stanley.

      I’ll continue to be thinking of you, trying to figure out a way to help you more. I’ll never give up.

      I love you.

      Always,

      Athan

      She folded the letter in half and noticed he’d scribbled something on the back as well. Haley and Peter Stanley. The names were underlined.

      Opening the paper back up, Hope handed the note to Xan and pointed to the bottom. “It looks like we need to pay another visit to the god of the sea.”

      Xan’s face turned to granite. “Shite.”
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      The air coming in with the tide smelled of brine. The murky grayish-green water was not pretty, even if the scene surrounding it was. Behemoth boulders dotted the dark sand as if Sisyphus had let these roll down the mountain to the sea, but these few hadn’t made it into the water with the rest of his burden.

      Traveling south on Highway 101, Hope stared out the window while Xan drove. She loved the picturesque views of quaint towns and the beach interspersed with tall evergreens.

      When the swollen clouds began leaking misty moisture, Xan grunted in disgust. “We’d better pull off. This rain isn’t going to go away, and I don’t want to be standing on the beach if it starts pouring.”

      They exited the highway and drove through the town of Cannon Beach until they arrived at a parking lot marked Beach Access.

      Xan opened his door and circled around to get Hope’s.

      Chilly, salty air clung to her, making the hairs on her exposed skin stand on end. As she and Xan wound through a path, Hope kicked at the sand.

      All she could think was Poseidon better help them.

      Xan stopped on the beach and bent to untie his shoes. “Remember, we have to get in the water, lass.”

      Hope had forgotten, but she lifted her feet, one at a time, to remove her shoes.

      The sand was icy cold, and she shivered as the temperature crawled up her lower extremities.

      Xan rolled the cuffs of his jeans up past his knees, and again, Hope copied the demigod. Gritting his teeth, he waved her forward. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you believe he’ll help,” Hope said. If he didn’t believe Poseidon would help, why had they even come?

      “He probably won’t help you get to Olympus, but he still might help. It’s worth trying.”

      She nodded. It was worth trying.

      The lapping waves made the cold sand feel warm, and Hope clenched her teeth as she waded in.

      Xan pulled his silver blade from its sheath and dragged the knife through the water. “Poseidon!”

      The waves continued their relentless lapping at the sand, and Hope stared off at the horizon. What would not worrying about the gods be like? What would coming to the beach for fun be like?

      “Poseidon!” Xan yelled again, kicking his foot and splashing water out over the small waves. “Bloody god of the sea, where are you?”

      “Xan!” Hope exclaimed as fear shot through her with his cursing.

      “It’s bloody freezing, and I’m going to lose a foot if he doesn’t show up soon.”

      “Yes, but the Sphinx is right. It does no good to curse the gods.” Poseidon splashed as he came out of the water.

      Hope averted her eyes as he advanced. How could he be buck naked in this weather? Did the gods never get cold? She shook her head then gritted her teeth as she forced herself to face him.

      “Daughter of Leto, Son of Ares. We meet again.” Poseidon’s dark hair dripped seawater onto his shoulders, running rivulets down his muscular chest.

      Hope forced herself to stare at his face as he continued.

      “What brings you to my shore? The Mer aren’t causing problems again, are they?” His lips curled into a smirk like he’d told a clever joke.

      “No, Lord Poseidon. It’s not the Mer.” Xan glanced at Hope, inclining his head toward the god, nudging her forward.

      The god’s smirk spread into a grin, and his gaze raked her from her head to her buried feet and back up again. “You’re here for me, Hope?”

      Oh gods, he knew her name.

      “I . . .” She chewed on the side of her mouth. Now that she was here, she didn’t know what to say. What should she say? Hope stood tall and looked the god in the eyes. “I want to break the curse. Apollo cursed my grandmother and turned her into the Sphinx. I don’t want to be a monster.”

      Poseidon’s features darkened as he studied her, and the water crashed behind him. “You think you’re a monster?”

      His question was more than just the words, and she thought about his meaning. What would define a monster to the god of the sea? His Mer would technically be monsters, according to the standard she was applying, and did she really believe that?

      “No.” A monster was not a physical state. That wasn’t fair to the vast creations of the world. “Let me rephrase. I don’t want to be controlled by Apollo. I don’t want him to be able to determine my destiny. I’m fine with turning into the Sphinx. But I’m not okay with Apollo’s curse binding me.”

      Poseidon laughed, but it was a mirthless sound. “The Olympians will not relinquish their power easily.”

      “I don’t care about their power. I want to break the curse.”

      The god of the sea shook his head. “What you are proposing is not the breaking of your curse.”

      Hope inadvertently glanced down then slammed her eyes shut, blushing madly.

      He chuckled, and his amusement at her discomfort made her blush harder.

      “Is this better?” Poseidon asked.

      Hope risked a peek.

      The god of the sea stepped out of the surf, dressed impeccably in a beige linen suit. The cuffs of his pants were dark, saturated with seawater, but Poseidon was otherwise dry.

      “Thank you,” Hope said with another round of blushing.

      “You’re most welcome.” He pointed down the beach and said, “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Hope looked to Xan, and the demigod son of Ares grit his teeth. “No offense meant, Lord Poseidon, but I’ll be coming with you.”

      Poseidon raised his eyebrows, and the air sizzled with the god’s power. “Is that so? Did you forget who is deity here? Because I’m one hundred percent positive it isn’t you.”

      Xan shook his head, and grabbing Hope’s arm, he pulled her close. “Don’t do it,” he whispered. “Don’t go with him—”

      Hope pushed her fingers to his lips. “We’ve been over this. I know the risks.”

      Fear stormed in his icy eyes. “You can’t trust him.”

      Poseidon cleared his throat. “Actually, Son of Ares, you can. But you won’t like what you’ll learn.” The god stared at Hope, studying her. “Olympus is corrupt. The power of the gods there is now unchecked, and they have grown arrogant and drunk with their own superiority. The Olympians have slandered me, but it is no matter now.” He waved out over the sea. “My realm, much like my brother’s, is one of order. While you couldn’t offer me anything that would induce me to return to Olympus, also like Hades, I cannot, in fact, return. I am bound to my realm.” He flattened his lips into a straight line. “I’m sorry. I cannot aid you in your journey there.”

      Hope’s shoulders slumped with the defeat of yet another dead end. “What about Hephaestus?”

      Poseidon shrugged. “He was still there when I left. However, over the past several centuries, word has reached me of some of the lesser Olympians leaving of their own volition. If they are not bound elsewhere, they may still have the power to return. Perhaps you can find one of them to aid you.”

      Hope thought of Brand yelling for his father, Boreas, or Caidyn Brown, the son of Hedylogos. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Her heart lifted with the possibilities, and excitement and anticipation flowed through her, making her antsy. There were literally dozens of lesser gods. With Xan’s help, they would find one.

      “A warning.” Poseidon touched her nose, drawing her attention back to him. “If you go to Olympus, you must be very, very careful.”

      He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know, but she appreciated the reminder all the same. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t brush this off, my dear. Every single god on Olympus has something to protect. And like Hera, they all take their pride seriously. Watch your words carefully.”

      The waves crashed on the sand with the incoming tide, and Hope let the weight of his warning settle between them before she responded. “I understand. Thank you.”

      He pursed his lips as though he were deliberating his next words. Amusement sparked across his face, and he quirked a small grin before asking, “Are the rumors true? Did you bargain with Hades?”

      A blast of cold air rolled up the beach, and Hope pushed her hands into her coat pockets. Her feet were so cold they ached for the warmth of the car, but something deep within her told her she needed to hear what else Poseidon would say. There was a message in his words, but she couldn’t puzzle it out, so she simply replied, “Yes.”

      “And you won? You escaped the binding of the Underworld?”

      “Yes.” This time it sounded more like a question. She had won but not because of anything she’d done.

      Poseidon shook his head. “Hades must have given you a gift. I hope you appreciate it. You must be very careful with your words. Their meaning . . . Words can be twisted to mean more than one thing, and if you are so foolish as to bargain with other gods, they may not be so kind.”

      Another lesson, just a tad too late. Hope debated correcting him. It wasn’t Hades’s kindness, and he certainly hadn’t given her a gift. Atropos had intervened. It was the Fates looking after her. But they were bound in the Underworld, so there would be no aid from them here. “Thank you again, Lord Poseidon.”

      “You are still determined to go?”

      Hope glanced at Xan, and the look he gave her reminded her that while he stood beside her, this was her quest for freedom. The decision was wholly hers. “Yes. I’m still going.”

      “Then I wish you luck.” The god turned to leave, and his suit dematerialized in front of them as he strode into the water.

      Hope turned to Xan with renewed enthusiasm, but before she could say anything, the god of the sea shouted her name.

      He stood waist-deep in the gray surf, and his golden skin made the water look dirty. “My nephew Hephaestus has a strong dislike of his mother. Despite what the legends say, he left Olympus on his own, and he still has the power to go back.”

      Perfect. She smiled at the god of the sea as he walked into the surf. “Thank you, Lord Poseidon.” When he didn’t turn around, she yelled, “Thank you.”

      But the god had disappeared under the surface of the water and into his world.

      Xan pulled Hope close, wrapping her in a tight hug. “Bloody hell. I really don’t like that arrogant arse. He gives me the creepers, right? Especially the way he looks at you. Didn’t you read none about him at the conservatory? He’s not good to fairer sex.” He squeezed her again before letting go. “I hope we don’t have to cross with him again.”

      Hope didn’t want to discuss the veracity of the histories at the conservatory right now, so she pulled away and tugged Xan toward the car. “It’s freezing. Let’s go.”

      He didn’t protest and grabbed her hand, then they raced to the parking lot in their bare feet.

      With the heat cranked and blasting warmth, Xan sighed and collapsed into his seat. “Hephaestus all along, huh? Gods, his son left the conservatory decades ago.”

      Hope wanted to laugh with triumph, and her glee spread over her face in a bright smile. “Peter Stanley.”

      “How do you know him?” Xan ran his fingers through his hair. “Do I even want to know?”

      Her laughter filled the car. The tightness in her chest and the certainty of her failure disappeared. “His daughter, Haley, was my best friend in Goldendale.”

      “Of course she was.” With a shake of his head, he put the car in reverse and pulled out of the abandoned parking lot. “The Fates must love you.”

      She’d never even thought of it that way. But perhaps Xan was right. Perhaps they were pulling strings to help her.

      He reached into the glovebox and pulled something out. “What are you waiting for?” he asked, dropping her old cell phone in her lap. “It’s still early. Go ahead and call your friend.”

      “Where did you get this?”

      “I always had it, luv. You left it at the conservatory when you took off. I’ve kept it, just in case. Lucky for you it was in me car.” He huffed loudly. “And, by the way, I’m your mate, er, your best friend, right?”

      Snickering to herself, she pushed the button on the side of the phone and watched as the screen lit up. “Don’t be like that. You know you’re my bestie. I haven’t even spoken with Haley . . . for years.” Hope couldn’t even think of how many years it would be. “She might not even remember me, or she may have switched numbers.”

      She tapped on contacts and stared at the three names, her heart aching a little for the simplicity of the past. Hope looked up at Xan, and her certainty returned.

      Xan said nothing as he pulled back onto the highway and headed north, but his grin spoke volumes.

      Hope looked back at the phone screen, and her finger hovered over the image of her friend. She stared at the ten digits, feeling like everything was riding on whether Haley was on the other end of those numbers.

      “Come on, bestie-pal.” Xan nudged Hope’s thigh. “Give her a call. If it’s wrong, we’ll sort it out. You’ve got to start somewhere.”

      She touched her finger to the screen and held her breath. The phone rang, and Hope wanted to cry when she heard her friend answer.
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      Athan

      Athan had no idea where he was in the vast Underworld. Without his demigod powers, he had no pull or intuition to navigate the realm, and it wasn’t like the dark rock and gray mists varied enough to give him any indication. The stench of overripe decay was less profound, but Athan knew that meant he was growing accustomed to it, not that the smell was actually going away. He closed his eyes and strained to hear the river Acheron, but the heavy silence remained. There weren’t even the typical shrieks from Tartarus. But he didn’t put much stock in his mortal abilities.

      As time passed, and the complete absence of activity in the area remained consistent, Athan concluded he was in the very outskirts of the Underworld. Possibly the in-between, right inside the portals. And because he was mortal, he wouldn’t even be able to see the dead as they passed through on their way to the Acheron.

      He thought of the guy from the hospital, the one who was so evil he’d wanted to jump into the river. Athan shuddered with the memory, grateful he couldn’t see the deceased. But as seconds ticked into minutes, and minutes into hours, Athan became convinced he was going to lose his mind.

      He turned and noticed the large packs still sitting on the ground. His father must have done something to them because they didn’t disappear. Like Dahlia’s last time. Athan took his shirt off and let it fall to the ground, but it didn’t disappear either. Maybe he wasn’t in the in-between.

      Athan walked in one direction, counting his steps, determined to keep going until he found something. Anything. He’d counted to thirty-six thousand, eight hundred and forty-six when he saw something on the horizon. A dark lump rising from the mist. He picked up his pace, ignoring the thirst plaguing him and the knowledge that he had several hours to get back to the water.

      At first he thought the misshapen lump was someone curled up on the ground, but as he drew closer, he could tell it was only another pack. But no matter, he would wait for this person to come back to their pack, and then they could keep each other—

      He stood over the large black canvas duffle. Right next to it was one that looked almost the same, but its handle was frayed. Just like his. Athan refused to believe what his vision was telling him. It was impossible. But he pulled the zipper open, and there were the water bottles and the packaged food his father had packed for him.

      Athan sat on the other duffle, the one with his clothes in it, and accepted the impossible was now his reality. He should be used to it by now. He reached over and grabbed a bottle of water.

      “Are you bored?”

      The high-pitched voice startled him, and Athan swore. Scrambling to his feet, his gaze settled on a young girl with curly hair the color of lilacs and skin so pale it was almost translucent. Her irises were the same color as her hair, and he thought of the sky during the few seconds between day and night.

      “No.” As soon as he said it, he shook his head in disgust at his own lie. “I mean yes.”

      Athan offered his hand in greeting.

      The young girl looked at it then tilted her head up to him and asked, “What does that mean?”

      Athan tried to mask his surprise. She must not have spent much time in the mortal realm to be so wholly unfamiliar with shaking hands. “It’s a form of courtesy when you introduce yourself.”

      The girl frowned. “You didn’t introduce yourself.”

      Athan chuckled and sat down on the softer duffle. “You’re right. It’s just . . .” There was no good reason to blame the girl. “I’m sorry.” He extended his hand again. “Hello there. I’m Athan Michael.”

      The girl reached her hand in front of her, letting it hang in the air between them. “My name is Vrady.”

      The Greek word for night. Interesting.

      She curled the fingers of her proffered hand and pointed at his outstretched arm. “Why are you still doing that?”

      She couldn’t be more than eight or nine and spoke with a lisp, her s sounding like th. Athan was so relieved to have someone to talk to that he wanted to hug the girl, but doing so would probably scare her away. And he very much wanted her to stay. He explained the process of shaking hands.

      “Hmph.” Vrady scrunched up her nose like the idea of a handshake smelled bad then pointed at the duffle bag. “May I sit next to you?”

      Athan scooted to the edge, making sure she had plenty of room to sit. He nearly slid off the edge when she sat right next to him.

      With wide eyes, she stared up at him and asked, “Why did you move so far?”

      “I . . . I assumed you wouldn’t want to be close to me.”

      She made the scrunchy face again. “You shouldn’t assume.” She scooted over and patted the empty space next to her. “You can scoot back over now.”

      He did, and she closed the rest of the gap between them.

      “How did you get to be here?” She focused her eerie gaze on him, kicking the side of the duffle with the heels of her feet. “Are you hiding from someone?”

      Athan considered his answer. His father said Athan would be safe here, and he believed his dad, so by deductive reasoning, whoever this girl—or goddess—was, she was considered safe. “My dad brought me here. I think he’s trying to hide me from his brothers and sisters.”

      The pale wisp of a girl frowned. “Your aunts and uncles would hurt you?”

      He’d never considered the other gods to be his family, but technically . . . “Most of them are not very nice, and yes, some of them would hurt me.”

      She frowned and then pointed at the empty water bottle on the ground. “May I have a drink?”

      Athan felt like a heel. “Oh, gods. I’m so sorry. Yes. Would you like something to eat, too?”

      The girl wiggled back and forth with a toothy grin. “You have mortal food?” She scooted to the edge of the duffle and hopped off. “Do you have anything sweet? I once had chocolate . . .” She closed her eyes as a slow smile spread across her young features. “Do you have chocolate?”

      Athan opened the duffle and pulled the water bottles out, one at a time, lining them up behind the canvas bag, saving one for the girl. He then waved the girl over to peruse the rest of the contents.

      She dropped the bottle of water and grabbed several foil-wrapped packages. Tearing the first one open, she tasted the crunchy granola bar and smiled. It must have met her standards because she crunched through one right after another.

      Athan unwrapped a fruit-filled cookie bar and took a bit of the sweet confection. When he was done, he washed it down with a bottle of water as Vrady put a significant dent in his bag of food.

      She pulled the wrapper from another granola bar, the last one Athan could find in the seemingly endless bag of snacks, and dropped it to the ground. “These are my new favorite.”

      Vrady had said the same thing before eating every single one.

      Athan smiled and leaned over to pick up the wrappers. One by one, he stuffed the green and silver packages into his now empty water bottle. Shoving in the last two wrappers took a little pressure, but there was a small sense of satisfaction as he twisted the cap closed.

      “Why did you do that?” Vrady asked, pointing at the bottle full of trash.

      Athan shrugged. “There’s no reason to leave a mess. I mean, I don’t know how long you’re going to be here, but it looks like I’m going to be here a while, so . . .” He extended a bottle of water toward her. “You must be thirsty now.”

      Vrady reached for the bottle, and Athan loosened the cap and gave the bottle to her. She drank the entire contents and gave the empty container back, oddly silent the entire time.

      After putting the garbage back in his bag, he sat on the ground and leaned against his soft duffle. “Tell me, Vrady, how long have you been here?”

      The young girl joined him on the ground and pointed at the black rock above spotted with a pale-green phosphorus glow. “Do you see that up there? There’s no pattern to the light. No pattern to the dark.”

      Athan stared up at the pale spots surrounded by inky darkness.

      “One could look up there and say it was chaos,” she said.

      There was no predictability to the configuration of the stone of the Underworld, but there was sense to it. There was reason. As the son of the god of linguistics, he couldn’t help but reply, “Chaos is more than a lack of pattern. It is complete disarray or confusion.”

      He shifted, and his gaze fell to the girl by his side.

      But she was no longer a girl. The woman lying next to him wore the same white chiton, but it now fell mid-thigh on her long, pale legs. Her lavender hair was spread out against the black rock in a fan of curls. She stared at him with her unearthly eyes; a haunting depth seemed to be buried within. Meeting his gaze, she asked, “Are you frightened? Do you want to run away?”

      In truth, his heart was pounding, and the flight-or-fight part of his brain was screaming at him to flee. But if she’d meant him harm, why wait until now? He pushed away his instinct, mentally barred his fear from taking over. “No, Lady. Where would I go?”

      She sat up, and pushed her curls away from her face. “But you are afraid.”

      “Being afraid is a feeling.” He mirrored her, bracing his back with his bag. “Acting afraid is a choice.”

      “You are Hermes’s son.” When he inclined his head, she continued, “His love is not enough to keep you safe. No parent can love their child enough to force them to stay on a safe path. No one can determine your path except you.” She looked up at the rock and sighed. “His short-sightedness could have significant consequences.”

      Athan wanted to scream in frustration if there was more he’d have to endure. “For him or for me?”

      “Are you not already experiencing consequence enough?” The goddess returned her unearthly gaze to him. “There is no controlling chaos.” She stood and looked down at her dress. She brushed her hand over her chiton, and the skirt lengthened until it was touching the ground. She let out a long breath and squared her shoulders. “I will have my daughters come for a visit. I believe it is time to clean up the mess of my progeny.”

      His mind spun with possibilities, but the question he wanted answered most fell out without thought. “Will Hope be okay?”

      The pale goddess frowned. “It will take significant power to change the course Apollo has set for her. And to set the answer in stone would be to remove the very thing she is fighting for. But she has all she needs to accomplish her goal.” Her features softened. “You have shown me much kindness, Athan Michael. Someday, I will do what I can to repay your kindness.”

      Like the phosphorus glow above, the goddess was present one moment and then gone the next.
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      Hope

      Hope’s entire world narrowed until it was only her in the leather bucket seat and the phone in her hand.

      “Hello?” Haley’s voice was tight with disbelief. “Hope, is that really you?” She sounded exactly the same as the last time Hope had talked to her, like it was yesterday.

      Hope nodded, overcome by a mixture of relief and excitement.

      “Hope?” This time Haley’s voice was tinged with panic.

      Realizing Haley was blind to Hope’s emotional response, she laughed at herself and then choked out, “Hi, Haley.”

      Typical of Haley, she launched into a one-sided conversation as soon as Hope spoke.

      “Oh. My. Gods! What in the name of every single god in the entire world happened to you? You disappeared again. For years. Like five or six years ago you were in Seattle, and then poof, gone. I can’t even believe . . . What happened? No, wait. Are you allowed to tell me? Is it going to put us in danger? Oh, gods. My dad is going to freak out. Tristan is going to flip. Is Athan with you? Tristan misses him. We miss you. Gods, I can’t believe you’re on the phone with me. Are you close? Can you come—?”

      A baby started crying, and then Hope heard another voice. That of a little girl. “I talk, too. I talk on a phone. Mommy, please?”

      “Shh! Just a second, Mommy’s on the phone. I’m sorry, Hope. Tristan’s at work, and I’ve got both little ones home with me. Are you going to be around for very long? Maybe I can drop the kids off with my parents. I would love to see you.”

      Like always, talking with Haley was an informational overload. “I . . . uh . . .” Hope glanced at Xan, who shook his head with a grim look on his face. “I’m not in town, actually. But I should be soon, and I’d love to catch up when I get there. I’m trying to track down some information from your father. Is . . . Is he still alive?”

      Haley shushed her crying daughter. “Yes, yes. Dad’s great. He and Mom are in Goldendale. They moved back after the whole fiasco with those sons of Apollo. Did you know Dad told me they got fried in some conservatory? Oh gods, I can’t remember now. Yes. Anyway, he’s still at the Red Apple. Or do you want me to text you his number?”

      Xan nodded and whispered, “Get the number.”

      The noise in the background intensified. “Do you mind texting me his number?”

      “Of course not! Shh. Stop.” The sound of a crash reverberated through the receiver. “Oh no! Oh, Hope, hun, I’m so sorry for all the ruckus. The baby is covered in paint. I swear these kids will be the death of me. I want you to call me as soon as you get into town, you hear? I miss you so much I’m going to stitch my shadow to you.”

      Haley coughed, and her little girl asked, “Why you crying, Momma? Are you sad?”

      Haley laughed. “It’s okay, baby. Momma’s okay.” She then said through the phone, “I love you, Hope.”

      Those three words were gold. “I love you, too.”

      A weighty silence was followed by a wet sniff. “Call me soon, ’kay? And please . . . stay safe.”

      “Thanks Haley. I’ll do my best.”

      “All right, I’d better let you go. Dad will be happy to hear from you.”

      The baby screamed, and Hope had to pull the phone from her ear.

      Xan swore and muttered, “I’m never having kids.”

      Hope shook her head. “I’ve got to go, Haley. I’m in the car with a friend . . .”

      The two said goodbye and hung up. Seconds later, her phone beeped with the incoming text. Hope tapped on the screen and then held her breath as the call went through.

      Peter Stanley was not nearly as talkative as his daughter, but he readily agreed to meet with Hope, and they arranged a time the next morning.

      Hope and Xan stopped at a hotel in Portland and crashed.
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      The Red Apple had not changed significantly in the time Hope had been gone from Goldendale. There were racks of potted starts for fruits and vegetables outside the local grocery store. The sign out front looked a little more worn, and inside the tile was a little grayer. But the lighting was as harsh as she remembered, and the smell of disinfectant just as strong. Hope skirted down through the produce section to the meat counter.

      Like the Olympian temple, the inside of the grocery store seemed much smaller than she remembered. No, not smaller, just plain. Normal. There was nothing ominous about the deli where she’d first seen the sons of Apollo; the aisle where Myrine had chanted her odd rhyme was only an aisle filled with food. When she’d moved to Goldendale, the store was big and, at times, scary, much like the responsibility she carried. Funny how life made the past seem smaller.

      Xan followed, giving her space to settle her history. When she got to the back of the store, he pulled out a chair at the small deli and settled himself a dozen paces away.

      She stood at the glass meat case, where she’d shared riddles with Mr. Stanley for all those months, and waited.

      Mr. Stanley came through the blue double doors, filling Hope with a sense of déjà vu.

      “Hope?” Peter Stanley pulled off his plastic gloves, stepped around the display case, and wrapped her in a hug. “Thank the gods you’re still alive.” He pulled back, and tears glistened in his eyes. “I felt so bad that day. I yelled at you, and then we just ran. I’m sorry I wasn’t a better friend in your time of need.”

      Hope shook her head. The sons of Apollo chasing them had faded to a distant memory, a worry that was now obsolete. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You were always a great friend.”

      Peter Stanley pointed at Xan. “Who are you keeping company with?” Then, leaning toward her, the butcher whispered, “Is that a son of Ares?”

      Hope didn’t have the time or the energy to defend her relationship with Xan. “He’s as loyal as they come, I promise. I came because I need your help. Is it safe to talk here?”

      Peter waved her toward the back, and Xan was suddenly by her side.

      “She doesn’t leave my sight,” Xan hissed at the butcher.

      Tension bloomed between the two men, and Hope shook her head. “Stop.” She turned to Xan. “I’m as safe with Mr. Stanley as I am with you.”

      Xan didn’t even look at her. He pointed at the blue doors and asked, “Is there another entrance to that location?”

      Peter nodded and said, “The alley.”

      “Then stay out here.” The grimace Xan wore brokered no argument. “This is a better space to fight. Just in case.”

      Peter blanched, and his gaze darted around the store. Something about Xan’s words or posturing must’ve been sufficient to convince the butcher, or at the very least convince him that it wasn’t worth discussing. “That’s fine.”

      The store wasn’t busy, as Peter had predicted, and Hope quickly outlined not only who she was but what she wanted to do. The son of Hephaestus stared at her with his mouth agape.

      “That’s why I need your help. Your father is one of the only gods with access to Olympus who might support me.” Hope shifted from foot to foot while she waited for his response.

      “Holy. Hades.” Mr. Stanley took a deep breath. “What . . . ? I mean . . . How?” He blinked and shook his head as if to clear it from a hallucination. But she was still there when he opened his eyes, and he met her gaze. “You need help from Hephaestus?” When she nodded, he untied his plastic apron. “I will take you there myself.”

      He went to the double doors and poked his head into the back room. “Jack, have you clocked in? I need you up front. I’m going on break. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      Without waiting for a response, Mr. Stanley led them out the front of the store.

      The drive to Hephaestus’s temple was surprisingly short. There were no priests, only an open portico to an alter that sat in front of a shrine of the disfigured god.

      Mr. Stanley walked up to the altar and placed a square of paper on the empty space. “Dad, I need you.”

      Hephaestus immediately appeared. He was not handsome like the other gods. His shockingly red hair was long on top but shaved on the sides. He wore it pulled back into a low ponytail at the base of his neck, and he had a full beard, neatly trimmed, which partially hid the cleft in his upper lip. His eyes were a vibrant green and looked like they were lit from within. He wore a pair of heavy pants, tucked into blackened work boots. His skin was pale and covered in tattoos, and his muscles were defined in a way that made Xan look unfit. The tight tank top the god wore left nothing to the imagination, including the tattoos and body piercings covering his torso.

      “Peter,” Hephaestus boomed. The god of smiths, artisans, and craftsman circled his alter and pulled his son into a hug. Pounding on his son’s back, he asked, “How’s Soo-Jin? And Haley?”

      Mr. Stanley smiled as he looked up at his father with love. “Good. They’re all good.”

      Hephaestus picked up the paper. Studying the contents, he smiled. “It’s a beautiful family you have.” He chuckled and added, “The little one has your hair.”

      “She has your hair, you mean.” But the demigod was glowing with pride. “She’s brilliant, our little Immy, and so kind.”

      Hephaestus extended his hand, giving the picture back to his son. Hope saw Mr. Stanley, Soo-Jin, his wife, Haley, Tristan, and a grinning toddler with gorgeous red hair. But her friends were older now, and Hope was reminded of the difference in the passage of time while in the Underworld. Haley was holding the little girl and was visibly pregnant.

      Hope’s heart ached with all she’d missed, and she stared at the piece of paper, wanting to ask if she could take a closer look at it. The silence startled her from her reverie, and she glanced up to see the god’s gaze had shifted to her and Xan.

      Hephaestus cleared his throat and asked, “What have we here?” He raised his eyebrows as he turned to his son. “Are you making immortal friends?”

      Mr. Stanley gave a brief history of how he and Hope had met, her friendship with Haley, and Hope and Xan’s visit to the store. “They’re seeking your aid.”

      The god closed his eyes and rolled his neck. The air around him shimmered, and the stone of the temple disappeared as the god transported them.
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      Hope

      Sweltering heat enveloped Hope and Xan as their surroundings materialized. Fire blazed in a stone forge that took up one side of the room, and glowing liquid ran in rivulets from the inferno in the wall, dripping into a large black caldron on the polished floor. A heavy hammer lay on top of a scorched and blackened anvil. The air singed her nose with the acrid tang of metal. Weapons hung from hooks pounded into the rock walls: sharp scythes, glinting swords, arrows in quivers, and several spears. The clang of metal being pounded rang through the heavy air, despite the fact that the space was void of inhabitants.

      Hephaestus waved his hand, and the sound stopped. He pinned them with his weighty gaze, and his jaw hardened. “What do you want of me? I no longer participate in the games on Olympus, and I carry no influence with the madness that goes on there.”

      The fierceness in his demeanor when speaking of Olympus was a stark contrast to the warmth he’d shown for his son, and it gave Hope a glimmer of optimism. “I want to break the curse Apollo placed on my family. I need to get to Olympus, confront Hera about her hypocrisy, and then face Apollo with justice by my side.”

      She had no idea what the last part meant, but it was exactly what she’d told Xan in the Underworld, and in her core, she knew there was truth in it.

      Xan nodded at her with a small smile of encouragement, but everything about his movement was taut and coiled with worry. His gaze flitted over the weapons, and he clenched his hands together.

      Hephaestus’s lips spread into a wide grin, and his eyes sparked with interest. “You are going to reveal Hera as a fraud?”

      It wasn’t fair to call it that, but Hope was going to let the goddess know she had not sealed the Book of the Fates that would expose her. “Anyone who knows your story would understand her duplicity. I’m not sure what I plan to do would be anything more than confirmation. But yes, I’m going to inform her there is further evidence to condemn her hypocrisy.”

      Rubbing his thick hands together, Hephaestus chuckled, a low dark sound. “Your chances for success are very slim, but if you’re determined . . .” When Hope nodded, he continued, “Let me get you a few things.”

      He glanced at Xan then turned to the wall of weapons. “Do you have a preference, Son of Ares? You’ve been staring since we arrived.”

      Hope couldn’t hold back her laughter. Relief mixed with excitement and anticipation. This was it. They were going to do this.

      “I’m partial to the sword,” Xan said, stepping forward. “But I can handle anything you give me.”

      Hephaestus held out a sword, and Xan reached forward to take it. The god hissed and snatched it back. “Where did you get those?”

      Hope studied Xan, trying to figure out what the god had seen. Was it the immortal blade? The hilt of the dagger was visible on the demigod’s hip, but hadn’t Hephaestus given those to the gods eons ago? And it’d been in plain sight the entire time. He couldn’t be surprised Xan had it, could he?

      “Are those shears from the Moirai?” Equal parts fear and awe exuded from the god and his reverential whisper. He set the sword down and pointed at Xan’s waistline.

      Hope saw the opaque handle threaded with silver peeking out from Xan’s belt. His shirt must’ve lifted when he reached for the sword.

      “Aye,” Xan said. “Atropos gave them to me, but I won’t part with them, not even for a weapon.” Xan dropped his hands to his sides. “Will you still help us?”

      Hephaestus rubbed his hands together again and leaned toward them. “Your chance of success is much higher with those at your side. Do you know how to use them?”

      Xan pulled out the shears, holding the blades between his thumb and forefinger. “I know if I cut you, or anyone with blood from Olympus, they can’t lie. And when I hold them, I can see threads. But they don’t make a titch of sense to me, and sometimes they disappear.”

      He could see threads? Hope’s jaw dropped, and she stared at her friend. “The ones the Fates weave?” Hope looked around the room, wishing the threads would appear for her, but the lair Hephaestus had brought them to remained exactly as it had first appeared.

      “Excellent,” Hephaestus said. “Come here, and I will show you.” He closed his eyes and rested his hands on his abdomen. With a deep breath in and out, he looked like he was meditating. He extended his hands, palms up, and opened his eyes. “Do you see it?”

      There was nothing there.

      “Aye,” Xan said in a voice filled with wonder.

      The god pinched his forefinger and thumb together on each hand and extended the invisible string toward Xan. “Cut it, just inside my thumbs.”

      Xan snipped at the air, and Hephaestus caught it. He extended his empty hand to Xan. “Do you have a safe place to put it?”

      Xan shook his head. “Only my pockets.”

      Hephaestus went to the other side of the room and pulled out a leather pouch the size of Hope’s fist. He opened it and dipped his fingers inside. When he closed the flap over the top, the sound of two magnets snapping together echoed through the chamber. “Put this somewhere safe. You may never be able to use it, but it may come in handy someday.”

      Hope watched in awe, her mind reeling with the possibilities of what she was seeing.

      Xan took the proffered bag and attached it to his belt.

      Hephaestus retrieved the sword he’d had moments before. “Olympus is only for the immortal, and these weapons have been crafted for such. This sword will kill any being, except one of the twelve. However, its power will only last for one kill, so use it wisely.” He pulled down a shield big enough for a man to hide behind. “This will deflect even the power of the gods. I hope you will not need it, but I suspect you will.”

      Xan accepted the shield. “Let me guess. It’s only good for one blast?”

      Hephaestus nodded. “Only the twelves’ weapons are stronger, and alas, even you, son of Ares, would not be able to lift the weapons of the gods.” He extended his hand and swept it the length of the wall opposite them. The weapons hanging there were taller than Athan and wider than Xan. “I’m sorry. These are the best I can offer you.”

      Hephaestus turned to Hope and said, “Your curse will be sufficient protection. If you succeed in breaking it, you must get off Olympus as fast as you can.”

      Hope nodded, a little disappointed she wasn’t getting a weapon.

      “Let me ask you, Daughter of Leto, what will you do when the curse is broken?”

      It was a question Hope had only started pondering after returning from the Underworld. “Go to school, grow up, hopefully get married one day, and have a family.”

      Hephaestus stroked his beard. “Would you change the world?”

      At first, Hope was inclined to brush off the question with a simple negative answer, but as she opened her mouth to reply, the significance of the god’s query settled. “I’ve always said I didn’t want to change anything but the curse. Apollo placed it out of retaliation, and it has limited my agency and that of my ancestors. But I’m not the only one. Poseidon said the power of the gods on Olympus is unchecked. If Hera unbinds the Underworld, would that provide more balance?”

      As she spoke, Hephaestus’s lips turned up in a tentative smile that spread the longer she spoke. “Perhaps. If it didn’t, and you had sufficient power, would you take up residence on Olympus to make sure things stayed fair?”

      Hope considered it for less than a nanosecond. With the utmost courtesy, she carefully picked her words. “Certainly there are others far more qualified.” When the god raised his eyebrows, Hope answered. “I really don’t want that power or that responsibility.”

      Hephaestus went to a heavy chest by the wall and heaved as he lifted the heavy lid. He rummaged through the contents for several minutes.

      Hope shot Xan a look. Her eyes were full of questions, but he just shrugged, and both turned back to the god when he shouted with triumph.

      Hephaestus waved her forward and, holding out a slim silver case, said, “I would offer you these.”

      The box was slightly smaller than her old cell phone, and not quite as thick. He pressed on a slim inset tab, and the case popped open. Inside was a teardrop-shaped piece of metal nestled in black fabric. She pulled the tool out and saw that it unfolded like a pocketknife. But this wasn’t a blade. Attached to the metal base was a thin wire loop. There was also a small set of scissors with handles the color of fire and smoke, and a slim needle. It looked like a sewing kit, but surely was not . . .

      She held out the wire loop tool. “What is it?”

      Hephaestus clapped his hands and, in a booming voice, he asked, “Are you ready?”

      Hope wasn’t sure if he was being deliberately obtuse or if he was just ready for them to be gone. She snapped the small metal instrument shut and put it back in its case. With any luck, she’d be able to figure out what the device was supposed to do if she needed it. More than anything, she didn’t want to need it. Shoving the thin case into her back pocket, she looked to Xan.

      He winked and asked, “Are ye ready, lass?”

      Together they could do this. She grabbed his hand and faced the exiled Olympian. “Yes.”

      “Good luck,” Hephaestus said, and his voice faded as the forge and heat disappeared.
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      Hope

      The fresh air nipped at her skin as the heat from Hephaestus’s forge leached from her skin, and Hope shivered. She and Xan stood in a vibrant meadow of white and purple wildflowers that covered the rolling hills surrounding them. The branches of a weeping willow swayed in the breeze, and a wide dirt path wound out of the valley and toward the base of a huge mountain. All around the base were vibrantly painted buildings, and as Hope looked up, the buildings changed, becoming larger and paler. And then mist obscured the rest of the height of what could only be Mount Olympus.

      “Look!” Hope pointed toward the path. “That’s where we need to—”

      “Shh!” Xan hissed as he scanned the valley. Still gripping the sword Hephaestus had given him, Xan grabbed Hope’s shirt and pulled her close. His lips tickled her ear as he whispered, “There is no way Olympus is unguarded.”

      She should’ve been terrified because she knew he was right. But they were so close, and there was nothing in the meadow, and the blue sky was beautiful. She was so excited because they were finally here.

      Hope pursed her lips to prevent her excitement from escaping. She raised her eyebrows, and her smile widened as she nodded at him, her entire body bouncing with the movement. Inclining her head toward the mountain, she pulled him in the direction of the path.

      The grass and blooms were still wet with morning dew, and in a few minutes, Hope’s shoes and pants legs were soaked through. The temperature stayed cool, but Hope was grateful for the brisk air.

      Xan relaxed a little, the tension in his shoulders melting away as they walked on undisturbed. He carried the shield but sheathed the broadsword at his back.

      The road was farther than Hope thought. After walking for several minutes, she turned to look at the willow tree to try to gauge how far they’d come. She frowned in confusion and pointed behind them.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” she whispered, waving her arm at the tree. “We’re still about the same distance from the tree and not any closer to the road.”

      Xan shook his head and grimaced. “Shite.”

      But he didn’t look surprised. Why did he not look surprised? And why was he not whispering anymore? “What’s going on?”

      “Bloody gods on their bloody thrones.” He looked up into the sky. “We’re here! Whatever test you need to send, please do it now and stop wasting our time, eh?”

      Hope gasped. What was wrong with him? Xan had always been deferential to the gods, or at least respectful. And they were requesting an audience. Didn’t he understand?

      A gust of air pushed Hope, making her sway on her feet. As she regained her footing, another gust, stronger than the first, barreled into her. A loud screeching sound, followed by the bleating of a goat and the roar of a lion, filled the air, the three animals creating a cacophony of sound.

      “Shite!” Xan pulled out the broadsword and jumped in front of Hope with the shield just as a flying serpent breathed fire.

      At her.

      The air went from cool to blistering in a second, and Hope squealed as her pants steamed, releasing the remaining moisture from the morning dew.

      The beast swept past them, and Hope got her first look at the attacking monster.

      “I thought the Chimaera was dead,” she said.

      Xan glanced at her and shook his head. “Bloody gods.”

      She had a single immortal blade from Athan, and that was it. “Give me your daggers.”

      He lifted his occupied arms, and she guessed that was an invitation. Darting forward, she reached for the blades and remembered she’d left one in Ares’s stomach before they’d been removed from his temple. She pulled the single immortal knife from its sheath at Xan’s waist. “I bet you wish you’d let me keep my knives now.”

      Xan snorted but kept his gaze on the circling beast. “I think you have one of them in your hand, and you can’t fight with more than two. Now, heads up.”

      Hope watched the Chimaera circle the meadow. The lion and goat watched the ground, and the serpent coiled and writhed. Then its head drew back.

      “He’s coming back for a second strike,” Xan yelled.

      Then the ground shook, and both Hope and Xan stumbled to maintain their footing.

      “What the Hades?” Xan darted glances around the valley and back to the air. “I can’t see it!”

      “Focus on the Chimaera—”

      A thundering squeal echoed through the valley.

      Xan’s face paled. He crossed to Hope and yelled over the din, “Do you want the Chimaera or the Erymanthian Boar?”

      His weapon would work for either animal, but the small blades she held would only work in close proximity. Her hands grew slick, and she sucked in a deep breath. “Neither.”

      “Funny,” Xan said, shaking his head. “You’d best take the boar. Just don’t let him gore you, right?”

      So much for her curse providing her protection. “Right.”

      She scanned the horizon, waiting for the animal to bear down on them. The thundering of hooves drew closer, and the black, hairy beast crested the hilltop and squealed again.

      She’d have to trust that Xan would keep the Chimaera off her back while she slayed the legendary boar. And she would likewise need to keep the huge pig away from him. Hope ran toward the willow tree as the monstrous beast closed in from the other side.

      The creature was at least as big as a horse, and two to three times as thick. He was surprisingly fast for his girth, and Hope tried to calculate where best to meet his attack. Her weapons would only be effective if she could bury them deep. If she drove the dagger straight into his chest, the blade should pierce its heart. Or his eye into his brain. Eye. Chest. Eye. Chest.

      At forty paces and closing, the boar’s stench hit her, unwashed animal and rotting meat. Its beady eyes gleamed in anticipation, and it squealed in its final charge.

      Hope flung Athan’s blade at the animal’s chest, and the knife sunk deep into the muscle of the boar’s front leg. But the animal didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow his charge.

      And she had only one knife left, which meant one strike. She had to kill it. Eye. Chest. Eye.

      The boar crashed into her, and the force felt like a semitruck. Pain exploded through her, its intensity too great to even have an epicenter. Hope screamed as she drove the knife deep into the animal’s eye. The boar’s screech was deafening, and Hope pushed the blade deeper until it was buried to the hilt. She pulled it as far to the left as she could, the blade slicing through tissue like butter, and then pushed it all the way to the right. Her vision tunneled, but she yanked the weapon out and drove it in again. Again and again. She couldn’t even see the beast’s eyes anymore, but she continued to bury the blade into the animal until the squeals stopped and the beast collapsed . . . on her. The hilt of the other blade was pressing on her stomach, and she slid her hand, slick with blood, down to try to move it. The pain was incredible, and spots floated over her vision.

      She wanted to get the animal off and grunted as she tried to move it. She simply couldn’t move the cursed creature. The hairy beast was dead weight on top of her. Hope pushed her hands under the animal, but every time she tensed her abdomen to use her core strength, she gasped in pain. Something wasn’t right. The pain pulsed with her heartbeat, and tears leaked down her cheeks.

      “Bloody hell. You better still be alive under there, Hope.” Xan’s voice was tight with irritation. “If you’re dead, I’m going to be bloody boiling.”

      The pressure lifted from her chest, and Hope sucked in a breath. She could taste ash and dirt, as well as the rank smell of the boar. The earth shook when the boar landed on the ground beside her.

      A gash ran from Xan’s chin to his cheek, the blood already starting to crust over, but the furrow of his brow relaxed when he saw Hope’s face. “You all right, princess?”

      She wanted to laugh. She wanted to jump up and give him a hug and tell him thanks. But the pain in her abdomen . . . She shut her eyes and put her hands over the now clear epicenter of her agony.

      “Aw, bells. You got gored, didn’t you?” He knelt by her side and pulled her hands away from the wound. He swore again as he pulled his shirt off and turned it inside out. “It’s all right. Put this here. The bleeding will stop. You’re immortal.”

      She wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure her or convince himself. Either way, it wasn’t working. As he held his shirt to her abdomen, she realized he was using both hands to apply pressure. “Where’s your sword?”

      Xan brushed the tears from her cheeks. “Always wanting my weapons, aren’t you? I used it to kill the Chimaera, and it turned to ash. My knives are gone, too. When we get back, you’ll owe me a new set.”

      She nodded, or she tried to nod. The pain wasn’t as bad as it had been only seconds before, and heaviness settled across her midsection, making her lower extremities go numb. Her vision blurred, and the edges dimmed, tunneled, and settled into blackness. She wanted to tell him she was sorry. She wanted to warn him that she was going to pass out. She wanted to say something. But the darkness swallowed her whole.

      Shouting pulled her from oblivion, and Hope peeled her eyes open.

      “She’s. Not. Dead,” Xan said, standing over her body. He waved back a woman dressed in a white chiton. The tattoos covering his back and arms danced in and out of focus with the movement of his muscles as he moved to block the woman from getting any closer to Hope.
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      Hope

      The tall woman’s long auburn curls danced in the breeze, and the hem of her chiton rose and fell all the way up the slit to her knees. Vibrant green eyes, reminiscent of Hephaestus, were framed by long black lashes, but the eyes were the only similarity between the god of blacksmiths and this deity. Where Hephaestus was rough and considered imperfect, this goddess was strikingly flawless. Her skin was roses and cream, and she had high cheekbones, an elegant neck, and pink bow lips. Her sculpted features made it clear she was a goddess.

      “I’m only here to welcome you, Son of Ares.” The musical lilt of her voice was ringing crystal. “We should get your companion to Olympus so the healers may attend to her.”

      Xan’s shoulders tightened. “You have healers on Olympus?”

      Hope put her hand to her abdomen. The puncture wound from the tusk of the boar was only a puckering of her skin. In another minute, she would be healed.

      The goddess tilted her head to the side, studying Xan, but her condescending smile was betrayed by the tightening of her shoulders and the hardness of her features. “Of course.”

      She was lying. Why would they have healers on Olympus?

      Hope sat up, and her vision swam out of focus. The colors blurred, the blues and greens and whites turning to a fuzzy gray, and the goddess became only a hazy figure. Hope braced her hands on the ground to stay upright.

      “Surely you don’t expect her to stay here on the ground, young demigod. She will heal much better in her own room, in her own bed.”

      Hope could feel Xan beside her, hear his feet moving in the grass as he shifted his weight. She wanted to protest, wanted to wait until she was better before entering the hall of the gods. She wanted her wits about her, and she couldn’t even keep her eyes open without getting nauseated.

      She reached forward, grasping the denim of his pants leg and tugging to get his attention.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      Xan knelt before her, cupping her face with his hands. “You’re awake.” He brushed her cheeks with his thumbs. “Are you all right? Are you well enough to stand?”

      She blinked again and again, but her vision would not come into focus. Hope shook her head, and her stomach roiled. When she clenched her hands to her stomach, her balance was thrown off, making her sway. Through clenched teeth, she said, “I can’t see.”

      The goddess cleared her throat. “If you’re not going to come up to Olympus, would you like me to put you back in the mortal realm?”

      The ground vibrated with the tapping of her foot, and Hope wanted to hit her to make her stop.

      “We’d better go,” Hope whispered to Xan. “It’s why we’re here. I don’t want to have to fight something else to come back.”

      Xan snorted, but he knelt down and put his shoulder under Hope’s arm. “We can do this,” he said as he practically lifted her to her feet. He shifted Hope to his side then said to the goddess, “We’re ready.”

      The goddess sighed, an impatient huff. “Right,” she snapped. “Let’s go.”

      She reached forward and grabbed Hope’s wrist in one hand and Xan’s wrist in the other. With a jolt, they transported, landing on a polished white marble floor in a long hall. The goddess released her grip with a sniff and wiped her hands on the front of her dress.

      Hope’s knees gave out, and she would’ve slid to the floor without Xan to support her.

      “Careful, lass,” he whispered. But even his whisper echoed down the empty hall, disrupting the heavy silence.

      “You will wait here,” the goddess said, and then she disappeared.

      “Bloody gods,” Xan muttered. He eased Hope to the ground and sat beside her on the cool marble. “Are you doing any better?”

      Xan traced over her face gently with his fingertips, and Hope stared him in the eyes. His pupils came into focus first, then his irises. By the time she nodded that she was doing better, she was better. Her hand went to her stomach, and the skin was smooth and tight. “Finally.”

      Xan sat back with a sigh. Shaking his head, he said, “You gave me a scare. I think I aged a hundred years in those few minutes. I told you to not get gored.”

      Now that it was over, and she was better, it was easy to joke about. “I didn’t know how to make sure the knife stuck. I threw the first one, but . . .” She shrugged. “I knew I couldn’t miss the second.”

      Xan grimaced. “That tusk went right through you. All the way. I wasn’t sure you would pull through.”

      “I killed it, didn’t I?” She felt some vindication in killing the animal that had gored her. Granted, if she weren’t immortal, she’d be dead, too.

      He glowered and shook his head. “It was a test. That’s all. Once the Chimaera and the boar were downed, they disappeared. Along with the weapons.”

      Only a test. That stung her pride. But still, they’d passed, even if it wasn’t with flying colors, and they were on Olympus.

      “Who’s the goddess who brought us here?”

      Xan rubbed his hands up and down his arms where goosebumps showed on his exposed flesh. “No idea, but she’s a piece of work. She kept demanding I leave you for dead afore you woke up. And if you could’ve seen the look on her face when you opened your eyes . . .” He ran his hand through his hair. “She does not like you.”

      Well, that narrowed it down. Hope picked at the frayed hole in her shirt. The edges had been saturated but were now crusty and hard with her own dried blood. Her jeans were shredded down the left side, and she put her hand to the back of her head to discover her hair was also matted with blood. “I’m a hot mess.”

      Xan’s chuckle was warm and comforting. “You’re a bloody hot mess, luv.” He leaned forward, wiped his thumb across her forehead, and kissed where he’d wiped. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

      The air shifted in the hall, and palpable power emanated from behind Hope. She didn’t want to look to see which god was there. She just wanted one more moment before the next catastrophe hit.

      But Xan’s pupils dilated, and he scrambled to stand. Anguish etched over his features, fine lines forming around his eyes as he grimaced with the torment of seeing what she had not. He balled his hands, and the tension climbed up his arms. “You will not harm her.”

      Hope jumped up, spinning to face the next foe. Her vision swam and then solidified on the god of the sun.

      Apollo stared at her, his lips set in a grim line as his gaze traveled the length of her body. Extending an open palm, he waved at her. “What is this?” He clenched his teeth and shifted toward Xan. “Is this your doing?”

      Xan’s features were granite, and he met the god’s gaze with icy determination. “Nay, Lord. It is the Olympians. We were met by the Chimaera and the Erymanthian Boar.”

      Apollo stepped forward and grabbed her shirt. “And this?”

      Xan continued to stand tall as he faced the god’s wrath. “She was gored.”

      The vehemence transcended language as Apollo swore. Pushing Xan aside, Apollo ran his hand over her abdomen as he lifted the hem of her shirt to examine her wound.

      Hope instinctively jumped away from his touch.

      “You need never fear me, Hope,” the god of the sun said. “I’m very pleased to see—”

      Thunder reverberated through the hall, and Ares appeared. Wearing green cargo pants, a black tank top, and cargo boots, he looked like he was ready to run an army relay. His lip curled into a vicious sneer as he stared down the other god. “Little brother, are you chasing skirts?”

      Apollo clenched his jaw. “Ares.”

      The god of war pushed Apollo and Hope to the side and grabbed Xan’s shoulder. “Son,” he growled. “I thought I made myself perfectly clear at our last meeting.”

      “Yes, Father. You did.” Xan was only an inch or two shorter than Ares, and they were equally built. But Xan was not a god.

      “Then tell me . . .” Ares circled his son like a shark. Stopping behind Xan, Ares gripped his son’s shoulder, and Xan grimaced as Ares drove his thumb into the nerve. He then leaned in and asked, “Why are you here?”

      “Stop!” Hope couldn’t take it. She reached for Xan, tugging on his arm until Ares released him. “He’s here for me. If you’re going to be angry, be mad at me. It’s not his fault.”

      Xan gasped with relief and wrapped his arms around Hope’s waist.

      The god of war pushed Apollo to the side and stepped up to Hope. “Do you think it right to command him?”

      Command him? Hope opened her mouth to tell the arrogant god of war exactly what she thought, but Apollo slid in between them, his broad back to her.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Apollo warned. He scooted to the side, exposing Xan. “Deal with your own how you see fit, but leave mine alone.”

      Ares’s gaze went from Apollo to Hope to Xan. “Right.”

      With a meaningful glance at Hope, Ares secured her attention. He took two steps, until he was back in front of his son, all the time looking at her. His eyes glinted with malice, and with lightning speed, he drove his fist into Xan’s stomach. Before the demigod had time to cry out, the two of them disappeared.

      “No,” Hope screamed. She turned and twisted, looking down the hall to see if she could find them. But the hall was empty. So she ran. Down one end then the other, listening for any sound that might tell her where Ares and Xan had disappeared.

      “You won’t find them,” Apollo said. The god leaned against the alabaster wall, his golden skin a sharp contrast to the marble. “He may not even be on Olympus anymore.”

      “How do I get him back?” she pleaded. It wasn’t right for Xan to be punished because of her. “What do I need to do?”

      Apollo pushed off from the wall and closed the distance. Standing over her, he asked, “Haven’t you done enough?”

      The words were more painful than the boar’s tusk. Hope sank to the ground, the weight of what she’d done sinking into her heart. “I didn’t mean—”

      The goddess with the green eyes reappeared. She was holding a fluffy white robe, which she extended toward Hope. “My dear girl.”

      Apollo eyed the goddess warily. “What are you doing here?”

      She frowned, and her hand fluttered at the base of her neck. “Whatever do you mean, talking to me that way? Don’t you think it is fitting that I welcome Hope to Olympus? After all,” she said, narrowing her gaze until her vibrant eyes were as hard as emeralds, “I’m the queen here.”

      Hera. Of course, it was Hera.

      “May I take you to a room, my dear? Help you clean up?” Hera frowned as she looked at Hope. “You look quite dreadful.”

      Hope looked from Apollo to Hera, trying to gauge any warmth, any sincerity, or even a modicum of genuine concern. But Hope’s head was a jumbled mess. Her thoughts raced, mostly about Xan. Whatever she’d hoped to gain by coming to Olympus felt like an impossible, childish dream. “Can you take me to Xan?”

      “Ares is brutal, but he won’t kill his sons,” Hera said with a meaningful look at Apollo.

      It was a small reassurance but seemingly the only one Hope would get.

      Hera shook the robe. “Let’s go, child.”

      Hope didn’t know what else to do. Sagging with exhaustion and defeat, she acquiesced. For all she knew, Hera was going to take Hope somewhere and kill her. “Okay.”

      Apollo cleared his throat. “I will come looking for her, Hera, so be sure you keep her safe. I will not take kindly if so much as a hair on her head is damaged further. Your involvement has already been noted, and I will speak to Zeus if I even think you’re planning her harm.”

      With the words of Apollo hanging between them, Hope’s fear of imminent death waned. Looking up into the face of her torturer and savior, she said, “Thanks.”

      Hope could feel his gaze as she followed Hera down the hall.

      “Don’t think that because Apollo has a vested interest in you that you’ll be safe here,” Hera said without even glancing back at Hope. The goddess turned, and suddenly a corner and hallway materialized. She continued walking down the hall that hadn’t existed just seconds ago.

      Hope tried to keep a map in her head. But as she hurried to keep up with the goddess, Hope noticed that with every turn, the previous hall disappeared. When she looked behind her, there were no turns, only one long hallway.

      Hope stopped the next time Hera turned. The goddess disappeared around a corner and poked her head back to glare at Hope. “I don’t have all day to entertain you, so please be respectful of my time. We’re almost there.”

      Hera raised her hand and beckoned Hope. The goddess’s flowing chiton swayed with the movement.

      Hope felt like she was slogging through mud but did her best to catch up.

      As soon as they were walking tandem again, Hera continued her monologue. “He’s a fickle god, Apollo is, with a short memory. He bores easily, too. You might’ve caught his eye, but don’t think there is anything lasting.” Hera threw the words behind her, like tossing scraps to a dog. “I would hate to see you get hurt.”

      Not for a single second did Hope believe Hera’s words. But to tell Hera she was a liar at this point would be rash stupidity. Instead, Hope pressed her lips together and followed demurely behind the queen of Olympus.

      Hera stopped in front of a heavy wooden door. The glossy lacquer gave the details painted on the wood a bizarre life-like appearance, and Hope stared at the image of the peacock with its tail feathers in full display.

      Hera pushed the door open and turned to Hope. The goddess wrinkled her nose and, with a contemptuous sniff, said, “I suggest you take a bath first. I’ll have food brought to you shortly. And then I think we should talk.”

      Without waiting for Hope’s response, Hera left, disappearing around another magical corner.

      With a sigh of frustration, Hope stepped into the room.

      Everything was pristine white. Long, gauzy curtains billowed from the open windows, and Hope crossed the monochromatic room to look outside. Of course, it made perfect sense that they were atop a mountain, and there was an ocean view from the window. The sun was starting its descent, the glowing orb heavy with its light and heat, sinking slowly over the horizon. Waves crashed onto the deserted beach, the pale sand shimmering in the late afternoon rays.

      With a deep breath, Hope faced the expansive space. The bed reminded her of her bed at the conservatory, all white linens, only the pillows here had no accent color. Just more and more white. The marble walls were without adornment, with the exception of the threads of silver and gray that ran through the rock. Almost the antithesis of the Underworld in appearance.

      The bathroom was large and luxurious with a soaker tub separate from the multi-jet spray of the shower. Hope washed the grime from her body, the water turning a dark burgundy as the blood disappeared down the drain. If only her problems could wash away as easily.

      After wrapping a towel around her body, she examined her tattered clothes. They were ruined, for sure, but miraculously, the silver case from Hephaestus was still in the back pocket of her jeans. She dropped the tattered pieces of cloth into a bin and, setting the silver case on the desk, went to find something to wear.

      She found undergarments in a drawer of the dresser, but the only clothes she could find were long dresses in the closet. Hope had never been one for dresses, but apparently the gods had a preference for them, so she slipped a chiton over her head, belting it with a piece of golden cord hanging with the traditional Greek dress. The green fabric was a shade lighter than Athan’s eyes and incredibly soft. Fingering the sleeve, Hope’s thoughts went to the son of Hermes. His laughter, his love, his unwavering support. Even in the conservatory, he’d tried to help her. Her heart ached for him, and she hoped Hermes was keeping him safe. She had to believe that he was.

      Her thoughts then went to Xan, and fear and helplessness seized her.

      A knock startled Hope from her reverie, and she rushed to answer the door.

      “A light supper, miss?” A young satyr stood at the entrance of the room, holding a silver tray. His muscled chest rippled as he held out the heavy platter, his hooves clicking on the marble floor. Dark horns poked through his shaggy brown hair, which matched the hair on his lower extremities.

      Despite the fact that she’d been changing into a Sphinx her entire life, seeing another mixed breed, part man, part goat, was startling. She opened her mouth to say something and then shut it. Would it be rude to ask about being a monster? Did they call them monsters here on Olympus? The scent of meat, rosemary, and yeasty bread wafted into the room, and Hope’s thoughts fled. She reached for the tray and simply said, “Thank you.”

      She wanted to close the door and devour everything on the platter. Chunks of beef swimming in gravy were ladled over golden mashed potatoes. There was a side of roasted vegetables and crusty rolls with butter dripping down their sides. Her mouth watered in anticipation, and then her heart skipped a beat. “Will the food do anything to me? Like in the Underworld? Will it bind me or change me?”

      The satyr frowned. “You think we would poison you?” He pointed at the food. “Feeding you is considered an expression of gentility. Hera must hold you in regard, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      Shame made her blush. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not used to kindness from the gods.”

      It was a gross understatement but true nonetheless. She stepped back into her room and headed toward the desk.

      She could feel the satyr’s studious gaze on her. Hope set the tray down, and seeing the satyr waving to her, she returned to the door, her nerves fraying with every step. “Yes?”

      “A word of caution.” The satyr looked down the hall both ways before continuing. With wide eyes, he whispered, “Don’t confuse etiquette with kindness.”

      Without waiting for her response, the creature left, the clopping of his hooves echoing even after he’d disappeared around a corner.

      The warning dampened her appetite, but after the first few bites, Hope didn’t care if she was being poisoned. The seasoned beef was fork-tender, practically melting in her mouth, and the rich gravy was hearty enough to be a meal with the potatoes. She ate until her stomach protested, and she collapsed back into the white chair with a sigh.

      In less than a second, guilt swept in. Xan was still here. Somewhere. With his father. Gods, Ares had seemed so angry, too.

      She stood and crossed the room, the need to find Xan now paramount to all else. She pulled the door open to start her search and froze.

      Hera stood in the hall, her features pinched in displeasure. When her gaze met Hope’s, the goddess schooled her expression into a bland smile. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “I . . . I wanted to go see Xan.” It sounded like a petulant request, and Hope mentally kicked herself. Yes, she wanted to be nice, but she needed to know Xan was safe, and there was nothing wrong with being loyal to her friend. Hope straightened, squaring her shoulders. At that moment she noticed she was the same height as the goddess. Somehow, the fact Hera couldn’t look down on Hope made her feel a little better.

      Almost as though hearing Hope’s thoughts, Hera pursed her lips and tossed her auburn curls over her shoulder. She shifted, blocking the doorway. “You can’t see him right now. We need to talk.”

      Fine. Hope needed to fulfill her obligation to Hades, and there wasn’t going to be a good time to broach the subject. Pushing her anxiety about Xan to the side, and hoping that angering Hera wouldn’t ruin any chances to break the curse, Hope took a deep breath. With a sweep of her arm, she invited Hera in.

      “Did you get enough to eat?” Hera asked, indicating the tray. She glanced around the room and then glided toward the empty tray.

      “Yes,” Hope said, following closely. “Thank you.”

      Hera stopped at the desk and held up the slender silver case. “What is this? Is this yours?”

      Stupid. Hope should’ve hidden it somewhere. “It’s a . . . sewing kit, from . . . my uncle . . . on my dad’s side.”

      Gods, she was a terrible liar.

      Hera raised her eyebrows. “Really? Why don’t you show me?”

      Hope grabbed the case and popped it open.

      Seeing the instruments, Hera’s suspicion disappeared, and she curled her lip. “You need a needle threader? You must be quite dreadful.”

      Hope thought of the failed sewing project from the conservatory and nodded.

      “Yes, sewing is definitely not one of my talents,” she said and snapped the kit closed.

      Hera walked away from Hope while she spoke. The queen of Olympus settled in one of two upholstered seats in front of the white brick fireplace and waved for Hope to join. Without so much as a glance in Hope’s direction, Hera pushed a button on the mantle, and flames filled the hearth.

      Like in the Underworld, Hope felt like she was playing a game. A game of infinite rules, and she was ignorant of them all. The fire licked and lapped at the wood. The air warmed, and Hope wanted to push her seat away.

      Hera crossed her ankles and stared into the live flames. “Why are you here?”

      “I want to break the curse. I don’t think it’s right that Apollo should get to decide who I love, marry, or have a family with.”

      Hera frowned. “You don’t think it’s right?”

      Was she even being serious? “Would you be okay with Leto determining your choices?”

      “How dare you!” Hera was out of her seat, grabbing the front of Hope’s chiton and shaking her. “Don’t come into my home, eat my food, and then insult me in such a degrading manner. Leto is nothing more than a whore, you imprudent, selfish, girl.”

      Hera threw Hope back into her seat.

      Hope felt like her brain was rattling around in her head, and she had a new respect for her slender ancestor. Clearly, the gods didn’t have to look strong to be strong. It had been a foolish mistake on Hope’s part to mention Apollo and Artemis’s mother to Hera. Stupid. “I’m sorry.”

      Hera glared at her. “It is unforgivable—”

      “But you are my grandmother,” Hope whispered, her ears still ringing from Hera’s abuse.

      Hera froze. Vehemence drained out of her, and her already pale skin blanched. “Why would you even think that?”

      Even if there had been a doubt, Hera’s response would’ve only served to confirm the accusation.

      “I read it. In the Book of the Fates.” Hope pushed herself to the back of the chair and braced for another attack.

      Hera waved her hand in a dismissive gesture and perched on the edge of her seat. “Impossible. Those books don’t even exist anymore. You must’ve been mistaken.”

      “Do you know I just got back from the Underworld?” Did Hera really not know? “Even if I didn’t have access to my Book of the Fates before, I could’ve seen it then. But, we’ve always had ours. The Moirai gave it to . . .” Something in Hera’s look made Hope stop. The Moirai gave the book to Priska, who in turn gave it to Phaidra when she was old enough to have it. Exposing Priska’s part would only put her at risk for Hera’s wrath. “Us. We know you were Phoibe’s mother.”

      “But the Books of the Fates were sealed,” Hera said in a hushed tone. Horror washed over her features, and she shook her head. “They were all bound.”

      Hades had been right. Hera had gone to great lengths in an attempt to preserve her reputation. And here was Hope’s bargaining chip. “Not that one.”

      Hera narrowed her gaze into a steely glare as she faced Hope. Leaning forward, the goddess asked in a voice like ground glass, “What do you want?”

      Hope wanted to tell Hera that she needed to help Hope break the curse. If Hera was on Hope’s side, surely the gods would support it. But, her oath to Hades had to be honored. “Is it true that you bound the gods of the Underworld to protect your secret?”

      Hera sucked in a breath, the angry hissing a chilling sound. Leaning toward Hope, she whispered, “Who said that?”

      Hope couldn’t think of any reason not to tell the truth. “Hades.”

      “Hades is a fool.” But the queen of the gods wrung her hands, twisting them in her lap.

      “Look, I get that you don’t want your secret to get out. But, really, who cares? It was thousands of years ago, and you’ve been faithful ever since, right? If you acknowledge the truth—”

      Hera pointed a manicured finger at Hope. “Don’t pretend in your little mind that you know anything about me.”

      Hope held up her hands. “I don’t. I’m asking you to consider breaking the binding on the Underworld. There’s no reason not to.”

      Hera clutched her hands together in her lap and straightened. She pursed her lips as if she were considering Hope’s request.

      Seconds ticked by, and Hope turned her gaze toward the window. The sun had set, and the hue of the sky was deepening into a rich indigo.

      “And if I were to consider this . . . request,” Hera said, her eyes cold and calculating, “where would I find your Book of the Fates now?”

      Warning bells went off in Hope’s head. There was no way she would have Hera track Athan down. “Why?”

      Hera leaned back in the chair. Crossing her ankles, she smoothed the fabric of her chiton. Finally, she looked at Hope, lip curled in contempt. The goddess sniffed, barely able to deign having a conversation with someone so insignificant, and said, “Bring me the Book of the Fates, and I’ll consider your request.”

      Hope’s immediate response was to mentally kick herself for not bringing it with her. “It’s not here.”

      Hera held out her hand, and Hope’s tattered backpack materialized. She extended the pack to Hope. “Is it in here?”

      Hope grabbed the pack and held it close before answering. “No.”

      Hera studied Hope. “You wouldn’t try to lie to me, would you? How do I know this isn’t made up, a story Hades fed you to try to get his way? If you died, the story would disappear with you, and no one would be the wiser.”

      Games. Always games. Hope would need to call the bluff. “I’ve given it to a friend. If I don’t come back from Olympus, he’ll make sure the story gets out.”

      “Then I suggest you have a talk with your pathetic friend,” Hera sneered. She stood and crossed over to Hope. “Now. Before he’s dead.”

      Hope’s mind raced. Could Hera really know whom Hope was talking about? She clutched her backpack. Hope opened her mouth to ask, to plead, to promise, but the words disappeared as she was transported.
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      Athan

      Athan flipped through the pages of Hope’s Book of the Fates again. The crimson leather was wearing thin on the corners that had blackened with time, and he traced his fingers over the golden lettering on the front. Athan knew hiding the truth was wrong, but he also understood the shame that came with mistakes of the past. Hera’s desperate actions to cover up her infidelity made sense. Her hypocrisy could be exploited by one of the other gods, the perfect tool for manipulation.

      But it still wasn’t right.

      “Do you mind if we write in it?” a woman asked.

      Athan startled with the question. Three beautiful women crossed the dark rock toward him, and his heart raced as he recognized the Fates.

      The Moirai goddess, Lachesis, looked intently at him as she strode forward, carrying her measuring rod as though it were a walking stick.

      Tucking the heavy tome under his arm, he jumped up to greet his visitors.

      Lachesis, Atropos, and Clotho looked exactly the same as the last time he’d seen them in the throne room of Hades. All three wore matching traditional chitons, and the leather messenger bag they always had with them was slung across Lachesis’s chest.

      Clotho, the blond goddess, continued to knit, but she leveled her intense gaze on him. Both Lachesis and Atropos also stared at him, with similarly penetrating gazes, and he self-consciously ran his hands over his shirt and pants to smooth out any wrinkles.

      With no way to accurately measure time, Athan wondered if he looked a little worse for wear. When was the last time he’d changed his clothes or taken a shower? Was it hours or days that he’d been trapped in the Underworld?

      Atropos pointed at the thick book. “May I see it?”

      He hesitated long enough for awkwardness to settle between them.

      “I promise I’ll return it,” she said with a huff of impatience.

      “It’s not that,” he said, anxious to reassure them. “I was just wondering if you touching it would affect it being bound here.”

      Clotho smiled. “Very astute, but no. Our touch will not affect the book’s ability to leave here. We are tied here. The other books are connected to this realm only because we are. In truth, the Olympians can call for a psychopomp to transport them.” She raised her eyebrows and continued, “Like your father.”

      Athan held it out toward the three goddesses, and Atropos took it. Opening the book, she skipped past the pages of writing until she got to the blank pages. Then she touched a pair of shears to the paper, and black script appeared, page after page of angled writing. When she was done, she held it out to Lachesis, who did the same. Touching the etched rod to the paper, more script appeared. This writing was flowy, with loops, embellishments, and doodles in the margins. When she was finished, she held it out to her sister. Clotho touched her needles to the blank page, only for a second, before she pulled them back to resume her knitting. Another writing, with distinctly different penmanship, appeared, this one a hurried scrawl. They then handed the book back to Athan.

      “Is Hope’s story in there?” The thought that he could read about what she was doing made his heart swell with anticipation.

      Lachesis shook her head. “No. Her story isn’t finished, yet.”

      The initial disappointment washed away as understanding dawned. At least he knew she was still alive. “Can you take me to her?”

      Atropos barked a short laugh. “Impossible.”

      “We are still bound, Son of Hermes.” Clotho continued to watch him as she knit, her eyes full of warmth. “Our power is limited to the Underworld. But perhaps we can make your accommodations more comfortable.”

      “It’s okay,” he said. He didn’t want to be in debt to any other god, and more than that, he didn’t want to be stuck in the Underworld long enough to need such things. “I don’t—”

      Lachesis pulled a thread from her bag, as well as a small silver ring. Clotho took the ring and, with a couple of loops, set the stitch marker in place. Then she took the thread from Lachesis and started to knit.

      The black rock of the Underworld became liquid night around him. Walls formed with doorways then halls. Curtains on windows, a kitchen table, cabinets, counters, and a sink.

      “You can give me running water?”

      A slow smile spread across Clotho’s porcelain features. “Yes, but remember where you are.”

      Right. He couldn’t drink the water or he’d be bound. Even so, the idea of a shower was pretty appealing.

      She continued her pattern until they were standing in the middle of a very modern living room. Then she pulled the string from her needles and handed it to Lachesis, trading for her previous project.

      “Your room is at the end of the hall,” Atropos said. Her sharp gaze went to Clotho and then returned to him. With a troubled expression, she said, “The other three are ours.”

      Shock rippled through him. “You’re staying with me?”

      Lachesis cleared her throat, and the three goddesses were silent as troubled expressions settled over their faces. Finally, Lachesis nodded. “Our mother asked us to look after you for a while.”

      Which also meant he wasn’t leaving any time soon. With a deep sigh, he turned toward the hall. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      Lachesis laughed.

      He didn’t catch Clotho’s response, if she even had one, because he’d already started down the hall. But Atropos’s words followed him all the way to his room.

      “Good idea.”
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      Hope

      As soon as the room materialized around her, Hope sensed the wrongness of it. The smell of metal and blood made her stomach turn, and her vision confirmed the sense of foreboding as she took in the splashes of red against the marble walls. She swallowed back the fear crawling inside her throat, turned, and gasped. Her backpack slid from her hands to the floor.

      Xan was chained to a wall. Chained. His face was distorted from the torture, his eyes swollen shut and his nose smashed, probably broken in several places.  Dried blood caked his chin, and his lower lip oozed from a deep split. Again. Black and blue contusions mottled his chest, the tattoos mixing with the bruises in grotesque patterns of pain. Xan’s pants were mostly still intact, although his belt and waistband were saturated with dark moisture from the lashes on his torso. Then she noticed there were rips and tears in his pants as if torn from a whip? Blood pooled underneath him, and even his bare feet were swollen and bloodied. The rattled wheezing of his labored breathing was the only indication he was still alive.

      With a cry, she ran to him but stopped herself from touching him. She searched his body, looking for somewhere free from Ares’s wrath, but the god had been meticulous in his torture.

      “Hope?” Xan tilted his chin up and grunted in pain.

      “Oh, gods.” She choked on the words. The guilt of letting Ares take him strangled her. How could she have not demanded to follow? How could she have showered, and eaten all that food, while he was down here? She was the worst person ever. Hera had called Hope selfish, and she was. Oh gods, she was.

      Hope ripped off a piece of the flowing chiton and dried her tears. Then she took the moistened fabric and dabbed at Xan’s face. “I’m so sorry.”

      The guilt and horror were just like after being at Ares’s temple, but so much worse. Hope wiped the blood from Xan’s face until the green fabric was red. Her tears continued to run, and she ripped a second then a third piece from the dress as she attempted to clean off the blood. Slowly, Xan began to heal. Every second felt like an eternity, but she wouldn’t stop her ministrations.

      Her heart was broken, her chest empty and hollow, and she threw the now saturated fabric into the corner with the others. Studying her much shorter skirt, she looked for a way to rip off another bit of fabric.

      “If you take any more off, and we actually get out of here, Athan won’t just beat me up,” Xan said.

      Hope looked up into Xan’s face. Fresh tears cascaded down her cheeks, and she wrapped her arms around him. “I thought he’d killed you.”

      Xan’s chest rumbled as he chuckled. “I already told you he wouldn’t do that. Now, where did you get the new threads?”

      Hope wiped her face on the loose fabric covering her shoulders. “Hera.” She outlined the conversation she’d had with her great-grandmother. “She thinks you have the Book of the Fates.”

      Xan studied Hope, weighing the information she’d shared. Finally, he said, “Don’t tell her the truth. Right now, you have control. Don’t relinquish it to her.”

      “But I don’t even know where it is.”

      Xan winced as he nodded, his arms twitching as if he wanted to pull them from the chains. “But she doesn’t know that. You need to get her to swear an oath to you, something that will bind her. Find out how much she’s willing to give, and then hold her to it.”

      Of course. Even beaten and bloody, Xan could think straight and know what to do.

      “What about you?” She fiddled with the metal shackles binding him to the wall. “How do I get you out of here?”

      “No.”

      She froze, unable to believe what she’d heard. She stepped back from him so she could see his face, and she was shocked with the determination found there. “What do you mean?”

      “If you help me get out of here, every god on Olympus will know I can be used against you, and you will lose all your power.”

      A sinking sensation sucked away her confidence. Everything he said was true, but he was all she had left.

      “But if you leave me here, they won’t know. They’ll wonder and doubt at your decision, and you will still hold the cards. Come on now, lass,” he continued, “Ares may have beaten me, but these were all flesh wounds. He’s ecstatic. Hera is raging mad, and Apollo is running around politicking and bargaining. The others are livid because they now know Apollo was the cause of destruction in the Olympian temple, and he’s trying to do damage control. They are all desperate with fear, and all of Olympus is in an upheaval. The gods are bickering and fighting with one another, flinging accusations and blame. Ares loves it.”

      Xan was lying, at the very least about the flesh wounds, but she had no doubt he would tell her what was in her best interest. Even so, Hope knew her goal of breaking the curse was hopeless. This power Xan thought she had was an illusion. Apollo had to acknowledge the fulfillment of the curse, and Hope had no enticement to force his hand. Hera wanted the Book of the Fates to keep her secret safe, but Hope didn’t even know where it was, and without that, Hope had no collateral for the queen of Olympus.

      Hope sat on the floor at his feet, brushing off the dried blood. “But I can’t actually do anything.”

      “One thing at a time, luv. Get her to swear an oath on the Styx, if you give her the Book of the Fates, she must release the binding on the gods of the Underworld. At least you know you have allies there.”

      True. The Moirai could help if they were here.

      “What about you?”

      Xan smiled, and the macabre sight was oddly comforting. “When Ares shows up and kicks you out, make him actually kick you out. He probably won’t touch you because of Apollo, and if you refuse to leave through a portal, he’ll have to literally show you the door. At that point, you’ll be in the hallway. See what you can figure out from there. Any information about the lay of the land could be helpful.”

      She didn’t want to tell him how she’d seen the hallways curve and disappear. She pushed back the doubt and fear, determination sinking into her soul. She could figure it out. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s my girl.” He dipped his head, and his gaze fell to her backpack. “How did you get that back?”

      “Hera gave it to me.” Hope sighed and scooted across the floor to get it. “I have no idea how she got it.” Hope tried to remember the last time she’d had the pack. “Would your dad have given it to her?”

      Xan grimaced. “If he did, he would’ve had a reason for it. What’s in there?”

      She grabbed the pack and sat cross-legged in front of Xan. Opening the flap, she pulled out a thick cream envelope. She’d forgotten all about it, but Athan must’ve put it in her pack after she gave him her Book of the Fates. “There’s a coin in here. From Myrine. She gave it to me when I was in Goldendale.”

      She set the envelope on the floor and turned back to the bag.

      “Wait.”

      Her hand froze in midair.

      “Show me the coin, please?”

      She tore open the envelope and dropped the heavy coin into her palm. Holding it up for Xan, she showed him the side with the scales then flipped it to the side with the cornucopia. “He told me it was a gift, or maybe it was an apology.”

      Xan’s mouth dropped open, and his hands flinched in the metal shackles. In a reverent tone, he said, “That’s a coin from Themis. You’d better keep that safe.”

      Hope went to put it in the backpack, but Xan’s words stopped her.

      “Safer than that, Hope. Keep it on you.”

      Blushing, she tucked the coin into the top of her undergarments and then reached back in the pack. She pulled out a bottle of water and gave a chirp of triumph. She held the water to Xan’s lips while he drank it. All of it.

      With a deep sigh, she resumed her seat, pulled out the buttery-yellow Book of the Fates, and frowned. She’d taken the book with her everywhere since returning from the Underworld, until she lost it at Ares’s temple. So far the yellow book had been useless. With a sigh, she set it on the floor.

      “Still upset with your father?” Xan asked.

      “No.” Hope dropped her shoulders and rolled her eyes. “Not you, too.”

      He chuckled. “What do you mean?”

      “Athan has this theory that this Book of the Fates belongs to my father. And the reason I can’t read it is because I hate him so much. It’s stupid. Why would I need my father’s book? He left us.” But as she spoke the words, she felt the difference in her speech. Every other time she’d spoken of her dad, the emotion in her chest was hot and bitter. But today?

      Maybe seeing how Ares treated his son or how Hermes treated Athan made her change. Maybe her feelings had changed after watching Xan willingly sacrifice himself for her. Over and over. Or maybe it was knowing that even though she loved Athan, she couldn’t stay with him without putting him in jeopardy. Her gaze went to Xan. Love was best shown through sacrifice, and sometimes that sacrifice wasn’t readily apparent. And sometime love wasn’t readily apparent, either.

      There was no searing bitterness in her chest for her father. Only . . . curiosity. Maybe there was more to her father’s story than she really knew, but even if there wasn’t, did he really deserve her hate? She didn’t even know him.

      It didn’t matter why he left; it still hurt. But seeing her emotions for what they really were . . . She could acknowledge the hurt and let the bitterness go. So today, there was no anger.

      And if she met him tomorrow . . .

      “When I found you in the Underworld, right after you’d seen your mum and dad, you were glowing with joy.”

      Like so many times over the last few months, Xan seemed to know exactly what she needed to hear.

      “I understand you don’t know what happened all those years ago and whatever knowledge you got when you visited them got lost in the Lethe. But you were happy. And you were happy about him.”

      Hope’s eyes filled with tears as the rage dissolved, and she recognized the emotion behind her vehement anger. She’d been abandoned by her father, and that hurt. But she had to believe that whatever he’d said to her in the Underworld, whatever it was that made her happy about meeting him, meant that he didn’t leave willingly. And he was dead. There had to be more. And she wanted to understand.

      With a trembling hand, she reached out, grabbed the cover, and flipped the yellow book open. Hope gasped as familiar slanted black script greeted her. And there, on the first page, was the name of her father, Luc Symeon Nicholas.

      “You were right,” she breathed. Athan was right. Surprising emotion ripped through her chest.

      Xan smiled, a glowing triumphant grin that lit up his entire face.

      The air in the room shifted, and his expression morphed in a single heartbeat.

      “Little monster,” Ares said. His chilling tone matched his sneer.

      She snatched the book to her chest, her gaze going to Xan like he could provide protection.

      Ares circled her, as a vulture circles his prey. “What are you doing in here?”

      The panic in Xan’s eyes cautioned her. This was it. The power play, and to win, to beat them at their game, she would need to pull this off. And do it convincingly.

      She swallowed and felt the fear travel down her chest, settling heavily in her gut. Her heart fluttered like a caged butterfly, but she pulled her shoulders down in an attempt to seem relaxed. Meeting Ares’s predatory gaze, she raised her chin and said, “Nothing. Hera sent me here. Are you going to let me out now?”
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      Could the god of war hear Hope was on the edge of hysteria? That the thinly veiled horror she felt for him was second to none? Even her fear of Apollo was nothing compared to this. Hope watched the god of war, and her heart pounded so hard she could hear the blood rushing in her ears. Could he hear it too? Would his lust for pain and bloodshed be so great that he would seek it everywhere, even on Olympus?

      She already knew the answer to that.

      This fear, the alarm and dread caused by the god of war, did not turn to anger. She wished it would, that it would become righteous indignation in which she could find strength. There was no strength. This terror clawed and crawled and clamored for her to flee. But she would not. She could not fight him. She had no power to defeat him. None. But courage was a choice, and she would stay.

      “I think not,” was his cold reply. “You’re here on Olympus, and somehow you’ve convinced my son to come with you. Apollo’s pet . . .” Ares pursed his lips as he considered his words. “Who, I think, doesn’t want to be a pet anymore.”

      She should say something. Something that would let him know she wasn’t afraid, but the words wouldn’t come. There were no strong words. Her bluster and bravado had fled.

      “So, then. I will ask you again, little monster. How did you get in? What do you want in here? It doesn’t even appear that you’ve tried to free Xan, but you’ve cleaned him up.” He pointed at the torn pieces of her dress saturated with his son’s blood. “What do you want with him?”

      Hope shook her head. She would not make it worse for Xan. “Nothing.”

      Ares’s eyes flashed fire. “You lie.” He crossed the space to his son in two strides and then jabbed a finger in the air toward Hope. “What does she want?”

      Xan clenched his teeth but said nothing as he stared back at his father.

      Ares punched Xan in the stomach, and Xan flinched but couldn’t double over because of his shackles. His head flopped forward, and he gasped for air.

      Grabbing a fistful of Xan’s hair, Ares pulled his son’s head upright and delivered a bone-crunching blow to his cheek.

      “Stop,” Hope screamed. “Stop it!” She couldn’t lie and watch Xan get beaten. She couldn’t do it. She wasn’t strong enough for that, and she didn’t even care. She pushed between Ares and Xan, shoving the god away. Standing between them, she offered Xan the only barrier she could provide. Ashamed with her own weakness, she couldn’t bring herself to look at him but brought her tear-filled gaze up to Ares and pled, “Don’t hit him again.”

      Ares raised his eyebrows as he stared her down. “What do you want with him?”

      Hope shook her head. “Nothing. He’s my friend. I want him safe. Please, don’t hit him again.”

      Evil malice showed in Ares’s triumphant smile. “Friends?” He stepped toe-to-toe with Hope. With his lip curled in contempt, he said, “You are quite mistaken. Xan doesn’t have any friends.”

      Ares grabbed her by the throat and picked her up. Xan shouted her name in desperate, futile anguish.

      Hope kicked and tried to scream, but the sound was crushed without oxygen to fuel it. Her thrashing made no difference. Panic pulsed through her for several seconds before she collided with the marble wall. And then the world went black.

      The scent of sunlight and honeysuckle, sweet and clean, broke through the darkness.

      “She is not yours, and I demand you let me take her,” said a man. His tone was low and urgent, and his voice sounded strangely familiar and protective.

      Even so, she knew she did not want to go with him. Her consciousness roused, and agony exploded down her side. She tried to brace for the next wave of pain, but the anguish relentlessly bombarded her. There was something wrong, so wrong, and the gasping choking sounds were all she could do to plea for help.

      “Shh,” Apollo said as he slid his arms under her and pulled her onto his lap.

      Her head flopped onto his chest, even as his warmth seeped into her. First through her skin, then her muscles, bones, and deep into her organ tissues. She could feel the cells, knitting together, repairing. Her lungs sucked in a greedy breath, and she opened her eyes.

      They were still in Ares’s torture chamber. Xan was still chained to the wall. He wore his terror on every part of his body, and he was straining to free himself. To get to her. When their gazes met, he sagged in relief.

      “She doesn’t want to be your pet,” Ares seethed from the other side of the room. The pale skin of his chest was blistered and red. “I don’t know why you waste your power on her. She doesn’t even like you.”

      “Are you all right to sit up now?” Apollo asked as he stroked her hair.

      She nodded, and the god of the sun propped her up against the wall gently enough that if she were made of blown glass, she would not crack. Keeping his body between hers and Ares’s, Apollo gathered her backpack and stuffed the yellow book inside. When he stopped in front of Xan, the god brushed his fingers across Xan’s battered face.

      “Don’t you dare,” Ares yelled, stepping toward the other god. But his fingers went to his chest, and he stopped. “Don’t touch him.”

      Ignoring Ares, Apollo approached her. He held Hope’s bag out, and she pulled it to her, clutching it close. Kneeling down, he scooped her back into his arms and then faced Ares. “Someday you will learn that brutality cannot win every battle. You are ridiculously foolish, Ares, and you waste your energy and resources on senseless violence. It will never fill that ache inside, and you perpetually condemn yourself to your own misery.”

      “Enough!” The god of war and bloodshed drew a broadsword from the air. “You have nothing I want. Nothing! Get out. Now!”

      Apollo pulled Hope close, cradling her in his arms. His warmth disappeared, and his jaw hardened. “I pity you, Ares.” He walked through the wall and into the hallway.

      The roar of pain from the god of war echoed into the empty space, even after the wall sealed behind them.

      “You seem to find trouble at every turn, Hope.” Apollo’s laugh was like sunshine, and he chuckled as though the terror of moments ago never happened. “Looking after you is much more time-consuming and entertaining than any of my creations before you. And you’re quite lovely, too, if I do say so myself.”

      His calloused words burned her soul. How could he even say that? Like they existed only for his amusement . . . like their interactions were a game? “You mean my mom? I entertain you more than my mom did?”

      “You’re fiercely loyal, my dear.” He glanced down at her, his face alight with adoration, and tucked in his arms. “I may love that most about you.”

      Love? Shaking her head, she put her hand to his chest. “Stop. Please. Put me down.”

      He studied her with his gaze traveling over her body, stopping as he stared at her abdomen.

      She felt a pulse of energy, deep in her core, and the last of her pain fled.

      “There. All better,” he said as he set her gingerly on her feet. “You can stand, yes?”

      “Yes,” she snapped. But she had to reach for the wall as her knees buckled.

      Leaning into her space, he tapped her nose. “Don’t be proud, my Hope. I’m only here to help you.”

      Disbelief so strong made Hope question her grasp on reality. With a blink, she shook her head. But nothing changed. Perhaps, if she pinched herself, she would wake up. Keeping her eyes closed, she pinched her forearm until the pain made her eyes water.

      “What in the name of mother Gaia are you doing?” Apollo pushed her hand away. “That is not right. If I won’t let Ares hurt you, I certainly won’t stand by to watch you harm yourself. What is this foolishness?”

      Hope opened her eyes.

      Apollo was still there in the white marble halls of Olympus, hovering over her with concern.

      “You’re real?” she asked.

      Amusement replaced the concern on his face, and Apollo’s lips twitched with suppressed mirth. “Is that what that was? I’ve heard of this expression, ‘Pinch me’ or some such, like you were dreaming.”

      This made no sense. This was not the same brutal god who’d burned his sons in her room. She couldn’t reconcile him with the picture of ruthlessness she’d assumed as he killed her mother or grandmother. This couldn’t be the same being who murdered Isaak and Phoibe and placed the curse.

      The deity before her was filled with kindness, warmth, concern. He was light and sunshine, honeysuckle and healing. Almost like she couldn’t believe the reality in front of her, she asked, “Who are you?”

      “I am Apollo.” He slid his arm around her waist. “Let’s get you to your room. You are healed, but you will still need time to recover.”

      The thought of going to Hera’s rooms and having the goddess visit made Hope shudder.

      “Are you still hurting?” he asked, slowing his pace. “Would you rather I carry you?”

      Hope was still struggling to merge her two images of Apollo, and with her mind reeling, she couldn’t seem to do anything more than tell the truth. “No. I just don’t want Hera to visit again.”

      “Ah, yes.” His grip around her waist tightened. “Is that how you got into Ares’s chambers? Did she put you there?”

      “Yes, but I’m glad she did. I wanted to see Xan. I was worried . . .” She needed to shut up. She was disclosing how important Xan was to her, exactly what Xan told her not to do.

      His eyebrows drew down in concern. “You care for that young demigod?”

      His tone was neutral, and Hope glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. He didn’t seem upset, only pensive. Even so, she didn’t want to give him anything to hold over her, and more than that, she wanted to keep Xan safe. “He’s helped keep me safe, more than once.”

      “Ah, you feel a debt of gratitude for him,” Apollo said dismissively.

      She wanted to correct him. To tell him how much she valued Xan, but she knew that would be reckless, so she willfully let Apollo misunderstand.

      They arrived at her door with the vibrant peacock with his fan of tail feathers. Staring at the bird, Hope said, “The myths say Hera put the eyes in the peacock so it would spy for her.”

      Apollo touched the door, and it opened. “There are truths in all the myths, even if they are not all true. I will return shortly with food. If you feel up to it, I suggest you bathe.” He leaned over and kissed Hope on the head. “I’ll be right back.”

      He disappeared.
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      With a sigh of relief, Hope closed the door and crossed to the bathroom. Dropping her backpack on the pristine floor, she turned on the water. She was exhausted, but Apollo was right: She would feel better if she were clean. As she stripped off the tattered pieces of the green chiton, the heavy coin dropped to the floor. She put the coin on the counter, too afraid she’d forget about the odd denomination if it were out of her sight.

      By the time she was dressed again, she heard someone knocking at her door.

      “Hope?” Apollo called through the thick wood. “I have breakfast for you.”

      Breakfast. It sounded so wonderful.

      Apollo brought in a laden silver tray and set it on the desk. He pulled out the chair in invitation and smiled as she approached.

      Something in her heart told her she should be careful, but the thought fled when he pulled a silver lid off a plate and the scent of bacon filled the room.

      She sat and grabbed a fork at the same time. The salty goodness of bacon normally made life worth living, and she looked at the scrambled eggs with cheese, just the way she liked.

      Apollo pulled up another seat, next to her, and silently watched, hovering, waiting for her to eat.

      She could only get two bites down before her stomach turned. She thought of Ares and Xan. Xan, who was likely getting beaten again.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, setting down the fork. “I just can’t.”

      “You are worried about the son of Ares?” The perplexed look Apollo gave her made it clear he did not understand.

      “I owe him my life,” she said.

      “You take this debt very seriously.” He leaned back in his chair. “I appreciate loyalty and gratitude.” He pointed at the plate. “If you eat, I will go ensure he is healed. Is that a deal?”

      Relief washed over her, and Hope picked up her fork. The food had no savor, in fact she couldn’t even taste it, but she told herself every bite was balm for Xan. She ate all of it. Bacon, eggs, strawberries, waffles drenched in maple syrup. Real maple syrup and butter. The glass of milk washed it down, and she sat back in the chair with an exhausted sigh.

      “Good,” Apollo said with a chuckle as he materialized beside her. “Healing takes a lot of energy, and that will help with your recuperation. Are you tired now?”

      It was a gross understatement. “A little,” she admitted with a yawn. “But I won’t sleep a wink until I know Xan is okay.” She stared at the beautiful, golden god through half-closed eyelids. “Please?”

      “Ares has left him alone for now. I’ve healed his wounds. Let’s get you to bed.”

      Hope stood, swaying on her feet as she shuffled across the room.

      “If you don’t mind, I’m going to stay”—he held up a hand when she whipped around to protest—“just to watch over you. I don’t want you to have any visitors while you sleep, and this is the only way I can be sure of that.”

      Somehow that made sense. The only person she wanted to see on Olympus right now was Xan, and that felt like an impossibility. But she was certain Apollo wasn’t going to harm her. Hope turned back toward the bed and stumbled over her own feet.

      Apollo slid his arm around her waist again, catching her before she hit the ground. He helped her stand and led her to the bed.

      “Is Ares going to kill him?” she asked. She wanted to believe Hera but didn’t. And the voice in Hope’s head cried for her friend, so, so afraid.

      Apollo frowned as he studied her face. “Your friend again?”

      Hope nodded. Had she already asked him this question? She couldn’t remember.

      “I doubt it. Ares is cruel, but that boy is brilliant. He’s outmaneuvered more than one god, which makes Ares ridiculously proud. It’s rare that we have children we can be proud of. Most are arrogant fools.”

      Hope couldn’t help the shiver that ran down her spine as she thought of Endymion and his brothers.

      “Come on,” Apollo coaxed. “You need your sleep.” He turned the sheets down and tucked Hope into bed. He pulled the curtains, and despite them being gauzy, the room darkened. He pulled one of the upholstered chairs next to the bed and sat down.

      Silence filled the room, and Hope’s mind went back to the horror she’d witnessed. She saw Ares striking Xan, the blood on the walls, Xan’s bruised body. She whimpered as she relived the pain when she’d first woken up.

      “Would you like me to tell you a story?” Apollo asked, sliding his hand under hers, entwining their fingers.

      His touch grounded her in the present, banishing the memories, and reminding her that Apollo had healed Xan. He was okay. She was okay. Her eyelids grew heavy, and she wasn’t sure she’d be awake for long. Still, a story could be nice. “Does it have a happy ending?”

      “Don’t we all want a happy ending?” Apollo brushed his free hand over her hair and kissed her cheek. With a voice like sunshine, he spoke. “In the golden age of the gods, King Hypseus of Lapiths and his wife were granted a daughter, Cyrene by name. She was a beautiful girl but wild, strong, and fiercely independent, much like you.”

      Hope yawned and snuggled deeper into the covers. “What happened to her?”

      “Shh,” he said as he tapped her arm. “Be quiet, and I will tell you.” When she said nothing, he continued. “Cyrene grew into a beautiful woman, with hair like ebony and eyes the color of honey. She had many suitors, but she preferred to guard her father’s sheep rather than play court.

      “She became adept with a bow, then a spear, and finally a sword. Her father tried to stifle her, stating that weapons were man’s tools, and when Artemis heard this, she promptly took the young woman under her wing. Cyrene’s competence grew until she wasn’t only proficient but as much an expert as any man.

      “Hypseus loved Cyrene, but he worried. He knew that as a man he would grow old and die, and if Cyrene were unmarried, she would become prey to the next king and his whims. He did not want that for her. And still Cyrene refused to accept a suitor.”

      “I think it’s stupid that a woman had to have a man back then,” Hope said.

      “I’m sure you do,” Apollo murmured. “Even so, it was the only way Hypseus could see to protect her.”

      Hope wanted to argue the ridiculousness of that, but she was too tired. She closed her eyes and waited for Apollo to continue the story.

      “One sunny morning, while Cyrene was tending the flock, a lion attacked. The beast struck at the edge of the group, and Cyrene raced to defend her sheep. She pierced the animal with her spear, but the lion kept coming. Before she could draw her sword, the lion was upon her. Using her hands, she wrestled the creature to the ground.

      “Roaring, the lion promised death, not only to the sheep but also to their shepherd. But his life was forfeit, and they both knew it. It would’ve been easy to kill the animal, but Cyrene was kind. She offered the lion mercy if it would leave her and her sheep alone and never bother them again.”

      Hope drifted in and out of consciousness, envisioning a fierce warrior woman offering peace to her captive predator.

      “The lion agreed, and Cyrene released the king of the animals. But the lion’s heart was black, and when Cyrene released him, he grabbed her by the throat.”

      Hope opened her eyes just enough that she could make out Apollo’s face. Scowling at the god, she said, “I thought you said this has a happy ending.”

      “It does; I promise. But you must stop interrupting.” He chuckled, his face alight with her continued attention. “Cyrene knew she would die at the treacherous lion’s mouth, but she was powerless to stop him. But one of the gods had compassion for her. Not only was she beautiful to behold, but her heart was pure and good. Before the lion could pierce her flesh, he turned to ash. Gratitude softened Cyrene’s heart, and shortly after, she found love.

      “Love and hate are opposite sides of passion.” Apollo traced her lower lip and then tapped it. “Don’t lose your passion, my pure, sweet Hope.”

      Hope didn’t hear anything else as sleep claimed her.
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      Hope stretched as sleep receded like the waves on the sand. Memories of the previous events crept into her consciousness, and she sat up.

      Apollo was at her bedside, and while he was still in the white upholstered chair, the top half of his body reclined onto the bed.

      “I didn’t think the gods slept,” Hope said, trying to gather her thoughts as confusion spilled into her.

      His lips turned up in a tired smile as he met her gaze and sat up. “We don’t need to, but I find it refreshing after a stressful time.”

      Hope’s heart thudded in her chest, a sense of panic at being alone with him in her bedroom, and she blurted, “I need to use the restroom.”

      He stood and, pulling her blankets back, extended his other hand to help her out of bed.

      Hope scooted to the edge, making sure to keep the skirt of the chiton over her knees. She did not want Apollo getting any pervy ideas, and the thought of him checking her out like a creeper made her skin crawl. She couldn’t think of a way to refuse his hand, but she released it as fast as she could and fled to the bathroom.

      After cleaning up, she stood in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection. Her entire face reflected her surprise and uncertainty. Apollo’s kindness was disconcerting. He didn’t seem vicious, quite the contrary in fact, which made no sense.

      Had he ever shown kindness to her mother or grandmother? She didn’t think so. She certainly didn’t remember reading of any. But the story of Phoibe tugged at her memory . . . Hadn’t he courted her with attention?

      “Are you hungry, Hope?” Apollo asked from the other side of the door. “Would you like me to get you something to eat?”

      She needed a few more minutes to sort through this. “Yes, please.”

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      He sounded so sincere. Like he cared.

      Hope chewed on her lip. She couldn’t make sense of it. Not at all. She smoothed the chiton and looked around the expansive bathroom for something to pull her hair up. She would need to figure this out, and again she wished she had her Book of the Fates.

      And then she remembered. She didn’t have hers, but she did have her father’s. The sudden remembrance had her running to her backpack to retrieve the volume. She peeked out the door, and when she saw Apollo was gone, she climbed up on her bed and opened the leather cover.

      Oh. My. Gods.

      A new sense of horror washed over her as she read the beginning of her father’s life. Luc Symeon Nicholas was the son of Beatrice Nicholas and Apollo. Flipping pages, she read of Luc’s childhood, his perspective of his father, and the abuse he’d endured. She saw how Apollo had treated Beatrice through the eyes of Luc, and her dread grew.

      She skimmed the chapters, recognizing the penmanship of the Fates, flipping through the pages until she got to the story she’d heard at least a hundred times. She slowed down and read.
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      Hope stared at the black script in horror. Bile burned at the back of her throat, and she swallowed, pushing the vomit down. Deep within, the truth of what she’d read resonated with a ghostly sense of déjà vu. Not for one second did she believe her father had disclosed the appalling details of his death to her in the Underworld. He couldn’t have. There was no way to forget something so gruesome. She closed the yellow leather volume of her father’s life and sat on the white comforter, stroking the cover in shock. Guilt battled with her admiration for the man she couldn’t even remember meeting. Her father, the son of Apollo. Which would mean . . .

      “Here’s some supper, my dear,” Apollo said as he appeared in her room.

      Hope felt sick with disgust. She clutched the book to her chest and stared at Apollo. Apollo, god of the sun, god of medicine and healing, god of music and enlightenment . . . her grandfather.

      “What’s the matter, Hope? You look ill. Are you all right?” He set the tray on the desk and crossed the room to her.

      Hope scooted back, avoiding his touch.

      “I need a minute. I . . .” She couldn’t think of what to say.

      Apollo studied her, his gaze seemed to be taking in her messy hair, her rumpled chiton, and then his gaze settled on the yellow book in her lap. “What is that?”

      Hope swallowed, but panic lodged in her throat, forcing her to cough to clear it. “A book.”

      His brow furrowed, and crossing the room to her bed, he held his hand out. “May I?”

      She had no idea how to refuse him, and with her hand shaking, she held out the tome.

      Apollo opened the volume then flipped through the pages. “It’s blank.”

      The panic blossoming in her chest dammed, and she felt like she’d received a last-minute stay from execution. She’d been unsure if he’d be able to read it because Luc was his son. But the rules of pure intent toward the individual, whose Book of the Fates it was, seemed to be true for deity as well. “It’s my journal. I . . . I wanted to write down some of what I’ve seen here. If, I mean, if it’s okay.”

      Apollo sat on the bed and set the book on the other side of him at the far edge. “Of course, and I’ll leave you to it, shortly. But first, we need to talk.”

      Hope scooted back until she was sitting against the headboard.

      “Okay,” she whispered, and she waited for the bomb to drop because she knew it was coming.

      “I know you think I am cruel and callous. And I wish I had time right now to convince you of the truth, but Hera and Ares are mobilizing their forces against you, and quite simply, we’re running out of time.”

      Her mind raced with what that could mean. Would they kill her? Of course they would, unless she could convince them it was in their best interest not to.

      “I have loved you your entire existence, Hope. You were made to be mine. I have watched you grow from a beautiful girl into an amazing young lady. You’re incredible. Please, say you’ll be mine.”

      “Are you proposing to me?” she gasped. The words made no sense. He must be joking. Did gods even do that? There had to be some sort of misunderstanding because that was seriously sick.

      Apollo chuckled. “If you want to be married, I shall ask Zeus to marry us.”

      Hope shook her head. It was madness. He was speaking lunacy. “You don’t even know me.”

      Apollo sat on the edge of her bed, his intense gaze absorbing her. “You think I don’t know you? I know all about you. I know how you like your eggs, that you eat peanut butter with a spoon, and that your favorite dinner is pot roast and potatoes.” He stood, crossed to the desk, and pulled off the silver cover, revealing a laden plate. He put the cover back on and came back toward her. He studied her only a moment before he sat in the seat next to the bed where he’d slept the night before. “I know you run to release your anger. I know you like crème brûlée but not chocolate cake. You are fiercely loyal to your friends and, before her death, your mother. You shun people so you don’t get hurt, but you want friends, and you cried for weeks after you found out Dahlia died.”

      “She didn’t die,” Hope snapped, tears streaming down her face. “Hecate trapped her.”

      Apollo nodded. “I know.”

      Hope could not believe it. “You watched me?”

      “Almost every day. I know about Mr. Stanley and his daughter.” He snapped his fingers. “What was her name?”

      There was no way she would tell him. No matter what he said, she didn’t trust him. But more than her distrust, she was dumbfounded that he’d spent enough time watching her to know so much about her.

      “I know you snuck into the conservatory and my sons were horribly unkind. I refused to help Thanatos after he expressed his intention of keeping you in the Underworld. I saw you in the park being chased by that son of Ares when you were only a child, and I watched over you every time you and your mother moved. I’ve seen you grow up, not just physically but emotionally and mentally as well. Not once, in all of my eternity, has anyone captivated me like you have, Hope.”

      Her skin tingled, and in awe, she whispered, “I don’t even like you.”

      He smiled as if she’d just declared the opposite. “Love isn’t something that happens in an instant. I’ve had your entire life to watch you, but you’re just getting to know me. I understand that. I won’t push you for anything you’re not ready for.”

      “What about Athan?”

      Apollo flattened his lips in the first sign of displeasure she’d seen. “The demigod stuck in the Underworld?” He took a deep breath. “All right. Eternity is a long time. If you want your mortal plaything, I can live with that.” He waved his hand toward the door. “I’ll even see what I can do to save that son of Ares you seem to feel so indebted to.”

      Her heart tripped and stuttered over Apollo’s declarations. Athan was in the Underworld? Apollo would save Xan? She could hardly believe Apollo would let her and Athan be together, though. Surely he must be lying. Not that any of that mattered because, she could never get over one crucial fact that was absolutely repulsive. “You’re my grandfather.”

      Apollo laughed and waved away her concern. “It is not like that with the gods. Zeus and Hera had seven children. He and Demeter had Persephone. You are thinking too literally.”

      He had to be joking.

      “I’m not asking for you to love me like that right now. I understand you think you can’t. But it will come. You’ll see. And until then, think of all we can do together. Think of your friends. I will help them. I want you to consider it. What you’d give up is far less than what you’d be getting. I can give you anything.”

      It was a tempting offer. Xan and Athan safe. Even though it would be a sacrifice on her part, it was a sacrifice that would benefit the ones she loved. But he would still keep the one thing she wanted most. Her freedom to choose.

      Apollo reached forward and took her hand. “I’m not asking for your answer, only that you’ll consider it.” He looked at the door. “You have another visitor.”

      He disappeared.

      Hope sat back in the bed, mind reeling. She couldn’t believe she was considering Apollo’s offer. It was sick and wrong. But he’d shown her nothing but kindness. Even when his own sons had threatened her, he’d kept her safe. He’d healed her. And before they’d left Ares’s torture room, Apollo had healed Xan.

      A knock at her door announced her next visitor, and Hope took a deep breath. An ominous feeling seemed to emanate from outside her room, and she couldn’t help but feel that the games of the gods were just beginning.

      “Hope? I’ve brought you something to eat,” Hera said from behind the door.

      Yep, definitely more games. Hope pushed away the disgust for her ancestors and pasted a smile on her face. Now that she knew Athan was back in the Underworld, breaking the seal was even more important. “Come in.”

      Hera stepped into the room, carrying a platter. Her auburn curls were pinned up, and tendrils framed her porcelain features. She was graceful and elegant, the epitome of what a goddess should look like.

      But a mixture of pity and disgust warred in Hope’s heart. The gods should be good. They should be benevolent. More than anything, they should be wise. Maybe they were, but their actions told only of selfishness and greed. Which was what Hope saw when she looked at Hera.

      “You must be . . .” Hera’s smile tightened as she saw the tray on the desk. “Have you eaten?”

      Hope shook her head. “Apollo and I were discussing other matters, but I’m not that hungry.”

      Hera pushed the tray Apollo had brought over and set her much larger one next to it. “What did Apollo want? Is he still saying he wants you?” She shook her head, and malevolence filled her green eyes. “You do realize you can’t trust him. He will promise you the world, but he doesn’t actually have the power to keep that promise.”

      Hope’s heart felt brittle and bruised, but she refused to let Hera see it. “I hardly think you are here to talk about Apollo.”

      Hera raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps you are smarter than you look.”

      The backhanded compliment stung. “What do you want?”

      “Did you get the Book of the Fates from your friend? I’ve considered your offer, and I’m willing to rethink my position on the binding of the Underworld.”

      “Do you have the power to unbind the gods there?”

      Folding her arms across her chest, the goddess said, “Perhaps. Do you have the book?”

      Hera’s noncommittal response was not what Hope wanted to hear. “I’m not about to give up my bargaining chip without more information.”

      Hera huffed, a frustrated sound. “The Underworld is sealed, and the threads that bind it will have to be cut with immortal shears.”

      Immortal shears. Hope’s thought went to Xan’s belt, and she tried to remember if he still had them when she’d been in Ares’s chambers. “Do you have the scissors to do that?”

      The goddess’s response was a withering stare. When Hope returned the look, Hera snapped, “Do you think I’m lying?”

      Hope wouldn’t put it past her. “I’ll get you the Book of the Fates if you unbind them.”

      Hera’s beauty morphed as she laughed, her features becoming fierce and cruel. “I am not going to trifle with you. The promise of a monster is meaningless. You will need to deliver the book to me first, foolish girl.”

      Hera’s words dripped with contempt, and Hope knew she was lying. “Do you think I was naïve enough to bring it here? I’ve given it to the son of Hermes, because if anything happens to me, anything, he will be able to get the word out of what’s in there. And everyone will know of your hypocrisy.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!”

      “Hermes is the god of communication, right? Don’t you think his son would be the best at making that big of an announcement?”

      Hera ground her teeth while she glared at Hope. All pretense of kindness was gone, and the air sizzled with anger. “What do you want?”

      “Will you break the binding in exchange for the Book of the Fates?” Hope wasn’t sure how she would manage it, not even sure if she could, but she had to believe breaking the binding on the Underworld was possible. “You swear it? On the River Styx, you swear if I give you the Book of the Fates for the Sphinx, you will unbind the Underworld?”

      “I swear on the River Styx, if you give me the Book of the Fates for the Sphinx, I will break my binding on the Underworld, though I would rather see you dead.”

      Hope nodded. “At least we understand each other.”

      “I want that book.” Hera leaned forward, fire flashing in her eyes, her hatred seething in the air around her. “Bring it to me.” Then the goddess of motherhood and fidelity disappeared, leaving only anger and bitterness in her wake.

      Hope sat on the bed and closed her eyes. She thought of her mother. Then Priska. Then Haley’s mom, Soo-Jin. Those were examples of motherhood. Those were women who showed kindness and love and fidelity. Taking slow, deep breaths, Hope filled her lungs with the belief that good would triumph. That somehow, she would beat Hera at her game. Then Hope stood and went to take a shower to wash off the hate. On her way to the bathroom, she saw the sewing kit from Hephaestus sitting on the desk.

      Much like with the coin in her bra, she had a feeling she should keep his gift close, too.
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      Hope tugged the comforter up to the top of the mattress, pulling the yellow tome out from underneath. She stared at her father’s Book of the Fates. Apollo was Luc’s father. Her previous thoughts had been derailed when Hera showed up, but now Hope was staring at evidence that would prove the curse had been fulfilled. She could hardly believe it.

      Had Apollo known Leto was pregnant when he killed his son? Had he intentionally tried to stop the fulfillment of the curse, or had he really been that possessive of the Sphinx? Both seemed perfectly plausible, given what little she knew of the god. But did it even matter? Apollo’s offspring had in fact married Phoibe’s offspring and had a complete family. Didn’t that mean the curse was fulfilled?

      “Oh. My. Gods,” Hope whispered as she held the book to her chest.

      So what did she need to do now? Why was the curse still in effect? She’d changed since returning from the Underworld, so there was no question it was still in effect. Had Apollo gotten off because he’d killed his son before Hope was born? Because even if he’d been ignorant when it happened, he knew. He’d even admitted to being her ancestor. The very idea of the curse not being fulfilled on a technicality made her blood boil.

      Instinct told her that Apollo would get away with whatever he could, technicality or not. Which meant she would have to find someone who had the power to judge. Her hand went to her chest.

      The coin.

      Themis, the goddess of divine judgment. She was one of the only Titans not sealed in Tartarus, because when called upon, she had the power to restore divine order. Her symbols were the scales of justice, which meant Hope would need to ask for an audience with the Titan goddess.

      Only Hope didn’t even know how to do that.

      A knock at Hope’s door startled her, and the coin slipped from her fingers to the stone floor and rolled toward the desk. Hope jumped off the bed and chased after what she believed was her only chance at fair judgement.

      Another knock came, this one harder, more impatient than the first.

      “Just a minute,” Hope yelled. Certainly there couldn’t be another god there to yell at her, but then who else could it be? She wished for Xan, even more for Athan, and opened the door.

      Every time she saw Hermes, she was startled by the resemblance to his son. They had the same runner’s build, the same bronze-colored hair. The same relaxed posture. The same handsome features. Only Hermes was glaring at her.

      “What have you done to my son?” he seethed as he pulled her into her room. Looming over her, he continued his rage. “He gave up his immortality for you, but that wasn’t enough?”

      What had she done now? “I haven’t seen him since you took him away. And I wouldn’t have put him in the Underworld—”

      “No?” He snapped. “Where, pray tell, would you have put him?”

      Hope shrugged. She had no idea why Hermes was so upset with her now. “Maybe keep him in your temple?”

      He shook his head like she’d suggested the lair of Apollo himself. “You don’t get it. I may be the only god with access to my temple, but every child of mine also has access, and they are not all as good or kind as Athan.”

      “Oh.” She could believe that after seeing Xan and his brother fight. “Who are you afraid of getting him?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      She was so sick of not understanding. Everyone telling her how she didn’t get it, the politics of the gods, the manipulation of their words and meanings, their hidden agendas. Why couldn’t they all leave well enough alone? Why did the gods have to make bigger problems?

      Her frustration finally boiled over, and she yelled at Hermes. “So then tell me. Stop with the half-truths, the vague threats, the over-the-top obtuseness. If you have something to say, something you want me to understand, then open your frickin’ mouth and tell me.”

      Hermes clenched his jaw. “You had the Fates weave a thread with his, right?’

      Her ballooning anger disappeared, and confused, she nodded. “It was what they did for Priska. They said pulling the immortal thread would make him too weak by himself. They had to weave it with someone else’s.”

      “Did you ask who’s thread they used?”

      She hadn’t even thought about it. She expected it would be someone he cared about, someone who would be strong. She tried to picture who that person could be. His mother was already dead. His father was a god, so out of the picture since he wasn’t there, and Athan’s friends . . . He’d come to the Underworld with Xan and Dahlia, and she always presumed it was because he knew how much she cared about them. But what if . . . ? “He doesn’t have a lot of friends?”

      She could hardly believe it. He was so friendly and nice. Everyone in Goldendale had been enamored as soon as they’d met him. But he’d always seemed a little like he’d been wearing a mask then. Weeks had passed before she felt like she really got to know him. But she’d assumed . . .

      Hermes glowered at her as though she’d meant to insult him. “What do you think?”

      “So, whose thread did they use?” Certainly they wouldn’t use some random stranger. “Myrine’s?”

      Hermes raised his eyebrows. “Myrine?” he asked incredulously, throwing his arms up in the air. “Really? The oracle?”

      Hope nodded.

      “You do know who the god of prophesy is, don’t you?”

      She did. But that made no sense. “Athan said that Myrine . . . That she would help him. Why would Apollo’s oracle help Athan?”

      Hermes sank into the white chair by the desk. His features were drawn and haggard when he asked, “Did you know Thanatos had built an army of Skia?”

      The sudden shift in topic took Hope a minute to process, but her thoughts went back to the Underworld. She did have a faint memory of seeing a lot of Skia at his home, but it wasn’t until later she discovered what had happened. She nodded.

      “Did you know Thanatos killed your mother?”

      She nodded again. “But he said he had no choice.”

      Hermes pinched the bridge of his nose. “Right. Well, did you know Apollo brought Thanatos up from the Underworld to kill her?”

      She nodded again, but a little more slowly, this time. Hermes was putting pieces of a puzzle together for her, but he wasn’t telling her what the picture was. “They know each other?”

      “We all know each other, Hope. Myrine likes Athan, but her first responsibility is to her benefactor, Apollo. Apollo had Thanatos send Skia to the portal when Athan crossed into the Underworld to get you. Want to take a guess how Apollo knew?”

      “Myrine?” she whispered, even as her mind thought of how else the oracle may have betrayed him.

      “That is only brushing the surface of the diversions the gods play. But I think it’s safe to assure you that the Fates are not so cruel as to weave his thread with Myrine’s.” Pain flashed across his face. “Any other guesses?”

      He was only toying with her. He knew who it was, but he wanted her to feel guilty when she figured it out. Which left only one person. “Me.”

      “Exactly,” he said, pointing at her. “Did the Fates tell you what happens when two threads are woven together? If one person dies, do you know what happens to the other?”

      Hope swallowed, but the lump in her throat wouldn’t go away. Guilt dropped on her shoulder, hard and heavy, and the burden was staggering. Hope went to the chair by the bed and sank into it. While her thread protected Athan with her immortality, if she died . . . “Will he be safe in the Underworld?”

      Hermes dropped his head in his hands. “I don’t know. It was the best I could think of.”

      All the resentment he had for her made perfect sense, and she felt gratitude, because even if he didn’t mean to, Hermes protecting his son gave her a measure of relief. “If he dies . . .”

      “I don’t know if it would affect you or not, but that is not really my concern.”

      Of course not.

      “What can I do?” Hope asked.

      “You are in over your head here. I don’t know what Apollo has promised you, but unless he’s sworn on the Styx, I would caution you against putting any faith in his words.”

      Shame prickled through her chest. “And if I have him swear on the Styx?”

      Hermes snorted. “First, he won’t,” he said as he ticked off his fingers. “Second, if he were to promise something, he is much more adept at word manipulation than even the gods in the Underworld. And third, and most importantly, he does not have the power needed to free Athan. So, stop being naïve, or desperate, or whatever this is.”

      The god’s words were worse than physical blows. She had no defense for this, no plan for attack, nothing.

      “The Olympians’ games will not stop. I suggest you beg their pardon and leave. Don’t delude yourself that you have any power here.” He crossed the room and stood over her. “And don’t—and I mean this more than anything else I’ve said—don’t you dare get yourself killed.”

      The weight of his words pounded against her, and she pulled into herself, trying to minimize the impact. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Then you’re a bigger fool than I thought. Look at me, Hope,” he demanded.

      Hope stared at the fury blazing in Hermes’s eyes and waited for the next lash of his tongue.

      “You’d better fix this. You’d better find a way to make him free, or so help me, I will make your eternal existence as miserable as I can.” He grabbed the front of her chiton and pulled her close. His handsome features twisted in his ugly anger, and he glared at her. “Do you understand?”

      “Get away from her,” Xan said as he walked into her room.

      Relief gave her courage, and she smacked Hermes’s hand away, falling into the chair when he suddenly released her.

      “How did you get out?” Hermes turned his sneer on Xan. “Did Ares let you have time off for good behavior, or did someone else sneak you out?”

      Xan crossed the white expanse and stepped in front of the chair where Hope sat. “Don’t pretend like you care.”

      Hermes stepped back from Xan, but not much, and the two squared off.

      “You’re acting like you could actually harm me, Son of Ares. Your arrogance is matched only by your father’s.”

      The insult was well placed, and Xan visibly flinched from Hermes’s words. But as Xan turned away from the god, his gaze landed on Hope, and whatever he saw in Hope’s face seemed to set his determination. Facing Hermes, Xan drew the shears from the sheath at his waist.

      The opaque crystal handles looked much like the marble rock of Olympus, and Hope stood up next to her friend.

      Hermes sucked in a breath and scooted back several paces. “What is this? Where did you get those?”

      Xan nodded. “That’s what I thought. Now get out.”

      Hermes stared at them, his gaze darting to the shears every few seconds, but he didn’t move.

      “Get out,” Xan repeated, then he opened the scissors.

      Hermes held up his hands. “Zeus sent me to bring you to him. Both of you. He’s requested an audience.”

      It did not take a genius to know Zeus’s request was a command.

      “Now?” Hope asked. Could she really not get a second to get her bearings?

      “That’s why I came here.”

      Right. The threats were just a major bonus. Hope knew he loved Athan, but she thought that was probably Hermes’s only redeeming quality.

      Xan put his hand at the small of Hope’s back. “We’ll meet you in the hall in a few minutes.”

      Hermes shook his head. “I wouldn’t keep Zeus waiting.”

      “Why does he want an audience?” Hope blurted. What would Zeus want with her? Or Xan for that matter?

      Hermes didn’t answer. He stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him.

      Xan tucked the scissors into their sheath and pulled Hope in for a hug.

      She melted into him, and her tears started again.

      He was clean, and whatever abuse he’d taken at the hands of his father, he’d healed from it. Holding her tightly, he smoothed her hair as he shushed and soothed her.

      “How did you get out?” she asked.

      “Apollo let me out a few minutes ago. He healed me. All of it. Then he told me to come here.”

      She couldn’t believe it, and she wondered how she should take his gift.

      “Creepiest thing ever, Hope,” Xan said while pulling away enough to look into her eyes. “Whatever he’s feeding you, he is a shite-full arse, and you’d better not trust him.”

      “He said he’d keep you safe. And Athan, too.”

      “He is a bleedin’ liar. They all are.”

      Hope went over what she’d learned from Luc’s book and what Hermes had said. She told Xan about Hera and her promise.

      “Bloody Hades,” Xan said under his breath as he pulled his hand through his hair.

      “Can I ask you something?” Hope asked.

      Xan studied her face before he answered. With his free hand, he wiped away the one spot of moisture on her cheek with his thumb, and then he heaved a sigh. “Always.”

      “If you knew we weren’t going to make it out alive, would you still have chosen to get involved with me?”

      Xan bent down until he was looking Hope in the eyes. “No matter what happens to me, or Athan, or anyone else, you are only responsible for your choices. Sure, they affect others; that is part of how life weaves us together, luv. But if you give up and give in to Apollo, then all of our sacrifices will be for nothing. Even if we all die, all of us, if you stand up to him, it will be worth it, because you, me, Athan, and Dahlia will all die with our integrity intact. Who you really are comes down to just one thing. You are the summary of what you do.”

      “I’m so afraid.”

      “Of what? Death? We’ve already been to the Underworld. It’s not so bad, right?” He chuckled when she rolled her eyes. Then he sobered. “When I said I’d come, I knew there was a real possibility we wouldn’t leave Olympus alive. I’m okay with that. I would do it all again, Hope. Never doubt that.”

      Her fear wasn’t that she was going to die. If it were, she’d still be afraid. Her fear had been that her friends would resent her, abandon her. But seeing Xan resolute and firm washed away her fear. “I love you.”

      His crooked smile was like sunshine to her soul.

      “I know you do, lass. And I meant what I said. You’re an incredible and special woman. It has been my pleasure to call you my friend.” He pulled her close and kissed her head. “Here.” He pulled out the scissors from his belt and extended them toward her. “I want you to have these. They are a woman’s tool, I think. As much as I’ve tried, I’ve only been able to cut the one thread, and only when Hephaestus held it for me. Perhaps you’ll be able to figure them out.”

      Something about his words felt like goodbye. “Don’t give up on me,” she choked. “You can’t leave me here.”

      Xan shook his head and pushed the shears into her hand.

      She missed his next words because as soon as the scissors from the Fates touched her skin, the room shifted. It was no longer solid walls and furniture, but strands of thread looking like a woven image. She raised her hand to touch the thin filaments, but with a single blink, her vision cleared and the room solidified.

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “It happened to you, too?”

      She nodded and repeated her plea. “Please don’t leave me.”

      He tapped her chin with his closed fist. “I’m not going anywhere without you.” He tugged her to the door, opened it, and stepped into the hall. “Besides, I think we’re going to be okay.”

      She hoped so.

      “Let’s go talk to the king of the gods,” Xan said with a cocky smirk. “Maybe he can give me some pointers with the ladies.”

      Hope couldn’t help the snort of disgust that escaped her. “You better not take pointers from him.”

      Xan chuckled. “Get your father’s book, just in case. Maybe we can kill two birds with one stone.”

      Hope grabbed Luc’s Book of the Fates and followed Xan out the door.

      Hermes stood a few paces down the hall, engrossed with the device in his hand. As soon as they approached, he put the slim black phone in his pocket. “All ready?”

      “Not at all, but let’s get it over with.”
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      Hope

      The Hall of the Olympians should have felt like a shrine. The milky-white stone of Olympus was threaded with pale-gray-and-silver ribbons. By itself, the smooth polished marble was breathtakingly beautiful. So it stood to reason that the edifice regaling the majesty of the gods would invoke awe or reverence. But the ornate hall of the gods wasn’t beautiful. It was jarring. No, it was much worse than that. It was disgusting.

      The twelve Olympians were each represented by intricately carved statues, magnificent in their grandeur and detail. Hope stared up, her mouth gaping, as she and Xan picked their way past the first effigies at least fifty feet in height. She wished the gods had left well enough alone. The images of the Olympians were stunning, which made the surroundings that much more sickening.

      Reminiscent of her trip to the temple in Bellevue, the floor in front of the massive stone figures was littered with what were probably, hopefully, once tokens and gifts. Mountains and piles of rubbish were strewn in front of the statues. Heaps of it, in various stages of decay, disintegration, and rot. Crumbling stone, withered plants, gaudy fabric, and moldering bags of grain. Crumpled paper with scribbled promises, coins from around the world. Vases, figurines of china, crystal flowers, and empty wine bottles. Some of the offerings were still intact, but most of them . . . most of them were only glimpses of what they’d once been.

      The wasted glut of overindulgence was mind-boggling.

      Hope realized her mouth was open and snapped it shut, only to open it again when the putrid stench made her so nauseated her eyes watered. The smell was much less intense if she breathed through her mouth.

      “Who transports all of the goods up here?” she asked.

      Hermes leveled her with a look. “The gods.”

      The pettiness was astounding. She wasn’t surprised by the mounds in front of some of the statues. She knew Hera, Zeus, Apollo, and Ares were awful and selfish. There were others, Hope thought. It was plausible they had the selfishness this excess would require. Aphrodite, Athena, and Dionysus were all awful, but Artemis? It made Hope’s heart hurt a little to see the decaying offerings at the base of her statue. Artemis had helped Hope get into the conservatory, and that festering pile of garbage made her doubt the goddess’s motive.

      Hermes, Xan, and Hope continued through the hall, and the path opened up as the stone dais and space in front of one of the statues was clear of parishioners’ gifts. Hope looked up to see Poseidon’s likeness holding a golden trident, and a sense of appreciation for the god of the sea resonated deep within. A few minutes later, the trio passed an empty space in front of the effigy of the disfigured Hephaestus. Hope wished she had a token to lay at his feet but realized he wouldn’t appreciate it even if she did. He’d left the games of Olympus behind for a reason, and she blew his statue a kiss of gratitude instead.

      Up ahead, there was another god whose statue and surrounding area was also free from the garbage the others had amassed. Curiosity piqued, Hope wound through the littered floor to see which god residing on Olympus was not taking bribes.

      Her stomach dropped when she saw the large likeness of Athan extending toward the domed ceiling of the gallery. Hope turned to Hermes, her eyes wide with disbelief that simply couldn’t be contained, and stammered, “You?”

      Hermes balled his hands, and his back was ramrod straight. In a voice devoid of emotion, he said, “I don’t owe you an explanation.”

      He led them through the hall, his long stride distancing him from his errand.

      Hope stumbled and almost tripped over several pairs of vibrant and patterned high heels in front of Aphrodite’s image.

      “Watch yourself,” Xan said, catching her arm and helping her back up. As soon as she was standing, his gaze darted around the room.

      At first she wondered if Xan felt the same awe at the lavish offerings, but shame poked at Hope when she realized he wasn’t looking at all the bequests. His vigilance was a constant measurement for potential threats or ambushes.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Hope asked in a low voice.

      Hermes was far enough ahead that she didn’t think he would hear, and even if he did, he probably didn’t care.

      “The throne room, I reckon, though I’ve no idea where that is,” Xan said, reaching for her hand. “But we’ll get through it.” He shook his head and nodded at the excess around them. “I can’t wait to get out of here. This is madness.”

      Hope nodded as they approached the doorway where Hermes stood waiting for them.

      Madness was an understatement.

      Laughter, both male and female, rang through the air along with the clinking of glass. The smell of roasted beef and fresh baked bread competed with the aroma of mirepoix, and Hope’s mouth watered.

      She stepped from the abandoned Hall of the Olympians into a cocktail party. Dressed in modern clothing, the ten Olympians were going through the motions of a social gathering. Hope worried she wouldn’t be able to identify the different gods, but it took only a glance to pick out each of them.

      Dionysus wore a rumpled linen suit and held a drinking glass half full of amber liquid. His dark features were so similar to Dion’s, all the way down to his unfocused gaze, it felt like déjà vu. He said something to his companion, who then broke out into peals of laughter.

      Artemis. The petite goddess was dressed in tight black pants, soft suede knee-high boots, and a wide-necked sweater that was sliding off her shoulder. She held a full flute of bright-red liquid. Her silver hair was pulled up in a twist, and tendrils framed her ebony face. Her painted lips remained in a wide smile, but her eyes were wary and guarded.

      Aphrodite had to be the blond bombshell in the backless dress talking to whom Hope guessed was Demeter, judging by the strawberry-blond hair that looked so much like Persephone’s. Demeter wore long, flowing pants and a shimmery cream top. Her gold heels still kept her several inches shorter than her conversation partner.

      Athena wore her hair in a low braid, the thick plait draped over her shoulder. Despite being in a dress and heels, she looked like she could throw a blazer over her fitted black cocktail dress and walk into a boardroom if the need arose. She stood talking to a man in a tailored dark suit. Hope couldn’t see his face, but Athena’s gray eyes were tight with frustration.

      Hope swallowed as she remembered it was Athena who’d been sent to kill her at the conservatory.

      Ares was in tuxedo pants and a white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar. His blood-red bow tie hung untied around his neck. His dark hair was slicked back, but the loose strands around his face said he had the same nervous habit as his son.

      Apollo wore a pinstriped suit in rich navy, and his sky-blue shirt peeking out at the collar was the same color as his eyes. His back was straight, and he was leaning away from the god of war with a scowl.

      Hera stood with them, dressed in a flowing turquoise evening gown that brushed the floor. Her hair was pulled up, and a jeweled peacock, in tones the same color as her dress, was pinned into her thick tresses. Her pinched expression appeared pained, as if whatever they were discussing was unpleasant to the queen of the gods.

      There was something decidedly unnatural about seeing Apollo and Hera in the same place together. Didn’t they hate each other?

      Hermes halted Hope and Xan with an extended hand. “Wait here,” he said, then he strode across the room to Athena and her companion.

      “I bet they’re drinking nectar,” Xan said. His lips twitched with a suppressed smile. “Do you think they’ll let us join the party?”

      He was crazy, and Hope couldn’t help the nervous giggle. “I think we are the party.”

      She wiped her hands down the front of her conspicuous chiton. Why were the gods dressed in modern clothing, while they’d made her wear something so outdated and uncomfortable? Right.

      “Olympians!” The man in the black suit clapped his hands, calling the group to order, and the chatter died instantaneously. He turned to face Hope, and there was no mistaking the king of the gods.

      Zeus looked nothing like the pictures. He was not old with white hair and a long curly beard. His hair was platinum blond, trimmed short on the sides but long and curly on top. His facial hair was one shade darker than his curls, and he wore it trimmed in a thin goatee. He smiled at Hope, but his electric-blue eyes were hard and calculating, his very presence reminding her of a cunning fox. She had the distinct impression that they were nothing more than pawns to him, and even then only if it suited his purposes.

      “Welcome,” he said, inclining his head. He then turned his gaze to the other Olympians and commanded, “Be seated.”

      The gods and goddesses took leave of one another. Only Aphrodite pulled Demeter close and kissed the air on either side of her sister’s face before turning away.

      Hermes crossed back to Hope and Xan and indicated they follow him to the middle of the room.

      Twelve marble thrones lined the walls, two large ones at the front of the room then five smaller ones on each side. Like in the Hall, three of the seats remained empty. Hope assumed they were for Hephaestus, Poseidon, and Hermes, although why Poseidon was still included in the Hall of the Olympians and Hades made no sense.

      Hermes continued to stand next to Hope, his presence both disconcerting and comforting at the same time.

      “Hermes, thank you for bringing them here,” Zeus said with a nod to the younger god.

      Hermes left them to take his seat.

      Gods, that was a foreboding insight into how Zeus ruled. Anxiety crawled down Hope’s spine, leaving her skin chilled.

      “We’re long overdue for a council meeting,” Zeus said with a frown. “Athena, give us an update.”

      Athena came to the center of the room and stood in front of Hope and Xan. “The mortals continue in their disbelief and complacency as they glut themselves on the fruit of our realm. Those who are loyal are rewarded, but I see no reason to try to redeem this generation any further. We are reaching capacity, and there have been several plans for depopulation.” She pursed her lips before continuing. “We have yet to come to an agreement on strategy, although some have taken liberties with their own plans.”

      Depopulation? No redemption? What did that mean?

      “I’ve noticed their selfishness myself,” Zeus said. He shrugged. “Still, they can be quite amusing . . . at times.” Zeus smiled, a fake closed mouth upturn of his lips, and pointed at her empty seat. “Thank you.” He turned to Ares, features shifting to poorly concealed contempt. “What have you seen, god of war?”

      Ares stared at his father but did not bother to rise. “Are you serious?” Ares asked, quirking an eyebrow. “What game are we playing? These immortals don’t care about a council meeting.” He curled his lip in disgust and waved at Hope and Xan but continued to address the king of the gods. “You’re not fooling anyone with this fake display of benevolence. Or do you think they believe you’re powerful—?”

      “Enough,” Zeus roared, slamming his hands on the arms of his throne. He brought his hand back, reaching behind his head, and an electric-blue lightning bolt materialized, sizzling in the air. His eyes flashed with fury, and with a flick of his wrist, he released the bolt of energy directly at Ares.

      Ares yawned and waved his hand, and the bolt deflected away from the god of war, striking the wall on the opposite side of the room above the other gods.

      Deafening thunder reverberated throughout the space as shards of the pale marble rained through the air.

      Ares studiously brushed the white chips and splinters from his suit.

      Silence descended, but the tension was a live wire that would take little or nothing to ignite the next blast.

      Ares finally deigned to look up and met Zeus’s glower with raised eyebrows. “This display is beneath us all. You said you didn’t want war, so I suggest you don’t play games.” The god of war ran his hand through his hair, tugging on the ends. “Especially not with me. If you throw another bolt, Father, you’d better intend to finish this.”

      Zeus turned to Hera. “I would hate to think you had something to do with this.”

      Hera glared at her husband. “After all these millennia, you still question me and my fidelity? You are an ass.”

      Great.

      “Do you actually believe I care what you think?” Zeus sneered, his face ugly with maliciousness. “You were nothing before I rescued you.”

      “Nothing?” she shrieked. “You think because you cut him open, you’re the hero? You have no loyalty, no faithfulness, no devotion. You’re a man-whore—”

      Angry bickering broke out among the gods, with vulgarities and profanity being slung like mud.

      Hope looked at Xan, who was glaring at his father. Nudging him in the arm, she whispered, “What do we do?”

      Without even glancing her way, he shook his head as he squeezed her hand. “Nothing.”

      Nothing seemed like a disaster waiting to happen, but she turned her attention back to the quarreling gods.

      Zeus’s cruel laugh cut through the din. He brought his hands up and slowly applauded. “Bravo, team Hera.” He shook his head at his wife. “Valiant effort on your part, but I see what you’re trying to do.” He left his dais, his gaze fixed on Hope. “If I’d left the room, how easy would it be to get your majority vote?”

      Hera paled, and she flattened her lips before responding. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Zeus circled Hope and Xan. “Without me, a majority would’ve been five counts. There must be something here you want very much.” He stood in front of Hope and studied her. “Who are you?”

      “Hope Nicholas.”

      Zeus stroked his goatee as he studied her. “Why are you here on Olympus, Hope Nicholas?”

      Her palms were clammy, and the words she’d believed would rush forth stuck in her throat.  “I wanted an audience . . . about the curse.”

      Zeus sighed, like he was granting her an unlimited amount of patience, and yet she’d somehow found a way to try it. Rolling his eyes, he asked, “What curse? Are you cursed? Is it your lover here who’s cursed? Or are you talking about another family member, or perhaps an entire town?” He huffed, a loud exhale of irritation. “What exactly is this curse of which you speak?”

      “Apollo cursed my grandmother, turning her into the Sphinx—”

      “Ridiculous,” Zeus scoffed. “We all know the Sphinx died at Thebes.” He glanced around the room at the other Olympians.

      Athena feigned surprise, and Hermes suddenly became occupied with his phone. Demeter wrung her hands, and Hera continued to glare at her husband. Artemis clenched her teeth, but she was otherwise expressionless. Aphrodite clutched her hands to her heart, her lower lip pouting in either sorrow or pity. Dionysus sipped at his drink, either oblivious or willfully ignorant of his surroundings. Only Ares was smiling. And Apollo . . .

      Apollo shrugged in response. As if he didn’t know what Hope was talking about. As if what Zeus had declared was common knowledge. As if . . .

      Zeus turned back to Hope with a gleam in his eye and asked, “Why would you risk your life for a lie?”

      She didn’t know what he knew, or what he’d picked up on. Hope couldn’t play games. She didn’t know how, and she didn’t want to. All she wanted was the truth. “I’m not lying.”

      “I’ve seen her change, my lord.” Xan squared his shoulders as he spoke. “At the new moon, she morphs. She is the Sphinx.”

      “Impossible. What you’re proposing . . .” Zeus tilted his head back and raised his hand in the air. “Right. Only the Graeae would be able to change a curse like that.” He turned to Apollo. “In truth, Son, is she yours?”

      Hope ground her teeth together and glared at the god who’d cursed her. She was nobody’s.

      Apollo held her gaze and then winked at her as he rose from his chair. Crossing the marble floor to her, he said, “I’m sure she resents you saying that, Father.”

      Zeus frowned, clearly unsettled by his son’s words. Maybe Zeus didn’t understand how he’d been offensive. Or maybe it was that he couldn’t fathom why Apollo would even care about the abomination he’d created. Turning his attention back to Hope, his countenance more troubled this time, Zeus asked, “So what are we to do with you? What counsel are you seeking?”

      Hope took a deep breath and said, “I wish for judgment.”

      Apollo froze only a few steps from her, his warm smile instantly freezing. “Judgment?”

      She tilted her chin up and looked him in the eye. “On the fulfillment of the curse.”

      Apollo paled with an expression that looked like she had slapped him across the face.

      Hera straightened on her throne with a triumphant smile. Turning to her husband, she said, “It seems your wisdom is needed after all, my dear.”

      Hope wanted to tell her grandmother to shut up. Hera’s pettiness would do nothing to help anyone.

      “I see,” Zeus said, and he waved Apollo back to his seat. “I will grant you an audience, girl, and my word on this will be final.”

      Apollo furrowed his brow, his face pinching in fury. The god of the sun said nothing as he stalked back to his throne.

      Hope nodded, but Zeus wasn’t paying her any mind. His hard stare was for each of the other Olympians, and one by one they nodded their agreement.

      But their attention didn’t stay long on their liege. Aphrodite leaned over to talk with Ares, Dionysus turned back to his glass, and Demeter and Athena put their heads together, whispering secrets. Only Artemis, Apollo, and Hermes kept their attention on Hope and Xan.

      Zeus extended his hand toward Hope and said, “You may begin.”

      Xan squeezed her hand while whispering, “It’s all you, luv.”

      This was it.
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      Hope didn’t start her history with Phoibe’s lineage. Instead, Hope started the story of the curse when Phoibe first refused Apollo and he promised he’d return. Hope told of his visit to Phoibe and Isaak the night Phaidra was born and the words of the curse. Of Phaidra’s interactions with Kafre and Kafre’s promise that if they were united, their offspring would fulfill the curse. Then Phaidra’s choice to refuse Kafre, and later Apollo, and marry a mortal instead.

      At some point in the story, the gods stopped their whispered side conversations. Hope alone held their attention.

      “My mother met my father at the grocery store. It was a whirlwind romance; that’s what my mom always said. They were married only a couple months after they met, and my mother was afraid to tell her husband about the curse, but as the new moon approached, she could think of no way to hide what she was. She knew, at some point, she would have to tell him. Her father had accepted what her mother was, and Leto was hopeful her husband would also accept her. She told him, and despite the difficulty of the conversation, she thought it went well. He told her he was going to make a short run to the grocery store to get all of her favorite treats. She thought his gesture was sweet.”

      Hope paused to clear the emotion from her throat. She thought of all the times her mother had told her this story, the pain in Leto’s eyes when she got to the last part.

      Aphrodite sighed, her hands again clutched to her chest.

      Artemis grimaced, anticipating what was coming.

      Athena picked at her nails.

      Hera’s jaw was clenched as though the tenderness of a husband was so foreign it was actually offensive. Maybe it was.

      But Demeter’s tears nearly undid Hope, and she choked on a sob.

      “This is very touching. A story that would move anyone to compassion,” Zeus said in a tone that clearly indicated he was an exception. “But so far there is nothing to judge.”

      Hope held up her hand. “Please,” she said as she pushed her emotion down, “I’m not finished.”

      He sat back in his seat with a huff. “I see. Well then, please finish.”

      She held up the slim, yellow Book of the Fates. “I was given this a while ago. Do you know what it is?”

      Hera sucked in a breath.

      Zeus narrowed his gaze. “Where did you get that?”

      “I went to the Underworld, seeking the truth about my curse.”

      The king of the gods nodded slowly, his gaze darting to the other gods.

      “I met with my mother and father, but shortly after, I fell into the Lethe. When I awoke, I had no memory of what they’d said.”

      Zeus’s eyes were wild when he turned his focus back to her. “Unfortunate. But how did you get that book?”

      “The Fates gave it to me. For the longest time I couldn’t read it, but I knew it had something to do with me, or why else would they give it to me?”

      “Indeed.” Zeus rubbed his hands together.

      “It’s the Book of the Fates of my father, Luc Symeon Nicholas, son of Apollo.”

      Profound silence blanketed the room.

      Zeus turned to his son and, in a hushed tone, asked, “Is that true?”

      Apollo shrugged. “The name is not familiar, but I’ve had many sons.”

      Hope opened the book and read aloud. The hard slant of Atropos’s writing detailed the last moments of her father’s life as well as his death. “Luc was your son and my father. The curse should be fulfilled.”

      Apollo shook his head. “Technically—”

      Hot indignation burned through her. “Technically, the conditions of the curse were satisfied. Man, wife, and child all existed. If you’d hoped to prevent its fulfillment, you were weeks too late.”

      Apollo’s eyes lit with admiration, and he inched forward on his seat, smiling at her. “You are truly the most majestic creature I’ve ever beheld.” He turned to Zeus. “I would have her as my equal. Will you condone it?”

      Xan sucked in a breath behind her and whispered, “No.”

      She had no idea if he was talking to her or himself, but to Hope, the single word was far more than a protest to Apollo’s sick proposal. Its heavy meaning condemned the entirety of the Olympian pantheon in front of them, and it grounded Hope in her determination.

      “I don’t want to be your consort,” Hope said. She snapped the thin volume closed and straightened. “I don’t want to reside on Olympus.”

      Zeus chuckled. “Then what do you want?”

      She looked at each of the gods. Excess, selfishness, arrogance, lust, and pride surrounded her. Even in their benevolence they were self-serving. More than anything, she was certain of their vindictiveness. Her gaze fell on Hermes, and she had a twinge of regret for what she knew was coming.

      The gods would never forgive her.

      She faced Apollo. He’d offered her an out, but she couldn’t take it. Regardless of his promises of what he would give her, what he could make happen for her, never once did he give her the option of what she craved.

      The gods had a wealth of experience, and somehow they lacked the wisdom of what mattered most.

      “I want my freedom.”

      Apollo’s very presence blazed with anger, and his hands clenched into fists on his lap. “Freedom?” he snapped. “You want freedom, you silly girl? There is no such thing. It’s an illusion, a fairy tale. No one is ever free.”

      Hope had nothing more to say to him, so she turned to Zeus. “I want you to acknowledge the fulfillment of the curse. I want to be free of it.”

      Zeus’s gaze darted to the Book of the Fates in her hand, and Hope had a flash of intuition. Poseidon had said that all the gods on Olympus had something to hide, something recorded in a book, which was why they’d all agreed to bind the Books of the Fates to the Underworld. She shook her head with disgust at the king of the Olympians.

      As if he could read her mind, his eyes narrowed.

      Hera leaned over to her husband and whispered something in his ear. His expression melted into a relaxed smile. “Olympians, I would hear your voice. What say you? Should the curse be lifted?”

      Hope stepped back. She felt Xan move behind her and then by her side. Dread lanced her heart, and she reached for his hand. Somehow, fear was easier to face with a loved one beside her.

      “Yes,” several voices said at once.

      Zeus held out his hand. “One at a time. I believe Hope should know who is for her and who is against her.”

      His words felt like a trap. There was something more . . . Instinctively she scooted closer to Xan.

      “Yes,” said Demeter, Aphrodite, Artemis, and Dionysus, one right after the other.

      Zeus turned to Ares, and the god of war curled his lip and said, “No.”

      Athena took a deep breath and straightened her back. “As much as it pains me to agree with my rash brother, the technicalities have, in fact, not been met.” Her weighty gaze fell on Hope. “For the familial unit to be complete, all must be present at the same time.” She shook her head. “A fetus at two or three weeks is hardly a viable family member.”

      Hope glared at the goddess of wisdom. Her retort flashed through her mind, sharp and sure. How could Athena even say that when Hope, the fetus of only two or three weeks, was standing before her now? But she bit her tongue.

      Zeus smiled at Apollo. “Son?”

      The god of the sun drew himself up in his chair, and his gaze locked with Hope’s. “You. Are. Mine.”

      She shook her head.

      But Apollo persisted. “For as long as you live, I will pursue you. On my honor as an Olympian, I will never let you go.”

      Honor? How could he even say that word? Her anger flared, and she wanted to charge up to his dais and beat him. How dare he?

      She hadn’t even realized she’d taken a step forward until Xan pulled her back.

      “Easy now, Hope,” he whispered. “It’s still one in our favor.”

      “Hermes?”

      Athan’s father sat at the edge of his marble throne, his foot bouncing. He looked ready to sprint away from the throne room, like the mounting tension had rubbed his nerves raw. “I don’t believe love can be forced, nor should it.”

      “That’s hardly a yea or a nay. What’s the matter, Hermes?”

      The god of linguistics only shook his head.

      “One of my youngest trying to seize a little power,” Zeus said with a chuckle. “No matter. If we need your voice to decide, Hermes, we’ll come back to you.” He turned to Hera. “What about you, my dear?”

      Hera straightened in her throne. Brushing a stray curl from her face, she smiled at her husband. “You have always been so good to me.”

      The blatant lie made Hope’s stomach churn.

      The queen of the Olympians shifted her attention to Apollo. “Fidelity is to be prized. It is a crucial trait in one’s relationships. If you force her, she will only betray you. Again and again.”

      If Hera said yes, the most Apollo could hope for was a tie.

      The goddess glowed with a look of victory. “I suggest you choose more wisely next time, Apollo. This one will not have you, and you’ve lost your power over her.”

      Zeus relaxed in his seat, extending his black shoes out in front of him. “This is weighty business, with no answer to please everyone it seems. The monster says she will not have you, my son, which although preposterous, is her choice. However, as for the matter of this curse . . .”

      He stroked his beard as he stared into the air above Hope.

      Several seconds of silence passed, and the tension in the room climbed.

      Zeus took a deep breath. As he let it out, he rolled his neck.

      Hope wanted to scream at him to declare his judgment already.

      The god of the sky and the mortal realm stared at Hope, gaze boring into her.

      In her peripheral vision, she saw several of the gods standing, but she couldn’t break from Zeus’s gaze. Not until she’d heard his verdict.

      His features hardened, even as he said, “The curse of the Sphinx is hereby fulfilled and no longer binding.”

      Elation burst through her, the sweetness of her success made her skin tingle, and she wanted to jump and dance with joy. She turned to Xan and pulled him into a hug. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      She pulled back, and time seemed to stop.

      Ares and Hera each held their hands out toward Hope and Xan, their fingers spread wide, and bright fire danced along their skin.

      “No!” Apollo yelled, leaping from his chair.

      Xan turned to face the melee and tucked Hope squarely behind him, binding her to his back with his arms pulling her tight.

      Her vision was completely blocked, and she screamed at what she knew was coming.

      A blazing light lit the throne room of Olympus, and heat clawed over her for only a second before something heavy crashed into her from the side. The force pushed her to the ground, and her vision went black.
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      Hope

      Even before she opened her eyes, she knew where she was. The stench of overripe fruit and compost would forever haunt her, but even in the Underworld, she could still smell the acrid singe of blackened flesh from Olympus.

      She was dead.

      Xan was dead.

      And even though she’d anticipated it, even tried to convince herself that she’d accepted the inevitability of it, the ache and loss blossoming through her told her she hadn’t been prepared for death. Not really.

      Choking on the sob building in her chest, she opened her eyes to the darkness of the Underworld. Pinpricks of phosphorus light dotted the rocks above, casting an eerie glow on the realm of the dead. She could hear the waves of one of the rivers, and after the blast of Olympian Fire, the Underworld felt strangely cool.

      “Are you awake?” Hermes asked, bending over her. His face was drawn, but relief washed over his features as she wiped away her tears.

      He extended his hand to help her sit up, and she accepted gratefully. The rocky surface of the realm of the dead was not comfortable, and she struggled to her feet. “Where’s Xan?”

      Hermes frowned. “He’s behind you, but I’ll have to take him soon.”

      His words made no sense, and she dismissed them as she anxiously turned to see Xan.

      He appeared whole, just like he had in the throne room of Olympus. His dark jeans hung low on his waist, and he wore the same short sleeve T-shirt he’d had on when they saw Hephaestus. The black Celtic-patterned tattoos traced up his arms, and he needed to shave. And his eyes . . .

      Hope swallowed the emotion at the back of her throat.

      His eyes were full of love.

      Stumbling to him, she threw her arms around him . . . Only to have her body pass right through.

      Oh gods.

      Anguish clawed at her heart, shredding it, second after second, the blistering pain of grief destroying her. “No!” she screamed. “No!”

      Hope sunk to the ground, the injustice of his death bludgeoning her. It was not right. It was not fair. She should be dead, not him. He was all goodness and kindness and sacrifice. He was her best friend. How could he be dead?

      She wept, her head in her hands, trying to regain composure as emotion overwhelmed her. She wanted to shut it off, but she couldn’t. Grief wouldn’t stop, and she was helpless to force it. All at once, she felt his presence and looked up. Her tears still obscured her vision, but she could see him, the blurry outline of her Xan. She scrubbed at her face, trying to wipe away enough of the tears so she could see.

      His phantom hands passed over her cheeks, and she closed her eyes, pretending she could feel him brush her tears away.

      She choked and then coughed. Finally, in a rough voice, she asked, “Why?”

      But all she could understand of his answer was the shaking of his head. His words dropped silently to the ground, lost in the dark mists swirling around them.

      Hermes cleared his throat, reminding Hope of his presence. “He must go to Hades for judgment now.”

      Hope turned to the god. “Can’t something be done?” she asked. “What about Hades’s oath? Xan sacrificed himself for me; isn’t Hades bound to let him live?”

      Hermes’s sad smile made her heart clench with the futility of her desperation. She knew the oath was never meant to cover the future, only the past.

      “Best say your goodbye,” Hermes instructed, ducking his head.

      Hope turned back to her friend, her mentor, her champion, and protector. The weight of this loss crushed her, and she dropped her chin as she whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

      Xan closed his hand into a fist and moved toward her.

      She saw his arm rise until his fist stopped just below her chin. She looked up and, through her tears, tried to memorize his features.

      His high forehead, the bump on his nose. His broad shoulders, the black tattoos. She thought of their fireside chats in the conservatory, the seemingly endless trainings, her relief when he agreed to come with her to Olympus. He was always there for her. Silently loving her. Selflessly caring for her. And she did not want to let him go.

      Was it as hard for him to let her go?

      “Can I go with him?” she begged Hermes. “If you hadn’t knocked me out of the way . . .”

      Xan shook his head and pointed at her belt.

      She looked down. She still had the scissors the Fates had given him, and even though she had no idea what to do with them, she knew he meant for her to fight.

      “You should know better than to ask me to escort you to Hades,” Hermes said. “It is not your time.” He took a deep breath. “Stay here. I’ll be back shortly for you.”

      “No, please. Please!” Hope stepped between Hermes and Xan. Staring up at her best friend, she whispered, “I don’t want you to go.”

      Xan leaned to the side and mouthed something at the god.

      Before Hope could ask, Hermes nodded, reached forward, and touched Xan’s shoulder.

      “Bloody Hades,” Xan said with a laugh.

      Hope gasped at the sound of his voice and then whipped around to Hermes, who shrugged and stepped several paces away to give them a semblance of privacy.

      Hope’s attention returned to Xan, and she reached out, wanting so much to make contact, but her hand still moved through Xan’s ghostly apparition.

      He smirked, and his dimple flashed. “Don’t be tryin’ to cop a feel now.”

      Hope blushed and then laughed. Tears still trickled down her cheeks. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “Hope.” Xan’s eyes filled with compassion, and he tried to wipe away her tears. “Aw, bells.” He chuckled. “You know I don’t want to leave you, luv. But this isn’t over. What you know, it’s bigger than you or me, or some stupid curse.” Calm assurance settled over him. “You need to find the Fates and figure out how to use those shears. You’re not done on Olympus, you hear?”

      She wanted to say she couldn’t. That she couldn’t do it without him, but his next words shamed her silent.

      “This isn’t over, Hope.” He studied her, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Your power is greater than any I’ve ever known. And not because you have more strength, more ability, or more intelligence. Your power is your determination, Hope. It’s your perseverance. I’ve always known you could do whatever you set your mind to. That is power no one can take away from you, so don’t you dare give up.” He brushed his hand over her hair and then her face, a ghostly sensation without actual contact. “I like you like this. It’s like how you should’ve been if Apollo hadn’t interfered in your life.”

      The depth of emotion Hope had hidden, even from herself, wouldn’t be contained, and she wasn’t surprised he could see it on her face. Feelings she’d worked so hard to bury broke through, and it made her heart hurt that she’d never told him how much he meant. She’d almost missed the opportunity. All because she’d lived in fear of the gods using anything they could against her. But, it shouldn’t have taken breaking the curse to tell Xan how much she cared. “I’ll miss you so much.”

      The words felt inadequate, but she wanted him to know it, needed him to hear it one more time.

      “Ah, lass. I’ll miss you, too. But I’ll find us houses right next to each other. When you and Athan come . . .” His hands hovered over her face then her shoulders. He leaned forward and gave her a ghostly kiss on the cheek. “I’ve always known you were filled with greatness. I love you.”

      Tears streamed down her face, and she choked out, “I love you, too.”

      Hermes took Xan’s arm. “Ready?”

      Xan raised his hand in a final farewell. “Aye.” His eyes lit with resolve, and he winked. “Don’t lose . . . Hope.”

      Both he and Hermes disappeared.

      The ache in Hope’s chest opened into a gaping chasm, and she collapsed to the ground and wept.
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      Athan

      Athan sat up with a gasp. The thin down-filled blanket fell into his lap, and he brought his hand to his chest where a dull ache throbbed. His heart raced like he’d had a nightmare, but he hadn’t been dreaming. The only light in his sparse room spilled in from the hall, and he wondered if the Fates were back. Perhaps they’d made a loud noise that had startled him from his sleep. But the house was quiet, so silent he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He shut his eyes as he took a deep breath and held it, but the anxiety continued coursing through him. He took another breath, let it out between pursed lips, and opened his eyes.

      His father stood in the doorway, lit from behind, face hidden in shadows. “The curse is broken,” Hermes said. “Zeus has ruled on it, and his decision is binding.”

      The remnants of sleep fled. Athan pushed back the covers and scooted to the edge of the bed. “Where’s Hope?” He stood and reached for a pair of pants. “Is she okay?”

      Stepping into the room, Hermes studied his son, grimacing at Athan’s question. The god scratched his cheek and asked, “Even now, you love her?”

      Athan threw his hands up in the air. He’d been saying he loved Hope for months, or was it years? He shook his head. “Do you know what a hypocrite you’re being? You saw Mom on that Ferris wheel, and you stalked her for a week before you got the nerve to meet her at that party. She always said she knew you were the one as soon as she saw you. That wasn’t love.”

      Hermes cleared his throat but said nothing.

      “And then you basically stole her away from her date—”

      Hermes barked, “The guy was a fool—”

      “I’m not saying he wasn’t, but you spent less than a week getting to know each other before you told her who you were, and what . . . another week before you proposed?” Turning his back on his father, Athan went to his bed and perched on the edge. He felt like it was the middle of the night; he was tired, emotionally spent, and worried sick.

      “It was longer than that,” Hermes said, sitting down by his son.

      Athan raised his eyebrows. He’d heard the story from his mother often enough to know it wasn’t.

      “My point, Dad . . .” He took a deep breath and let his memories wash over him. “I saw her across the hall in school. She was at her locker, looking over at the crowd I was with. We were laughing, and she was just staring. I remember because when our gazes met, it felt like she was looking right through me.”

      “It didn’t hurt that she’s pretty,” Hermes said.

      Athan acquiesced with a half smile and then countered, “You and I have seen plenty of pretty.”

      Hermes chuckled, and some of the tension evaporated from his shoulders. “True.”

      “Hope completely shot me down when I tried to meet her. I dropped flowers by her house, picked up school assignments when she was gone—”

      “You like the chase. We all do.”

      “Did Mom make you chase her?” Athan asked, shaking his head. They both knew she hadn’t. “It’s not always about the chase, Dad. Hope is strong. She’s loyal. She makes me want to do better, to be better.”

      “Maybe it’s all the excitement—”

      “Dad!” Athan sliced his hand through the air, cutting off his father’s protestations. “I’ve been telling you how I feel for a long time. I’ve chased her to the Underworld. I gave up my immortality for her. I’ve been attacked by Skia, pushed around by more than one demigod, and if I’d been able, I would’ve gone to Olympus with her. It’s not because I get some thrill out of the circumstances. Please hear me on this. I. Love. Her. Please, stop fighting me.”

      Hermes pursed his lips while he studied his son. The god’s shoulders dropped, his posture sagging, as he focused on the gray fur rug covering the dark rock ground.

      The silence itched and crawled through the air in a dance of awkwardness. Athan wanted to say something, anything, to dispel it, but he needed his father to see him not as a little boy acting impulsively but as a man, determined and stalwart in his declaration.

      Hermes sighed and met Athan’s gaze. “I’ll go get her.”

      “She’s here?” Athan asked, jumping up. But before he’d finished the question, Hermes was gone.

      Athan’s heart filled with dread, a cold sinking sensation that made his stomach churn and his mind race. If his father was escorting her, it could only mean one thing.
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      Hope

      “When you cry, is it because you’ve given up and you are mourning what could’ve been?” The musical lilt of the girl’s voice could only belong to a goddess.

      Hope knelt on the uneven obsidian rock of the Underworld, the rough stone digging into her knees. With her face buried in her hands, she wept. After Hermes and Xan had left, she’d collapsed on the ground, sobbed, screamed, beat the stone, and cursed the gods. When the vehemence of her emotion was spent, she’d dropped her head into her hands and let the tears fall with all the despondency in her shattered heart.

      The goddess’s interruption was grossly unwelcomed, and Hope kept her head bowed, hoping she would go away. The gods were selfish, uncaring, and manipulative. Everything and everyone Hope had ever cared for had been ripped from her by one of the greedy egocentric gods. Her curse was gone, but it had been revoked at a steep cost that Hope wished she could undo. And now here was another deity wanting attention. Was it really too much to ask for a moment alone to mourn?

      “Are you still crying? Does that mean you’re quitting?”

      Anger lit a fire deep in Hope’s belly. She wasn’t quitting. She just needed a minute.

      “Pardon?” A warm hand settled on Hope’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      While Hope’s instinct was to throw the hand off, she knew her hurt had nothing to do with this deity. And the collective wisdom of all her interactions with the gods told her she needed to be careful. Always careful.

      Hope wiped her tears and lifted her head, only to gaze into wide eyes the color of English lavender. If this young woman was a goddess, Hope had no idea which one. She appeared to be the same age as Hope, and with pale skin, a waif-like stature, and wild hair the same shade as her eyes, she looked nothing like the other Olympians. But Hope also knew better than to trust her vision, as the gods were notorious for changing their appearances. Even so, this young woman had to have been bound in the Underworld because her pale skin hadn’t seen the sun in millennia.

      “Hello, my name is Vrady,” the girl said, extending her hand.

      Hope took the young woman’s hand to shake it, and as soon as their skin touched, cold shivers crawled up Hope’s arm. “I’m Hope.”

      The slender girl tilted her head while she studied Hope. “Why were you crying?”

      Hope bit her tongue to prevent the instinctive snap. The question was rude, and the pain was too raw to share. If she tried to talk about Xan, she would be a blubbering mess all over again. And the girl didn’t really care. She didn’t even know Hope. So why should Hope bare her soul?

      Hope had built a wall around her heart after her mother had died. Every interaction with others was deliberately distant. She’d been all about pushing people away. At the time, she thought it was necessary for her safety. But more than that, she’d been awkward and rude because she’d known no other way to prevent the pain of losing someone. Now, she knew the joy of friendship and the warmth of love. Experience had taught her enough wisdom that she wouldn’t trade her memories of Athan or Xan or even Dahlia to get rid of the pain of their losses.

      “I lost my friend,” Hope said, rushing to get the words out before emotion washed back over her. If that happened, Hope wouldn’t even be able to speak.

      With wide eyes, the young goddess asked, “Can he be found?”

      The literal interpretation was just ridiculous enough that Hope smiled while tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. The girl’s, or goddess’s, naivety was oddly endearing, and the earlier irritation evaporated. “No,” Hope said with a shake of her head. “He died.”

      “Oh.” Vrady sat down on the pitch-black rock that seemed to smooth under her touch. “I’m sorry.” She patted the space next to her and said, “Sit down.”

      There was nothing else Hope could do, so she sat. The dark rock smoothed out, and while it wasn’t comfortable, it no longer jabbed at her. She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly.

      Vrady watched her, eyes alight with curiosity. “Did you love him?”

      “Very much,” Hope said, her chest tightening with emotion. She wiped a stray tear that had escaped and thought she’d better clarify. “Not like I wanted to marry him. But . . .” She choked on the words and had to stop. Being married to Xan wouldn’t have been bad, far from it. But she wasn’t attracted to him the same way she was with Athan. Not that it mattered now. She cleared her throat. “Xan was my friend. Probably my best friend.”

      The goddess nodded. “What happened?”

      Memories flooded Hope, and her anger flared with Ares and Hera’s betrayal. Through clenched teeth, Hope said, “The Olympians killed him.”

      Vrady looped a curl around her finger and twisted it, but the gleam in her eyes betrayed her interest. “What are you going to do about it?”

      Hope thought about the question. What could she do about it? She was just one girl. Not even the Sphinx anymore. But Xan didn’t believe that, and deep down, under the hurt and grief, Hope didn’t believe that either. She took a deep breath and put her hands to her hips, her fingertips brushing the scissors Xan had given her.

      “I need to find the Fates, or someone who can tell me how to use these scissors.” She was in the Underworld, so it wouldn’t be impossible to do that. And Athan . . . He had her Book of the Fates, which meant . . . “If I can get back to Olympus, I can unbind the Underworld.”

      Vrady pointed at the scissors. “Those are the Olympian shears?”

      Hope looked at them. The opaque handles, marbled white and gray and threaded with silver, were exactly like the stone of Olympus. Olympian shears. Of course they were.

      The power of purpose infused Hope, flooding her with strength she thought she’d lost. She could do this. She would do this. And if she could get the Fates out of the Underworld, surely they would make the Olympians pay. It would be justice served.

      She rose from the ground, feeling much like a phoenix. With her singed clothes, she might even resemble one. The thought made her smile. “They are. Do you know where I can find the Fates?”

      Vrady stood, her smile matching Hope’s. “You have a plan,” the goddess said, rubbing her hands together. The tickle of a breeze floated past, and the young ethereal deity leaned forward and whispered, “I’ll see you soon.”

      And then she disappeared.

      What the Kraken? Confusion swirled in Hope’s mind, but before she could even process what had happened, Hermes appeared.

      His hazel eyes were wide, and something in his air mirrored her own anxiety. When he saw her, his shoulders relaxed. “All I wanted was to keep him safe,” he said with a frown. “He is all I have left of my Kate. Not that I would expect you to understand.”

      She wasn’t angry with the god of travelers anymore. Even though he’d been cruel, she could understand how fear had the potential to twist one’s actions.

      Hermes crossed the barren rock until he stood before Hope. “And I’d still like to see him unbound, but I know it is not your fault.”

      She understood, and she forgave him. She had no idea how to unbind Athan, either, but she wanted it for him, too. “I want the same.”

      He stared at her, his expression slack.

      She had no idea what he was looking for or waiting for, and emotionally exhausted, she had to resist the urge to push him.

      “Do you have a plan?” he asked.

      It wasn’t much of a plan, not really. “I have an idea,” she countered. “But I need to find the Fates. And if they say it will work, I’m going to need my Book of the Fates from Athan.”

      Hermes nodded, but she didn’t know if it was in acknowledgement or agreement.

      “Do you love him?” he asked.

      Her heartrate doubled and then tripled. Embarrassment heated her face, and she nodded. Was it supposed to be this awkward? She didn’t want to discuss how she felt about Athan with his dad. But no sooner had the thought passed through her mind, she shook her head. It was ridiculous. At this point, why shouldn’t he know? “If I tell you yes, are you going to kill me or drop me in the middle of nowhere?”

      Hermes gave her a half smile and snorted. “Do you even know where you are now?”

      She suppressed the laugh bubbling up in her chest. “Touché.”

      “Even if I could harm you, I’m pretty sure he would never forgive me if I did.”

      The thought of Athan’s love made her chest swell. “Yes, I love him,” she said. “Very much.”

      Dragging his hand down his face, he made a choking sound. He wiped his cheeks and cleared his throat. “Will you still try to free him?”

      “Of course.” She probably wanted it at least as much as Hermes did. “Maybe the Fates will be willing to help with that, too.” After all, they were the ones who had bound them together.

      Hermes nodded but made no further move toward her. He continued to stand, leaning forward then back, his indecision manifested by his very movement.

      “If I help you, there will be no going back.” His shoulders sagged with the weight of his words. “They will never forgive me.”

      Hope had no sympathy for the other Olympians. They were all selfish, and she despised them. Xan had been right, and to do anything, she would need to go back, which meant she would need Hermes. “If you do nothing, will you ever forgive yourself?”

      Hermes blanched at her words. “You are quite perceptive for one so young.”

      She thought of Xan, Priska, Athan, Dahlia, and her mother. “I’ve had some very wise mentors in my life.”

      “So it would seem.” He squared his shoulders. “I may have been hasty in my previous assessment, Hope.” The words tripped over one another, like the verbal path was wholly unfamiliar to him. “I’m sorry.”

      She wondered if he’d ever said those words before, and then she felt a pang of shame at her own harsh judgment. “Thank you.”

      He waved away her gratitude, but his eyes remained haunted. “Are you ready to go?”

      She didn’t think he would understand if she said no, but in truth, she wasn’t ready. And, she didn’t think there was a way to ever be ready for what she was hoping to do. “Yes.”

      His warm fingers wrapped around her wrist. She felt the world lurch, and her vision went black.

      Seconds later, the darkness faded.

      She was inside a small living room, but the black stone floor, walls, and ceiling told her she was still in the Underworld. An overstuffed white leather couch sat atop a brightly woven rug in reds, blues, and greens. The room was otherwise bare, and after having pictures of her loved ones in her last few places of residence, the space here seemed almost sterile.

      “Would you like a drink?” Hermes asked.

      With the question, Hope ran her dry tongue over the roof of her mouth. It felt like cotton and sandpaper, but . . . “Will it bind me here? Because with everything else—”

      Hermes shook his head. “I know the rules. Probably better than anyone.” He walked down the hall and opened the last door, closing it behind him.

      She could hear muffled voices, and she wondered if the resident of this house would mind her intrusion. Hope eyed the couch then looked down at her chiton. The hem was singed, and her feet looked like they had sunburn all the way up to where her dress landed. She lifted her skirt to see if the burn extended further up.

      Her skin . . . The golden hue that had always made her look as though she’d spent a fair amount of time in the sun was gone. No, not gone, diminished. Not that she was pale like Vrady.

      The discussion in the other room continued, and Hope stepped down the hall in search of the restroom. Seeing an open doorway with the light off, she guessed this was her best chance and scurried toward it. There was a sink and a toilet, so she flipped on the light and closed the door behind her. She turned to face the mirror and froze.

      Her golden hair . . . She reached up and ran her hands through wavy strawberry-blond hair. As she tilted her head, she appreciated the depth of color. No longer a monochromatic gold, there were touches of honey ginger and sun-kissed wheat. Her skin was more cream, and were those freckles on her nose? The most startling difference though was her eyes. This was like looking at a different person, and she had to touch her face to make sure . . .

      Gods.

      Her eyes were not like Apollo’s sky blue, but they were bluish, a muted watered down version with a decidedly gray tone. She leaned forward and stared at her own reflection. Around the pupil and flecking throughout the iris were specks of green, much like Hera’s. Hope’s genetics, not the curse, were evident in her eyes.

      She touched her fingers to her lips, pushing back the sob of the girl reflected in the mirror as she thought of Xan’s words. He liked her better like this.

      A knock on the door made her jump, and she let out a startled cry.

      “Hope?” Athan called to her from the other side.

      Tears welled, and she flung open the door.

      He looked the same. Exactly the same as the day she’d left to go to the temple of Ares. He was dressed in jeans and a mossy-green T-shirt. His bronze hair, normally impeccably styled, was wavy and longer than she’d ever seen it. She looked him over, avoiding his gaze, until she couldn’t take it anymore. His eyes were wide, pupils dilated, and she knew he didn’t recognize her.

      She brushed the never-ceasing tears from her cheeks and sniffed back her emotion. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

      Athan leaned toward her, bringing his hand up, and his fingers hovered over her face, first her cheeks, then her nose, her lips, and finally her chin. Without ever touching her, he let his hand drop to his side, and he straightened. His shoulders were tight, his neck bunched with tension.

      Why had Hermes brought her here? Why do this to her? She’d asked to see the Fates, and he’d known how different she looked. He’d said he was sorry.

      “Does it really matter?” Hope asked. Her heart ached to think Athan only liked her for her looks, and that weight was so, so heavy. She thought of Xan’s ghostly kiss goodbye. He’d never hesitated. If it were possible to miss him any more than she did . . .

      Athan sighed, the tension leaving, and he pulled her to him. “Oh gods,” he whispered as he buried his face in her hair.

      The heaviness in her chest dissipated with the pressure of his lips on her head. Her tears were back, and she wondered if she would ever stop crying, even as she sank into him.

      “Gods, Hope. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t sure . . . I didn’t recognize you for a second. I’m so sorry.” After wiping her tears away, he kissed the salty streaks on her cheeks and her lips.

      His lips were soft, and the kiss was a tender reassurance of his love, pouring warmth into her heart. She pulled him closer.

      “Shh, my love,” he whispered between the brushing of their lips. He backed her into the wall and kissed her again.

      The pressure from his body grounded her. This was reality. She was actually here. With Athan. And he loved her.

      She met his fervor with her own intensity. Her hands, almost on their own accord, tangled into his hair, and she held him close.

      His arms circled her waist, pulling her into him. Trailing kisses down her neck, he murmured his love for her. He made promises and sealed them with his lips. His caresses filled in the miniscule gaps deep in her soul as their hearts merged.

      Touching his forehead to hers, he whispered, “I missed you.”

      Her heart beat with emotion she’d thought was all spent. Was it wrong to feel this happy and sad at the same time? She didn’t even know this depth of emotion was possible. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      Cupping her face with his hands, he looked into her eyes and said, “I’m so sorry about Xan.”

      Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks, and she tried to pull away. But he wouldn’t let her go, so she closed her eyes.

      He kissed her forehead. “He loved you. Truly.”

      Hope nodded at the truth before her.

      “He was a good man and a good friend. He always did right by you, Hope.” Athan took a deep breath. “Always.”

      There was no way to stem the fresh wave of crashing grief as it washed over her.

      “I’m sorry.” She choked on the words, feeling guilty that Athan should have to see her like this.

      Athan pulled her close, wrapping her in a hug. “It’s right that you should mourn him. I know how much he meant to you. So, please, don’t hide it from me.”

      She stared up at him in disbelief. “You’re not mad?”

      He chuckled, and the laughter rumbled through her chest. “Not at all. A little jealous perhaps, but he was there for you when I was not. He taught you things I never would’ve been able to. The fighting and weapons, and most importantly, he taught you to believe in yourself and your own capabilities.” Athan swallowed, and his eyes misted over. In a much more somber tone he said, “He was a good friend.”

      She could only nod, and she buried her face back in his shirt.

      Hermes cleared his throat.

      Hope had completely forgotten about him, and from the blush rising on Athan’s neck, she guessed he had too.

      “I don’t mean to pry, but are you finished with your reunion?” Hermes scratched the scruff on his cheeks. “I’m going to have to get back to Olympus soon.” He pointed at Hope. “I’d like to have a plan in place before I go because, well, I’m sure there will be consequences for leaving with you still alive.”

      Athan frowned at his father.

      Right. Her thoughts shifted, and she pushed down her emotions. Yes, she was angry. She was hurt, and she was grieving. And she would let her emotions fuel her energy, but she would need to act rationally.

      “Do you have my Book of the Fates here?” she asked Athan.

      His jaw tightened. “Yes, it’s in my room.”

      With a nod to his father, he left to get it.

      “Do you know where the Fates are?” she asked Hermes. “I want to make sure that this will work.”

      He waved her toward the front of the house, and she followed him down the hall to the living room. He pointed at the couch, and her initial protest died on her lips. She was exhausted, and there was no reason to stand. Sinking into the cushions, the adrenaline waned, fatigue settling more firmly.

      Hermes extended a bottle of water toward her. “I think you’d said yes, right?”

      Her estimation of the god climbed with this simple kindness. She took the bottle, broke the seal, and drank the entire thing.

      Athan returned carrying the thick tome of the Sphinx’s history and held it out to her. “Your story still isn’t there, but your mother’s is now.”

      She held the Book of the Fates to her chest and stroked the soft cover. “Did you read it?”

      Athan nodded with a wry smile. “I didn’t think you’d mind. I’m sorry that Symeon left her.”

      Hope remembered how her father had gone to the conservatory before Apollo killed him. She thought of the little boy, a little Athan, telling her father to buy her mother chocolate. “His name was Luc Syemon. You were right, that other book was his. Apollo killed him.”

      “Skata.” Athan sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry, Hope. I . . . I didn’t know. We always thought it was Skia. He left that night, and no one ever found his body.”

      Just then, the door opened and Vrady walked in. She wore a violet chiton, a darker shade of her eye color, and her curls were pulled up in a messy twist. Tendrils of lavender framed her face. She smiled at Hope and Athan, but the goddess’s eyes narrowed when her gaze fell on Hermes. “What are you doing here?” She didn’t wait for his answer but immediately asked, “Are my daughters here?”

      Hermes stared at the pale goddess like he was seeing an apparition of impossibility. His lips parted, and he breathed her name, “Nyx.”

      Athan returned the primordial goddess’s smile. “They haven’t been here for a while.”

      Nyx suited the goddess much more than the harsh name Vrady, but her interest in Hope and Athan made little sense. Why would the goddess of night care about Hope or what was happening with the Olympians?

      Nyx crossed the room and sat on the couch next to Hope. Tucking her legs under her, Nyx leaned forward and whispered, “I told you I’d see you soon.”

      Hope nodded, incoherent thoughts refusing to coalesce into actual words.

      “Mother!” Lachesis exclaimed from the open doorway, joy lighting her face.

      A gasp came from behind the Fate, and Atropos and Clotho pushed into the room. The three Fates charged forward, and Nyx rose to meet them. Clotho stopped knitting and embraced her mom, features mirroring the joy of her sister. Even Atropos was smiling.

      Hope watched with awe as the family reunion unfolded. The goddesses spoke in a language Hope had never heard before, a musical inflection to the ancient dialect that held her rapt. They spoke over the top of one another, their laughter and enthusiasm filling the entire room. Athan seemed fixated on the scene, and even Hermes was captive to the reunion.

      After several minutes, Athan took the seat next to Hope, and she curled up beside him, resting her head on his shoulder. Closing her eyes, she let the music of their voices lull her to sleep.

      “Hope?” Athan whispered as he nudged her with his elbow.

      Her eyes shot open.

      Sitting next to Hope, Nyx ran her fingers through Hope’s hair in a decidedly motherly fashion. “Sorry to wake you up, but we need to make our move if we’re to have any chance of success. I needed to make sure your intent wasn’t selfish before I was willing to commit myself, but my daughters have spoken very highly of you.”

      Atropos, Lachesis, and Clotho sat on the rug in front of the couch, their hands empty and still as they stared up at Hope and their mother.

      “What is your plan?” Lachesis asked.

      Hope told them of Hera’s oath and held up the Book of the Fates. “If I give it to her, she’ll have to undo the binding.” Hope considered her next words carefully. “If the Underworld is unbound, the books would be freed. Then the Olympians could be held responsible for what they’ve done, right?”

      Lachesis looked at her mother. “What have you been doing?”

      Nyx straightened her spine. “It is about balance and order, is it not?”

      Hope turned to the goddess of night and studied her. Hope was tired, her brain fuzzy with too much emotion and too little rest, and she tried to make sense of what Nyx was saying. But, balance and order had nothing to do with night.

      “True, and not true, too,” Nyx replied.

      Hope startled, realizing she’d spoken aloud, and hurried to apologize.

      “No,” Nyx cut her off. “Chaos was first. He had to be, for all life stems from passion, turmoil, mayhem, and even a touch of anarchy. Chaos is the birth of realms, worlds, and universes, but without balance and order, Chaos will also be their death.” Holding up two fingers, Nyx said, “Chaos fathered two beings.”

      Hope knew this. It was the creation of their world. Chaos was more than the first deity. He was the actual matter, and his children . . .

      “Erebus is darkness. Chaos gave him the power of unpredictability, pandemonium, and turmoil. His power is vast and insatiable, and it surrounds us. It is the natural inclination of all creation to default to the madness of Erebus because the insanity of dark feeds itself.” Nyx took a deep breath. “In an attempt to provide survival, Chaos created a daughter, someone to balance the disorder of darkness. Night is the epitome of organized darkness. It is predictable and orderly, functioning on a regular system. It provides consistency and stability. That is the true meaning behind my name.”

      “And each of my children was created to provide order or balance. That is their power and their responsibility, and we hold each other accountable for it.”

      Hope’s lips formed an O as awe flooded her.

      Nyx reached out and stroked Hope’s hair again. “If you can unbind the Underworld, I’m fairly certain I can help find a way to provide order.” The primordial deity looked at her daughters, and her gaze landed on Lachesis. “Show me Hope’s thread.”

      Lachesis pulled a thread from her bag—two threads.

      Hope recognized Athan’s green thread bound to a golden one that looked much duller than it had when she’d last seen it.

      Nyx frowned. “You’ve woven them together, Clo.”

      The blond goddess nodded and pointed at a small metal ring. “Yes, but if you pull there, it will easily unravel. I wasn’t sure how to keep them both alive. It was the best I could think of at the time with the tools available.”

      Nyx took the thread and rubbed it between her fingers. “It seems so fragile.”

      “He’s mortal now, Mother, and she’s fairly close to it, too,” Atropos replied.

      Nyx leaned back on the couch, and her fingers continued to worry Hope and Athan’s combined thread. Staring at Hermes, the goddess sat up with a triumphant smile. “You love your son, right?”

      Hermes’s forehead creased, but he answered emphatically, “Yes.”

      Nyx touched Hope’s arm. “Do you still have that sewing kit?”

      Hope pulled the small gift from Hephaestus from inside her chiton belt. “I’m pretty sure you aren’t going to want me to sew anything.”

      Nyx patted her then took the kit. “Don’t worry. We’ll have Clo do it. She’s quite good. But I do need you to cut something, if you would.” Nyx went to Hermes and pointed at his core. “If you give her a bit of your thread, Clo can stitch it back into Athan.”

      Hermes shut his eyes, and his hand went to his abdomen. A vibrant glow pulsed in his core, and he pulled a shimmering thread into the air. He held the wisp between his hands and nodded to Hope.

      With the Olympian immortal shears, she snipped the thread and handed it to Clotho.

      Clotho opened the sewing kit, and the furrow on her brow disappeared. She plucked the teardrop-shaped item from the folds of fabric and opened it. Placing the bronze filament into the thin wire loop, she was able to thread the small needle. “This is the best sewing kit I’ve ever seen. Where did you get an immortal kit?”

      “Hephaestus gave it to me.” But watching Clotho sew, Hope had a suspicion. “But maybe he didn’t make it.”

      Nyx laughed, a soft carol of bells. “He did not.”

      Hope was filled with a sense of exultation as Clo stitched the glowing thread into Athan’s green one. He would be immortal once again, returned to his demigod status. She reached out and pointed at the hasty binding between her thread and Athan’s. “Now you can pull that other strand, right?”

      “No!” Atropos yelled.

      Hope’s hand froze.

      “If you pull that binding, you will not be able to return to Olympus,” Atropos admonished. She gazed at each member of the room. “The curse is broken, and she is no longer immortal.”

      Hope blinked at the reminder. Right.

      Nyx grabbed Hope’s shoulders, turning her until they faced each other. “Why do you want to unbind the Underworld? What is it about Olympus that you wish to fix?”

      Hope’s first instinct was to shout for revenge for Xan, but it was far more than that. She’d wanted to break the binding when she’d met Hephaestus, but her reasons then were more about her and the curse. Now that she’d been to Olympus and had personal experience with the gods, she had a better understanding of what the gods truly represented. “When Xan and I walked through the Hall of the Olympians, almost all the gods had these huge mountains of offerings piled in front of their daises. They take from their worshipers, and they take from the humans, and when they give, it’s really so they can take some more.”

      She remembered Tristan’s story of his father offering Demeter ‘anything’ for a good harvest. He’d been trying to provide for his family, but Tristan had lost his mother in the goddess’s selfish granting of their bounty. Glancing at Athan, Hope thought it must have been even worse for Tristan’s dad. “Their selfishness has no check, nothing to balance it.”

      With her gaze boring into Hope, Nyx asked, “If you unseal the Underworld, do you think it will provide such a balance?”

      Hope shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe? But the histories in the Books of the Fates will all be available, right? People will have access to what the gods really are, so they won’t get a free pass. At least the mortals will have the information there so they can see how selfish the gods are.”

      Nyx stared at Hope with focused intensity. “What would you be willing to sacrifice to bring order to Olympus?”

      She wanted to scream that she’d already sacrificed enough. She’d lost almost everyone she’d ever loved in this quest. But, like Xan had said, this was bigger than her. This was humanity. All of them. And even if they never chose to use the information, even if they willfully ignored it, wasn’t her one life worth it if it gave all of them a chance?

      She couldn’t help but look at Athan. Gods, she loved him so much. And selfishly, she wanted to quit so she could be with him. But she knew that what she’d told Hermes was just as true for her as it was for him. She couldn’t live with herself if she did nothing. Eventually, ignoring the problems the gods created would cost her or someone she loved, again. Tears filled her eyes, and Athan’s image blurred. Blinking away the tears, she met the lavender gaze of the goddess of night. “I would sacrifice whatever I needed to.”

      “Even your life?”

      “Hope,” Athan whispered.

      But Hope couldn’t look at him. She would not be selfish, not now. Hope swallowed her fear and nodded. This was her journey, and she would honor the sacrifices already made and everyone who had made one. She would choose courage. “Even my life.”

      Nyx kissed her cheek then stood in front of Atropos. Like Hermes, Nyx brushed her hand over her abdomen, and a shimmering thread of amethyst appeared.

      But Atropos didn’t move. “I have no shears for your thread, Mother.”

      Nyx studied the array of scissors her daughter wore and grimaced.

      “These will likely do,” Clotho said, holding up the small pair of pinking shears from the sewing kit. “Hephaestus has been holding out.”

      Nyx gasped and held her hand out over the shears. The colors of live flame and smoke rolled and swirled in the handles and over the blades. “Unbelievable.” Tears pricked her eyes, and she turned to Hope. “Hephaestus gave these to you?”

      Hope nodded, unsure of the significance.

      “Then you will be the only one who can wield them unless you give them to another,” Clotho said, extending them to Hope. “These are the shears of Chaos.”

      Hope could hardly believe it. She turned to Nyx and asked, “Is the needle and threader yours?”

      “For every item that destroys, there must be something to create or mend. But the power still has its limit.” Nyx held her thread out to Hope, and Hope’s hand trembled as she cut the vibrant purple fiber.

      “His wife is a fool for letting him go,” Lachesis muttered, fingering the silver case.

      Hope watched in awe as Clotho again threaded the needle. With small stitches, she wove the lavender strand into the dull gold one that had once been Hope’s immortal thread.

      She could actually feel it. A sense of strength knitting into her, and with it an old sorrow that dwarfed her own. A longing crept into her, a despondency so strong it threatened to drown her in sorrow. Her chest screamed for air, and her vision tunneled. Hope closed her eyes, and her body swayed. She worried she’d pass out from the overwhelming gloom, but then it settled, nestling deep into her until it was only a tender spot in her heart and mind that made her ache with sadness if she touched it.

      “If you let it alone, it will not consume you.” Nyx brushed her hand over Hope’s face. “I’m sorry.”

      Hope opened her eyes and gasped. The Underworld had morphed into thin filaments of color, as if the world was nothing more than three-dimensional fabric. There were threads everywhere. Threads woven together to make up walls, furniture, the ground beneath them, and even the air. Hope raised her hand and watched as pieces frayed and broke and others knit together. She could see the glow of thread where Athan, Hermes, Clotho, Atropos, and Lachesis once stood. No longer bodies, but fibers woven together. At the core of each image was shockingly vibrant color: lavender, bronze, steely gray, mossy green. Clotho swirled with colors.

      Hope’s strands tangled and pulled as she brought her hand to her mouth.

      “Blink,” Nyx commanded her in whisper.

      Hope did, and the threads disappeared. “What was that?”

      “It was the only way I could think to give you the vision you would need. You may learn to control it with time. But if it ever gets to be too much, just blink. You have enough mortal still in you that your mind won’t usually see it.”

      “Is it all like that?” Hope asked, looking from Nyx to each of the Moirai.

      Hermes cleared his throat, breaking through the awe of the moment, and said, “I’m being summoned from Olympus.”

      “Get your book,” Lachesis said.

      Hope grabbed the deep-red leather Book of the Fates.

      “When you get there, don’t let them get their bearings,” Lachesis continued. “Use that coin in your shirt to call for Themis. Just drop it on the ground and call for an audience. She’ll have to come.”

      “You’d better hope she’s not corrupt, too,” Atropos said.

      “And deal with Hera as soon as you can,” Clotho added with her head bowed. Clotho was back to work on her threads, and Hope had to look away. No longer did it look like she was knitting a single thread, or even a cord of threads together. Instead, her needles pulled at the very fabric around them, feeding into the threads of everyone in the room.

      Hope blinked, and the strands disappeared again. If it allowed her to free the Fates, this seeing strings, filaments, yarns, or whatever was a small price to pay.

      “Thank you,” she said to Nyx.

      Nyx studied her. “It was the best I could do.”

      Hope turned to Athan to say goodbye. His smile was only a sad curve on one side, and he reached out to loop a curl of hair around his fingers. “I kinda liked the strawberry blond.”

      Her hair was black as pitch, the color of the rocks around her. She glanced up at him, and when his lips parted in awe, she wondered what else had changed. She brought her hands to her face, but she couldn’t feel anything different. “Is it bad?”

      He leaned over and kissed her. “You’re beautiful.”

      She wanted to reply, but Hermes grabbed her wrist, and they lurched from the Underworld.
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      Hope

      Hope kept her eyes closed while her stomach settled. There was the clink of glass, followed by booming laughter. The smell of char still hung in the air, but when Hope opened her eyes, the throne room floor was clean of ash. Only a single faint scorch mark told of the earlier violence.

      Someone gasped, and Hope turned to face the Olympians.

      Dionysus still sat in his throne, his eyes glazed, holding his drinking glass with less than an inch of the amber liquid left. Aphrodite was next to him, leaning over her seat into his.

      Athena, Artemis, and Demeter stood at the buffet table, filling cocktail plates with bite-size hors d’oeuvres.

      Ares was pushing into Apollo’s personal space with a glower, hand on the hilt of a broadsword at his side. Apollo glared at his half brother, hands balled into fists.

      Hera perched on the edge of her throne with a satisfied smirk, and Zeus was slouched in his seat with his hand covering half his face.

      “Is that Hermes?” Zeus asked, pulling his hand away and straightening in his seat. As soon as he saw Hope, he launched from the throne. “Who is this?”

      Hera shifted back in her seat as she studied Hope. “What—?”

      Hope extended the Book of the Fates. “I believe we had a deal.”

      “Really?” Hera snapped. “I don’t recall that we did.” She dismissed Hope and turned to Hermes, “Where have you been?”

      Hope turned to Zeus, who was slowly circling her. “You don’t recognize me?”

      His eyes narrowed then widened when they met hers. Stepping back several paces, he glared at Hermes and demanded, “How could this happen?”

      “The Underworld.” Hermes said nothing more as he crossed the throne room and took his chair. “I am messenger to the gods. Not just the Olympians.”

      Hera crossed her legs at the ankles and frowned at her husband. “What is he talking about?” When Zeus said nothing, she turned her attention back to Hope. “I’m not sure what Hermes has told you, but we don’t make demigods into gods. Not anymore.”

      They didn’t recognize her, except maybe Zeus, but even he seemed more surprised by her eye color than anything else. “I’m not here with Hermes,” she declared. “I’ve brought you something.”

      Hope crossed the room slowly, aware of the penetrating gazes of each of the gods. Whatever they thought, they kept it silent as they filed back to their seats. Even Zeus returned to his throne, but he continued to wear his perplexity etched into the crease of his brow.

      “Who is your mother?” Hera demanded. She stared at each of the goddesses in the room, but none acknowledged Hope as their own. Hera’s gaze returned to Hope, eyes blazing. “You seem familiar, but . . .” The queen of Olympus sucked in a loud breath. “No! How could this be?” She turned to Zeus and, in a shrill voice, demanded, “Get rid of her.”

      The king of the gods shook his head and held up his hands. “You know I can’t.”

      A nervous twitter came from the gods, but Hope didn’t even bother to look at them. She held her head high and, for the first time, felt admiration for a god’s interference in her life. “I’m Hope. Nyx has claimed me.”

      Aphrodite dropped her glass, and the crystal shattered on the marble.

      “Impossible,” said Hera. “Nyx is bound. She has no access to humans.” She tapped her manicured finger against her lip and turned to Hermes. “Did you take her one? I would hate to think you had something to do with this.” Her features twisted into a sour expression. “If you did, I promise you the consequences will be severe.”

      Hermes flinched under the weight of her bitter threat, but he recovered quickly, tilting his chin up in defiance. “I probably had no more to do with her creation than you, Hera.”

      That was enough to stop the queen of the gods.

      “Here is the book you desired.” Hope held out the heavy red leather tome again. “The Book of the Fates for the Sphinx.”

      Hera made no move to retrieve it. She sniffed and folded her arms in her lap. “I want no Book of the Fates.”

      Hope ground her teeth. It was like they were playing more games with her. “Would you rather it go to the mortal realm?”

      Hera batted the question away with a wave of her hand. “I care not what you do. I want no part, and I refuse to be blackmailed.”

      Hope shouldn’t have been surprised, but Hera’s refusal only reinforced the importance of freeing the Underworld from her binding. Hope pulled out the heavy coin and stared into Hera’s emerald eyes.

      “I wish an audience with Themis,” Hope said, and she dropped the coin to the ground.

      The metal coin rang like a bell when it touched the marble. Hermes blanched, like he knew what was coming, and the other Olympians twittered and gasped.

      Hera glared daggers of hatred at Hope.

      “What is this?” Zeus cried, storming toward her. “I am the king of Olympus; I shall pass judgment. You cannot call Themis here.”

      Hope willed herself not to cringe but couldn’t help shifting away from his vehemence.

      “You cannot do this!” He stopped, and horror washed over his face. Bending over, he retrieved the heavy bronze coin. “Where did you get this?” He gaped and stepped back a pace. In a voice filled with awe, he whispered, “What have you done?”

      White and silver lines crossed through her vision, filling up the space all around her. A translucent shimmer blossomed in the fabric, and Hope blinked several times, desperate to clear her vision.

      The throne room materialized again.

      Zeus remained frozen, holding the coin. Hera, Apollo, Ares, Demeter, Dionysus, Aphrodite, Artemis, and Athena all gaped at the apparition in the middle of the room. Only Hermes seemed unsurprised.

      Themis was tall, at least as tall as Zeus, with alabaster skin. She wore a gray chiton, belted at the waist with a simple woven leather cord. Her brown hair was plaited, and she wore a gauzy blindfold in the same color as her dress. In one hand, she held a small scale by the pillar, the pans swaying up and down. In her other hand, she clasped the hilt of a broadsword. “Who has summoned me?”

      The power of this deity shimmered in the air, pulling on the threads surrounding her. The blind Titan goddess commanded attention, and Hope’s heart raced. With a deep breath, she answered, “I have, Lady.”

      “And you have payment?”

      Hope wondered if she should’ve kept the coin after all. “Zeus has your coin.”

      Themis extended her hand holding the scales. “Place it here, Lord Zeus.”

      Zeus extended his arm and dropped the coin onto the scale. The payment clinked on contact, pulling the one side down. The empty tray swung out, waiting for its deposit.

      Themis turned toward Hope. “I will now hear your petition.”

      “Hera and I agreed that if I gave her the Book of the Fates for the Sphinx, she would release her binding on the Underworld.” She held out the dark leather tome.

      Themis remained where she was but pulled the sword from its scabbard. She didn’t turn toward the queen of Olympus. She simply placed the tip of the sword on the ground and asked, “Hera, is this true?”

      Hera tossed her head back. “My dear, Lady Themis. This girl looks nothing like the one to whom I swore my oath. Furthermore, how do I know this is the one? Hermes is the trickster god. He showed up with this demigod only moments before. How do I know this is not a joke he is playing?”

      “Daughter of Nyx?”

      Hope glared at Hera. They both knew she was lying. “I am the same girl. Nyx had Clotho weave one of her threads into me so I could return to Olympus. This is the same Book of the Fates I discussed with Hera, and she promised on the River Styx that if I gave it to her—”

      “I don’t want it anymore,” Hera declared. “You can keep it.”

      Themis remained still, but the empty side of the scale tilted up until it was even with the one holding the coin.

      Hope took a deep breath. It didn’t matter if Hera was childish, petty, or vindictive. It only mattered that she kept her word. “She made an oath on the Styx.”

      The clink of metal rang through the room, and the scales tipped the other way as the coin disappeared. Themis wrapped her hand around the hilt of the weapon and swung it up in a graceful arc, making the air around it sing.

      Justice was supposed to be blind. It was supposed to be equitable. Truth was supposed to be sharper than a sword.

      The goddess of divine justice dropped the golden scales, and before they hit the ground, they disappeared.

      “Why do you want the binding undone?” Themis asked.

      Certainty had a way of showing up when Hope least expected it, but as she thought of all she’d learned of the Olympians, she was absolutely certain about several things. The Olympians were corrupt, and their unlimited power and lack of responsibility created true monsters. Hope wasn’t foolish enough to believe she had the power to fix it. But this was a start. There was power and knowledge in the truth. And maybe mortals would care enough to look for truth. Maybe the balance of power would shift.

      “I want justice.” For her. For Athan. For Xan. For Dahlia, Priska, Leto, Luc, Phaidra, Jamie, Phoibe, and Isaak. For every mortal who’d refused a god, for every monster who’d been cursed.

      “I am justice,” Themis said. “Hera, daughter of Cronus and Rhea, you have given your oath on the River Styx to the girl Hope. If you break that oath, you will be subject to the river, set to burn for an eternity therein.”

      The beauty of Hera was renowned, but in that moment she was truly ugly. Her nostrils flared, her creamy skin was mottled and reddened, and her eyes protruded with the anger and bitterness that twisted inside her. She stomped down the dais toward the Titan goddess, teeth bared like a wild animal.

      Themis didn’t flinch as the Olympian goddess approached, but Hope did. Just before Hera reached Hope, Themis dropped her arm, the sword shielding her from Hera’s fury. “Rein in your emotions, Hera, or you will have more regrets than your hasty oath.”

      “I don’t fear you,” she spat.

      “Then you are more foolish than I first thought,” Themis stated. Her words were cool and unemotional, and the expression on her face hadn’t changed. “Come now. You must release your binding.”

      Hera snatched the tome away from Hope, lip curling in disgust. “This is not the end.” She turned her back on Hope and stomped toward the doorway. “Well, come on.”

      Thinking of the Fates, Hope bit her tongue and followed Hera from the throne room, while Themis trailed behind.

      They crossed back through the Hall of the Olympians and into the marble passages. Hera stormed through, taking turns without even glancing back to see if Hope was following. Occasionally, Hope had to run to keep up, but somehow Themis glided silently behind, keeping pace.

      Hope recognized the markings on the door. Hera’s favorite symbol, the vibrant peacock, had its tail feathers spread in full display, with thousands of small eyes keeping watch. The animal appeared ready to step from the dark wood.

      Hera pushed the door open but didn’t step inside. Waving her arm through the doorway, she said, “In there.”

      Hope had thought it was the same room she’d been in, but as soon as she stepped through the doorway, she knew she was wrong. This room was empty, completely void of contents, just the pale stone of Olympus.

      She turned to ask Hera where the binding was, and the queen of the gods glared at her. Hope blinked, and the threads appeared. The bright peacock-blue pulsed in Hera’s frame.

      Hera brushed her hand over her abdomen and pulled a thin string from within. She ran it between her fingers until a single strand was separated from the thread and stretched it between her hands.

      “You want me to break my binding on the Underworld?” She snapped the thin line, and the ends frayed. She dropped the side not connected to her, and it floated toward the ground. “There. I’ve broken my binding.”

      Hope picked up the frayed end. Following it, she turned around and stepped into the room. She closed her eyes, willing her vision to be clear, and when she opened them, the room exploded with the bright hue.

      Tangles of Hera’s thread wound throughout the white, gray, and silver strands of Olympus. In the corner of the room was a glowing lump of blue, a massive knot of snarled filament.

      “What have you done?” Hope whispered, but when she turned toward the doorway, Hera was gone.

      The room was a web. Deep within the tight lump, dark threads of the Underworld peeked through, as did the strands of Olympus, but everywhere and all between were Hera’s threads. How had she done this? And how was Hope to fix it?

      “She has broken her binding?” Themis asked.

      Hope blew out a frustrated breath and looked back on the snarled mess. “I guess you could say that.”

      Themis chuckled. The sound made Hope freeze, and she slowly turned back to the Titan goddess.

      Her sword was now gone, and Themis pulled the blindfold from her eyes. Her clouded gaze stared into the room. “She has found a way to fulfill her obligation without fulfilling its meaning?”

      Hope sat down on the marble floor, watching as the threads pulled and bounced with her movement. “That is exactly what I mean.”

      She plucked at one blue thread and then another. She thought back to the mess she’d made during Thenia’s craft classes and said, “I suck at sewing.”

      Themis sat on the floor next to Hope. The titan’s stature contracted, and the milky film faded from her eyes until she was looking eye to eye with Hope. The goddess of divine justice had gray irises with a hint of violet around the pupil. Raising her eyebrows, she asked, “Do you need to sew?”

      Hope looked at the mess of knots in blue. She ran her hand over the chaos of thread. “Do you know if there’s a right or a wrong way to unsew something?”

      “Sewing and cutting are hardly the same thing, young sister.”

      Why was she helping? Hope faced the Titan goddess and shook her head. Themis wasn’t the daughter of Nyx, was she?

      As though Hope had spoken aloud, Themis said, “Nyx is my grandmother. She is also my patron goddess. We are both goddesses who bring order.” Themis pulled a gray gauze strip from the air and bound her eyes. “When you see her next, give her my love.”

      The goddess of divine law disappeared.

      Hope sat for a moment, absorbing what had just happened. Then her hand went to her belt, and she pulled out the Olympian shears. No need to sew. Right.

      She stood and walked into the threads. When the thick mass prevented her from going any farther, she grabbed a handful of the vibrant peacock-blue threads and started cutting. Again, and again, and again. A handful at a time came loose and was then discarded. When she saw more black than blue, she cut what she could. Other times, she pulled the fabric apart and watched as the blue strands unraveled.

      The closer to the corner of the room she got, the more of a pattern she saw. Blue threads covered and enmeshed with white ones, and then there were more blue snarls covering the black threads of the Underworld. She pushed aside the knots and continued her cathartic cutting of Hera’s bindings.

      Hope had no concept of time while she cut. It could have been minutes or days. But when she was done . . .

      She looked at the chaos around her, the massive mess and bedlam of thread. She could see deep within the disorder of blue, white, gray, silver, and black, the beauty of night, and the gaping chasm of Erebus. She knelt on the edge and ran her fingers through the threads. With a single blink, the lines disappeared and there was only darkness.

      “Nyx,” Hope called into the black void. She wondered if the goddess would come. If Hope had succeeded in freeing the Underworld, how would she know?

      She waited, counting first to ten, then a hundred, then a thousand. But there was no response, so she stood and brushed the lint from her pale, singed chiton.

      The room had shifted, or maybe she was just now seeing the furniture that had been under the woven mass of thread. A twin-size bed was pushed up against a wall, and a narrow doorway opened into a sterile bathroom in Olympian white marble.

      Curiosity sparked, and she crossed into the facilities. The surprise she’d had with the strawberry-blond hair and gray-blue eyes was nothing compared to the shock of her reflection now.

      Her lavender eyes were a striking contrast to her now black hair. Her skin was pale, almost alabaster, and most of her freckles were gone. But her nose was the same, and her lips, and her cheekbones. She reached out to the mirror, and awe filled her as her reflection met her outstretched hand.
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      Athan

      Every time he had to say goodbye to Hope, his stomach clenched with fear. It was not right that so much fell on her slender shoulders. And the waiting was torture. It wasn’t that he didn’t think her capable. Xan had been right about that all along. But being capable hardly protected Hope from the pain she was forced to endure.

      “You worry too much,” Atropos said, spinning the small pair of pinking shears on her finger while she reclined on the carpet. “She has a thread of Nyx now. None of the Olympians can harm her.”

      Athan leaned back on the couch and stared up at the black rock ceiling. “Not being able to kill her and not being able to harm her are not the same thing. At the rate it’s going, she’s going to have a mental breakdown when this is over.” She’d lost so much, but her friendship with Xan had mostly kept her grounded through it all. Now that he was dead, Athan couldn’t help but worry about how Hope would get through her grief. With a flash of inspiration, he sat up. “Isn’t there something you can do for Xan? Weave another thread in for him?”

      Reclining next to her sister, Lachesis sat up. “The son of Ares?”

      “Yes.” He thought of Xan, chest tightening. “You know he hated when people called him that.”

      Lachesis leaned forward. “Really? He didn’t like Ares?”

      “Shouldn’t you know that?” Athan pointed to the bronze rod. “Doesn’t your measuring stick tell you about people?”

      Atropos snorted but continued to spin the shears on her finger. “You’d be surprised how little we know at times and how little control we have. We’re not omnipotent or omnipresent. We have our limitations, too.”

      Clotho sat quietly next to her sisters, needles clacking as she continued to weave.

      “There are times we step in,” Lachesis said, tapping her stick. “But when we do, it is to counter balance something or someone else. To control the fate of everyone would be to remove the very thing Hope was trying to secure by breaking the curse.”

      “Freedom to love—”

      “Just freedom, Athan,” Clotho said. “She wanted freedom to choose for herself, without the interference or predetermination of the curse. That’s what she’s fighting for. Agency without the unwanted intrusion of the gods.”

      Of course she was.

      “I don’t deserve her,” he murmured.

      “Love isn’t about deserving. It’s about choice.”

      He exhaled, feeling a pang of disappointment. “I still wish there was something you could do for Xan. It would mean a lot to her.”

      “And you?” Lachesis asked.

      He’d had a tumultuous relationship with Xan. They’d been great friends until Isa. Looking back, Athan had been rash and harsh in his judgment of Xan then. And most likely wrong. But even when Xan could’ve thrown Athan under the bus, he hadn’t. Xan had always been honest and respectful. “It would mean a lot to me, too.”

      “You shouldn’t give false hope, Lachesis.” Atropos snipped the air with the shears from Hope’s kit. “We can’t restore life on our own volition.” She tucked her black hair behind her ear and gave Athan a pointed look. “I’m sorry.”

      Female laughter came from the other side of the door to the small home, and then Nyx walked in with three more women.

      Athan’s heart froze as he recognized the pale, cachectic girls with wild hair. The Furies were dressed in plain chitons belted at the waist with thick leather cords.

      Atropos, Lachesis, and Clotho dropped their tools and rushed at the Furies. All six of the women squealed and laughed and exchanged embraces. Nyx smiled at her daughters, watching the reunion from the doorway.

      Athan debated the best way to excuse himself.

      “You are thinking of leaving?” Nyx asked, crossing the room.

      The women quieted, and all seven turned their attention back to him.

      “Just going to my room so I don’t intrude.”

      One of the Furies barked a harsh laugh. “You mean so you don’t have to be with us.”

      Courtesy prevented him from saying that he didn’t want to be around the Furies, even if it was true. He was in their realm, at their mercy. “The last time I saw you all together”—he indicated the Fates and Furies with a wave of his hand—“you were binding your brother to Tartarus.”

      “Thanatos shouldn’t have betrayed Hades. He let his greed for power make his decisions,” said another of the vengeful goddesses. She extended her hand to Athan. “I’m Alecto.” She pointed at each of her sisters. “That’s Megaera, and that’s Tisiphone.”

      She smelled like ash and blood, and even inside, the Furies’ hair writhed. Athan steeled himself and took her hand. “Athan Michael, son of Hermes.”

      Megaera’s eyes brightened, and she smoothed her hair. “Son of Hermes?”

      Tisiphone pushed her sister. “You know he doesn’t have any interest in you.”

      Now he really wanted to leave.

      “Daughters, there is much to discuss pertaining to Olympus.” Nyx waved them over to the living space.

      Athan stood, but the Furies hissed, and rage and despair brushed by him, an invisible but tangible presence. He wasn’t sure if their response was directed at him or their mother, so he sat back down.

      “There is much to discuss here in the Underworld,” Tisiphone said. “Hecate is gathering power and is planning on challenging—”

      Lachesis stood. “Don’t interfere with Hecate yet. There is a daughter of Eris who may resolve that problem for us.”

      Magaera shook her head. “She will only cause discord.”

      Clotho also rose. “Not this one. Her husband was taken by Hecate. The demigod is motivated, but she may need help.” She turned to her mother. “Hades is requesting an audience. We’ll be right back.”

      Atropos got to her feet, but Lachesis shook her head. “Just for Clo; you can stay here. I’ll lead her.”

      Hermes appeared in the doorway. “Themis is making Hera break the binding now.” He pointed at Athan. “You’ll need to come through the portal Hope creates, or I’ll be bound to Tar—” His gaze landed on the Fates and Furies, and he blanched. “Ladies. Forgive me. I can’t stay, or I’ll be missed.”

      As quickly as he’d appeared, he was gone.

      Athan scratched his head. His father continued to surprise him. “How do I find the portal out?”

      Nyx closed her eyes. “As soon as there is a tear in the binding, I’ll take you.” A smile crossed her pale lips. “You’d better go now, Clo, or you’ll be missed, and Hades may suspect something.”

      Lachesis led Clotho out the door.

      “Are we going to Olympus?” Alecto asked.

      Nyx opened her eyes. “I believe that’s why you’re here. Athan, let me show you where you need to be. Daughters, I’ll be back so we can finish discussing our options.”
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      By the time Athan got to the place Nyx had indicated, there was a gaping chasm in the black rock, and blinding light poured through the space like a river. Only it was in the sky. The obsidian stone of the Underworld was rough, and Athan hoped he’d find plenty of foot and handholds as he started his climb.

      What felt like hours later, Athan pulled himself out of the Underworld into the blinding light of a small bedroom. The space was empty except for a simple bed and dresser. There was an attached bathroom, and he heard someone gasp from inside. The door was ajar, so he inched his way forward.

      The reflection in the mirror made his heart swell. She was alone, staring in the mirror, probably seeing herself for the first time.

      “You’re still beautiful,” Athan said. He stood in the doorway of the restroom, leaning against the wall. He waved at her body. “But you have to know this is only the wrapping. Which, don’t get me wrong, is quite stunning. But you are far more than a pretty face.”

      She ran and crashed into him, wrapping her arms around him. Being held by Hope was the best feeling in the world, and he pulled her closer.

      “You’re here,” she said, tilting her face up toward him.

      He couldn’t resist kissing her. Just a peck on her forehead to reassure himself and her that they were safe, together. “Of course. I came as soon as I could. Dad said you broke the binding.”

      She was beautiful and brilliant. And he loved her so, so much.

      Hope pulled back “Will it free the books?”

      “What is your obsession with freeing the Books of the Fates?” he asked. She must’ve asked about it at least a half dozen times. “Do you understand what that means?”

      She grimaced, and a sinking feeling tugged deep in his core.

      “Doesn’t it mean that they’ll be available to read? Doesn’t it mean that the mortals can learn the truth of the gods?”

      She was beautiful and brilliant. But she was also naïve. Athan cupped her face and kissed her nose. “Is that what you thought?” He shook his head, hating that he had to be the one to tell her the truth. “Freeing the Books of the Fates just means they can be accessed from the Olympian library. We can get them in the conservatories now.”

      “But what about the Olympians?” she asked with wide eyes. “Please tell me there is something we can do?”
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      Athan

      What Hope was suggesting was madness. He led her out of the bathroom and to the small bed where he sat beside her. Taking on the Olympians? He dropped his head to hers, their foreheads touching, and savored the moment. All he wanted was to escape with her.

      She’d broken the curse. She’d broken the bindings on the Underworld. What more could anyone ask her to do?

      “Haven’t you done enough? Can’t we go home?” he asked. Her body trembled, and he pulled her in for a hug. “Maybe finish school, go to college . . . just have a normal life?”

      Her face rested against his chest, and she sighed. “If you could have anything you wanted, what would it be?”

      Her question was loaded. But was it wrong that he didn’t want to solve the world’s problems? He really only wanted one thing . . . “You.”

      She pulled back and tilted her chin up to meet his gaze. “When I started this, I only wanted to be free from Apollo’s curse. Free to choose who I would love, without having the threat of death hanging over me and my loved ones.”

      He knew this. “And you got it. You defied them all, and you won.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t you see? I won for me, but there are millions of others—”

      Gods, no. “It’s not your fight. You can’t do that. You can’t fight for everyone, Hope. You’re talking about taking on—” He shook his head at the futility of what she was proposing. “You can’t.”

      He’d just gotten her back, and what she was proposing was impossible. But she stiffened, and her pale purple eyes flashed fire.

      Gods, he loved her for that flare of determination.

      Her chin jutted out, and she tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her.

      “Stop it,” she snapped. “Let go of me!”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, dropping his arms. “I’m sorry.”

      He reached out for her, but she pulled back, so he grabbed only a lock of her obsidian hair. It was so black, like the rocks in the Underworld, but at certain times, like now, he could see deep violet hues in the tresses. He wrapped the lock around his finger, wishing it was that easy to pull her back to him. “I’m sorry doesn’t sound like much, so will you let me explain?”

      She shook her head, and the light danced around her. “You want to keep me safe. I get it.”

      He took a deep breath and let the truth of her words settle in him. “Yes, but . . . I can’t. I understand what you’re saying. You’ve been fighting for the freedom to choose your own path, and we all want that. I want that, too. But, I also want my path to be alongside yours. However, I get that it’s wrong to ask you . . . No, it’s wrong to demand that you follow my course. Even if it’s what I think will keep you safe. So, I’m sorry.”

      She smiled, her pink lips responding to his words. She took a step toward him but still kept her distance. “I didn’t want to change the world. I only wanted to change my life.”

      “But?”

      “But if we do nothing . . . one day we’ll get married. I mean, not necessarily to each other, but, I mean, we will eventually, hopefully, find someone—”

      He chuckled, watching her struggle. If he had his way, he’d marry her tomorrow, but the blush creeping up her pale skin told him those feelings were still too new for her to deal with. “I know what you mean. And your point?”

      She took a deep breath, her shoulders hiking up with tension. After she slowly exhaled, her shoulders dropped, and she said, “I don’t want to worry that my children or my children’s children will be manipulated by the gods. I don’t want this to happen to them. And when I think about it, I don’t want it to happen to anyone. It’s not right, Athan.”

      She was right, and the weight of what she wanted to do settled between them. She wanted to stop the Olympians. He could think of only one way to do that.

      “We’re going to need some help,” he said.

      She nodded. “I’m sure, but I don’t know how to make it happen.”

      He’d seen it once before, and not that long ago, in the throne room of Hades. What she was proposing would be close to impossible, but all the pieces that could make such a thing happen were there. As if Fate had woven it to be so. “Do you believe in destiny?”

      Hope closed the final distance between them and hugged him. “No. But I think my new sisters might say differently.”

      He returned the hug. “Do you think you can get them here?” He swallowed, knowing they would need them all. “All six of them. And it probably wouldn’t hurt to have Nyx here, too.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “I called for her when I cut through the binding, but she didn’t come.”

      He ran his hand down her silky hair and kissed the top of her head. He knew deep down he didn’t need her, but his want was so strong, and there was comfort in her touch. His connection to her may have been pulled, but in his heart, those strings were still firmly entwined.

      He thought of the Fates, their sisters the Furies, and the goddess Zeus feared most of all . . . Nyx. Athan admitted to himself he was afraid, but he thought of Xan. There had been lots of lessons from the son of Ares over the years, but the lesson he taught by example was the one he’d sealed with his life; Courage wasn’t the absence of fear. It was action in spite of it. So Athan would choose courage. “Then let’s go get them.”

      With his arm around her waist, he guided her to the gaping chasm she’d cut from Olympus to the Underworld.
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      Hope

      The roof was gone, and the doors as well. The exterior walls had started to crumble, eroded by whatever elements the Underworld had, or maybe it was only time. The stench of the Underworld had waned to a faint musty smell, but perhaps that had to do with the thread of deity woven within her and not the surroundings. Hope blinked and black threads appeared, worn and frayed at the ends, old, shabby, and not properly tied off. Another blink and the thinning webs were gone, leaving only the disintegrating structure.

      What did she know of sewing or weaving? Exactly nothing.

      “They’re not here,” Athan said.

      She didn’t have the heart to be snarky with him, but their absence was obvious.

      “Do you know how to locate them?” she asked. How had he found them before? Or maybe they had come to him.

      He pulled her to the open doorway, saying, “Let’s see if they left anything.”

      She interpreted that to mean he didn’t know how to locate them either.

      She tried to think of another way. Could she bind Olympus like Hera had bound the Underworld? Hope didn’t know how, or even if she could, and would she have enough thread to do such a thing? Perhaps only a god would. And even then, they would have to have the right tools. At the very least a sewing needle . . .

      Hope followed Athan into the dilapidated structure, thinking of Hera. Hephaestus must’ve given her a needle. Which was why he’d known to give Hope the small sewing kit.

      Nyx walked into the kitchen from the hallway and said, “You’ve returned.”

      Hope sighed with relief. “Yes. I . . . I’d like your help.”

      She looked to Athan, suddenly worried that Nyx would think the idea as crazy as he initially had. What if Nyx refused?

      “Hope would like to bind Olympus, prevent the gods from further interference in the mortal realm.” He nodded at Hope, indicating that she should continue.

      She took a deep breath and outlined her plan. “Do you think the Fates would teach me to sew?” Hope looked at Athan, more for support than actual clarification. “Do you think the Furies would be willing to hold the gods in Tartarus?”

      Studying Hope, Nyx’s pale violet eyes glowed with vibrant intensity. “Do you understand what you are proposing?”

      Hope shook her head, the new dark hair brushing against her bare shoulders. “I’m sure I don’t. I’ve jumped into one situation after another without much thought for the consequences. My impulsivity was blind, and it has cost me and my loved ones dearly. I hate that I led Xan to Olympus where he was killed, and now he’s here in the Underworld. I hate that Dahlia is stuck serving Hecate. I hate that Athan lost his immortality for me, and even though he got it back, I still hate that it happened.”

      “And now?” Nyx asked. She stroked Hope’s head then cupped her chin.

      Hope stared into eyes that matched her own and thought of her mother, Leto. “I was taught to stay safe in a world that provided no safety from the Olympians. I understand that there are other gods, and that there will be more to sort after this. Maybe my trust in you is naïve, but I feel it here”—Hope pointed to her belly where Nyx’s immortal thread glowed—“that you are what you have declared yourself to be. The mortal world needs the gluttonous power from Olympus to be stayed.”

      Nyx patted Hope’s cheek. “The greatest philosophers state that wisdom comes with age, but that is a half-truth. Wisdom comes from experience, my Hope. You should be proud of your mother. She raised you to truly see the world around you. And yes, your impulsivity has been costly, but not so much to lose hope for those you love. For they have gained wisdom, too.”

      Nyx turned toward the door and waved in a group of women. “Daughters, we have much to do.”

      Hope nodded to Atropos and Lachesis. Clotho kept her head bowed, and Hope had to close her eyes as the fabric of reality sprung forth from the dark space between the clicking of Clotho’s needles.

      “Blink,” Nyx whispered.

      Hope opened her eyes but kept her gaze away from Clotho, which wasn’t difficult as three more women crossed the threshold. These sisters were identical, from the writhing striped serpents on their heads, to the dusky pallor of their skin. Black wings, that reminded Hope of bats, peeked out of the back of their chitons.

      “Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera,” Nyx said by way of introduction. “Ladies, veil yourselves.”

      The serpents became wild locks of hair in multiple hues of black, red, and gray, and the wings disappeared.

      “She was a monster before,” Tisiphone said with a frown. “I don’t know why we can’t take our natural form.”

      Nyx shook her head as though the protestation was a wearied topic. “She is not the only one here.”

      Hope turned to see Athan’s face blanched with fear. Part of her wondered if he would’ve accepted her as a Sphinx. The thought made her heart hurt with doubt.

      As if she had called to him, he circled his arm around her waist. Whispering in her ear, he said, “I don’t care that they have serpents for hair or bat wings, which is actually kinda cool. It’s just them, Hope. They scare the crap out of me.”

      She huffed a small laugh and nestled into him.

      “He looks so much like his father, Tisi,” Alecto said with a wink at Hope. “Maybe you can convince the handsome demigod to give up our sister and stay here with us.”

      Tisiphone rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. Sisters don’t steal. Besides, he looks nothing like Hermes. Right, Atropos?”

      “Stop it,” Atropos snapped. Her angled features were pinched with anger. “Focus on the task at hand.”

      Hope nudged Athan with her elbow. “Your dad’s quite the ladies’ man, huh?”

      “News to me,” Athan said, gazing down at her with a grimace. “And for the record, that is so, so creepy.”

      “Hope,” Nyx called after silencing her other daughters with several snaps of her fingers. “The floor is yours. Tell us your plan and what you will need.”

      Hope outlined what she wanted to do and the roles she would need help with. Each of the goddesses contributed, chiming in with suggestions, hemming up avenues with no chance of success, and clarifying when Hope’s ignorance showed.

      “Clo will not be able to weave their threads to Tartarus all at once. What she did to Thanatos was limited by the amount of thread she could bind to him,” Atropos said. “That was one to one. What you’re proposing would take an actual piece of the fabric of Tartarus.”

      Hope looked at Clotho and asked, “Do you still have my sewing kit?”

      Clotho shook her head and continued to knit. “Lachesis has it in the bag.”

      Lachesis was rummaging through the bag by the time Hope turned to her. A moment later, the brunette goddess held out the slender case and, with a blush, said, “If you ever go to visit Hephaestus again, I’d love if you would take me with you.”

      Hope felt an odd sense of déjà vu from high school, and the fact that one of the Fates was asking for an introduction to another god was quite possibly the weirdest thing ever. But a sense of kinship to the beautiful Moirai made Hope acquiesce. “If this works, it’s the least I can do.” She turned to Nyx and, holding up the slender case, asked, “Can I cut a piece from Tartarus with the shears?”

      Nyx shook her head, and her wild lavender curls swayed with the movement. “You will not be able to wield them now that you have my thread in you.”

      Hope looked around the room. They were all daughters of Nyx now, which left only . . . She opened the case and pulled out the shears. The handles swirled with the colors of chaos, and Hope felt the power of the instrument in her hand. Staring at the scissors, she asked, “If I give them to Athan, will he be able to use them?”

      When no one said anything, Hope looked up.

      Each goddess wore an expression of certainty and triumph, although the Fates were more sedate than their sisters.

      “We will win,” Alecto said.

      “Nothing can stop us,” gloated Megaera.

      Fear prickled at Hope’s conscience. “It’s not a battle,” she said, waving her arms in protest. “If we go into it thinking that way—”

      Athan squeezed her side. “You are proposing to overthrow Olympus. You’re not just going into battle, Hope. You’re declaring war.”

      Her act of defiance took on a new perspective. She straightened as her thinking shifted. This wasn’t a protest; it was a revolution. Hope turned to Nyx. “Will Athan be able to cut the fabric?”

      “He can wield the shears, and he has certainly proven worthy,” Nyx said. “But he will not be able to see the threads.”

      “What if I guide his hand?”

      A slow smile spread over the goddess of night, her entire body reacting to Hope’s question. “Then you will need to have one of the Furies escort you to Tartarus.”

      Hope didn’t want to burden Athan with anything else, but they had no other options. She looked up at him and asked, “Is that okay? Do you mind?”

      She could see his pulse in the feathering vein in his neck.

      With a deep breath, he nodded. “Of course I’ll do it.”

      Lachesis pulled a much smaller version of her messenger bag from within the leather purse. “This will hold the fabric of the divine. Don’t lose it. It’s the last one we have.”

      Hope accepted the buttery-soft, brown-leather satchel and put the strap over her chest, mirroring the Fate. After putting the shears back into the silver case with the needle and threader, Hope dropped the sewing kit into the bag.

      “Alecto, will you take Athan and me to your realm?” Hope asked. “To the deepest darkest pit.”

      The Fury’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “Sisters,” Alecto said, “let’s go.”

      Tisiphone, Alecto, and Megaera drew close, and just before they reached Hope and Athan, Alecto said, “Stay close. The pit is deep.”

      Icy cold tendrils of pain shot up Hope’s wrist where Alecto held. The fibers around them shifted as the Furies pulled Hope and Athan down into the blackness beneath them.

      An unseen force buffeted them, pushing and pulling, cutting and beating, the torture sharp and brutal. Hope was thrown one way and couldn’t quite recover as another blast hit her, making her stumble in a different direction.

      Hope opened her eyes and willed herself to see. Dark threads waved like the wind—no, that was too tame a term. The force was a tornado, blowing the thin strands together, the gossamers creating a web that rapidly coalesced into a massive tangle. The fibers were bitterly cold, and when Hope reached out to touch the fabric, she drew her hand back with a hiss. The thin strands were razor sharp.

      The Furies extended their arms, joining hands around Athan and Hope, and the force of Tartarus died around them.

      “Cut now,” Alecto said through gritted teeth. Her face and her sisters’ were contorted with the effort of holding back the abuse of the realm.

      Pulling Athan with her, Hope knelt to the ground. The stone cut through her chiton, slicing into her knees. Ignoring the pain, she opened the silver case and handed the shears to Athan. “Here.”

      Athan took the scissors, but his large hands fumbled them. The small pinking shears fell, and he caught them just before they hit the ground.

      Hope’s eyes widened. She had no idea what would’ve happened, and she was grateful she didn’t have to find out. “We need to cut a piece of the fabric. I’ll hold it, and you cut.”

      Athan nodded, pushing his fingers into the petite handles.

      Hope grimaced as the fibers sliced through her skin. Grabbing a chunk of the material of Tartarus in each hand, she said, “Right between my hands, cut that chunk out.”

      Athan opened the shears and pushed them into the thick pitch. “Here?”

      She nodded, and sharp icy shards of pain bludgeoned up her arms.

      He snapped the blades closed and they cut through the dark pitch, but as he pulled the blades away, Hope watched in horror as the frayed ends of the fabric knitted back together.

      “Cut faster!” Tisiphone cried.

      The Furies swayed on their feet. Each one of them wore the same grimace of pain.

      Hope’s mind reeled, trying to come up with another way to secure the fabric. But they were running out of time.

      Blood dripped down her arms, and Hope pulled the knotted mass of material closer to her. “Do it again.”

      Athan snipped the fabric, and before he could pull the shears away from the cloth, Hope gripped the edge of where he’d cut and pulled it away from the other side.

      It was like trying to hold back a train with each hand. “Do it again, but don’t take the scissors out.”

      Athan’s face morphed into horror as he watched Hope strain against an invisible force. “What can I do?”

      “Just cut!”

      Athan jabbed the open shears into the gap and continued to snip. He wore his worry, etched on his face like a burden of anxiety.

      When he cut past where Hope was holding, it was painfully obvious he couldn’t see the fabric, which knit back together as he snipped.

      Hope gritted her teeth. Every muscle in her body strained with the tension of holding the threads apart. “Cut in a circle,” she ground out. “We need a piece of it to take with us.”

      Athan blushed with the reprimand but turned the scissors so he would be cutting perpendicular to where he’d been.

      “I need you down here. Closer to my hands.” Sweat dripped down her face.

      One of the Furies bumped Hope, and she glanced up again to see all three of them swaying.

      Athan knocked into her, his hands brushing hers when he positioned the shears closer to her hand. Hope watched in frustration as he cut nothing but air before hitting fabric again.

      Hope pulled the edge, gathering a scrap in her hand. She pointed at the next place for him to cut, straining to keep the edges away from each other.

      He continued to slice through the threads, and Hope furiously grabbed at the edges.

      A harrowing shriek from above made both Hope and Athan jump. The Furies’ hair writhed; snakes appeared and snapped at the wind. The triplets had drawn closer together, their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders as they leaned over the demigods, bodies trembling.

      “Faster,” Hope cried.

      Athan cut, but the limitation on how much Hope could hold apart, was just as urgent. She gathered the edges, leaning back from where Athan cut, trying to keep the fabric of Tartarus from pulling together, and her muscles screamed with the effort.

      The shrieking intensified until there were three voices of pain and anguish screaming for revenge.

      Small tendrils of the gossamer breached the Furies, and pain whipped Hope in the face, making her nose run and her eyes water.

      Hope closed her eyes and pulled on the fabric in her hands. She heard the snip of the shears, the tension released, and she fell back, crashing into the goddess above.

      Agony slammed into Hope as screaming wind buffeted her. She scrambled to shove the black scrap of Tartarus into the leather bag at her side.

      The wind battered her, and the pain was excruciating. Someone yelled her name, and Hope wanted to respond, but when she opened her mouth, the threads of the pit sliced into her lips, gums, and tongue.

      Curling into a ball, Hope reached out for someone, anyone, to help her.

      “Skata! She’s here!” Athan called.

      She felt him huddle next to her, his arm over her back as he tried to protect her, and then the icy hand of one of the Furies gripped her. Hope felt a powerful jolt as they teleported, and with a sigh, she poked her head up to see the black rock of the Underworld, lit by the phosphorus glow.

      Lachesis stood above her, frowning, and offered a hand up.

      “Next time,” Nyx said, embracing Hope. “Take all your sisters. There is nothing heroic about surviving Tartarus.”

      Hope turned to the Furies in shock. “You knew it would be like that?”

      Alecto shrugged. “It’s our life. Now you know how the Olympians will feel.”

      Hope wanted to be livid, but she now had an appreciation for what she’d be binding the Olympians to. Her stomach turned, and she asked, “They will suffer like that?”

      Megaera raised her brows, her hair still writhing around her in a halo of chaos. “Don’t you want them to suffer?”

      Hope looked to Athan, who was still holding the shears, his hands and face lacerated with the attack of the very fibers of hell. He met her gaze with a small, sympathetic smile.

      “No. Not really. I just want them gone.” She felt weak with the admittance of her lack of desire for revenge.

      Nyx folded Hope into a hug. “There was a reason Zeus had Cronus bound there.”

      Hope nodded. She understood. It was the perfect prison, but she still had to know . . . “Is there no other way?”

      Nyx kissed Hope’s brow. “There is not.”

      Hope lifted the flap of the bag and looked in. All she could see was inky pitch, and icy tendrils seeped over the edges of the purse, changing the mild temperature of the Underworld to that of the arctic tundra. The faint wail of despondency echoed in the air, followed by shrill laughter.

      The Furies smiled. “Even the fabric is alive.”

      “Close the bag,” Nyx commanded.

      Hope flipped the top over the bag, and the noise stopped. Seconds later, the temperature warmed. Her hand went to the small hilt with the Olympian shears at her side. She went through the mental checklist and confirmed she had all the tools she’d need. And in theory, her part wouldn’t be that difficult. But then, theoretically, with the Furies by her side, Tartarus should’ve been a cakewalk.

      “Are you ready?” Nyx asked.

      There was really only one thing left Hope needed to do, but she didn’t want to screw it up. “I seriously suck at sewing.”

      Clotho laughed. “You don’t have to worry about how pretty it is. Just get the threads in the needle and stitch them into the fabric.”

      Athan put his arm around Hope. “If I remember correctly, Thenia told me you did a sewing project with her once, right?”

      Hope snorted. Xan had teased her for weeks about it. “Hardly. It was a total disaster.”

      Athan bent down and looked into her eyes. “Did you get the button on the fabric?”

      Hope rolled her eyes. “Yes, but—”

      Athan put his finger over her lips. “That’s all we need to do.”

      Right. Just like the button.
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      Athan

      Athan licked his lips, and his gaze shifted to Hope’s patron goddess. He was ready to leave. He’d been ready to leave the moment he got here, and now there was truly no reason to stay. But it wasn’t his role to call the shots.

      Nyx stood in the middle of the crumbling structure, all white and lavender, looking otherworldly surrounded by the black rock. The house had further deteriorated since their trip to Tartarus, the walls only thin shadows of what they’d once been.

      “Let’s go,” Nyx said and waved them forward.

      Hope put her hand to Athan’s chest. “Wait.”

      He heard it in her tone before she had the chance to say it. Shaking his head, he said, “You are not leaving me again.”

      Fear washed over her features, and she choked out, “But Athan . . .”

      He ached for all she had been through, and he’d always acquiesced in the past when she and Xan left him behind. Athan had not only been the weakest link as a mortal, but Hope, and even his father, had convinced him that it was safer for her if he wasn’t in the throes of the action. Neither of those arguments held weight now. “Don’t even ask it. I’m not staying here.”

      “I can’t lose you, too.”

      Athan could hardly believe what she was saying. “Do you think I’m weak?”

      Hope flinched. “No.”

      But she did. He could feel it in her hesitation. And compared to Xan’s fighting skills . . .

      His instinct was to bristle, but there was no time for pride. “Listen,” he said, stepping toward her. “You’re right. I’m not strong like Xan. I’m not a warrior like he was. I don’t have his natural inclination toward strategy, and I’m not nearly as good in a fight. I understand your hesitation to take me with you. But, I’m not rash or impulsive either. And more importantly—most importantly—I love you. So if nothing else, I want to stand by your side and defend you.” He brushed away the tears on her face. “Don’t take that away from me.”

      Hope choked on her emotion and closed the gap between them. “I’m sorry.”

      He held her close and kissed the top of her head. “There is nothing to be sorry for. And just like you didn’t want me to limit your choices, please don’t take away mine.”

      She ducked her head and whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Shh. No more of that. With everything you’ve had to deal with, your reactions are perfectly normal.” He shifted, pulling away enough that they could move forward.

      Nyx nodded at him with a small smile of approval.

      “Come on now,” Athan said. “Your sisters are waiting for you.”

      The Fates were silent, but the Furies cackled and howled as they broke apart.

      “Enough,” Nyx said, stifling the commotion. “Leave them alone.”

      Clo straightened. “If we don’t go now, there will be repercussions.”

      The goddesses all turned to Athan, and he felt the weight of their expectation. “You want me to lead everyone up the rock to the gap Hope cut to Olympus?”

      Atropos laughed. “No, Son of Hermes. Just use your shears and cut a new one.”

      Athan pulled out the shears and moved to the wall. He glanced at Atropos, and she gave him an encouraging nod. Gods, he hoped this worked. He pushed the tip of the outside blade into the wall, tensing in case he needed to add his weight to increase the force. But the blade slid into the stone like butter, and when he pulled the handles closed, he heard the fabric shred.

      The light from Olympus poured through the gash, brighter and brighter as the size of the portal widened.

      “That’s plenty, my dear.” Atropos pulled him back from the blinding whiteness. “Alecto, Megaera, Tisiphone, let’s go.”

      The Furies led the way through the portal, with Nyx at the rear. As he stepped into the light, the air shifted and cooled, and the decomposing stench of the realm of death disappeared. The light grew increasingly intense, and Athan had to close his eyes.

      The fresh scents of freesia and lime wafted on the breeze, and the spots behind his eyelids faded.

      “Skata,” Athan breathed behind Hope. He let go of her hand and stepped around her into the room. “That was unbelievable.”

      Hope met his gaze with a smile of triumph, and the Moirai and Erinyes were at the door of the small room, waiting for a signal from Nyx.

      His heart pounded with excitement, his stomach turned with trepidation, and disbelief made his mouth dry, but he pushed the feelings down, focusing only on the moment. With the Fates and Furies, surely they would not fail. Pulling Hope into a hug, he bent over and whispered in her ear, “Are you ready to take Olympus?”

      She stood up on her tiptoes and kissed him. “Absolutely.”

      Nyx nodded at her daughters, and they opened the door and stepped into a long hall of white marble. The stone was threaded with silver and gray and polished smooth. There were no other doors, besides the one they stood in, but muffled yelling rang down the expansive passageway.

      “How do we get there?” Alecto asked.

      Hope bit her lip, and her pale skin blushed scarlet. “I don’t know. When Hera walked, the hall opened up to her. It just went the way she wanted it to.”

      Athan smirked as he stepped out into the hall. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you let me come after all.”

      The voices tugged at a part of his consciousness that he’d always attributed as a gift from his father. Like the pulling of the Acheron in the Underworld, Athan could feel the tug toward the noise of the Olympians. And it got louder as Athan, Hope, and the primordial goddesses crossed into a massive gallery that could only be the Hall of the Olympians.

      He’d thought Hope had exaggerated the size of the offerings in front of the statues of the gods. But the mountains of relics and gifts were astonishing. Athan had always believed that nothing could be worse than the rot of the Underworld, but the combination of new heaped upon old, decaying, putrid offerings mixed with sweet incense made the shameful space impressive in its own right. He understood her vehemence with the moldering rot of the egocentric gods.

      “I think when we’re done, you should have someone clean up in here,” Athan said, holding his hand to his face. “And definitely air it out.”

      Hope said nothing. Was she so nervous that she’d taken him seriously?

      “I was kidding,” he said.

      She turned and held her hand out to him. “You’re right. It’s disgusting. I can’t believe they don’t clean it up.”

      “It’s a contest,” he said, pointing from one rotting pile to the next. “They want to see whose can reach the ceiling first.”

      Hope stopped and looked at the excess, her mouth open in shock. “If the gods had been at all concerned with humanity, they could’ve distributed this and helped so many people, but . . .”

      Of course, they weren’t. Most of the piles didn’t surprise him.

      Ares, Aphrodite, Athena, Hera, Zeus. He’d grown up hearing stories of these gods. And not all of them bad.

      Athan looked at Hope, and her expression was a visible reflection of the struggle he was having to reconcile the dichotomy of the gods. He squeezed her hand. “They’ve done some good things, but don’t confuse their few acts of decency as true goodness.”

      “Do you think this is right?” she asked, her eyes widening with panic. “Are we taking justice into our own hands and being arrogant?”

      “You’ve made your decision,” he said with a shake of his head. “And you made it when you were not surrounded by them or their power. Don’t make the decision again. You were right then. You were certain of it.” He bumped her shoulder. “And, you’ve got seven of the most powerful goddesses to back you up.”

      The voices grew louder. Shouting followed by the shattering of glass.

      The doorway to the throne room was in front of them. Athan felt as if a live wire pulsed through him. His anxiety wasn’t just for Hope, but for all of them. He hoped his father was okay, that the Fates would keep his thread clear, and that they would all make it out of there alive. He glanced at the goddesses around him and felt awe that he’d been included in their company. And then, he looked at Hope.

      She stood tall, her eyes blazing with righteous indignation, her hands balled into fists at her sides. She’d always been amazing, but in this moment, she was glorious, just like the goddesses beside her. He wanted to tell her he loved her. Wanted to hold her one last time and kiss her. He wanted to make her understand how much he loved her. But now was the time for action, so he simply asked, “Ready?”

      Atropos hissed as her features morphed into rage.

      When Athan spun around to see what had infuriated the Fate, he froze.

      Hermes was being restrained by Ares and Athena, and Zeus bellowed at the god of thieves, holding a thunderbolt to his neck. Golden ichor dripped, soaking into the collar of his shirt, and his head was bowed.

      Hera sat upon her throne, sewing with a triumphant grin on her face, completely ignoring Demeter, who was wringing her hands at Hera’s side. Apollo was yelling at Artemis, and she screamed obscenities at him in response. Dionysus and Aphrodite were in the corner of the room, groping each other as though the rest of the world didn’t exist.

      “You dared to defy me!” Zeus roared.

      Hera cackled, a grating sound of mirth at someone’s expense, and then stood. “It is finished. You may release him.”

      Hope pushed against Athan and hissed his name.

      But he couldn’t let her go in yet. Not yet.

      Ares and Athena stood, their expressions spoke of thunderous anger equal to that of their father.

      Athan waited, but Hermes remained kneeling on the floor like he was bound by some unseen force.

      “You will never leave Olympus again, Hermes. You will suffer your eternal torment here for your betrayal,” Zeus said, drawing back his arm.

      Athan knew the trajectory of the bolt before Zeus released it.

      The thunder that followed made the marble floor undulate, and Athan braced himself in the doorway.

      The smoke and ash cleared, and Hermes’s blackened corpse lay on the ground.

      “He’s not dead,” Lachesis whispered.

      But it didn’t matter. It wasn’t just that Zeus would kill his own son. It wasn’t just that Hera had tried to kill Hope. Or that Ares had killed Xan. It wasn’t that Apollo was so crazy he cursed a woman who refused him. It wasn’t just one thing. It was all of it.

      They needed one person to initially draw the attention of all the Olympians so the Fates and Furies would have a chance. Athan took a deep breath and walked into the throne room of Olympus, clapping his hands.
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      Hope

      “Athan.” Hope gasped as he crossed the marble floor. The scorch mark where Hermes’s prostrate body lay was in the center of the room, and Athan was walking right toward his father.

      “Bravo, king of the gods. Your strength is dizzying. Truly. But I wonder,” Athan said in a deceptively calm voice, “do you love anyone as much as yourself?”

      He sauntered across the floor full of confidence, like he didn’t have a care in the world. “I suspect not, given the state of the Hall of the Olympians.”

      “What do you want?” Ares asked, charging at Athan with sword drawn.

      Hope wanted to ask someone if they thought her plan would work, but they were out of time.

      “He’ll be okay,” Lachesis whispered.

      Hope had no idea if the Fate was speaking about Athan or Hermes, and whether it was to Hope or Atropos.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Athan knelt by his father and whispered something to his regenerating corpse. Zeus drew another bolt from the air, and Hope wrenched her gaze away. Seven sets of eyes focused on her, waiting for her to call the attack.

      “Go!” she screamed, stepping out of the doorway to let them pass.

      The Furies dropped their illusion, spread their wings, and dove into the throne room.

      Atropos held her hand out to Hope. “I need those Olympian shears now.”

      Lachesis and Atropos charged in, brandishing their weapons.

      Clotho pulled her current project off her needles and placed a small ring on a loop of thread before setting it aside. She pulled a wisp of thread from the air, clicked her needles together several times, and then stopped. “Are you ready?”

      Hope nodded, and she and Clotho entered the pandemonium.

      The Furies dropped from the air, pushing three Olympians to the ground all at once. Ares, Dionysus, and Aphrodite fell, and the Fates straddled their victims, brushing their pale gray fingers against the gods’ abdomens.

      Hope gasped as Alecto extracted a blood-red thread from Ares’s core and pulled. Until that very moment Hope hadn’t been sure her plan could work, and she felt a surge of excitement as Ares flailed, off-balance on the ground, struggling to get to his feet. Alecto held the glowing string and flew to Lachesis.

      Atropos stood next to her sister, and after Lachesis measured a length of thread from the god of war, Atropos snipped it and handed it to Clotho. Atropos turned back to Lachesis just as she was measuring another thread in bright pink. Followed by a thread in deep burgundy.

      Athan hovered over his father, trying to cut the binding from Hera, but either the shears he had wouldn’t work, or the binding was still sitting in Hera’s lap. He jumped up, just in time to block Ares’s attack.

      Hope looked at Clotho and the four strings she’d bound together. There were four more they needed to collect before Hope could sew anything.

      Alecto screamed as a thunderbolt singed her wing, and she tumbled to the marble ground. She held a golden thread, and Apollo stomped toward her with murder in his eyes.

      Tisiphone fought with Zeus, and Megaera wrestled with Artemis.

      Demeter was sobbing in the corner, a long strand of her apricot-colored thread strung across the floor.

      And Hera sat on her throne, sewing.

      Hope’s gaze ping-ponged between Hera and Hermes, but Hope wasn’t close enough to see the thread the queen of Olympus was using.

      A blast of Olympian Fire shot across the throne room, and one of the Furies screamed. Alecto.

      Without thinking, Hope ran toward the fallen Fury.

      “Get back!” Alecto waved.

      But if they didn’t have Apollo’s thread, they couldn’t bind him. Hope ran through the blast of heat, and blistering pain crawled over her skin. She snatched the golden thread from Alecto’s outstretched hand and fled to Lachesis.

      No sooner was the thread relinquished and Hope was running again. This time toward Megaera, but Hope crashed into someone and they both toppled to the ground.

      “Hope.” Apollo breathed her name with all the emotion and feeling of someone making a declaration of love. “What is this madness?”

      He scrambled to grab her, but she pushed away, desperate to collect the rest of the threads. As Hope ran toward Megaera, now on the other side of the room with Tisiphone, Hera left her dais and bent over, pulling up something from the ground.

      Another thread.

      Hope blinked, and the threads were everywhere. The gray and white of Olympus was woven with the vibrant colors of the gods that lived there. As well as their visitors. Could Hera see the strings?

      A sharp crack of lightning was followed by the reverberation of thunder. A familiar wail for revenge rang through the air.

      Hera pulled a pale-green string with a thin stripe of vibrant bronze toward her. And Athan stumbled.

      “No!” Hope screamed as she sprinted across the room. She didn’t stop, or even slow as she approached Hera. Hope crashed right into her, and they both fell to the ground. Hope grabbed at Hera, pawing at her abdomen, trying to find where to remove a thread from her core, and Hera stabbed at Hope with a small set of pinking shears and a silver needle.

      Pain lanced up Hope’s side, just as she felt a thread brush her fingers. She clasped her hand shut as a cold hand pulled her up.

      “I’ll deal with the queen,” said Nyx. “Take her thread to Lachesis!”

      The bedlam continued, and Hope had to dodge another blast of Olympian Fire.

      As soon as Lachesis had measured the thread, she passed it to Atropos, who then passed it to Clotho.

      Clotho pushed Hope to the ground and handed her the thick yarn of shimmering colors created by the Olympians’ threads. “No matter what you hear, you just keep sewing.”

      Hope opened the bag at her side and pulled out her sewing kit.

      She’d watched Clotho use the threader several times, but this fiber was thicker, coarser. Hope slid the yarn into the wire hoop and then pulled the hoop through the eye of the needle. The string barely fit.

      Grabbing the fabric of Tartarus, her hands flinched as the filaments sliced into her. Needle and thread. That was all it was now. She could do this. Just like that button.

      Spreading the black scrap of fabric over her lap, Hope jabbed the needle into the inky cloth and tried to pull it through.

      But it wouldn’t budge. The yarn was too thick for the hole the needle created. Hope pushed and pulled, wiggling the needle into the pitch, and then, finally, she had the needle through far enough that she could grasp it on the other side. She tugged and yanked and wrenched the thick yarn of Olympian threads through the fiber of Tartarus.

      The coldness from the fabric seeped into her lap, and Hope shivered. She stuck the needle into the fabric again, pushing so hard her fingers and thumb ached with the effort.

      Heat ballooned in front of her. Something crashed, and then there was a deafening explosion.

      But Hope pushed the needle in again. On the fourth pass, the needle sliced her finger. On the fifth, it broke the skin on her thumb. Her fingers ached with the abuse, but she shoved the needle back into the black fabric, wiggled it back and forth until it passed to the other side, and then yanked the thread through.

      A stab of excruciating agony rippled through her, but Hope refused to acknowledge it, she would not let it stop her. Her eyes watered. She blinked, and the threads disappeared.

      “No! No, no, no . . .” She blinked again and again. And they were back, fainter but there nonetheless. She pulled the fabric to her face so she could see it, and then she pushed the needle in again.

      She could hear the screaming around her, but she blocked it out. It didn’t matter. Nothing but this mattered. She would make it right.

      The edges of her vision darkened, and a weighty pressure blossomed across her chest, making it hard to breathe. Hope sucked in a ragged breath and pulled the thread through again.

      A far off wail, faint at first, swirled over her lap and up to Hope’s ears. She stabbed the fabric again, pulling the rainbow threads through, and the sound crescendoed.

      The smell of rot blasted through the doorway, followed by an icy wind. The screaming increased, not just one voice but several. Hope would not look up. She would continue to sew.

      The needle came back out, and Hope pushed it in again.

      A harsh cackling laugh rang through the din.

      Had someone dropped an anvil on her chest? Hope blinked again, and the fabric flickered in and out then back into existence. The needle was only a sliver, but pushing it through the blackness was like pushing against stone. Something had happened, and the needle wasn’t working. Why wasn’t it working?

      Someone sat behind her, pulling her to their chest. “You can do this, Hope.”

      A warm hand covered hers, and when the needle got stuck, he helped push it through the fabric and then pull the thread through. He kissed her head and sang to her while they sewed.

      Her vision continued to tunnel, and her chest was heavy.

      Then it was silent . . .

      “You can stop now, Hope. It’s finished.”
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      Athan

      Hope slumped to the ground, and Athan pulled her back up in his lap. She was beyond exhausted, and he glared up at the Furies.

      “It is done,” Tisiphone said.

      Alecto smiled down on Hope and Athan. “They are bound to Tartarus.”

      “Damned for their crimes.” Megaera grabbed the inky-black fabric from Hope’s lap and looked up at her sisters. “Are you ready to go home?”

      “We’ve waited a long time for this,” Tisiphone said as she broke away from the other two and walked toward the dais where each of the Olympians now sat bound in their chairs, save only for Hermes, who was sitting on the ground with his head in his hands.

      Zeus paled as the youthful goddess drew closer. “What do you mean?”

      “As king of the gods, you should know exactly what I mean.”

      “Exactly,” said Alecto. “When someone you rule violates the laws, you can only claim ignorance for so long, Zeus. And your ignorance fled long ago.”

      Hera shifted in her throne. Without saying anything, she inched toward her husband, but Zeus flung out his hand to stop her. “I know not what you mean. Whatever she’s done, it was on her. I was not privy to her decisions. I did not condone her choices.”

      Hera’s face morphed from fear to rage. “How dare you?”

      Zeus returned her glare. “Don’t pretend that we work together—”

      “Enough!” Alecto snapped. She circled around the edges of the room, staring at the occupants of the thrones of each of the gods. She surveyed the back wall, the food heaped on the tables, the fountain of wine bubbling in the corner. “What were you celebrating?”

      Hermes raised his head and ran his hand over his neck. The golden ichor smeared across his skin, but Athan felt a weight of worry lift as he saw the skin was now unbroken. “It has been thus for many years, Erinyes.”

      “Ah, Hermes. Nice to see you again,” Tisiphone said with a wink.

      He blanched at the attention but nodded at the goddess. “Tisiphone, I hope you are well.”

      “Quite well, thank you. It seems the binding to the Underworld has been cut, and we’re to judge for righteous vengeance. I suppose Tartarus will have some new occupants.”

      “How could that be?” Athena hissed. Waving at the Fates, she continued, “None of you have the power to bind us to Tartarus. Who gave you the idea? I will have his name.”

      “I did,” said Nyx. “As is my right and duty, I have brought order.”

      Athena swallowed, and her gaze darted to the slumped figure of Hope. “How could she—?”

      “She is my daughter.” Nyx approached Hera. “I will have your shears and your needle. You are hereby stripped of your title, Hera. You are not fit to be queen.”

      “You have abused your power, each of you,” Nyx went on to say, after collecting the immortal tools from Hera. “You were given great power, but it was given so you could rule man. Not so you could lord over him. You will likely find the difference in Tartarus.”

      Alecto accepted the small scrap of black fabric from her sister. After running her hand over it, Alecto dropped it on the ground and indicated that they all back up.

      Athan stood, leaned over to pull Hope back, and swore as she left a trail of red and gold on the white marble. She whimpered in her sleep.

      “It appears that they tried to stop her.”

      “They drove their blades into her,” Atropos mumbled.
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      Hope

      As consciousness wiggled its way through the blanket of darkness, Hope thought about sitting up. She thought about what had happened on Olympus, and what the implications might be. Deep down she wanted to care. But that first time awareness tickled her, she pushed it away.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of saltwater and hot sand wafted through the open window, as well as the sound of the crashing tide. The warm air felt like a balm, and Hope ran her hand over the silky sheets, relishing the luxury. Rolling over, she wanted to snuggle deep into bed and never open her eyes. As soon as she did, she’d have to deal with reality, and she’d had too much reality of late.

      The door opened, and the smell of fresh bread and bacon teased her. Athan said, “Breakfast is here.”

      But his voice made her eyes snap open. She absorbed the whiteness of the room, recognizing they were still at Olympus, as her gaze traveled to his face.

      Athan wore at least one day of scruff on his cheeks, and he had smudges of dark that told of more than one sleepless night. But his beautiful green eyes lit from within when he saw her staring at him. He carried a dark wood tray holding several covered dishes and set it at the foot of the bed. He closed the distance and trailed his fingers over her face.

      “I thought I was going to lose you. Again.” He smiled, a sad lift of just the corner of his lips, and then perched on the edge of the bed. “Are you feeling better?”

      Better than what? It seemed an unfair question to ask. The fact that she was on Olympus and not in the Underworld meant she was still alive, and so was Athan. Her body ached, the soreness reminding her of working out with Xan, which immediately made her think of his death. She tried to remember the rest, and the pieces flashed together in an incomplete picture of chaos. She remembered sewing, and that was it.

      She sat up, the white covers dropping to a puddle in her lap. “Did we do it?”

      He nodded, withdrawing his hand to his lap. “You did it. The Olympians are bound to Tartarus. The Furies collected them and dragged them through a portal.”

      Halfway through her next breath, the sense of victory turned cold in her chest, and guilt wiggled in. Hope bit her lip, and her gaze dropped to the fabric in her lap. She fingered the divine bedding, rubbing it between her fingers as she thought through what that meant. The waves crashed in the distance, and the weight of what she’d done pressed on her. Without looking up, she asked, “All of them?”

      “All except my father,” he whispered. “Atropos recognized his thread. She never cut it.”

      Hope felt a surge of relief. Hermes had helped them, a little late perhaps, but his aid had been instrumental. The gods had been ready to harm him however they were able. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know . . .”

      Athan shifted on the bed. “I know.” He cleared his throat. “I’m not mad at you. It all turned out okay.”

      “Did it?” She’d been convinced of the rightness of what she was doing almost all the way through, but now that it was over, uncertainty gripped her. Everything she’d pushed to the side in her determination to break the curse, to prevent anyone else from being harmed by the gods, settled like a weight. She didn’t want to ask; she feared the answer, but she needed to know . . . “Did I make a bigger mess?”

      Athan was silent.

      Hope looked at his hands first, resting on his lap, then his chest. His fitted moss-green T-shirt reminded her of days in Goldendale. Funny how that seemed a lifetime ago.

      His chest rose and fell as he took slow, steady breaths.

      Her gaze traveled upward to his neck, chin, lips, nose, and his eyes. Eyes that had once held secrets, then held her confidence, and then gave her hope and courage, and finally love.

      But right now, storms of conflict brewed behind the pools of vibrant green.

      “You want me to tell you no, and gods, I want to. But the truth is I have no idea. No one does. You’ve done something no one else has ever done. So,” he said, shrugging, “I don’t know.”

      She swallowed, wanting to pull the covers over her head.

      “You did what had to be done. The gods were corrupt, using mortals as their personal toys, with no regard for the mess they left behind. That kind of corruption seeps down. It’s why you have demigods who treat mortals poorly, too. I don’t have an answer for what will happen next, but I know what you did was right.”

      She thought of the Olympians she’d bound and the countless minor gods still free. “Do you think we have to do something to the others?”

      The idea that she might have to do something like that ever again made her want to crawl under the covers and never come out.

      Athan’s eyes twinkled, and his lips turned up in a familiar smirk. “I think you’ve sent a very powerful message. And you have a very powerful family that supports you. I’d be surprised if anyone stepped out of line for a very, very long time.”

      Hope pointed at the tray. “Is anyone else still here?”

      Athan nodded. “Hestia is, as well as several demigods who serve with her. And there are all the minor gods. A bunch of them came up to Olympus yesterday to find out what had happened.”

      She was trying to listen to what Athan was saying, and Hope knew she should care, but the smell of bacon was driving her insane, and she leaned over to grab the large tray and pull it to her.

      Chuckling, Athan helped her arrange it on her lap, and while she ate, he explained what had happened.

      “The Fates left with Nyx to make sure the gods of the Underworld don’t interfere with the Olympians. They said they’d come back to check on you soon. As far as Olympus, my understanding is there will be a vote unless Hephaestus decides to come back and rule.”

      Hephaestus would be fabulous, but Hope already knew he wouldn’t do it. “What about Hades or Poseidon?” Not that she trusted Hades, and Poseidon had already made it clear he wasn’t interested.

      “Nope. They already have realms to rule. Hestia sent a message to both of them, but neither had any interest. Which I was a little surprised about, to tell you the truth.”

      Just thinking about the brothers of Zeus made her head hurt.

      A knock on the door saved her from her own thoughts, and Athan stood to answer it.

      “Hush girls,” Nyx said when the door opened.

      Hope straightened as Nyx, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos walked into the room. The first time she’d seen the Moirai, each of the goddesses looked nothing like each other. But there were small resemblances, like their facial structure, their smiles, and their fluid movements. Clo was knitting, but Hope could see the needles clacking in the air and bright threads bursting into existence within the fabric of reality. Lachesis leaned on her staff, and Atropos’s normally grim face was lit with a wide smile.

      “You’ve done it, my child.” Nyx scurried across the room and climbed up on the empty side of the bed. She pulled Hope into a hug and patted her on the back.

      Whatever strength Hope thought she’d woken up with crumbled, and she clung to the petite girl, who was oddly more mother than child.

      “We’ve brought you something,” Lachesis said with a grin.

      Atropos whispered something to Clotho, and the blond girl set her needles down.

      “I wanted to make you a little something as a way of saying thanks.” Blushing, she held out a small box to Hope.

      Hope lifted the lid and stared at the woven fabric. She reached forward and ran her hand over the top of it, her mouth opening in a silent gasp.

      “It isn’t finished yet. It still needs one more thread. But I thought you might want to be the one to stitch it in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Hope

      “Come on, Hope. Put the book down and come watch a movie with me,” Athan said from the living room of their campus house.

      Hope rubbed the back of her neck and rolled her shoulders. She’d been sitting at the square table in the kitchen for the last several hours, studying for her anatomy test. The nervous system was fascinating, but the rote memorization took the fun out of learning about the human body. She stared at the outline of the asexual body in the book, the gray, green, and blue lines of nerves branching from the spine through the organ systems out toward the extremities. She closed her eyes and began to recite the autonomic nervous system function, alternating parasympathetic and sympathetic effects on salivary glands, heart, lungs—

      “If you don’t know it by now, an hour or two isn’t going to make that much difference,” he said, much closer this time. Athan’s warm hands rested on her shoulders, and he kneaded at the tension in her upper back. “You’ve got this. You’ve made me quiz you at least a hundred times.”

      She snorted. “Not a hundred.”

      But Hope kept her eyes closed as she leaned back in the chair, relishing Athan’s touch. Life was better now, normal and quiet. She had no plans to go back to the Underworld or Olympus, or anywhere else the gods resided. Yes, she’d had nightmares, but it helped to know the gods would not be coming for her. They couldn’t. Even knowing that, there were times when her mind stuttered or stuck on a replay of some horrible event in the past few months, or was it years? When it got to be too much to handle on her own, she had a solid support system she could rely on. Athan was especially good at talking her through the survivor’s guilt, or mourning with her, or just holding her.

      The memories were still there, always there, but they weren’t quite so raw today. It had taken months before she felt capable of a phone call to Priska, and even then, Hope had choked her way through a much abbreviated version of what had happened. But the noise in the background was a reminder that life in the mortal realm had moved on, and Priska’s rushed condolences made Hope feel like she’d intruded.

      Perhaps one day Hope would be able to stop by for a visit. Priska was busy with her brood of children, and Hope didn’t feel right burdening her with one more thing. It wasn’t that Hope didn’t think Priska wouldn’t care, but the daughter of Artemis had given thousands of years to Phaidra, and well over forty to Leto and Hope. All of Priska’s attention now was on her own children, and somehow that seemed almost sacred. Hope wasn’t going to lay her nightmares at Priska’s door.

      Athan pushed Hope’s dark locks over her shoulder and kissed her neck. “Stop studying and come be with me. I miss you.”

      Those three words touched her heart.

      Part of her coping mechanism was to bury herself in her classes; it always had been. And here again, Athan helped her keep balance and sanity. She sighed and closed the book. “What movie do you want to watch?”

      Athan pulled the chair back from the table then scooted around to pull Hope up. “You pick.”

      They stepped into the living room of their small house in the U-district of Seattle, and Athan sat on the couch while Hope flicked through the movies. The craftsman home had been built in the early 1900s, but the previous owners had updated everything from the kitchen to the bathrooms, so it had all the modern amenities she could want. It was within walking distance to a grocery store and the light-rail, and they were able to take the bus to campus. Hope was going to University of Washington, majoring in Pre-Med. Athan was pursuing a Marketing degree. Sometimes it felt like she was trying to pretend everything was okay. Most of the time, she was just trying to get through the day.

      They’d tried to go back to Goldendale. Hope had wanted to finish high school there, like she was starting over. Like going back would get rid of everything that had happened. But it didn’t work. She’d been gone for seventeen years. One drive through the now much bigger town was enough to convince her that it wasn’t the same. And she wasn’t the same, either. They’d even changed the name of the Red Apple.

      Eventually, it wouldn’t hurt so much. That was the one drop of wisdom she’d gleaned from her conversation with Priska. So Hope held on to that knowledge, waiting for the ache in her heart to mend.

      She shrugged. “You know I’m terrible at picking movies.”

      The last three times they’d flipped through the subscription service, she’d picked depressing tales where the hero or heroine died. The last one had been the worst, about two soldiers who looked almost identical. They traded places, one going to the gallows and the other went back home for a fresh start. Only he discovered the man he was impersonating had a wife. They fell in love, had a family, only for the man to be condemned for the first man’s previous illegal activity. Hope had sobbed for hours after it was over.

      Athan laughed and pulled her toward the couch. “You’re right. I’m choosing.”

      “Let me go change my clothes,” Hope said, and she turned toward the bedroom. “I’ll be right back. Go ahead and set everything up.”

      She squeezed his hand before pulling away. Hope felt Athan’s weighty gaze on her all the way down the hall. He was worried about her, but he wasn’t following her anymore. They were making progress. She was making progress.

      She pulled on her gray sweats and an oversized sweatshirt. Going into the bathroom, she grabbed an elastic and pulled her ebony hair up into a messy bun. When the light was bright, she could see violet streaks in the dark tresses. Most of the time she liked the darkness, loved how it signified her triumph over Apollo and the Olympians. But sometimes she missed the blond and who she’d been back then.

      Hope stared into her lavender eyes. She thought of sparring with Xan, eating ice cream with Dahlia, the bonfire with Haley, riddles with Mr. Stanley. Hope thought of her mother. All the love Hope had been chasing. But she didn’t have to chase love; it had found her. In all those relationships, she’d felt loved. Athan was out in the living room, and from the smell of it, with popcorn, waiting to watch a movie with her . . . and loving her.

      She would be okay. And that girl in her anatomy class, what was her name? Mari. Hope decided she would accept her invitation to study. Maybe Mari needed someone, too.

      Courage was a choice. Hope had brought down Olympus. By the gods, she could choose to make a few friends.

      Hope watched her reflection in the mirror as her lips twisted into a wry smile. She was bruised but not broken. Hurt but still loved.

      Hope came out of the bedroom and stopped. She recognized the movie score and smiled. Her chest filled with warmth as she ran several steps and then slid on the hardwood floor into the living room.

      “I love this movie,” she said, flopping onto the couch next to Athan and stealing the popcorn bowl.

      On the screen, the plaid suitcase dropped from the conveyor belt, and a masculine hand grabbed the brown handle.

      “I know,” Athan replied, grabbing a handful from the silver bowl. He munched on several popped kernels before continuing. “Did I ever tell you I bought it? I think I’ve seen it at least a dozen times now.”

      She stared at him in wonder. “Really? You like it that much?”

      He chuckled low and pulled her flush to his side. “Really. My favorite part is the courtroom scene at the end, the judge with all the pills.”

      They watched the comedy unfold, both of them reciting lines at different parts.

      Hope snuggled next to Athan and rested her head on his shoulder. Her eyes were heavy, and she closed them, just for a second.

      A pounding on the door startled her awake. Hope bolted upright, reaching for weapons at her waist as she stood. She had no weapons, and terror gripped her. She looked at Athan’s wide eyes, and he pointed at the bedroom.

      At some point, either demigods would retaliate or a god from the Underworld would try to seize power. Something was bound to happen to fill the void of Olympus, and Hope knew it was only a matter of time, even if she’d never said it out loud.

      She raced to the room to get his daggers and her sewing kit, just in case.

      “Bloody Hades! I know you’re home, Hope and Athan. Open the feckin’ door!”

      Hope was halfway down the hall when she heard his voice and laughed as the tension disappeared.

      “What the Kracken, Xan? It’s after ten,” Athan yelled at their friend as he fiddled with the lock. “Why aren’t you home or out on a date?”

      “Shite. If you don’t open the door, I’m going to kick it in. My day’s been all kinds of arseways—”

      Athan opened the door.

      When Hope had traveled with the Fates to the Underworld, she could hardly believe what Clotho said. The idea had been too preposterous, but Hope had been desperate to try to make things right by Xan.

      And now he stood in her doorway. Whole. His dark hair was spiked up in the front and neatly trimmed on the sides like he’d just had it cut. He wore jeans that hung low on his waist and a fitted black thermal that covered his tattoos, and he had a couple of days’ worth of scruff that almost hid his dimple. “Hey, luv.”

      Hope giggled and ran. She crashed into him, and he wrapped his arms around her. She could hear his heart beating, and even now, months later, the sound made her feel like she was dreaming.

      “What the Hades happened to your hair?” he asked, then he kissed the top of her head.

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “What the Kracken happened to your eyes?”

      “Gods,” Athan breathed right behind her, “I wish you two would stop already. Every time you see each other, we have to go through this.”

      It had become their way of coping. If they could laugh and tease each other, it made the pain not hurt so much. Because even though they were both alive, the memories still hurt sometimes.

      Hope felt herself squished in between the two men she loved most, and the ache in her heart seemed to fill with liquid honey.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Athan said as he pulled back. “Are you in town for a while?”

      Hope backed up a step, tugged at Xan to come in, and closed the door behind him. She stared up into his vibrant-green eyes, the same color as Hephaestus’s, and asked, “Do you get to stay for a while?”

      Xan raised his eyebrows. “Did you miss me?”

      Hope punched him in the arm. “I’m being serious.”

      Xan pointed to the couch. “Can we sit? I wasn’t kidding when I said my day was all arseways.”

      Athan took one side and Xan the other. Hope nestled down between them.

      “Your chin is jutting out,” Xan said, tapping her face.

      “So then tell me,” she demanded. “I’ve got tests this week, but if you’re only here for a couple days, I’m totally skipping.”

      Athan laughed.

      “She hasn’t changed much. I thought saving the world would make her more humble or something,” Xan said to the other demigod.

      “She’s still Hope, which is exactly how I want her.”

      Xan nodded. But he and Hope still had long talks on the phone, and she knew it was not so much acknowledging Athan’s claim, but more respecting him for accepting her as she was.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s up, or am I going to have to make phone calls?”

      “Right,” Xan snorted. “This one isn’t going to be a phone call, luv. Remember how Hades owed me a reasonable favor.”

      Hope remembered arguing with the Lord of the Underworld about what constituted reasonable. To Hope it was plenty reasonable to let her sew Hephaestus’s thread into the material of a new body for Xan, but Hades had a different idea, and an agreement had to be negotiated.

      “So . . .”

      “He’s calling in a favor.”

      “What’s the favor this time?” Athan asked.

      Xan shook his head and ran his hand through his hair. Again.

      Hades had been running Xan ragged with his reasonable favors. If it didn’t stop soon, Hope was going to have another talk with the god of the Underworld.

      “Remember that wisp of a girl, the cowering redhead we met when we were there the first time? Immy? Or was it Genny? Anyway, it turns out Hades owes her a favor for her service.”

      “What are you supposed to do?”

      Xan kicked his heels up on the coffee table. “First I have to find her,” he said, pointing at Athan. “Then I’m supposed to warn her.”

      “Warn her?”

      Xan shook his head. “That’s all he’d tell me. It’s like talking to a culchie. But this is the last favor, and then I’m free.”

      Hope turned to Athan, excitement making her smile. “You want Athan’s help tracking her?”

      Xan grimaced. “I’m here to see you two. I can track her on my own.” Then he smiled. “But it wouldn’t hurt to have Athan’s help. He’s a bloody brilliant psachno.”
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      The end of one adventure is only the beginning of another…
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      When he came home early from the summer grazing, Damon found his daughter playing in the empty pens. Thalla, however, was nowhere to be seen.

      “Phoibe.” He smiled as her little legs ran to meet him, and he swept her up into a hug. “Where’s your momma?”

      She frowned. “In the house. We had visitors this morning, and she asked that I play outside while they talked. But, when they left . . . I tried to go inside, but the door was locked.” She looked up at her father, her face knit into features far too serious for one so young. “Daddy, I think she’s crying.”

      His heart thudded. “Who were the visitors?”

      “I don’t know. There was a pretty lady that gave me a hug, and a man that looked really angry. The lady went in and talked with Momma, but the man just stood outside the door and practiced chopping things.” She pointed to a marred trunk.

      The stout olive tree looked like it was ready to topple. Damon would need to attend to it or it would crush the house with the next windstorm.

      Phoibe’s words drew him back. “Are you going to check on Momma, now? I think you should.”

      He sighed, the heavy weight of dread filled his chest. “Yes, darling. Will you be okay for a little while longer?”

      “Yes.”

      When Damon reached the door, it was indeed locked. “Thalla?”

      The door flew open, and he stepped back.

      The woman before him was ravaged by pain. Her dark eyes were red and swollen, and tears still ran down her cheeks. He stepped forward, but when he reached for her she pushed him away.

      “Thalla.” He pled with her.

      She shook her head and walked into the house, leaving him alone in the doorway.

      Anxiety hung heavy in the air.

      Something hot and urgent pulsed in him. “What happened?” But he already knew. There was only one thing that could destroy his happiness.

      “You lied to me.” She turned and fixed him with a glare; her finger marked him with accusation. “Do you even love me, or did you just need someone to help raise your daughter?”

      “Who came? Who told you?”

      “Who do you think?” She choked on the words, as if shards of broken glass. She paused, and took a deep breath. “Her mother. Her real mother, Hera.” She wailed with the betrayal, and a fresh round of tears started.

      He inched forward, and when he drew her to him she collapsed in his arms.

      He stroked her hair and whispered “Shhh. I love you, Thalla. Shhh.”

      She pulled away to look him in the eye. “Do . . . you . . . really?”

      “Yes.” The twinge of guilt he felt was for lying about Phoibe.

      She sighed. “I guess you must, or she wouldn’t have been so upset. Or made such a threat. Do you want to hear her message?”

      “She gave you a message for me?”

      Another sigh. “Yes, but I don’t think you’ll like it.”

      Excitement and fear warred. He waited, unwilling to acknowledge his want.

      “She told me that you will never raise her daughter with my children.”

      “What?” It made no sense. “What did she mean?” He pulled back and stared at his wife as if the answers might appear on her dark olive skin.

      “Don’t you see? If we keep Phoibe here with us, we will never have children of our own.”

      He shook his head. She couldn’t mean . . .

      “I can’t have children if Phoibe stays with us,” she whispered.

      A wave of nausea rolled through him. This was not about the two of them—he and Hera—it was about him and Thalla. “She means to make me choose? Choose between you and Phoibe? I… I don’t understand it.” He sat shaking his head, his thoughts a mess of confusion.

      “No, Damon,” Thalla set her hand on his arm, her voice brimming with sympathy. “She means to make you choose between me and her.”

      “But, no. She left me. She can’t mean that. How could she mean that?”
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      “Your father is coming by tonight.” Priska poked her head out into the courtyard where Phoibe sat with her grinding stones. “Will you have their flour done?”

      Phoibe nodded. “This is the last of it.” She wiped the sweat from her face ever cautious to keep her hands clean. “Is Thalla coming with him?” She tried to keep the hope out of her voice. It shouldn’t matter if Thalla came. Not after all these years.

      Priska’s lips pursed into a fine line. “Probably not. She’ll likely stay home with Dimetrios.”

      Phoibe nodded as if it didn’t matter. As if it was to be expected that Thalla stay home to care for Dimetrios, who was in fact almost six. As if her father didn’t have slaves to watch the children. “Of course.” She swallowed her disappointment, and fed another handful of grain into the quern. The grinding of wheat berries between the two stones soothed her hurt. After all, she should’ve known. Thalla hadn’t visited for years. Not since Jorrin was born.

      Priska was still standing in the doorway.

      “Are you going into town?” Phoibe looked from the wool drying on the table to her foster-aunt in time to see her frown. “For the dye,” she prompted.

      Priska must have a lot on her mind to have forgotten their conversation from this morning. She’d like to pretend that it had to do with her Hestia celebration, but Priska wasn’t one to make a fuss over such things.

      Priska sighed. “I’m not going to make it today.” She glanced at the mostly empty bag of wheat. “It looks like you’ll be done soon, perhaps you’d like to go?”

      In fact, she’d rather not, but it made no sense to protest. If she didn’t Priska would just give her some other chore to occupy her time, and then probably make her go tomorrow. Best to get it out of the way.

      And maybe Aresenios wouldn’t be there. Aresenios, the owner of the mercantile, wasn’t technically her uncle, but he insisted she call him such. It felt wrong, though, and his oily stare reinforced their lack of connection.

      “Of course, I’ll go.” At least it would get her out of cooking dinner tonight. “Do you need anything else while I’m in town?”

      At least the long walk would be nice, after sitting all day.

      “No, just the dye. And don’t dawdle. We still have cooking to do tonight so everything will be ready for tomorrow.”

      Maybe Priska hadn’t forgotten about the Hestia celebration. The idea of a party sounded exciting, and she’d finally be an adult. Phoibe sighed. But she really wasn’t ready to get married, or have children. She enjoyed her life with Priska. It was simple, but rewarding. Nothing like the chaos at her father’s home with Jorrin and Dimetrios, her half-brothers.

      She poured the last of the flour into the bag for her father to take when he came by. He’d made a point of coming by every week, ever since she moved in with Priska. He was faithful in his visits, even though guilt swam in his eyes and lined his face. She was the constant reminder. And she knew it.

      Phoibe sighed and tied off the bag. “I’m going to change before I leave,” she said looking down at the flour on her apron. She could feel a film clinging to her skin, almost a paste where her sweat had mixed with the ground wheat. “I’m a mess.”

      Priska clucked her tongue. “You won’t have time. Aresenios will close before you get there if you wash up and change. Besides, you’ll draw less attention like that.”

      Of course.

      Phoibe pulled off her apron and brushed off her chiton. She left her auburn hair up, and hoped that her face wasn’t smudged.

      “I’ll just be off then.” She grabbed the bag of flour and moved it inside. “Ask Father to wait for me if he gets here first?”

      As soon as Priska nodded, Phoibe ran out the courtyard and onto the dirt path that would take her to the main road leading into Belen.
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      “You’re looking very beautiful tonight, so like your mother.” Thalla leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you bathed.”

      Phoibe’s smile faltered. “We’ve been busy. . .” She swallowed the rest of the apology. “I’m so glad you could come.” She accepted the small box, and set it on the table next to the other gifts.

      The cool outside air pushed in with the newcomers, forcing out the warm air tinged with sweetness from the honey cakes.

      “Ah, my girl!” Damon picked her up and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m so happy to see you. And not really a girl anymore.” He kissed both her cheeks. “A beautiful woman, now.” He offered a wistful smile.

      She could smell the wine on his breath. “Thank you, Father.” Her eyes drifted to the floor, and she forced her gaze back up. “It’s so nice to see you again so soon. Please come in.” She looked out into the courtyard. “Is Dimetrios not coming?” Surely, he wouldn’t intentionally miss out on the abundance she and Priska had spent half the night preparing.

      Damon cleared his throat.

      “Dimetrios is at home,” Thalla said. “No need for him to be up so late.” Her lips pinched shut.

      Phoibe closed the door. “I didn’t know. I—”

      “Don’t be snide, Thalla,” Priska brought out a platter of roasted vegetables. “Phoibe just wanted to see her brother.” She set the dish on the already full table. “I thought we’d agreed he could come.” She turned to face the guests.

      “Yes, well,” Thalla sniffed. “It seemed like he may have been coming down with something. And Jorrin will be coming home soon; I didn’t want to risk it.” She swept her dark curls over her shoulder and stood in front of the buffet.

      Phoibe nodded. She’d spent the first six years of her life calling Thalla mother. And then her real mother had shown up. Although she didn’t know who the beautiful woman was when she came, she’d overheard her father and Thalla discussing Hera’s threat when he returned at the end of the summer. Thalla had suggested he discuss the curse with Priska. But even at six, the solution had been clear.

      Thalla had never forgiven Phoibe. But what more could the young demigod do?

      “You’ve certainly outdone yourself, Priska. You must have stayed up half the night to get all this done.” She placed several cakes on a plate, followed by a handful of dates. “I do hope you didn’t put yourself out.” She bit into a cake and closed her eyes.

      “Actually, Phoibe made most of it.” Priska’s wrinkled face shone with pride. “She’s developed quite the touch.” Priska indicated that they sit.

      “Father, what may I get you?” She grabbed a plate, and served him first, followed by Priska. Thalla continued to eat, and Phoibe served herself a small plate.

      Silence descended. Phoibe nibbled on sweets, letting the honey cake melt on her tongue, savoring each bite. Even the cake at Anthesteria last spring didn’t compare, and this was for her. Her celebration. And Priska had given her a new peplos which would be perfect for the winter chill. She smiled at the thought of her father and Thalla giving her a gift.

      “Do you have someone in mind?” Thalla asked, looking back and forth between Priska and Damon. “I’m sure there are several willing to pay a sizable bride price.”

      The cake turned to ash in her mouth. Bride price?

      “Thalla.” Damon put his hand on his wife’s arm. “Phoibe is too young—”

      “Too young? Nonsense.” She pushed her plate away. “We wouldn’t be here tonight celebrating if she were too young.”

      “Of course. But, that is not what I mean—”

      “She’s of marriageable age.” Thalla huffed. “Surely you cannot expect Priska to continue to house her now. And the bride price—”

      Phoibe’s heart pounded. Why was she doing this? Surely, they couldn’t expect her to marry now. Not yet. She wasn’t ready. Was it getting hot? It felt hot. Phoibe’s eyes started to sting.

      “Thalla!” Damon silenced his wife. “This is not your concern.” He turned to his daughter. “Priska and I have decided that you are to let us know when you are ready.”

      “Marriage will not be the same for you Phoibe. There are challenges to being a demigod, and your husband will need to be aware of the . . . consequences.” Priska frowned.

      “Consequences? Would he be hurt?” The idea of bringing harm to another person was enough to make her vow to never get married. “Is that why you’re not married?” she asked Priska.

      Thalla snorted. “Priska’s not a demigod.” She shook her head as if the supposition was ridiculous. “And Aresenios would accept Phoibe even though she is,” she muttered.

      The oily shopkeeper’s face flitted through her mind, and Phoibe couldn’t help the shudder. “Father, please don’t make me marry—”

      “Hush now child.” Priska silenced her. “You may be excused.”

      Phoibe bit the inside of her mouth so hard she tasted blood. They couldn’t make her marry anyone! “But—”

      “Now.” Priska bit the word out.

      Phoibe stood. Tears filled her eyes, but she refused to even acknowledge them. “Thank you for coming, Father.” She kissed his cheek. “Thalla.” She nodded at her step-mother. She would not thank her for coming. Without looking back, she left the room.

      A stiff breeze blew through the courtyard, drying Phoibe’s tears. She took four steps towards her room, and then turned around. She may not be able to say anything for herself, but she could listen to what plans they were making for her. At least then she could prepare herself. Or run away. She scooted back to the doorway, for once glad there were no servants or slaves.

      “She’s old enough to be married,” Thalla was saying.

      “Being old enough physically, hardly means she’s ready,” Priska responded. “And there’s no rush—”

      “It’s not like she has forever, Priska.”

      Even through the door, Phoibe could hear the animosity in Thalla’s voice.

      “Actually, she does,” said Priska. “And that is a long time to be married to someone you don’t like.”

      “What do you suggest?” Damon asked.

      Phoibe’s heart swelled with love for her father.

      “Give her some time. She will know when she’s ready to wed.” Priska sounded tired. “When she’s ready, she’ll let you know. Until then, let her be.”

      “But Aresenios—”

      “Thalla,” Damon’s ever patient voice had a sharp edge. “Enough.”

      Stiff, formal goodbyes were offered on both sides, and Phoibe scurried off to her room.
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      “Thank you Uncle.” Phoibe took the dyes from Aresenios with a smile. Amazing how knowing she wouldn’t be forced to marry him gave her a sense of power. And relief.

      The spring weather had turned warm, and the stagnant air in the shop carried a faint smell from the tannery next door. A fresh waft blew in as someone opened the door.

      Phoibe crossed the small merchant shop, keeping her head down, a poor attempt at not drawing attention. But when she got to the door, whoever had come in was still blocking it.

      “Excuse me,” she prompted the body obstructing her exit.

      Male laughter drew her gaze to his face. A young man, only a few years older than her, held the door.

      “Pardon, miss.” His crooked smile felt an invitation, and she couldn’t help but notice how attractive he was.

      But Priska’s lessons on propriety had her turning away, even as she pushed past him.

      So why was she still thinking about him hours later?

      Belen was not a large town, and despite their seclusion, Phoibe knew most of the young adults, at least the ones close to her age. Years of festivals in the square made for at least common acquaintances. But there was nothing familiar about this young man. And yet something so much so.

      Perhaps he was just visiting family.

      Perhaps she was a little Eros-touched. Phoibe laughed at her own ridiculousness.
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        * * *

      

      “I need to go into town and get some herbs from Jiri,” Priska announced. “I used the rest of our fenugreek and nigella last night.”

      The two sat in the kitchen finishing their breakfast. Priska had come home just as Phoibe finished putting together their simple meal.

      Phoibe stole a glance not wanting to appear too interested. “Would you rather I went?”

      Priska shook her head. “That would be twice this week.”

      Of course. The only females that would be out in public that frequently were slaves, servants, or hetera. Priska was very cautious about how often Phoibe could be seen. The misunderstanding could affect any chance for marriage, but also create for misunderstandings of her social status.

      “Perhaps after you nap, you’ll feel up to it.” It wasn’t that she was trying to manipulate Priska. But even two days later, she was curious if the young man she’d seen at the mercantile would still be in town. But it shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. Even if he was there, she probably wouldn’t see him. She pushed the thoughts aside.

      Priska snorted. “Most certainly not.” She lay her head on the table.

      Phoibe cleared the bowls, and put away the rest of the Priska’s herbs, leaving out the empty containers of fenugreek and nigella. She noticed the small jar of mumio salve was also empty, and set it next to the others.

      Priska sat up. “I’d really rather not go.” She offered a small smile. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind? If you left right now, and skirt by the square . . .”

      Minimize the number of people that saw her. Phoibe understood. “I’ll leave now.”

      Jiri, the town’s herbalist, owned a small shop in Belen, and reportedly a larger one in Athens where most of his supplies were purchased, or traded for. There were rumors that he had a second family in the large city, but Priska had sharply dismissed the information when Phoibe asked.

      “Don’t believe the nonsense others say. One day you’ll be surprised when you hear rumors being said about you.” Like anyone would ever say anything about her.

      The morning air was crisp and cool, the scent of rosemary carried on the light breeze. Small beads of dew clung to the tenacious foliage waiting patiently for the rising temperature to steal the moisture away.

      She nodded at two slaves as they passed her on their way into the marketplace.

      “Good morning, Phoibe,” Jiri greeted her when she walked into his shop. “Where’s Priska? Is she ill?”

      The sharp smells of spices and herbs assaulted her, and she sneezed. “No, sir. Late night helping . . .” Who did she say she’d been helping?

      “Ah, at the Dakenysis’ home. No doubt Master Alexis is home for the summer.” He frowned.

      Master Alexis had been a lot of fun as a child, but over-indulgence had ripened him into a lazy beast. As long as he got his way he was allegedly docile, but if not, better be out of his path of destruction. She’d heard he’d torn down part of his parent’s home just because they’d run out of his favorite wine.

      “I really couldn’t say.” Truly, she couldn’t. If Priska had told her, she’d completely forgotten.

      “Well, no matter. What can I get for you?”

      Phoibe told him and waited while he collected the jars and measured the contents. When it came time to settle the account, Phoibe reached into her pocket to find nothing.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she stammered, her face flushed. She’d run out the door without getting the money from Priska. “May I bring the money tomorrow, or should I leave these until . . .” She looked at the packages, her frustration ballooning as she contemplated going home without Priska’s things.

      “Phoibe,” Jiri, the stooping old herbalist, interrupted her, “Don’t worry—”

      “Whatever is the matter?” A man’s voice interrupted the exchange.

      Phoibe’s protest died on her lips. She turned and her mouth fell open. It was the young man from the mercantile. He stood before her, his gray-green eyes shifting from her to Jiri, and back to her. He offered his crooked smile.

      “Nothing, sir,” Jiri responded.

      But the young man’s eyes seemed to take in the situation without further explanation. “How much?” He pointed at the package of herbs.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What is the remainder of the bill?”

      “Sir. I’m not in the habit of discussing—”

      Looking at Phoibe, the young man tossed 3 silver drachmas on the counter. “That should cover the balance.”

      Phoibe let out a small laugh of embarrassment and found her voice. “Sir, I have the money to pay Jiri.”

      “No need, you little nymph. He’s been paid.” He turned his back on Jiri and held the door to the Apothecary open. “Now, how about you tell me your name?”

      Her surprise slowed her wit. “Phoibe.”

      “Well, Phoibe, I’m Isaak. May I assist you with those packages if I promise not to drop them?”

      He gave her a wink, and her already hot skin burned from within. “I’m not sure if Priska would be okay with that.”

      “What?” His eyes narrowed. “Who’s Priska?”

      “She’s . . . my aunt.” Close enough.

      “Your aunt. I see. Well, if you don’t want me to help you, I won’t. But nothing is going to stop me from following you home, so how about you let me carry that bundle while I follow you?”

      The banter was warm, and Phoibe was intermittently entertained and anxious as they wound their way to the outskirts of town. As they drew closer to Priska’s, Phoibe began to stress. How would she explain Isaak’s presence?

      It turned out there was no need to worry.

      She opened the door, the yeasty smell of bread welcoming her home. The man followed her inside, but stopped with a smile.

      “Isaak Pallas.” Priska got up from the loom with a shake of her head. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “Miss Priska, I didn’t know you had a niece.” Isaak crossed the room and kissed Priska’s cheek.

      Phoibe’s jaw dropped. She’d never seen anyone be so informal with Priska.

      “What are we having for dinner?” he continued. “Do you still not have servants? I hope you are teaching Phoibe to cook.” He looked at Phoibe briefly. “No one can cook like Priska.”

      “How… How do you know Priska?” Phoibe stammered.

      “Everyone knows Priska.” Isaak looked around the inside of the home and went to a cupboard that held dishes. He pulled out plates, cups, and silverware for three. “I just know her better than most.”

      Phoibe leaned on the table. How was that even possible?

      He spoke as if he had read her thoughts. “When I was little I used to run away and come here, to Priska’s. When my parents realized where I ended up, they stopped coming to get me. I would stay for days.” He smiled. “I think they were hoping Priska would work me to death, or at least close enough that I would stop running away.”

      “It didn’t work?”

      “Of course not.” He laughed. “Who wouldn’t want to live here? It’s fabulous.” He waved his arms at the plain surroundings.

      “How long are you home for?” Priska interrupted his ramblings.

      “Three days more.”

      “Well,” huffed Priska, “I don’t know why it took you so long to come for a visit.” Priska dished stew onto their plates, then went to the oven and pulled out a fresh loaf of bread.

      Phoibe sat down, her mouth agape. Suddenly she felt unsure of her place in the world.

      “Phoibe!” Priska scolded. “Don’t just sit there. Go get some water,” she held out a jug to Phoibe, “or would you rather have wine, Isaak?”

      “No, water’s fine. Come on Phoibe, I’ll help.” He took her hand, and pulled her out the door before Priska could protest.

      Phoibe followed him to the well, and watched as he drew water up and filled the basin.

      “I think this is my favorite thing here at Priska’s. You don’t have to go to the stream, or worse a public fountain to collect water.” He drew up another basin, filling the pot to take back to Priska. “How long have you lived with Priska?” Isaak asked.

      “Six years.” Her gaze narrowed. “How long ago did you know her?” How could she have never seen him before?

      “I left for Athens six years ago.” He nodded as if putting together the pieces in his head. “I only get back for short visits now and again. I don’t remember seeing you before though. You’ve been here six years?”

      She frowned. “Isn’t that what I said?”

      He laughed, and the sound was warm and comforting. “Yes. That’s what you said. It’s just . . . I’ve been here in the past six years, visiting Priska, and I would’ve remembered you.”

      “Yes, well,” Phoibe paused, suddenly remembering Priska pushing her out the door last year for a “visit” to her father’s house. Would Priska have done that?

      Isaak’s eyebrows were raised, “Well, what?”

      “Perhaps, I was off visiting family when you were here.” She paused for a moment, “I think I would have remembered you, too.” She blushed.

      “Hey, you two, get back in here. Bring that water. You did remember to get water, right?” Priska called out to them.

      “Yes, Priska. We’re coming.” Isaak extended his hand

      Phoibe felt a thrill when his hand enveloped hers.

      Isaak spent the next three days in their company. Priska rarely left them alone for more than a few minutes, but she had the knack of being just out of earshot. Clearly, she was up to something, but why push the two of them together now?

      “I don’t think she approves,” Isaak leaned forward in the dirt, his voice full of mock chagrin.

      The two were out in the garden harvesting root vegetables for dinner. The rich smell of earth and sweet carrots hung in the air.

      Phoibe looked up at the young man. His previous sallow skin was now sun-kissed, and his quick smile was bright against his tan, but tension lined his eyes.

      Phoibe looked to Priska and then to Isaak, and her brow furrowed. “Approves of what?”

      “Of me.” He smiled, and held out a couple of carrots, but didn’t release them.

      “What are you talking about? She loves you.” She tugged a little harder, but he refused to let go.

      “Yes, well, she might like me well enough . . . But I wonder if she likes me spending time with you.” He pointed the carrots at her as he spoke.

      “Please!” She tossed her thick auburn curls over her shoulder, embarrassed and thrilled with his words. She pulled up a turnip. “You know you can do no wrong. If she didn’t like you, she wouldn’t even let you in.” She’d seen it happen with Aresenios. “Besides, three for dinner is such company, don’t you think?”

      “That’s all I am good for? Company at dinner?”

      “No.” She amended. “You also help with the gardening.”

      He laughed, as if she’d told a joke, and then heaved a great sigh. “I’ll be sad to leave tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” She’d known the time was short, but it now seemed unfairly so. “What is so important in Athens?”

      “Wine, wild parties, liars, and thieves.”

      “And where do you fit in?” The edge of bitterness cut into her words. Disappointment chaffed at her heart. It would be so lonely without him.

      “Thief,” he said with a smirk. Taking the turnip from her, he added it to the basket.

      Wait. “Really?” When he nodded, she asked, “What do you steal?”

      Isaak gathered up the vegetables and the two of them stood. It didn’t seem to bother Isaak to do “women’s work” alongside Phoibe and Priska, in fact, Isaak never allowed either woman to work without joining in.

      “I’ve just recently taken it up.” He smirked.

      “Are you any good at it?” Did Priska know? She couldn’t. There’s no way she would be okay with that.

      “It’s still too early to tell, but so far, I think it’s going well.” He indicated the vegetables he was carrying. “Look at my loot today.”

      She snorted. “Um, hint: if you’re going to steal something, don’t tell the person you’re stealing it from.” With that she grabbed the basket, and ran towards the house.
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      The waxing moon hung high in the night sky when Phoibe woke. She’d dreamt of someone calling her name. She rolled over and punched at her bed. It was still damp where her tears had fallen, her hidden sorrow at goodbye. So strange that in three days she could feel like she’d known someone forever.

      She wiped her eyes, and glanced at the ceiling. She refused to let any more tears fall. It wasn’t like there was a commitment. He’d been nice, pleasant, excellent company. No reason to mope at his departure.

      She heard it again. Only, she was awake.

      “Phoibe.”

      In two steps she was at her window, looking out into the courtyard. But it was empty, the gate closed to the outside world. She went back to her bed and sat with the covers pulled up over her knees.

      “Phoibe.” Louder this time. Definitely, not a dream.

      Again, she saw no one.

      But she knew his voice. Even after only three days.

      Phoibe grabbed a shawl to cover her loose chiton, and closed her bedroom door behind her. Once outside she could see the courtyard was indeed empty, but as she approached the front gate a hand reached through the bars and grabbed her arm.

      She stifled a scream.

      “Shhh! Don’t wake up Priska.” It was Isaak.

      “What are you doing here?” Phoibe hissed.

      “I need to ask you something.” Isaak looked at the ground and shifted on his feet.

      In the middle of the night? “What?”

      “Are you hetera?”

      Phoibe glared at him. “Truly? This is what you want to know?” Her heart ached at the implications.

      His hand covered her mouth. “I’m not saying that you look like hetera, I just, well, I’m trying to figure out . . . Oh, I am making an awful mess of this.” He sighed, and dropped his hand.

      “Are you married?” Phoibe her heart sunk at the thought. Did he really think she was a courtesan?

      “NO!” His head shook in frantic panic. “No. Definitely not! Why would you even ask that?”

      “Well, you were asking if I was hetera.” Why else would he be asking? Why else would he be here in the middle of the night. “What do you want?”

      “If I write to you, while I’m away, will you write back?”

      His words made no sense. “Why would you write to me?”

      He swallowed, and his movements betrayed his nervousness, his anxiety. “Phoibe, these last few days . . . They’ve been the happiest of my entire life.” His hand touched her cheek, and he continued, “My life is not my own, though. I am studying the law, and my work . . . Well, I still have almost two years before I can come back to Belen. I mean, come back and stay.”

      It almost didn’t matter what he was asking for. Phoibe nodded.

      “I guess what I’m trying to find out is . . . Is Priska really your aunt?”

      Phoibe shrugged. “For all intents and purposes she is.”

      “Is she your closest relative?”

      No. It did matter. “Is that where this is going, Isaak Pallas?” Hot anger flared. Did he really think . . . “Even if you ask her, she’ll tell you no. I’ll not become a courtesan, to come and sing and dance for you and your friends. I have no desire to be passed around, paid for my attentions—”

      His hand covered her mouth again. “I would never want you to be a courtesan, Phoibe.” His hand cupped her cheek. “My father had the rare experience of falling in love with my mother. He never had a courtesan, and I don’t want one either.” He took her hand in his. “I can’t even pay a bride price yet.” He looked down at her hand, his thumb tracing circles on her palm. “I’m just hoping . . .”

      Her heart stopped. “You like me?” Phoibe’s surprise burst open like a flower.

      He laughed, low in his throat. “I do. And I’m hoping I can, with time, convince you to like me. So, if I write you, will you write me back?”

      The emptiness that had been present since learning of his departure, flooded with warmth.

      “I will. And you’ll visit?” This wasn’t the end. Anticipation of all that it meant filled her with hope. She squeezed his hand.

      He looked down at her hand, and then back at her beautiful face. “When I can. It won’t be often, perhaps a few times a year. But, I can write you every day. And you can tell me of Priska, the pigs and goats, and whatever news there is in Belen.”

      She smiled. “Yes, that will be wonderful.” Phoibe glanced up at the moon. She withdrew her hand. “Good night, Isaak. May the gods watch over and protect you.”

      “And you, Phoibe.” He caught her hand up and pressed it to his lips.
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      Phoibe wandered in the grassy field behind Priska’s home. If truth were told, she was supposed to be looking for a lost pig.

      Phoibe and Priska did not farm. Most of what they had, they earned in exchange for milling, weaving, and healing. The pig had been given as payment, and Priska had directed her to retrieve the animal.

      Despite this, her ambling was not terribly focused. The summer sun shone high in the blue sky, the air was warm, and the faint smell of honeysuckle carried on the breeze. Phoibe spun around drinking in the summer wildflowers.

      Something teased in her peripheral vision, and she came to an abrupt stop.

      Directly in front of her was a man holding her pig. She blinked to see if the vision would go away, certain he hadn’t been there the moment before. When she opened her eyes, the man was smiling, as if enjoying a private joke.

      It was impossible not to notice how striking he was. The sun sparkled off his skin, and he practically glowed. His eyes and hair were the color of pale honey, and his chiseled features made Phoibe think of the sculptures artisans brought to market to trade.

      “Phoibe, daughter of Hera.”

      The surprise of seeing someone appear and call her by name was . . . unsettling.

      “I believe you have my pig, sir.” Her voice was brusque with her shock. She stepped forward to retrieve the animal from his arms.

      “Oh, no,” he laughed, “I’ve already offended you? I so wanted to make a good first impression.” His brief attempt at schooling his features into a petulant smile broke, and he laughed again.

      He handed her the pig, which, although heavy, was not a significant weight for a demigod. It was, however, awkward, and she thought about her options before setting it down.

      “What?” He blanched and his eyes dilated. “Are you going to make me catch that smelly creature again?”

      “No. I’m taking him home. He’ll follow me.” She turned to leave, but his voice pulled her back.

      “Yes. I bet he will. I’d happily follow you, too, Phoibe.”

      She spun around. “Excuse me. Do I know you?” She scrutinized the man. Unable to identify him, she continued, “Is there a reason you are being so . . .” Phoibe struggled to say it politely.

      “Flirtatious?” He attempted to fill in the blank.

      “Obnoxious!” She glared at him.

      He laughed and drew close.

      Inexplicably her heart rate picked up.

      “I’m Apollo.” His eyes grazed over her slowly, and Phoibe felt self-conscious in her faded peplos. He looked her in the eye. “I’m allowed to cause a little disquiet, because I’m usually so charming.” His smile was blinding.

      “Charming? Really?” Phoibe’s surprise was nothing compared to the upset of her emotions. She let her irritation at his presumptuousness seep into her voice. “I’m not really seeing that.” She turned and walked back towards the house, her heart racing.

      “But you will,” he replied.

      The voice was practically a whisper, but Phoibe could hear the promise. She turned to look, but the god was gone.

      When Phoibe entered the house, Priska nodded from the loom.

      “I just met Apollo.” Phoibe’s words were an explosion.

      The loom fell silent. Priska’s gaze travelled from her head to toe, and she swallowed. “And?”

      “And what?” Phoibe met Priska’s inquiring eyes with her own.

      “What else happened?”

      “Nothing, really. I thought he was trying to steal our pig, and then I told him how annoying he was.”

      Priska laughed, but there was relief in her voice. “Oh, no, child. You can’t go around insulting the gods.”

      “Well, how was I to know? And he was so…presumptuous. He’s nothing like what I thought a god would be.”

      “Really? And what is that?” Priska started the loom again.

      The rhythm was soothing to Phoibe’s racing heart. “I don’t know. More god-like, you know.” She waved her arms, words insufficient to explain. “It was just… peculiar,” she shrugged.

      “Did he say he’d see you again?” Priska’s gaze held underlying anxiety, and her eyes darted back and forth between the cloth and her adopted niece.

      “Something like that.”

      “Be careful, Phoibe.” Priska stopped the weaving, to look the young lady in the eye. “Find out what his attention means before you get swept off your feet.”

      “Um, I don’t think there is any risk of him sweeping me off my feet. He’s quite insufferable.”

      Priska shook her head and went back to weaving, muttering to herself about youth and naïveté.

      A few days later, Phoibe walked home from Aresenios’s mercantile with dye for the wool. The morning’s overcast sky was now spotted with blue, the clouds dispersing with the summer rays. Phoibe smiled up at the sky, reveling in the warmth.

      She skirted through town, leaving the main road. As the road narrowed, so did the number of travelers, until it was just Phoibe. She hummed and danced to music in her head, and as she spun, the sun seemed to dance into the air just in front of her. The particles sparkled, then started to glow. Phoibe slowed her pace, then stopped.

      Her mouth dropped open when Apollo materialized in front of her.

      “Don’t you think that’s a grand entrance?” He smiled.

      “What are you doing here?” She hissed, and then looked around to see if anyone else had seen.

      “I’m here to see you.” He said as though it were the most obvious thing.

      “Why?”

      “Why? As in you don’t think your company is worth my attention?”

      “No, why as in WHY?”

      She tried to step around him, but he easily blocked her way, and laughed. “Aren’t you funny?” He stepped up to her, until there was only a small space separating them, his gaze both mesmerizing and terrifying.

      Her heart rate climbed. “Funny? What are you talking about?” She felt lightheaded, dizzy.

      “You.” His thumb stroked across her cheekbone. “I find your conversation full of humor.”

      She could feel where his touch left heat on her skin. She shook her head. “I’m not trying to be funny.”

      “I know.” He smiled again at her, and the space separating them shrunk.

      A longing filled her, and a vision of her and Apollo kissing flitted through her mind. What? She gritted her teeth, and stepped away from the god. “What are you doing?” She narrowed her eyes, and took another step back.

      “What do you mean?” His voice was soft, lyrical.

      Phoibe pushed past him, her pace too fast to be just a walk. She wanted to get to Priska’s—wanted to get away from him.

      “Are you trying to seduce me?” She snapped, as he stepped in front of her again. But her feelings morphed into confusion when she looked at him. The longing returned, and her pace slowed.

      “Persuade. Aren’t all conversations meant to persuade?” He reached out to touch her again.

      Phoibe closed her eyes, and stepped away. After a slow, deep breath, she asked, “What do you want from me?”

      “Phoibe.” He called her, his voice honeyed wine.

      She would not give in. “Apollo,” she said through clenched teeth. “What do you want from me?”

      “Why, I just want to be your friend.” In his words, his tone, the pull was gone. His request, nothing more than a hopeful invitation.

      She hadn’t imagined it. “Well, don’t do that . . .” She waved her arms trying to explain the unexplainable. “It was distressing. You disturbed me.” She offered a wan smile as a peace offering, for it would not do to offend a god.

      The one he returned was warm, friendly. “The last thing I want to do is disturb you. Please accept my apologies.” He flourished a princely bow. “Now, where are you going?”

      “Home.”

      His lips flattened for a moment. “Any chance I can induce you to come for a walk?” He held out his hand.

      Could she trust him? “No.”

      He chuckled. “Really? I won’t harm you.” He tilted his head, and bounced his extended hand. His laugh felt like summer, and he appeared sincere and harmless now.

      But only moments ago . . . “Not today. I have this,” she held up the bag, “and I need to get back.”

      “Oh, Phoibe. Wouldn’t you rather be entertained than dyeing wool? I would be happy to… entertain you.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “No, thank you.”

      “All right then.” He stood up straight, but the look he gave her was the same as a child being denied a treat. “I’ll come find you at a more convenient time.”

      She looked at him with doubt, “How will you know?”

      He smiled at her, and then he was gone.

      “I hate that . . .” She looked up at the sky, and exhaled another slow breath. Then continued her way home.
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      The next several days would be spent in the courtyard, and then indoors. There was wool to dye, and cloth to weave. Several wealthy families paid very well to have Priska’s cloth for peplos and chitons, and the orders were coming due. She’d spent hundreds of hours doing the same every year. So why was there so much dread of the task this year?

      “Phoibe?” Priska’s voice carried out of their work room early the next morning.

      Phoibe pulled her hair back, and started to the door. “Yes, Priska, I’ll be there shortly.” They should’ve already started. They were so far behind, she would have to wait till the wool was drying before breakfast.

      She stepped out into the courtyard.

      “When did you get this done?” Priska’s voice was tinged with worry.

      Phoibe looked at the wool around her and gasped.

      The wool was dyed. Done. All of it. What should have taken days was completed.

      “What happened? How?” Phoibe looked to Priska for an explanation.

      “I didn’t do this, Phoibe.” Priska’s eyes were dilated, and she frowned. “If you didn’t do this . . .”

      “Apollo,” Phoibe whispered.

      “You saw Apollo again?” Priska grabbed Phoibe’s dress and pulled her into the living area. With a push, she forced her to sit. “When did that happen?”

      Phoibe sat, shaking her head, her fingers resting on her parted lips. How could he do that? How was that even possible?

      “Phoibe!”

      She looked up into Priska’s eyes and told of the previous day’s encounter.

      Priska’s eyes grew wide while Phoibe spoke, but when she finished Priska glared at her, her gaze relentless.

      Phoibe squirmed. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Be careful, child.”

      “You keep saying that.” Phoibe’s frustration bubbled out of her. She’d wanted to talk with Priska about what had happened yesterday, but Priska had been too busy with the wool. And now, the same warning. Almost an accusation, as if Phoibe was at fault.

      With the wool dyed both women sat down at their spinning wheels. The anxiety was a palpable presence, and Phoibe itched to flee. But over the course of the next couple of hours, the monotony of the familiar clicking of the wheels, drove the disquiet from the room.

      Questions simmered in her head. “Do gods have special powers?” she blurted. But, even as she said it she knew the answer.

      “What are you referring to?”

      “Nothing, never mind.” She blushed, feeling both naïve and ridiculous.

      Priska stopped and leveled her adopted niece with her gaze. “The god’s have many powers; some control weather, water, the harvest. All have powers over mortals, to heal, aid, and compel.” Priska sighed. “We should’ve had this talk long ago. You know of your parentage. As a demigod, you’re immortal. Nothing mortal can take your life. Not sickness, accident, weapons, poison. None of it.”

      “Are you saying I’ll live forever?”

      Priska frowned. “You could.”

      But Phoibe could see everything in Priska’s demeanor contradicted the words. “But?”

      “But, it doesn’t happen very often. There are immortal things that can harm you, immortal things that can kill you.”

      “Like?”

      “Immortal weapons, immortal powers,” Priska explained. “Monsters are immortal, as are demigods. Really, there are lists of things, but at the top of that list are the gods.”

      “Is that why you don’t want me to be friends with Apollo?”

      “Are you friends?” Priska arched her eyebrows.

      “No, but he said he wanted to be.” She still wasn’t sure. He’d been helpful, saving her hours of work, and so far asked for nothing in return. She stared down at her loom.

      The silence stretched, and Phoibe finally glance up at Priska.

      “I’m not going to tell you what to do. Just be sure you think through the consequences of your choices.”

      “Do you think he would kill me?”

      “I don’t know Apollo. However, I do know that if he was trying to kill you, you’d be dead.” Priska spun the wheel and fed the wool to make a thick yarn.

      “So what do you think he wants?”

      Priska’s continued to spin in silence. Finally, she spoke. “I can only guess, so I would again tell you to be careful.”

      Phoibe nodded, and returned to her work, and her thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      The seasons turned, and their activities rotated. Apollo had yet to make another appearance, and Phoibe felt only a small amount of disappointment with a greater amount of relief. It was flattering to be singled out, but Priska had instilled a healthy dose of fear.

      And so the highlights of the days, weeks, and months became the letters from Isaak. Initially, filled with fun and friendship, over the months the tone changed.

      She sat on her bed, the letter in her lap, her fingers tracing over the words. Words of love, together, family, happiness, and joy. Words that made her heart swell.

      I’m not sure when I’ll be able to come home, dearest. Funny, how I never believed Belen would be home, that it even could be, until I met you.

      Tell Priska that the bakery in Athens can’t compare to her honey cakes, or almond cookies. I do hope you will make them for our family.

      I hope to be home for Anthesteria next month. With any luck everyone will be too drunk to notice when I disappear to visit you.

      She’d read this letter at least thirty times, once a day as she counted down to the festival. Anthesteria, a festival of wine and grain sacred to Dionysus, was less than a week away. She vacillated between hope and despair. Surely, he would come.
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        * * *

      

      Phoibe trudged through the muddy streets of Belen. The three day festival had come and gone, and the parade, spilled wine, and rain churned the road to sticky muck.

      She’d just delivered dyed cloth to one of the judges, and gotten a stern verbal warning about delivering wool on a rainy day. As if the sheep didn’t get wet. The misty drizzle clung to her clothes, and her nose ran. Too bad Apollo wasn’t around to chase away the rain.

      She thought back to the time when she’d prayed for the wool to be dyed all those months ago. And if he really wanted to be her friend, why hadn’t he made any further appearance? Maybe he didn’t care. For some reason the thought of that being true was as depressing as the weather.

      Isaak was a no show, too. And he hadn’t even sent another letter. It had been months since she’d heard from him. Perhaps he’d found someone in Athens.

      She kicked a rock, and when the half-buried stone refused to move, she kicked it again and again. But even as it pulled from the thick mud, she exhaled with budding frustration. Her life sucked. With a sigh she trudged home.

      The rain turned to drizzle, then a fine mist. By the time Phoibe approached home the rain had stopped. She looked up at the dry sky, then through Priska’s gate. There was a lot of wool that still needed to be delivered. As soon as she went in, Priska was sure to send her on another errand, and she wouldn’t get to enjoy a bit of this break in the weather.

      She bit the inside of her lip, and then skirted around the courtyard wall and into the field beyond. Warm rays broke through the gray, pushing back the heavy clouds.

      Phoibe bent over and picked a handful of water-sodden wildflowers, giving them a shake as she stood up. When she looked up, Apollo stood in front of her.

      “So, my Phoibe, do you have time for a walk today?” His eyes grazed over her.

      “I . . . uh . . . sure.” How did he know she’d been thinking of him? And she was a mess! Self-conscious of her disheveled appearance, she continued her wandering amble.

      The god kept pace, but despite her furtive glances, he remained silent.

      “You’re quiet,” she said, unable to tolerate the stillness any longer. Why would he show up if he didn’t even want to talk to her?

      “I have much on my mind,” he said with a frown. “Which is no excuse for not being attentive. I’m sorry. What have you been up to?”

      “We just finished weaving cloth with the threads you dyed.” She frowned. “And we were hoping to have visitors from town, but it seems they are not to come.” She couldn’t help the forlorn note that crept into her voice.

      He stopped and looked at her. “Are you lonely?” He stepped toward her.

      “No.” She sighed, and then laughed at her own dishonesty. She offered a rueful smile, and continued, “Well, sometimes I am. Priska is a great friend and mentor, but sometimes she seems to withdraw, and then . . .”

      “One as old as Priska has many memories.” Apollo extended his arm, which Phoibe took and the two started walking again. “Perhaps she forgets what it is like to be young.”

      “Maybe. I wonder if I’ll do that when I’m her age,” she mused.

      Apollo laughed. “When you’re her age? Do you know how old Priska is?”

      “No,” Phoibe shook her head. “But, she can’t be more than sixty or so.” She looked up at the god, noticing his golden, almost leonine coloring and grace, and then remembered his immortality.

      He laughed again. “This will not be the first or second, or even third time she will be sixty.”

      “Really?” But looking at the god, immortality didn’t seem so unbelievable.

      “Really.” He winked. “But don’t tell her I said anything. I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to know.”

      She pinched her lips together and nodded. “I won’t say a word.”

      “Of course not, you nymph.” He placed his free hand atop hers briefly. “So, why don’t you tell me why you’re off wandering alone? And sad? On a beautiful day like this.”

      She smiled up at him. “I’m not alone, or sad. And it only got beautiful when you showed up.” She blushed as soon as the words were out of her mouth. “That’s not—”

      “That, sweet girl, is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      The emotional warmth that Apollo radiated was hard to resist. Even so, she wasn’t oblivious to the fact that he was trying to be charming.

      “I doubt that.” She nudged him in the side. “I’m sure you get all kinds of flattery.”

      His brows drew down. “Flattery? Yes. But flattery is insincere at best. It means absolutely nothing.”

      “I can only imagine how tedious that must get.”

      “Now, I don’t doubt that. I’m sure you don’t get any flattery living with Priska.”

      “No, she’s not really one for compliments.” It felt wrong speaking ill of her adopted family. Guilt gnawed at her, driving her to continue, “But she’s like family, and I love her.”

      “Of course you do. And it really just adds to your goodness.”

      Phoibe snorted. “Please! If you don’t stop, my head will be so big I’ll float away. Can you imagine the reality check from Priska? I’ll come crashing back to the earth.”

      “I would never let you crash.” His intensity gripped her, and then released her when he looked up at the sun. He looked back at her with a sigh. “I’m so sorry, Phoibe, but I must go.”

      “Of course.” She nodded, relief mixed with her disappointment.

      “May I call on you again?” He bowed, and kissed her hand.

      The attention warmed her heart. “Yes, Apollo. That would be nice.”

      He reached out and his fingers brushed her cheek.

      Her breath caught, and she closed her eyes. A bright flash of light made her squint, and when she opened her eyes she saw black spots. Apollo was gone. She glanced at her surroundings, and her shoulders dropped. She had a long walk back home, this time alone. How did she let the time get away like that?

      Gauging by the sun, Phoibe would need to hurry. Priska would be wondering where she’d gone. With a “harrumph” she began the walk.
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      Phoibe came into the courtyard and heard voices. Priska’s she knew like her own, but the deeper tenor took a moment to register. Her heart started racing, and she lifted her skirt, and sprinted ahead. Her past disappointment, her long walk, even her visit from Apollo were all forgotten.

      “Isaak!” She was through the door and halfway across the room when she remembered Priska. She drew up just short of him. “Good evening, Isaak.” Her forced control busting at the seams. Her eyes drank him in.

      There were etched worry lines around his eyes, as well as the tale-tell signs of fatigue. She wanted to tell him everything would be all right, wanted to do whatever it took to make it all right.

      “Phoibe.” He breathed her name with a smile.

      She heard sadness, and she looked from Isaak to Priska as if for an explanation.

      “Isaak was kind enough to stop by for a visit. We’ve been wondering where you were these last two hours.” Priska raised her brows.

      Phoibe felt a pang of guilt, and looked at the ground. “I wandered off, much further than I intended.”

      “No one’s mad, child,” Priska said.

      “Are you tired, Phoibe?” Isaak’s voice drew her focus. “Would you care to amble with me for a few minutes? We won’t go far.”

      “Of course.” Phoibe looked at Priska. “If that’s okay with you.”

      “Go on, you two. But, mind where you’re seen.”

      Phoibe knew the rules of society. Isaak wasn’t the only male that had made the mistake of assuming she was a courtesan after being seen so often in public. In truth, many had sought Priska to inquire after the young lady, certainly of marriageable age, but single and out in society. Priska told Phoibe of the inconvenience, and the two laughed. But Phoibe felt more than a little discomfiture. Things had finally settled down, and she had no desire to relive the experience.

      “Yes, Priska.”

      The two walked outside and around to the back of Priska’s home. The distance between them was slight, but to Phoibe it felt like a gaping chasm. They passed the garden in silence, and walked into the small orchard.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      He sounded weary, and Phoibe stole a glance at him. Isaak stared at the ground, a frown marring his handsome features.

      “It’s okay.” She offered with a smile.

      “No, it’s really not.” He stopped and looked at her.

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I . . . I was delayed. Some work came up that had to be attended to, and it fell to me. I underestimated the amount of time it would take, and now . . .” He shrugged, and started walking again.

      “Is everything okay?” She reached out, and took his hand.

      He stopped mid-stride, and his breath hitched. “I hardly know.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I was worried when I showed up, and you weren’t here . . . that perhaps, you’d . . . disappeared on purpose. That perhaps you were angry with me. Or that the last letter had been too much.”

      Phoibe blushed, but did not withdraw her hand. She remembered the letter. It was all tenderness, the usual humor lost in the intensity of his work, but he had suffused the writing with his thoughts of her. It still sat by her bed.

      “What are you saying? Did you think I’d stopped caring?” The idea was ridiculous. All she’d wanted since their first meeting was to be with him. Her despondency the last three days was because he hadn’t come.

      “I always knew you were too good for me. I wouldn’t be surprised, if . . .” He shook his head, and then looked her in the eyes. “If you didn’t want to pursue anything with me.”

      She studied his features. His dark curly hair was longer than the last time she’d seen him. His sallow complexion told of too much time indoors, but the intensity of his eyes was the same.

      She laughed. “I’m too good for you? Are you teasing again?” She extended her hand as though to poke him, but he caught her and pulled her to him.

      “I will tease you about many things, but never about your value.” He touched his forehead to hers, his eyes closed.

      Her breath caught, and she froze. Both stood silently, waiting for the other’s movement. Reluctantly, Phoibe stepped back.

      Isaak sighed. “So, my nymph,” Isaak pulled her over to a bench. “What have you been up to these last few days while awaiting my arrival?”

      She’d intended to tell Isaak all about her meeting with Apollo, write him that very night. However, now that he was there, she felt reticent. He’d been so sad. “Not much, really.” She shrugged. “A lot of weaving, grinding, you know, same old, same old here.”

      “Yes, well, I’ll take bored with Priska over anxious in the temple of the Horae, any day.”

      “The Horae?” Her stomach clenched. “You didn’t celebrate the festival?”

      “Yes, and not really.” He sighed again. “I’ve been too busy. Eunomia, I’m sure you know, is the goddess of law.”

      Phoibe nodded.

      “We’ve been working on setting up treaties. If we can just get some semblance of equality among the people, these attempts to seize power at the expense of the majority would cease. It isn’t right, the oppression of so many . . . and for what?”

      “Do you think it will work?”

      “I don’t know, my dear. But I have to hope so, or why am I spending this time away from you?” He bumped ever so lightly into her.

      “Well, I can’t imagine anyone not listening to what you have to say.”

      “If all they do is listen, it will not be enough. But politics is not a fun topic of discussion now is it? Let me tell you of an unnerving experience of a colleague of mine. It will make you laugh.” He proceeded to delight her with stories of nonsense and fun, till her laughing had her gasping.

      The silence that settled was warm and peaceful.

      Phoibe let out a contented sigh. “Isaak?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I don’t want you to treat me like I’m lesser than you. I know I didn’t go to school like you have, but. . .”

      “What?” He pulled back with a frown.

      “If you take the time to explain something to me, I’m smart enough; I can follow. You don’t have to just entertain me.”

      “Is that what you think?” He shook his head. “Oh, Phoibe. I know you’re bright, my own shining star. It has nothing to do with you. I don’t like to talk about work. I practice law because I’m good at it, and I hope to make a difference. But what I love . . . I love to hear you laugh.”

      “Yes, but sometimes life is hard.” She thought aberrantly of her father.

      “Yes, it is,” he sighed. “It is getting late. I’ll walk you home.”

      They walked back, each of them absorbed in their own thoughts, but never far from each other.

      “Will I see you again, soon?” Phoibe asked when Isaak took his leave.

      “I’ll be back for a month during the summer.” He kissed her hand. “You will write?”

      Phoibe blushed with the contact. “Of course.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Spring turned to summer, and Isaak came home. He came early and stayed late. Priska was always close, but said very little to Phoibe, and was even quiet with Isaak. The threads of friendship wound closer, and tighter.

      “Do you think our children will have your eyes?” Isaak asked. “I love how the green and gold marry.”

      Phoibe’s cheeks turned scarlet. “You should’ve been an artist, not a lawyer.”

      He laughed. “We already have one of those in the family.”

      They both crouched in the garden pulling weeds. The smell of rich earth, and clung to their hands. The air was warm, and the sun pounded sharp rays of heat at them.

      “You’re brother isn’t an artist.” Phoibe frowned.

      Isaak laughed again, a happy chortle. “No. You. You’re the artist.”

      Phoibe threw a radish at him. “I’m not an artist.”

      He picked up the vegetable, dusted it off, and added it to his basket.

      “You weave beautiful fabric. Make delicious food. You help the sick. If those aren’t art, I don’t know what is.”

      The words of protest dried up in her mouth. How could he do that? He always knew what to say that made her feel . . . happy.

      The days ran together, and then quickly ran away.

      “This is my last year in Athens,” Isaak promised. “Please don’t give up on me. Don’t give up on us.”

      Phoibe felt as though her heart would break.

      It was only after Isaak had said his farewell that Priska told Phoibe she would walk him to the road. Priska, who had been silent and withdrawn all summer. Now she wanted to talk to him?

      Phoibe followed in the shadows. What could Priska need to say to him without her there? She inched forward until she could hear them.

      “You will need to see her father before you come again, Isaak Pallas,” Priska said. “It’s not fair for this to continue unless you will wed her. Don’t play with her . . . affections.”

      Whoa!

      “Priska,” Isaak sputtered. “You have known me almost my entire life. Don’t you know I mean to marry her?”

      “I figured as much, which is why I began with the counsel: you must pay the bride price. If you have not the money—”

      “I’ll have the money to him before I come again. I promise.”

      Phoibe’s heart was going to burst out of her chest. Marry her? Bride price? She stifled a giggle of pure joy. She was so distracted she missed the next exchange. What had he just said?

      “Thank you Isaak,” Priska sounded relieved. “May the gods watch over you.”

      “And protect you.” He held up his hand in farewell, and started down the path to Belen.

      Phoibe waited until Priska had disappeared from the courtyard before she snuck back to bed.
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      The days turned into weeks and the weeks into months, and Isaak still did not return. Phoibe’s joy waned with her monotonous life. The letters from Isaak would spark the flame of her hope, but it faded with the daily drudgery of grinding flour, weaving, and healing. The occasional letter soon only magnified the dreariness of her existence.

      Apollo’s sporadic visits further accentuated her dull life. The god of the sun was most adept at pointing out the tedious labor surrounding her. And life did become much brighter when he was around.

      The fall days grew shorter. The sun beat heat through the windows, despite its lazy rays, and the rooms sweltered past the brink of discomfort by noon. The orders for grinding flour grew with the harvest, and Phoibe sat working her stones hour after hour, day after day.

      She couldn’t take it anymore. Sweat trickled down her neck, the film of flour on her face turning to gritty grime. She would surely melt if she sat here all afternoon.

      She stole out to the olive trees and pled with Apollo for assistance. If he would help, just a little, anything really, she could get outside and spend some time with him.

      She walked back into Priska’s and stood at the doorway. She squealed in delight as she surveyed the room. The bulk of the grain lined the back wall, ground into flour, bagged and ready for delivery. By late afternoon her work completed, she ran out to the field behind the olive grove.

      “Apollo?” She laughed as he materialized.

      “You called?” He smiled, as if her joy delighted him.

      “Thank you so much! I was going to die if I—”

      “Die? Oh dear. I had no idea your situation was so desperate. You should’ve called on me sooner. I live but to be of service to you.” He bowed low.

      “Sure you do.” She snorted. “You and your endless consort. All the time in the world for me.” She found it humorous, his pledge of unswerving loyalty, when in truth his attention was always divided.

      “I’ll always find time for you.” His voice contradicted her thoughts with a soft caress. He touched her face, stroking her cheek, her chin, and finally her lips.

      Her stomach jumped, the same pleasant sensation as when Isaak was around. Anxiety coursed through her. This was not right, something was not right. She stumbled back.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry . . . I just remembered . . . I need to . . .” She floundered for several uncomfortable seconds before continuing, “. . . finish making dinner for Priska. She’s been in town all day.”

      He waved his hand and again stepped closer to her. “Done.”

      “No really, I . . . must go. I . . . I have to take care of . . . some things before she gets home.”

      “Hush, my Phoibe.” His hands covered her shoulders, and he drew her close. His breath tickled her skin. The warmth coming off his body melted the dreariness, and the smells of summer bloomed. “If you tell me, I’ll take care of it for you, anything you need, just tell me.” His voice seduced her, promising of pleasure and excitement.

      Phoibe wanted to stay. She closed her eyes to agree, but the driving need to go with him dispelled. Was . . . Her heart stuttered. Was he compelling her? Keeping her eyes closed, she willed herself to see through the power of the god. She stepped back, and felt the pressure from his hands disappear. She kept her gaze averted, and said, “I must go. I’ll call on you when I can.” Without waiting for a response, she turned and ran.

      Dinner was ready and sitting on the table when she came in. The places all set, the wine poured. There was nothing left to do but wait for Priska.

      Priska raised her brows when she came in the door. “Roast?”

      Phoibe nodded and sat at the laden table. There was much more laid out than she’d initially thought. Besides the roast of beef, there was cheese, bread, olives, figs, roasted onions and parsnips, and creamy lentil dish. There were almond cakes drenched in honey, too. It was enough food to feed them for a week.

      Silence accompanied dinner, ballooning as Phoibe pushed the food around on her plate.

      “Do you want to tell me?” Priska’s voice eventually broke the silence.

      Phoibe looked up, blushing when she met Priska’s gaze.

      “I don’t want to pry. In fact, I’d rather you not tell me anything.” Priska sighed. “Just think about how you’d feel if you found out Isaak was entertaining visits from Aphrodite.”

      Her heart crushed in a vice, her stomach rolled. “But, nothing happened,” she whispered.

      Priska frowned. “Phoibe. Did you expect me to believe that we received beef for payment? Or that you could’ve possibly finished all the flour today? Or that if somehow, miraculously you did, you happened to have time to make this feast?”

      Phoibe grimaced. “But—”

      “Apollo isn’t interested in being your friend. Although there is no doubt he’s interested in you.” Priska tapped her cup. “Or have you caught the attention of another god?”

      Phoibe shook her head, and reached out for her cup.

      Priska’s hand stopped her. “I wouldn’t drink that. It’s not water, and it certainly isn’t wine.”

      Phoibe looked into the cup and saw a shimmering golden liquid. “What is it?”

      “Nectar, I assume. Who knows what he may have enchanted it with, or what it will do.”

      Phoibe pushed away from the table.

      Priska took both cups and dumped them over the fire. The flames sparkled and then hissed. “If you love him, or you think you’re in love with him . . . Perhaps, you should talk to your father.”

      “My father?” The story of her conception and how she’d come to live with her father, and then Priska ran through her mind. “But Apollo’s not like that.”

      “Apollo is just like that. Maybe even worse.”

      Phoibe shook her head. “He wouldn’t. I mean, he doesn’t . . .”

      Priska set the cups down and looked at Phoibe. “I want you to talk with your father about this. In fact, I insist. Hurry up and eat, we’re going tonight.”

      The darkness wrapped them in the residual warmth of the day. The silence, filled with tension, ate at Phoibe, and each moment became more awkward. It wasn’t like she was in love with Apollo. He was fun to be with, and he made her laugh. The thought of not seeing him anymore? What little light left was suddenly sucked from her life. But did she love him?

      Priska knocked.

      Phoibe’s half-brother, Dimetrios, opened the door, and broke into a radiant smile.

      Jorrin, the eldest of her two brothers, left last year to finish his schooling in Athens. Dimetrios, was eight, and had another year of schooling in Belen.

      “Hi Dimetri. Is father here?” Phoibe shifted from foot to foot.

      He waved her inside.

      As she looked around the house, she saw very little of what had once been. Thalla kept the home updated, the sparseness had given way to luxury as her husband prospered.

      “Phoibe?”

      She heard his voice before she could see him, and then he came out of a back room.

      “What a wonderful surprise! Come here, my child.” He hugged her, and in a wistful tone added, “Well, you really are a lady, now.”

      “Hello Father.” Her anxiety gnawed at her. How was she even supposed to broach the subject?

      “Damon.” Priska’s face was hard, her gaze steely. “I thought tonight would be a good night for you and Phoibe to have a talk.”

      Damon frowned. “Of course.” He turned to his daughter. “Would you like to go into the living room or walk?”

      “Do you mind if we walk?” She looked at Priska.

      Priska nodded. “I’ll stay here. Is Thalla in Athens?” When Damon nodded, she continued with enthusiasm, “Do I get Dimetri all to myself?” She knelt down and Dimetri ran over to her.

      “Do you want to see my rock collection, Aunt Priska?”

      “How did you know? That is the very purpose of my visit here tonight.” She took the young boy’s hand and turned back to Phoibe and her father. “Go you two, have a good talk.”

      The night air cradled the day’s warmth. The smells of leaves and dry chaff exuded from the ground. Damon and Phoibe strolled silently through the streets of town.

      She knew she needed to ask him, but she didn’t know how? What exactly should she say? She gnawed on the inside of her lip.

      When they reached the path to Priska’s Damon asked, “Who is he?”

      “What?” Phoibe stopped, and turned to her father.

      “Aren’t you here to ask my permission to marry?”

      Even Phoibe, in her current flustered state, could hear the bitterness in the question. “No, I’m not getting married . . . yet.”

      Damon sighed. “Then what is it? I’ve seen that look in Priska’s eyes, and it usually spells warning. So, what do we need to talk about?” He reached out and took her hand.

      With the touch, Phoibe’s defenses crumbled. “Oh, Father! It’s such a mess. I’ve made a terrible mess.” Phoibe’s eyes flooded with tears. But as they ran down her cheeks, her confusion and frustration dissipated.

      “What do I need to do to help?”

      “Will you listen, and tell me the truth?”

      “I will always do that.”

      And she knew it. She could always count on her father to listen, and his judgment, while biased, was with her best interest at heart. Phoibe sat on a fallen log, and Damon joined her.

      “A couple of years ago, I met Isaak Pallas,” she started.

      “The lawyer’s son?”

      She understood his surprise for he was rarely home. “Yes. He was in Belen, and came over to Priska’s for dinner. We talked, and started writing. I really like him.” She braved a glance at her father. Just talking about Isaak filled her with love for the young man.

      He nodded, enough encouragement for her to continue. “I never meant to keep it a secret. It started . . . I mean, we were just friends.” She wrung her hands.

      He snorted. “It may have started as nothing for you, but that young man knew what he was doing.”

      She smiled at the thought. “Maybe. But I don’t think so.”

      “Well, what’s happened? Does he want to marry you?” His voice dropped. “Did he break your heart?”

      This was it. “I met Apollo,” she blurted. Just saying it was a release.

      Damon stopped walking. Shock marred his features, his skin blanching with the statement.

      “Nothing’s happened.” She hurried to reassure him.

      The words seemed to unfreeze him, but his next breath was ragged. “But?”

      “Today Priska told me that there is only one reason Apollo would seek me out. Only one reason…” She blushed, and looked away, not wanting to say it out loud.

      “Priska is very wise.” His words were just a whisper, but they weighed a thousand pounds.

      “Really? Don’t you think he might just want to be friends?” Even as she said it she knew it was ridiculous; she’d deluded only herself. “He doesn’t want to be friends, does he?”

      “Phoibe. You know your name means shining one. You’ve always been a lily amongst the brush. It’s no wonder Apollo, or Isaak Pallas for that matter, sought you out. You have your mother’s beauty and warmth.” He sighed. “To me, she was irresistible.” His voice quieted. “I remember seeing her standing alone on the hilltop, I thought she was a vision, no, a dream. She was the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen. When she beckoned, I would have gone to the end of the earth for her. I would have done anything for her.” He shook his head. “But, I’ve learned many a hard lesson. Hera never loved me. She used me, and the act had significant consequences. I look back on that day, and if I could do it all over again . . .” He dropped his head, no longer meeting her eyes. “I wish I would’ve had the strength to walk away from her.”

      Phoibe knew what he meant. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her, his daughter. It was all the sadness and hurt that had come, in his marriage, Phoibe leaving home, and the regret of not being able to raise his daughter and have a family with his wife. That act had brought pain to many, but Damon most of all.

      “But you can’t blame yourself. You’re mortal, and she’s a god.” The gods held significant power, and their ability to manipulate mortals was well-known.

      “You, however, are not mortal. As a demigod, you’ll be able to decide. Without compulsion. I’ll not tell you what to do, but if I may give you some fatherly counsel?”

      She nodded.

      “I doubt Apollo wants a lasting relationship. You are beautiful, and have presented him a challenge, I think? Once he’s conquered; he’ll very likely move on.” He frowned. “Are you prepared to live with that?”

      When Phoibe shook her head and started to speak, Damon cut her off. “Wait. Have you thought through this other option? If you choose to marry Isaak Pallas, he’ll grow old. Eventually, he will die. You might choose to grow old, but as I understand it, you will not die. Are you willing to live with that?”

      Tears slid from her brimming eyes. “I love him. I don’t think I could live without him. Maybe . . .” What was she trying to say?

      “Dear Phoibe.” He brushed the tears from her face and embraced her. With a sigh he drew back. “You will have to live with whatever decisions you make. I can’t tell you what will bring you happiness or joy. You’ll have to look into your heart, and find your own way. Remember, I’ll always love and support you.”

      She knew. It was as clear as the water she drew from the well every morning. “My path was set the first time I met Isaak. I can’t live without him.”

      Damon nodded. “I understand.”

      Despite the trembling in her heart she did not worry about making the wrong decision. However, she was wise enough to dread the potential consequences of offending a god.
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      The visits had become more frequent so Phoibe didn’t have long to wait. She was hanging wash when the sun god appeared at the edge of the yard.

      “Phoibe, what are you doing?” Apollo’s eyes skimmed down her body as he took in the scene. “Do you know how attractive you look doing work. I’ve never beheld something so . . . desirable.” He pulled the fabric from her hands.

      Phoibe retreated two steps, still clutching the wet chiton in her hands.

      “What’s the matter? Why so shy my kitten?” Apollo’s voice was warm honey.

      “Don’t.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Please don’t.” Knowing he would follow, Phoibe set the dress back in the basket and walked through the flowers to the bench. As if the weight of the situation was crushing her, she sank onto the wooden slats.

      “Apollo.” Phoibe looked at the god sitting beside her. “I can’t. What you’re asking for, I—”

      “You can’t what? You don’t want to be friends anymore?”

      “Friends? Really?” She was tired of pretenses. Tired of pretending. Tired of being the fool. “That’s not really what you’re after.” She met his eyes, and almost relented with the warmth and promise in the immortal golden depths.

      “What do you think I want?” His voice called to her. His fingers traced her face, and he leaned forward.

      Something in Phoibe shifted. At that very moment she knew Isaak had come home. She saw Apollo, and instead of seeing the attractive figure with his golden promises, she saw the betrayal and hurt in her father’s eyes the day she was six. Before her sat a god, but he’d delivered only according to his own will and pleasure. And at home was a man that would, that had, sacrificed for her, who would work beside her, who valued her for all that she was.

      She scooted away from the sun-god. “I think you should leave, my lord.”

      His face pinched. “Are you refusing me?” His eyes dilated, and his lips flattened.

      Phoibe’s palms grew sweaty. “I love Isaak. What you are asking . . . It is a betrayal of my promise to him. I won’t do it.”

      “He need never know.”

      Apollo drew close, his hand cupping her cheek.

      As soon as his skin touched hers, she stood. “I would know.” She was unyielding, as if saying it gave her the strength to finish. “I hope you will understand. I love him. I’ll not be unfaithful.” She took a deep breath. “I think it would be best if you didn’t visit anymore.” She’d done it! Giddiness filled her, and she wanted to laugh.

      “You’re refusing me.” He whispered, but his voice was broken glass. A muscle in his neck jumped as he clenched his teeth. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” He stood and pointed at her. “You and I aren’t finished.” His eyes filled with rage. “We. Aren’t. Finished.” With a flash of light, he was gone.

      Phoibe sat on the bench until the sun went down. The moon was up, full, and the brisk air bit into her skin. When she began to shiver, she gathered her skirt and went inside.

      She opened the door to their living quarters, and saw Isaak sitting at the table, obviously waiting. As soon as their eyes met, Phoibe started to cry.

      Isaak held his arms out to her, and she rushed into them, burying her head into his chest.

      “There, there my love. It’s okay now, isn’t it?” He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. When Phoibe looked at him, he wiped the remaining tears from her face. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” She hiccupped, and they both laughed. “But I’d better. I fear I’m putting your life in danger, too.”

      “Well, our lives have been a little dull.” He smiled, as if she’d told a joke. “What kind of danger have you put us in?”

      He was laughing at her, but confusion and fear lingered in his gaze.

      “Apollo has been attempting to court me.” Phoibe watched as the color drained from his face.

      He struggled to swallow. “I… I didn’t know.”

      “Nothing happened,” Phoibe quickly said.

      When Isaak looked her way, raw shock was etched into his features.

      “And I told him today that nothing would happen. Ever.”

      Phoibe took Isaak’s face in her hands and forced him to look her in the eye. “I love you Isaak. I could never do anything that would hurt you.”

      “But Phoibe—”

      Whatever protest Isaak had was stopped when Phoibe’s lips met his.

      For the next several weeks Phoibe wore her apprehension like a garment, constantly chaffing in anticipation of the threat of Apollo’s return. But weeks passed, and then months.
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        * * *

      

      “Thalla is sending Dimetri to draw the water for your bath. He should be here any—”

      The door opened with a bang.

      “Phoibe, I can’t believe you’re getting married!” Her brother ran to her and gave her a hug. “Do you think Isaak will let take me to Athens for Panathenaea?” His dark eyes were wide with excitement. “Father said—”

      “Dimetri.” Priska frowned. “This is your sister’s day. And if you don’t hurry with that water, there may not be a wedding.”

      Phoibe suppressed the anxious giggle, but couldn’t stop the smile. “Have you come to fetch my water?”

      “Father said I must.” The young boy’s expression morphed into sorrow. “I’m not really a child anymore.”

      “You only barely qualify,” Priska said. She held out a ritual pitcher. “You must fill this up, then pour it in this basin. I’m going to take Phoibe to her room for her wedding clothes.”

      They had spent the day before making sacrifices to the gods. A lock of hair and a chiton to Artemis, an extravagant peplos and vase of flowers to Aphrodite. Phoibe took another vase to the temple of Hera. She had mixed feeling for her biological mother, and a heap of unanswered questions.

      The ritualistic bath helped Phoibe relax. Priska braided and curled her hair, then pinned the traditional veil over her head.

      “That’s not to come off until your father gives you to Isaak.” Priska said.

      Phoibe nodded, the butterflies in her stomach surging into flight.

      The constant barrage of chatter from Dimetri kept her distracted on the way to her father’s home for the wedding feast.

      The next several hours passed in a blur. But there were moments that Phoibe would remember for the rest of her life.

      Isaak taking her wrist in the wedding ritual, his thumb caressing the inside of her wrist.

      Dimetri distributing bread to the guests, and chanting, “I fled worse and found better.”

      Her father choking on the words, “In front of witnesses I give this girl to you . . .”

      The procession from her father’s house to the small home Isaak had built in Belen.

      Then they were married.

      And happily alone.
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        * * *

      

      Phoibe and Isaak settled into their home. Isaak still travelled to Athens, but less and less as he established patrons in the community of Belen. The concern Phoibe felt about Apollo got lost in the business of daily life, and then Phoibe discovered she was expecting.
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        * * *

      

      It was late, the sun long asleep, only the sliver of a new moon peeking out in the pitch night. Isaak got Priska as soon as Phoibe had explained that the baby was coming. Labor progressed through the night and into the early hours of morning.

      “Isaak!” Phoibe cried, her voice shrill with the pain of labor.

      “I’m here.” He stood at her side, wiping the sweat and tears from her face. “I’m here.”

      “Isaak! No. Please. Make it stop. I can’t do this!” Phoibe writhed with the next contraction.

      Priska came back into the room, her arms laden with clean cloths. “Isaak, I need you to help her focus. Help her breathe through the pain, and when I tell you, help her focus on pushing.”

      Isaak nodded.

      Only minutes later came the newborn’s wail. Phoibe wept, and Isaak kissed her.

      “She’s beautiful.” Priska said as she attended to bathing the little one. “You two did great.” She laid the swaddled infant into her mother’s arms.

      Phoibe looked at her daughter perfect button nose, her pink bowed lips. “She’s perfect.” The baby grasped her finger. Phoibe’s heart was so full she thought it would burst.

      The light in the room seemed to glow, growing brighter and brighter.

      At first Phoibe thought the sun was rising, but a glance at the windows told her something was wrong.

      The light radiated from the east, but the western window was still pitch with night. When the door opened, Phoibe felt her heart stop.

      

      “Touching, so touching.” The voice was beautiful, musical, but laced therein was the ugly bitterness of sarcasm. The speaker was strikingly handsome. To say he was good-looking was a severe understatement. He was tall. His hair, skin, and eyes all golden, and he seemed to glow, reflecting light and warmth. With his presence, the room smelled of summer. Despite all of this, icy dread clenched Phoibe’s heart.

      She struggled to sit up. “Apollo?” Fatigue slurred the name.

      “Phoibe.” His acknowledgment held no warmth.

      “What are you doing here?” Her hair hung loose and untamed, and in her rumpled chiton, she was a mess of beauty and terror.

      The fear in the room became so palpable it was almost its own creature.

      “Didn’t I tell you you’d see me again? I thought I made that very clear.”

      “Apollo, please!” Phoibe struggled to sit up.

      “Please? You don’t even know what you’re asking for!” His rage was fierce, and Priska cowered away.

      “Please, don’t hurt my baby. Please!” Phoibe held the infant tightly to her chest.

      “Your baby,” he spat. “She should’ve been ours.” He turned to Isaak. “Him? You spurned me for him? He’s so . . . ordinary.” The word was a dagger.

      Isaak stood up. If he felt fear, it didn’t show. He placed himself between his wife and the angry god. “Why would she want you? A self-absorbed god.” He looked at Phoibe, his gaze filled with love. “She is good. Kind. Loving. Devoted. And she deserves the same.” He turned back to Apollo. “Why would she want you when she could have a man who would love her, cherish her, and be true, for his entire life?”

      Apollo’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing. The light grew brighter until it was blindingly white.

      Phoibe screamed, and blocked her baby from the rays coming from Apollo’s body. It lasted only a few seconds, but when the light receded, Isaak was gone. On the floor where he’d stood lay a pile of ash.

      “Now, will you have me?” Apollo’s voice broke the shocked silence of the room.

      Phoibe looked at him, her rage gone, and her spirit broken. “I will never love you. I would rather die than be with you.”

      “So be it.” He hissed. “Hear the curse that you have brought upon your offspring.” His eyes closed, and he spoke,

      On this night, and in this land

      Hear the curse, how it will stand.

      Your body and your beauty be

      Touched and marked eternally of me

      And when your family is complete

      Then Death will visit on swift feet

      And rob you of the joy divine

      The joy that should be yours and mine

      Until we wed, and love and more

      This shall stand forevermore.

      Again the room brightened, but the light radiating from Apollo’s body focused inward until there was only a pinpoint left. Then it too disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The light from the fire now seemed inadequate, and it took a few minutes for Priska’s eyes to adjust to the dimness. Her gaze went to Phoibe, and she shrieked. The bedclothes were dark with blood, the deep maroon dripping onto the floor.

      Priska reached for the infant to clear the space, her gaze assessing the probabilities, and the impossibilities. Every second seemed like the precious minutes she would need to save Phoibe’s life. She tugged at her foster daughter’s arms, and Phoibe’s eyes opened.

      “No, Priska. Let me hold her until I go.” Her voice was only a whisper.

      No. No. No. This could not be happening. She would not let this happen. “I might be able to stop the bleeding.”

      “No, Priska, I don’t think you can heal this.” Phoibe’s breathing became ragged. “Please, make sure she is cared for.” The silence was punctuated with the rattle of Phoibe’s breath. She struggled to raise her head. “Priska?”

      Tears ran silently down Priska’s cheeks. She stroked Phoibe’s already cold hand, and pushed the hair back from her clammy forehead.

      “I’m here child.”

      “Name her Phaidra. And tell her . . . how much . . . I love her. How much . . . I loved . . . her father.”

      “Of course.” Priska promised. She hummed quietly, tears running down her cheeks. She held Phoibe’s hand until it went limp. Then she stood, closed Phoibe’s eyes, removed the infant from her mother’s arms, and pulled the soft blue wool up to Phoibe’s chest.

      If someone had come in the room, they would’ve thought she was sleeping. Priska felt her heart crack and then break. She collapsed in the rocking chair and wept bitter tears. No one that saw Phoibe would think her asleep. The gray pallor of her skin bespoke the sleep of death.
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      The lightening of the room woke Priska from her stupor. She glanced around the room, and noticed the silver wooden cradle and soft ivory blanket lying therein. She took the blanket and wrapped Phaidra in it, and placed her in the cradle Hera had given Phoibe. Exhausted and emotionally worn, she sunk into the chair and closed her eyes.

      When Priska woke later that morning it was to the cries of a hungry newborn. Priska pulled herself up, feeling stiff from sleeping in the wooden chair. As soon as her mind cleared she reeled with dread. She’d need to notify Damon of Phoibe’s death and see if he and Thalla were willing to take the baby.

      She picked up Phaidra to soothe her, and almost dropped her. Certainly, she hadn’t been this heavy last night. She pulled the blanket away to change the child’s soiled linen and gasped.

      Shaking her head, as if to clear a hallucination, she tried to convince herself she was dreaming. Surely, she must be dreaming, but the infant still wailed, demanding her needs be met. But Priska reached forward and the contact confirmed, the infant’s body was no longer . . . completely human.

      Priska stroked, what could only be described as fur, the hindquarters of the creature. Feathered wings of amber tipped in crimson, covered most of Phaidra’s back. Priska continued to unwrap Phaidra, her mouth opening in awe as she stared at the creature. Human from the waist up with the exception of wings, and from the waist down, she appeared to be a cat. A lion.

      This must be part of the curse Apollo spoke. She changed the soiled cloths, and fed the infant changeling. All the while Priska tried to remember what Apollo’s exact words were, something to figure out what lay in store for the cursed child.
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        * * *

      

      Priska had never been present when the Moirai appeared. She’d helped birth many babies, but had always left shortly after. This would be different. And she believed she owed it to Phoibe that Damon be there. Perhaps, as her family, he might want the changeling, and so he would need to her what the Fates would say.

      The three of them waited in Phoibe and Isaak’s small cottage. Phaidra cooed, unconcerned of the power they were awaiting. She continued to act as a baby, eating and sleeping and wanting to be held.

      Morning passed into afternoon. Priska sat in the rocking chair, almost at ease with the idle time. Almost. When Phaidra needed anything, she would glance at Damon, but the baby’s grandfather had yet to pick her up.

      He paced the small cottage, his anxious energy radiating from his very being. His mind must still be reeling from the story Priska had shared. Twice he’d collapsed in a chair and wept, and then he returned to his pacing. The day passed, the minutes and hours were painfully slow in their passing.

      The sky dipped into dusk, filling with hues of purple and crimson. The spring air was cool, just nipping at their skin as it blew through the open door. At the edges of the courtyard, small gifts and tokens for the child were placed, as well as a few gifts for the departed.

      Phaidra slept in her mother’s cradle, sucking on her thumb.

      Priska stood to build up the fire for the evening wait. She closed the door, and went to the small hearth.

      Damon, having exhausted himself, sat by the dying fire, his head in his hands. Priska rested her gnarled hand on his shoulder, but when he flinched, she withdrew it. She stirred the embers, and as she straightened a bright flash lit the room.

      There they were.

      The three Fates stood in the center of the room, the young women each breathtakingly beautiful, and distinctly unique. One was fair, with long golden hair, a hint of roses to her creamy skin. Another had dark, almost black hair cropped at a sharp slant. Her pale skin and dark eyes emphasized the angularity of her features. The third had soft chocolate curls and warm russet skin. It was easy to identify them as they held their respective instruments in their hands.

      “Who will raise the girl?” Lachesis asked. Her warm brown eyes looked around the room. In her left hand, she held a rod of about a meter, the stick marked with symbols at precise distances. She seemed to measure each of them as she spoke, and her gaze returned to Priska.

      Priska looked at Damon, but his red-rimmed eyes remained fixed on the floor. Had he even looked up when the goddesses had appeared?

      He remained silent, and Priska’s heart broke. The innocent baby was being shunned by her only kin, and the rational side of Priska’s mind told her she shouldn’t be surprised. But it was still wrong. And if no one would take her, surely she would die.

      “I will.” Priska’s voice was firm. She promised Phoibe she would tell the baby about her parents, and she intended to keep it. If Damon would not care for the changeling, then Priska would. Phoibe had given Priska purpose when she’d lost everything. She would return the favor.

      “It is as you said, Lachesis.” The woman’s sharp voice matched the angularity of the young lady’s features. Her gaze was dark and cold. Cutting.

      Priska felt goose bumps rise on her flesh.

      This was Atropos, identified by the shears she had at her belt.

      “But it must be fair. There’s so much injustice, and this little one, and her posterity will absorb that.” The blonde goddess that spoke, hardly looked up from her needles. She was slender, with hair the color of honey. The click of her rapid knitting had been uninterrupted since the Fates arrival. She frowned, and glanced up at her sisters, even while her needles clacked with rapid movement. “I will not allow the gods to cut this life short.”

      Atropos pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’d not seen it coming, Clo. The thread was cut before—”

      “Even so, I would like us to unite on this. I hate wasting thread, and his selfishness should not be rewarded with total control over her fate.” Her needles stopped as she stared down the other two goddesses. When they nodded in assent, she took a book from under her cloak—its dark red leather cover was etched with gold lettering—and extended it toward Priska.

      “Here is the history of the girl’s mother, and the curse Apollo placed. The record is written by our . . . abilities. It will be unbiased from human or god. It can be read only by the Sphinx, or those whose intent toward the cursed creature is pure.

      “We’ll also allow the creature ample thread, such that she will have her choice of when to pass to the underworld. Until she conceives, she will remain immortal. There is much she can do with this time. This is what we can do.”

      Priska found her voice. “Can she break the curse?”

      The blonde goddess dropped her gaze and swallowed. She then resumed her knitting.

      “The curse was placed by a god. The words are binding.” Lachesis explained in an even tone, as if knowing the weight of what she said. “Even Apollo cannot retract it. The terms must be fulfilled.”

      “That is unfair.” Priska ground out. Even as she said it, she knew her anger was just frustration at being helpless, and lest she cause offence she continued, “It should not be allowed.”

      “Child,” Cloth said, and she seemed to age in the fraction of time it took her to speak. “You have seen much in your days, but you have much left to learn. The gods are often rash, selfish, and thoughtless. And as the rulers of this realm, they are also omnipotent. Their words are irrevocable and immutable. Until Phoibe, or now her offspring, binds herself to Apollo and bears his child, the curse will stand as pronounced.” She sighed. “I’m sorry it must be so.”

      Priska nodded.

      “Our time draws to an end.” Atropos shifted, and her gaze darted to Damon. “If you have further questions ask them now.”

      “Why?” Damon lifted his head from his hands for the first time since the Fates’ arrival. His face was haggard, and it bore the grief of his loss. He looked at each of the young women as though they might provide understanding to his broken heart. “Why is this allowed? Why must it be so? Why do the gods have such power?”

      The silence in the room was deafening.

      “There is no reason.” Clotho crouched in front of the mortal man and held his gaze. “It’s not right, but we cannot change it.”

      “Then who? Who can change it?” he rasped.

      “None of the Olympians has the power of which you speak.” Clotho shook her head, straightened, and stepped away. “I’m so sorry.”

      It had taken all of the Olympians, most of the immortals, and even a few Titans to overthrow Cronus’s rule. There was no one left to overthrow the Olympians. Unfair, but unchangeable.

      Atropos and Lachesis stepped up to their sister’s side, and then the three spoke in unison, “Hail and farewell.”

      In a flash they were gone. After a few seconds, the light faded, and the room swam back into focus.

      “Damon?” Priska walked over to the man, still sitting in the rocking chair. His red-rimmed eyes were wide and bloodshot, and his dark facial hair was a shadow over the shocked pallor of his skin. His mouth gaped open, and his shallow gasps bespoke the hysteria he was likely battling.

      “Priska?” He said her name like a life-line. Like he was begging for hope when he knew there was none. “What happened?”

      It was a risk she shouldn’t have taken. He was mortal. How he’d survived his previous encounters with deity was miraculous, but this clearly had pushed him to the edge. He had a wife and two more children to care for. She needed to help him. So she told him to close his eyes and take slow deep breaths. She hoped he would sleep, but when he looked up at her only minutes later, his eyes still wild, she knew. It had been too much for his mortal brain to handle.

      She steeled herself for the lies, but in her heart she knew it was for the best.

      “Are you awake then?” she asked as she bustled around the room, picking up as though it needed cleaning-up.

      “Asleep?” he asked. He blinked several times, his gaze flitting around the room before returning to her. “What do you mean?”

      “You must have fallen asleep,” she lied. “You cried out ‘Why?’ Then ‘Who can change it?’”

      “What? I . . . I thought the Fates . . . Phoibe’s baby is cursed . . .” He shook his head again. And then with hope sparking in his eyes he practically begged her for confirmation. “I was asleep?”

      “Damon,” she said, trying to keep her voice controlled. She swallowed back the emotion, and forced a wide-eyed expression on her face, one devoid of the tension she felt in every pore of her being. “All the stress of the last few days, and staying up half the night . . . You must be exhausted. We’re still waiting for the Moirai.”

      Was the lie worth it? Would it allow him to keep his sanity? She could only hope.

      He nodded his head slowly, as if absorbing this new truth.

      Priska snapped her fingers. “Why don’t you go home to Thalla? Aren’t the boys home, too? You all just need some peace right now. I’ll wait with Phaidra. I promise, I’ll come and tell you everything after they come. No sense in us both continuing to lose sleep.”

      He nodded, and allowed Priska to lead him to the door. Without a goodbye, to her or the baby, he started down the path.

      Perhaps the lies were wrong. But there were so many things that could go wrong. And more lives that could be stolen. No, Priska would not let the gods take any more parents from children who needed them. Not if she could help it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, Priska went alone to Damon’s house. She’d left Phaidra sleeping, knowing no one would go near a house that death had touched so heavily.

      She told Damon the Fates had come and taken Phaidra to be with her mother and father. Relief passed over his face, followed by guilt.

      Her presence now would be a reminder, so she told him she was leaving to visit family in the north county. Apparently, he believed it all, accepting the lies as truth, that would be best for all involved. But she could see the pain etched in the lines around his eyes. She recognized those lines, for she had lines of pain like that, too.

      “Give my love to the boys, and take good care of Thalla.”

      He nodded and then his gaze slid to the floor.

      It would not do to remain any longer.
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      She would leave tonight. Before anyone even had the chance to stumble across them. She would not raise the creature close to where Phoibe grew up. It would not be fair. Not to Phoibe, Damon, and especially Phaidra.

      Priska looked around her home. Belen had been a wonderful home, quiet, serene. At least until recently.

      With a sigh, she put Phaidra on her bed, then went to gather the things that would be difficult to replace. She went out to the stable, pulled out her cart, and began to load it. They would need provisions until they established somewhere, she thought, pulling sacks of wheat down, then loading Phoibe’s favorite grinding stones. She took seeds, cured meats, olives, and some flour. She’d need to take a milking goat.

      Moving . . . Transition . . . It would be more difficult with a baby.

      No, this was not a baby. But what do you call a cursed creature?

      Priska went to check on Phaidra. She was sound asleep, no longer on the bed, but in the cradle Hera had given Phoibe. Resentment boiled toward the removed goddess, as if magically putting the cradle there somehow made up for her absence.

      But this was nothing compared to her burning hatred for Apollo. True, she’d only limited experiences with the gods, but she couldn’t think of a single time they’d gotten involved with a mortal and there had been any real benefit.

      She cursed under her breath, and continued to pack.

      Priska left the small home of Isaak and Phoibe. Dark had settled, and she hoped to avoid meeting anyone on her way out of the small town. She carried Phaidra wrapped in a blanket, only her cherubic face showed. They had only as long as Phaidra slept, and then they would need to be hidden once again, preferably far from Belen.

      Priska sighed. It seemed like just yesterday when Damon brought Phoibe down from the grazing land. Just yesterday. . . But so much had happened.

      She squared her shoulders, committing herself to do right by Phoibe’s child. As luck would have it, Priska met no one that dark night, so as she walked, she planned.

      They would live remote, far from mortals. For as long as it took for Phaidra to be comfortable and self-sustaining, and then she could decide the paths she would walk.

      With a deep breath she acknowledged she had no concept of what she was getting herself into. Or what would even be possible. With trepidation she looked up, everything in her pleading with the heavens.

      How does one teach love, kindness, compassion, and self-worth to a being cursed by a god?

      Truly, how does one raise a monster?

      

      Threads and Legends

      Note to the reader: Phaidra’s story was initially written as if recorded in the Book of the Fates. When Athan reads Hope’s “Book” in Cursed by the Gods, it is Phaidra’s story he reads, specifically, the portion in Thebes and the portion in the Seattle, Washington. Additional stories were included here. I hope you enjoy Phaidra’s story.

      Riddle me, riddle me. What do you see?

      A puzzle of words, What can this be?

      Come close, sit down, let’s have a chat

      Now, what do you make of this big, lithe cat?

      With tawny eyes like a bird of prey,

      The face of an angel at the dawn of day;

      Amber wings crimson lined,

      Sun-kissed skin, an Egyptian shrine

      Maiden hands, soft and fair;

      Golden fur and honey hair

      Atop a cliff with words I tangle;

      Answer wrong, my strength will mangle.

      A monstrous creature, cursed of a god,

      Within the gray, was found a flaw

      I wander the earth, without family or friend,

      Until I find love, which brings a swift end.

      You’ve heard my riddle,

      ‘Tis truth not lie,

      Now tell me, tell me . . .

      Who am I?

      Threads and Legends: Egypt
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      Priska came through the door, arms full of spices, fresh produce and meat, and herbs she would use for healing, her primary source of income. She disliked market day, not that she didn’t enjoy the variety of wares found in the bustle of the crowded square. The constant fear that accompanied every moment she was away made going to market a dreaded but necessary evil.

      Priska set the packed woven bags on the floor in the hearth room and yelled for her charge, “Phaidra.”

      When no answer came, the ever present seeds of worry sprouted. “Phaidra?” Priska yelled as she searched the small house and found it empty. “Phaidra!”

      Opening the back door, her voice caught in her throat. There, next to the woodpile, huddled the daughter of Phoibe, now a cursed monster thanks to the bitter jealousy of Apollo. Phaidra’s golden hair hung loose, cascading down her slender back, tangled into the umber feathers of her outstretched wings and onto her fur. Her arms were up, her hands covering her face, and her shoulders shook.

      Fissures of weighty sadness pulled at Priska’s heart. The child-like creature was human in so many ways, except the one that mattered most to mankind. Everyone that looked at her saw a monster. Walking toward her charge, she dropped her voice, panic replaced by concern. “Phaidra?”

      Phaidra could certainly hear Priska calling; she had the senses of the creatures that were a part of her: lion, eagle, human, and something more too. As a daughter of a demigod, the divine blood running through Phaidra’s veins sharpened all of her natural, and unnatural, abilities. She was a formidable force, even as a child.

      “What’s wrong, little one?” Priska asked as she reached the creature, but she drew back a pace with a gasp when Phaidra turned to her.

      The girl’s golden skin was healed, but dried blood still caked Phaidra’s forehead, and her hair, just above her ear, was matted with maroon. Her face was tear-streaked, and her lower lip trembled.

      “Dear gods, what happened?” Priska would’ve picked her up if she was able, but Phaidra’s monstrous body made it impossible, so the older woman did the best she could. Kneeling next to the sphinx, she pushed the matted hair away from the young girl’s face and pet her downy fur.

      “I just wanted to come with you.” Phaidra’s words were both a plea for forgiveness as well as an explanation, as only a six-year-old can offer. Her tear-streaked cheeks were still chubby with baby fat, and her golden eyes sparkled with unshed tears.

      “Of course you did.” Priska pulled her charge into a hug, heart aching for the little girl trapped in Apollo’s curse. “I’m sorry, Phaidra. I don’t think this small town is ready for you.”

      Priska wasn’t sure any town would ever be ready for the sphinx. Mankind did not accept monsters, fearing what was different or cursed, especially if it had more power than them.

      “Can we find some place that is ready for me, Miss Priska? I’m tired of hiding all the time.” The tears spilled from the corners of Phaidra’s eyes, running rivulets through the crusty, dried blood. “I don’t want to live here anymore.”

      Moving, thus far, had been an inevitability. Sooner or later, mortals discovered Phaidra and cries of monster would erupt. They’d moved seven times in the six years since Phoibe’s death. But they’d only been in Pelarre for three months, and Priska had hoped to stay longer. She had no idea how to protect the girl, so Priska forced Phaidra to stay hidden. But clearly, something had happened, as evidenced by Phaidra’s beaten and bruised face. “Do you want to tell me?”

      “I followed you. After you left. I know I shouldn’t have. I was playing with my doll, like you said, but I was bored. I wanted to come to market, too. I wanted to see the bear that sells fruit, and the pig that sells nuts. It’s not fair that you get to go all the time, and I’m tired of being stuck here. I just wanted to come, too.” She hiccupped and wiped at the tears, smearing her face into a grotesque mask.

      Priska flinched. Taking the corner of her apron, she wiped at Phaidra’s cheeks and then her dainty nose. The young girl’s face was stunningly beautiful, a breathtaking blend of her mother and father, but tainted by the curse of Apollo, her coloring was all of the sun-god.

      “So you started to walk to market?” Priska prompted even while her mind started plotting. Their next step would be to leave Pellare. Obviously, the girl had been discovered, and if she’d been beaten this time, next time could be worse. Mortals’ fear made them dangerous.

      “Yes. I went down the path you always go, but I stopped at the end of the trees. There were kids playing, kids that look like you,” she said, pointing at Priska’s legs. “I thought they would be nice like you, too. But they weren’t.” Phaidra’s little shoulders shuddered, and her lip quivered, but she held the tears back. “There was a big one; he looked like the men we sometimes see, except he was smaller, like me. He yelled at me to go away, and then he picked up a rock and threw it at me.” Her pudgy hand errantly touched the top of her forehead. “And then they all started yelling and throwing rocks.” She looked at Priska square in the face. “They were mean, and I don’t like them.”

      “Nor should you,” Priska replied. The children would eventually tell their parents. Priska thought of the townspeople of Pellare. Being isolated in the Bezerati Mountains had limited their exposure to the gods, but that meant no exposure to monsters either. Perhaps it was time to try a different tactic. “Those are cruel and petty people, little Phaidra.”

      “Well then, I want to go live where there aren’t cruel and petty people.”

      Priska laughed at the impossibly. “Oh, my sweet child. Cruel and petty people exist everywhere.”

      Phaidra’s eyes welled again, and her shoulders slumped in a look of pure defeat. “But then, where can we go?”

      Priska thought of Nikanor, her husband, and then of Isaak Pallas, Phoibe’s husband and Phaidra’s father. “There are also good people, Phaidra. And they exist everywhere too.”

      “Maybe.” Phaidra’s little voice betrayed her disbelief. “But I haven’t met any of them yet.”

      The creature was wise beyond her years, and Priska’s heart clenched. “Well, they are fewer, but in time, I’m sure you will meet some.” Priska stood, pushing away the painful memories of the past and her heartache. She hoped she spoke truth and that Phaidra would one day know love and acceptance from mankind. “Come on now. Let’s go get washed up for dinner.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Phaidra stood, stretching her haunches; she tucked her wings to her back. “Are we going to stay here in Pellare, Miss Priska?” She followed as quickly as her little limbs could manage.

      Priska sighed and slowed her walk to keep pace with the little girl. Phaidra’s adventure had set off an inevitability. “No. We will pack up tonight. I’m not sure what those people might do, and you’re still too young to manage on your own. Let’s get going. We have a long night ahead of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Threads and Legends: Egypt

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was dark, the clouds filtering the light from both the full moon and faint stars. Even with the drop in temperature that came with the sleeping sun, the air was sticky hot. Soaring through the sky, the breeze had kept Phaidra from going crazy all day, but she was exhausted, and flying and sleeping couldn’t coexist. Normally, she’d look for a place to hide, knowing that if mortals crossed her path, at least one of them would be injured, but she was in the middle of the desert, an uninhabitable land, and the silence affirmed her solitary existence, so she curled up in the sand and slept.

      When the morning rays pierced her lids, she awoke and stretched. It would be another brutal day, the temperature already making her exposed skin a rosy gold. The air smelled of baked sand, and her mouth was as parched as the desert surrounding her. As she surveyed the arid wasteland, she could hear the noise of habitation carrying over the barren space. Phaidra unfolded her wings; then, with two powerful strokes, she pulled herself into the air.

      Her previous assessment had been wrong. Off in the distance, a large number of men scurried about, most working on or around the stone base of a massive structure. There were sheltered areas, mostly made of thick fabric or animal hides, and a dozen men stood guard around the largest of the tents.

      Where there were men, there must also be food and water, and the camp seemed likely to produce more immediate results than hunting in this unbearable heat. Her willingness to mingle with mortals was a testament to her desperation, but flying all day yesterday drained her.

      She and Priska had argued again. Nothing new for them; in fact, the same argument had plagued them for over a decade. Phaidra was no longer the naïve child who hoped for acceptance, and rather than try to win it by staying in one place, she chose to wander the earth and air. And Priska wanted what Phaidra could never have: stability, roots, a home and community. They separated years ago, but Phaidra respected Priska’s request to check in regularly. Priska had settled in another nameless small town, buried in the Theseus range this time, and had tried to assure Phaidra that if she stayed, she would find tolerance or even approval  . . . eventually. The argument went around and around, the same arguments made over and over again, and finally Phaidra did the only thing she knew to escape. She took off, promising to return in a month, and then she flew south.

      Phaidra rapidly closed the distance to the camp, debating the best way to acquire sustenance. Shouts of surprise rose from the humans on the ground, and the nearly naked men dropped their tools and gaped, work forgotten. Several of the armed guards charged toward her and threw makeshift weapons into the air as if to fell her. Their skin was darker than the Grecians, and they were almost all bald, as if they shaved their heads and even their bodies. They wore very little clothing, those who wore any, only a swath of fabric wrapped around their genitals.

      She kept her distance as she eyed the camp. While nothing mortal could kill her, the rocks, spears, and arrows still hurt. She found the pavilion she suspected held the food rations, but before landing, something gold glinted and caught her eye. A handsome man wearing a linen headdress with a circlet of gold and a pleated wrap of beige fabric was shouting at the men.

      Her immediate needs were momentarily forgotten, and she circled lower to hear what he was saying.

      “But what is it? I have never seen such a magnificent creature. Surely this is a sign from Ra. Tell the men to stop shooting. Maybe she will land.”

      His unabashed interest and praise shocked her. And he’d called her it only once before recognizing she was in fact female, and not just a monster. She wondered if she was hallucinating from the heat, so she circled again and waited to hear what else he’d say.

      One of the other men said to the one wearing the headdress, “Sir, what if it eats us?”

      The regal one shook his head, but his gaze stayed fixed on her as he snapped, “Go make an offering, idiot, then she won’t be hungry.”

      “But, it could still—”

      The handsome man turned to the other and delivered a harsh, “Go!”

      The bare-headed man delivered a hasty bow and scurried away to the tent Phaidra had been eyeing. He returned carrying a hind quarter of cured mutton, struggling under the weight of the meat. He ran out a distance from the camp and threw the food into the sand.

      The man with the crown shook his head, and his full lips turned down in a disgusted frown. He ducked into a tent the color of sand and returned carrying several clay flasks and a folded linen cloth. He then walked calmly over to the food, laid the swath of fabric on the ground, and then picked up the meat. He was clearly much stronger than his servant, and after brushing the sand off, he placed the meat on the material, along with the flasks. He then withdrew several meters and waited, watching her.

      Phaidra scrutinized him as he prepared the offering. There had been no time for him to poison either the food or drink. And his speech regarding her had held nothing but respect, as had his actions. The dry air leeched her energy, and her hunger and thirst demanded relief, so she landed. The sand scorched her hands, but the pads of her haunches barely registered the heat. She warily eyed the men, but no one moved toward her. She stepped onto the cloth, her nails ripping the fabric as she hurried to the flagons of liquid. The malted barley drink was warm and sweet and soothed her parched throat. She finished the first container and then turned to the meat, salivating in anticipation. As soon as she took her first bite of the salted mutton, she forgot all about her audience and devoured the food. She pulled meat off the bone in large hunks and washed it down with diluted ale from the second flagon the leader had brought her. When the meat was gone, she pulled the femur from the hip, the bones snapping. Admittedly, breaking the bones was primarily for show, a demonstration of her strength, and served as a warning reminder that she was dangerous. It worked. While there were plenty who had watched, no one approached while she finished sucking the marrow from the bones. Sated, she tipped the last of the liquid into her mouth. Setting the heavy flagon down, she noticed the man wearing the headdress approaching her.

      “Oh, great cat of the sky . . .” His intonation was all deference, but his gaze was fixed on her with something like hope lighting his eyes.

      Phaidra studied the man. He approached with his palms up. Wearing a simple drape of light cloth about his waist and another draped over his head, the man was clearly unarmed. He had nothing that would make her stay, he was not a threat, but as Phaidra contemplated her next move, curiosity kept her grounded.

      She met his gaze with her golden eyes and asked, “What do you want, leader of men?”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “Have you come as a blessing from the gods?”

      He was either delusional or naïve.

      “The gods give no blessings,” she snapped. Her very existence proved their selfishness, and she self-consciously brushed her hand over the fur covering her abdomen. Sand fell from her matted coat to the fabric and she clenched her fists. His mistaken belief was common in this land though, as she’d overheard in the village two days ago. The man had thus far been respectful, so his question hardly seemed a good reason to turn her back on him. “What do you want?”

      He drew closer, his wide-eyed gaze raking over her. His lips parted, and in a reverential tone, he declared, “By the gods, you are beautiful.”

      She laughed a bark of disbelief, for no one had ever said such a thing. She questioned his sanity, but something in her chest loosened, and her feelings softened. “A pretty speech, but you have yet to answer my question. Make your request. You’ve given an offering in peace; I will return such honor.”

      He dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. When he next looked at her, he’d aged with a burden of grief that etched sorrow into the lines around his eyes. “’Tis true. I’m in sore need of assistance, for I’m building my pyramid, the greatest work of my life.” His eyes lit as he spoke, and then they clouded. “But the work is slow, and . . . bandits plague my men. What I need is an army of fearless men, not a beautiful creature.”

      Phaidra considered his plight. She was strong and immortal. She lacked training, but she’d been in more than one fight and always against multiple attackers. More importantly, after dozens of fights, she knew how to win. Besides, she had nothing else to do. “If you feed me, I’ll guard you and your men. Then you can finish your building.”

      His mouth dropped open. “You? Guard my men?” He swallowed, but his brow furrowed as he continued, “Surely you are great and strong, but . . .”

      She was used to being underestimated now. In fact, she’d found the element of surprise to be of significant benefit when it came to defense. “Do you doubt my ability?” Clearly, he did, so she issued her challenge with haughty self-assuredness. “Get your strongest men, your most fearless, and I’ll show you.”

      The leader grimaced, but he issued the orders, occasionally glancing back at her while his men assembled.

      Phaidra watched with interest. The chief was not well respected, his people grumbled and argued amongst themselves, while the leader gazed at his partially assembled structure. What should’ve taken only a minute or two took several, and with far more consternation than warranted. Finally, a group of six men were selected, and the others encircled a cleared area in the sand.

      The man with the headdress approached her again. “O Great Cat, I’ve prepared a space for your demonstration. And fear not, I’ve told my men to not strike to kill. And while I’d hate to see you injured, I have a healer here . . . if there is a need.”

      He was handsome but ignorant. Phaidra smirked at the fidgeting ruler and said, “The only ones who shall have need of your healer are those you selected.” She paused for dramatic effect, for she had no intention of killing anyone; after all, the demonstration was only a show of skill, so it was with a modicum of facetiousness that she said, “I hope your healer is skilled.”

      She stepped into the ring. The six men lined up on the opposite side. Four of the men had marked expressions of distain, but the other two must’ve been more seasoned fighters, and their schooled features were a blank mask.

      Two of the men charged with spears. Phaidra parried a thrust of the first and then grabbed the shaft of the weapon, pulling the man into the other using his own weight as leverage. The two crashed to the ground, and Phaidra yanked the second spear free. She spun to face the other attackers now charging her. She smacked the next man upside the head, and he bellowed in rage. He swung his broadsword at her, the blade whistling in the air, and she knew that regardless of the instructions they’d been given, these men might not be willing to spare her life. Especially if it meant their humiliation.

      Time became a blur as she parried and countered. She danced to the side, an attempt to force her attackers together so she would only have to fight one or two at a time, but the two men with blank expressions separated and came at her from either side. She had three fronts to defend, an almost impossible task for one. But while the men were limited to the ground, she was not.

      With a pump of her wings, she pulled above the fighters. One of the men raced forward, slashing at her hindquarters. The blade sliced through her fur and skin and into the muscle. The gash sent fiery pain burning up her leg. But she’d been injured before, and within seconds the mortal wound knitted together into a scab. She flung the first spear at the man with the sword, and her weapon lodged deep within his thigh. He gasped and fell to the ground, clutching at the rod. She swung the other spear, smacking the arm of one of the men with the pole. The crunch of bone was audible, and the man released his blade and slumped to the earth, gritting his teeth.

      The two men who had charged her were up again, and she swooped down and picked one up by his neck. He writhed and scratched at her hands, and she released him, dropping him back on top of his previously enthusiastic companion. This time they both stayed down.

      The two men with neutral expressions didn’t look quite as neutral any more. They approached warily, each step a little slower this time. Phaidra circled over them and then dove down, yanking the blade from one and swinging it at the other. The man deftly blocked the swing, and she was forced to pull up to avoid serious injury. Even so, the warrior had cut her forearm, and she opened her hand as she drew it to her body, and the heavy sword fell. If the men hadn’t been well trained, the one surely would’ve been impaled. The blade still grazed his leg, and he sucked in a deep breath.

      The other, weaponless man scurried along the sand. Grabbing a spear and then rolling to the side, he launched the spiked pole at her. The head pierced her wing, and she screamed in pain that morphed into a bloodthirsty war cry. She dropped to the ground, snatched up the blade, and then jabbed at him with all her might. Shock had frozen the warrior, and the seconds cost him as the tip of the sword penetrated his belly. The cut was small but deep, and his entrails protruded from the wound.

      The fight was over.
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      Phaidra’s senses returned, and she gaped in horror at the scene before her. She had done this. These men, lying in the dirt and sand, with oozing wounds and broken bones. Men who might die so she could prove that she had power. Her stomach turned, nausea threatening to make her vomit up the meal she’d just eaten.

      A hushed silence fell over the crowd. And the man with the gold headdress approached her.

      “You are quite fierce.” The leader bowed to her. “I am Djedefre, Pharaoh of Egypt.”

      Her mouth was dry, and her heart pounded. But she dropped the sword to the sand and inclined her head. “Pharaoh.”

      A title for king or ruler she supposed, and she tried to focus on him. Part of her wanted to flee from what she’d done, but the leader did not seem angry in the least. She watched as the other men pulled away the injured. “I hope your men recover quickly.”

      He waved off her concern. “It was a noble sacrifice for Ra.” He leaned toward her and said more quietly, “You are strong but untrained. If you are still willing, I will train you to be deadly, and I’d be honored to accept your offer of defense.”

      Could she do it? She looked at his dark eyes and the hope that lay therein. The warmth she saw there was the closest thing to acceptance she’d ever seen from a mortal.

      He held her gaze. “It would do me a great service, and I would be forever in your debt.”

      His sincerity is what sealed it for her. He was offering her far more than just work. “I’d appreciate any skill you deign to teach, and it is an exchange, so there will be no debt.”

      Djedefre studied her, and she pushed the sweaty strands of blond away from her face. She was probably filthy from sleeping in the sand, and the heat and exertion had made her sweat enough that she probably stank. And she was a monster. His scrutiny made her uncomfortable, but she swallowed her shame and pretended she had some pride as she met his gaze.

      The pharaoh inclined his head. “I am honored. I shall have my men set up a tent there for you,” he said while pointing to the edge of the encampment. “And I would request that you fly surveillance several times a day. There is not much here in Abu Rawash, nor the surrounding area, so the element of surprise should be vastly limited now, thanks to you.” He pursed his lips and then continued, “Would you like me to call you Great Cat, or is there another name by which to address you?”

      Phaidra thought about his question. Perhaps he was simply trying to be kind, but there was power in using her name. Somehow, the idea of his meager kindness turning bitter and having him scream obscenities with her name made a leaden ball sink deep into her stomach. “You may call me Sphinx.”

      He narrowed his eyes but then said, “I shall have one of the slaves attend to any needs, Sphinx. And Wati, my first, will see to your training tomorrow at first light.”

      Without waiting for her reply, he turned and shouted instructions to his men.

      She could feel the angry stares, the bitter hatred from the men around her. Like the beating of the sun’s rays, their harsh judgment made her want to flee. But being ostracized here was no different than every place she and Priska had been while growing up, and no different than what Phaidra expected for the rest of eternity. Because the curse was clear that the only way for her to die was to fall in love and marry a mortal and bear his child, or to wed Apollo. Neither of which would ever happen.

      She raised her face to the sky and wished for rain, and then she decided to go find running water to rinse off the dirt herself.

      Phaidra returned to the camp refreshed and clean, but after only a few minutes she took off again. She surveyed the camp from the air and then flew several miles in all directions. The pharaoh had been correct: There were only two roads leading into Abu Rawash, one on either side. An ambush would be impossible with her patrolling. She landed, and before she could become uncomfortable, a lithe man the color of pale honey approached. He wore only a loin cloth, and his head was shaved. Just below his left ear was a symbol Phaidra recognized from Priska’s teaching as a letter. The man had been branded.

      “Why did they do that?” she asked, pointing at the black image.

      The man furrowed his brow and brought his fingertips to his neck. “My tattoo?”

      She nodded.

      “It marks me as property. The spoils of war from decades long past. My mother’s family was captured when she was a girl, but we are still slaves.” His eyes narrowed; the black depths hardened like coal. “How is it you speak our language and know nothing of our land?”

      Phaidra shook her head. She had no answer for him. She hadn’t even realized he’d been speaking a different language. Was this something more to do with Apollo’s curse? And how could man mark another as property? Like Apollo had marked her . . . Just thinking of the god made her irritable. “Are you sent to fetch me? Does the leader have need of me?”

      The slave raised his eyebrows at her rudeness but otherwise maintained his composure. “I’ve come to show you to your tent. My name is Orn. The Pharaoh has tasked me to aid you, as you have need.” He continued talking as he walked toward the edge of camp. The edge nearest the road. “Do you really believe the gods leave no blessings? Have you truly had a life void of joy and love?”

      He didn’t even glance back as he hurled the seemingly innocuous question back at her. But the words were a mockery of her life. The only joy she’d had was before she’d known what she was, and the only one who loved her, if it could even be called such, had been assigned to watch over her when the Moirai appeared. And instead of just letting her die, the twisted sisters blessed her with immortality until she either passed the curse to her offspring or fulfilled it herself.

      The slave, Orn, waved at a pale cloth tent. “This will be yours while you serve our Pharaoh. Please let me know if I can be of further assistance.”

      He was going to leave, and a sense of wanting flooded her. Could she ever truly be accepted? The Pharaoh had been gracious from the very beginning, so perhaps his people might not have the same hate as those in a small town. She swallowed her pride and asked, “Will you please take me to your healer? Perhaps”—her stomach churned with anxiety—“I may be of assistance.”

      Priska had mentored Phaidra in the art of healing, so perhaps she could be help mend some of the damage she’d inflicted.

      Orn narrowed his eyes. “I’ll take you, but don’t be surprised if Hesy refuses you. He is not a patient man, and you’ve given him much to do.”

      They crossed back through the camp, past the men working on the base of the structure Orn told her would be the pharaoh’s final resting place when he died. They passed a large open area with several clay ovens, and the earthy scent of baking bread and rich smells of stewing meat teased at her. Months had passed since she’d eaten a cooked meal, and the idea of dining like a human made her heart clench with guilt as she thought of Priska.

      “You’ll be well fed here. Many of the men volunteered to aid Djedefre solely for the food. He is insistent on everyone getting enough rest and enough nourishment.”

      She could hear the disdain in his voice. “Why is that a problem?”

      Orn stopped and faced her. “He is the pharaoh, the closest person on earth to Ra; some even say he is the god’s heir. But Ra is not so benevolent, and Djedefre will never finish his pyramid if he doesn’t push the men harder.”

      “You speak very openly of your view.” Perhaps serving her was punishment for his big mouth. Claiming a king to be too kind? And the son of a god? “Who is this Ra?”

      Orn inclined his head and in a reverential tone said, “Some have called him Malakbel, others Ravi. At home we called him Utu. He is the god of the sun. He is the god of light and truth. Do you not know of him? What land do you come from that you do not worship him?”

      She ground her teeth and clenched her fists. This could not be. Staring up at Apollo’s chariot, the brightness making her vision go black, she hurled her disgust with a vehement scream. Her body trembled with rage. Even here, far away from everything she’d ever known, his reach still found her. Her eternal tormentor. Would she never escape him? She glared at where her slave had been, still unable to see after staring at the sun, and growled, “Ra? They call him Ra?”

      She stumbled forward blindly, her anger goading her to act, to do something, to lash out at anyone, and she tripped and tumbled into the hot sand. The grit chaffed her skin and stuck in her matted fur. Her hair fell forward in clumps, and her wings opened, instinctively covering her from potential attack. In her dark cocoon, she allowed her tears of torment to leak from her eyes in salty rivers of anguish.

      “My . . . lady?” Orn’s voice was just above a whisper, just loud enough to penetrate her feathered barrier. “You know the sun-god?”

      Know him? She’d never even met him. But he was the entire reason for her cursed monstrous body. The reason she’d be alone, forever, because she would never accept him. And Orn had the audacity to ask, as if he cared. She snapped her wings back and, eyes adjusted to the light, flinched when she saw him kneeling in front of her.

      His bare chest was covered with sand, his hands resting on his knees with palms open. He tilted his head to the side as he regarded her with dark eyes swimming with emotion. “He is a fierce and jealous god.”

      Phaidra’s heart softened toward the man, and then shame smacked her as she thought of her terrific rage. “I’m sorry I lashed out at you.”

      He closed his eyes. “I am your slave, so it is your right.” He opened his eyes, and his gaze pierced her. “But I hope you will find me worthy of your trust.”

      She swallowed the lump of guilt. “Why are you being nice to me? I can’t do anything for you.”

      He smiled, revealing a missing tooth and a chipped one next to it. “You are quite blind to your power. But regardless, I can see you have a strong sense of loyalty in your tender heart, and  wounds there that must be bound so they can heal.”

      She struggled to comprehend his meaning. This man spoke terrifying truths that he couldn’t know. It was almost as if . . . “You don’t see me as a monster?”

      His features grew troubled. “A monster?”

      Orn was quiet for several seconds, and Phaidra fidgeted, pushing back her ratty hair. She couldn’t even imagine what she must look like; dunking in a river now and again was hardly enough to make her clean, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d combed the tangles from her hair. She glanced down at the fur on her abdomen and, running her hand over it, watched as grains of sand fell to the earth.

      Suddenly, she didn’t want him to answer the question. “Let’s go to the healer. I don’t want to talk anymore.”
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      Orn said nothing as he led Phaidra to the tented pavilion of the healer. But just before they arrived at the entrance, he stopped her. “Hesy does not worship most of the other gods. His faith and reverence is loyal only to Imhotep and Ra. He is a proud man, but he is the best healer in the land. If you truly want to learn, you’ll need to exercise much patience and humility.”

      Before she could respond, he clapped his hands together outside the tent.

      Phaidra wanted to respond to Orn, to say something about how even though patience wasn’t her strongest virtue she could do it, but nervous energy pulsed through her, and she thought it best to keep her mouth shut.

      From deep within the fabric shelter, a man cursed.

      Orn and Phaidra waited several nerve-wracking minutes, and then Orn clapped again. The cursing resumed and only a few seconds later a short man pulled the flap back and glared at them.

      “What do you—?” He stopped, and disgust washed over his features. He was a gruesome sight, with blood caked on his hands and splattered on his chest. Small speckles dotted his weathered face, and he pointed at her as his lip curled. “You? You dare to come here? Have you not given me enough to do?”

      Her heart pounded. “I thought I might be able to help.” She glanced at Orn who inclined his head toward the healer. Phaidra took a deep breath and pushed on. “My . . . mother trained me in the art of healing—”

      “Healing? You mean destruction, don’t you?” When she shook her head, he snorted and a sneer curled his lip. “There is nothing you can teach me, Sphinx. I am following the writings of Imhotep. He was inspired of Ra. There is no higher authority for healing than Ra.” The older man’s wrinkles told of his years, and likely his experience.

      She hadn’t been prepared for the mention of Ra, and it made her stomach clench. If he was stupid enough to worship Ra, she wouldn’t help. She’d let the men die in the hands of their revered, but insolent, healer. They all deserved each other. So she turned around and, without saying anything, left.

      “If you didn’t want to help, why did we go there?” Orn asked.

      She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Guilt had driven her offer to help, and indignation at the mention of Apollo purged her guilt. These men were fools. They all worshiped Apollo, despite calling him by another name, and she wanted nothing to do with the god who was her daily tormentor. To help his subjects would be akin to serving him. She should leave.

      “I see what you’re thinking. It’s written all over your sun-baked face and in the fire of your golden eyes. You want to disappear, to break your oath to Djedefre and flee. But know this, creature of Ra, you cannot flee who you are. If you go, you’ll forever live with the dishonor of abandoning a man who, in truth, needs you.”

      Shame filled her as she thought of the hope that had shone on the pharaoh’s face. But his problem was not hers, and she didn’t want it. More so now that she knew the men would all hate her.

      Orn was relentless and continued to press her as they crossed the encampment. “It’s Djedefre’s own brother Khafre who hunts him. All of Egypt knows of the animosity between the brothers, but Djedefre sees you as his blessing, the sign from Ra that sanctions his work here, away from Giza where his fathers have built their final resting places. If you leave, it will break him. If you leave, he will give up and let Khafre win.”

      Patience and humility. Orn had warned her. Of all the men in the camp, only he and the pharaoh had treated her kindly. To abandon them would be to turn her back on the best of humanity. The weight of what she needed to do settled on her thin shoulders as she accepted her hasty oath. “How can I best serve him?”

      Orn nodded at her. “You must learn to fight. Khafre’s spies will pass along information of your arrival. You’ll not surprise them more than once.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun still rested below the horizon, but the eastern sky spilled spreading tendrils of light announcing the beginning of the day. The camp was stirring, the men anxious to work before the heat climbed beyond bearable. The road was clear of travelers, and Phaidra landed just outside her tent, ready to rest a few hours before her next surveillance flight.

      “You’re late,” said a man. He was taller than any of the other men she’d seen in the camp, and his hooked nose and dark eyes made him seem predatory. He was shaved clean of all hair, except his eyebrows, and wore a pleated skirt exactly like the pharaoh’s. In one hand, he held a sword, in the other a spear, and he glared at her as if she’d personally offended him. “I’ve been waiting for more than an hour, you cursed creature.”

      “What?” she snapped, returning his glare. He was lying; it took less than thirty minutes to fly the five mile radius around camp, and he hadn’t been at her tent when she left.

      “If you aren’t going to respect my time, I will let Djedefre know you do not wish to train.” He turned as if to leave.

      Phaidra looked around, searching for someone to help her understand what was happening. Surely, the pharaoh wouldn’t send someone so rude . . . .

      Orn ran toward them from the camp, balancing a clay flagon on his head, calling, “Master Wati.”

      The pharaoh’s first. Phaidra clenched her fists. How dare he be so rude. She turned her back and caught a glimpse of panic on Orn’s face.

      “Master Wati, Sphinx didn’t know. It’s my fault she’s late. I’m sorry, sir.”

      Phaidra turned and caught Orn bowing to the other man.

      Wati cursed at her slave. “Then you have offended us both and should be punished.” Wati turned back to Phaidra with a cruel gleam in his eyes. “Your slave has dishonored you.”

      Disgust crawled over her, and she raised her chin to look the warrior in the eye. “Indeed? I feel no dishonor. If you do not wish to train me, as your leader desired, perhaps it is you who lacks honor.”

      The air sizzled with her accusation, but Phaidra felt no remorse. The man had insulted her twice in rapid succession and needed to be put in his place.

      Wati stomped to her and, hovering over her, sneered, “You dare insult me?”

      Phaidra unfurled her wings and rose onto her back haunches. With a single beat, she pulled herself off the ground, and the sand blew about them as she flapped her wings. “I think it would be best if you leave my area. It is clear you do not wish to train me.”

      Wati held his forearm over his eyes and backed away. “Don’t come begging me later to train you, monster. I serve Ra, and he is no friend to the cursed ones.”

      Phaidra couldn’t help the bark of disbelief. The man was a fool. Regardless of his skill with weapons, his mind was too small to comprehend his real enemies.

      “Go. I would not have your help.” She spat the last word like the very idea of his aid was repugnant. In truth, it was.

      She watched as the warrior turned his back and left, and then she landed and faced her slave. “I’m certain there was a better way to handle it, and if you will feel better for saying so, get it over with.”

      Orn raised his eyebrows. “It was perhaps unwise to anger Wati, for he is powerful. However, he is cruel. I do not believe your refusal was foolish, regardless of how impulsive your decision.”

      Phaidra chewed on the side of her mouth, a nervous habit made worse over the last day. Now she was in a bind, for she’d refused the pharaoh’s first, but she really did need training. “Do you know how to fight? Like them? I mean, can you teach me how to use a sword?”

      Orn grimaced, and his gaze darted around before he answered, “I am a household slave, Sphinx. Not a warrior.”

      Phaidra saw several men within earshot, and she could almost feel Orn’s anxiety, which was only evident by the tightening around his eyes and the furtive glances at their audience. “I understand.”

      And she did. He was being watched, or maybe she was. Either way, the exchange was being monitored, and judging by the spears the men held, these were Wati’s men.

      “Do you have food?” she asked, pointing at the jug he was holding.

      Orn’s shoulders relaxed. “Yes. And after we break our fast, I will show you the best place in the Nile to bathe.”

      She snorted at the not-to-subtle hint. “I don’t suppose you have a comb for my hair?”

      Orn cracked a smile. “How odd that you would say that? Certainly you’ve noticed the men are all clean shaven.”

      She started toward her tent as the sun blossomed over the horizon. “Yes, but the Pharaoh has a tent full of women.” Phaidra wondered if he’d known she’d seen them yesterday on their walk through camp. Next to the harem’s colorful tent, a more permanent structure was being built, likely to help with the heat. “I’m sure one of them has a comb.”

      Orn chuckled. In a low voice he said, “I’m already one step ahead of you.” As soon as they passed into the tent, he continued in a rapid whisper, “If you want me to train you, it will have to be away from camp. I am a spoil of war, and part of my terms of capture included not bearing weapons. To violate that would mean my death.” Then he raised his voice and said, “No, but thank you. If you have need of anything else, please let me know.” He set the tankard down and went to the flap. “I shall come for you in one hour. There was a caravan from Cairo yesterday, and they brought soap. I will fetch some for you.”

      He stepped outside, letting the flap drop behind him. Then she heard him exclaim, “Pardon me, sirs.”

      And she understood. Someone was having them watched. All. The. Time. And it wasn’t just coincidence Wati’s men were here. She would need to be careful.

      For Orn’s sake, as well as her own.
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      It was late, the moon a waning gibbous but still full enough that it blotted out all but the brightest stars. Phaidra circled farther out, instinct driving her past the edges of the desert and into the uninhabited wastelands. There was nothing unusual on the caravan, yet again. If there were bandits, raiders, or marauders, they were hiding well, or they’d taken to other routes. Three full days had passed since Phaidra joined Djedefre’s camp, and with no attacks, she wondered if she should offer to release him from his oath.

      The moonlight glinted off something in the sand, a quick spark of bright light that disappeared so quickly Phaidra wondered if she’d imagined it. She dropped lower and circled back to approach the area from the desert side. She could smell the men even though she couldn’t see them. The sand was dark in the night, and she studied it for what she knew was there. And then the sand moved, shadows of darkness creeping forward, almost slithering like a serpent in the blackness. The moonlight reflected off a blade at a man’s side, and someone hissed a warning.

      Glancing at the camp, Phaidra was surprised to see the men headed toward her tent, and a welling anxiety pounded in her chest. Orn was asleep there, probably outside. He wouldn’t even have a warning before they cut him down.

      She landed on the sand and, drawing back the fabric of her shelter, whisper-shouted, “Orn.”

      And then her heart dropped. The inside of her tent was a mess. What few possessions she’d accumulated were strewn on the ground, amidst pillows and bedding and broken pottery. The small enclosure smelled of the sweet ale they had for breakfast. The spear she used for training was broken, pieces of the staff scattered on the floor, and the sword was gone.

      And the worst thing: Orn was gone.

      She had no time to think. She snatched up the spear head, still attached to a foot of the wooden pole, as well as a large chard of the broken pottery. She darted out of the tent and heard the distinct sound of fabric tearing. They were coming in from behind.

      Phaidra pushed into the air, and one of the men cursed. The explicative was like a match to the flame of her anger. She pumped her wings, pulling higher into the air, and a sharp sting pierced her left wing, then another her left haunch, and then another.

      She screamed, more anger than pain, and circled back to where the men were, four of them, standing behind her tent. And then she dove. Holding the shaft of the spear, tip extended, she crashed into the tallest of the men and buried the sharp stone into his chest. She dropped the pottery and pulled the sword from his hand as they both crashed to the ground.

      The other three men closed ranks, two holding their swords out toward her, the third with matching short blades. With their dark clothing covered in sand, they blended so well into the landscape. She cursed herself, knowing they had evaded her surveillance for hours.

      “You will come with us, creature of Ra,” the man with the short swords said. “Ra’s son—”

      At the mention of Apollo, Phaidra lunged. She swung her sword as she spun in a circle, and the men were evidently startled enough to step back several paces. But that wasn’t enough.

      These assassins were sent by Apollo’s son. As if his curse were not enough torment, Apollo was having a demigod hunt her? Phaidra scooped up sand and threw it at the two closest to her, and then she pushed her advantage like Orn had taught her. Her anger boiled, rage filled her, and she screamed her hatred for the god of the sun as she sliced one of the men in half and decapitated the other. Blood pooled into the sand, black inky death soaking into the dark earth.

      Phaidra turned to the last assassin. “I will never go willingly to Ra or his son.”

      The man’s features were wide with panic as his gaze darted from her to the dead men on the ground. “You don’t understand; it is an honor. You must come—”

      How dare he command her?

      Phaidra advanced, and the man deflected her attack. He parried over and over again, and when he countered, it was . . . weak. His skin glistened with sweat, but he continued to avoid any of her lethal strikes.

      She chased him on the ground for several minutes before she realized he was leading her out toward the desert.

      Of course.

      Phaidra turned, spread her wings, and leapt into the sky. She raced toward the camp, toward the men guarding the tent in the very center of the work, and screamed, “We’re under attack!”

      She was splattered with blood, had an arrow sticking out from her fur, and was carrying a sword with the evidence still dripping from the hilt.

      The guards ran after her, shouting for more to follow. Men poured from their tents, carrying weapons, and Phaidra led them toward her camp. But they never arrived. The marauders met them, and the battle ensued.

      Phaidra landed in the midst, lashing out with vengeance, angry with herself for being fooled, more angry with the men who had taken Orn.

      If there was pain, it was lost in the rush of battle. Phaidra stabbed, slashed, and swung, and the dead littered the sand as she cut her way through the enemy. And then it was done.

      Over.

      Phaidra looked through the dead for the man with the two short blades, but if he was there, he was unrecognizable. But intuition told her he was gone.

      She kicked at the sand, and while Wati yelled to her that the pharaoh was demanding an audience, she shook her head. She needed to find the leader before he got away.

      “I’ll be back,” she said to the arrogant first. “Tell Djedefre that I’m looking for survivors in the desert, and then I’ll return.”

      She didn’t wait for a response.

      The night had yet to wane, and Phaidra flew back and forth, low to the ground as she scanned for the camouflaged men. The air was dry and still cool with the absence of the blistering sun. There were several wounded tripping their way through the dark desert, but she could smell the blood and debated whether any further attack on these men was necessary. When the laughing bray of the hyena echoed through the darkness, she dismissed the men. The animals would take care of the wounded.

      She circled farther out, and her heart stopped.

      In the sand was a man stripped of clothing and tied to a pole, his hands and feet at either end. Fear crawled over her, making her skin tingle and her heart heavy. She dropped down and skidded to a halt in the sand.

      Muffled sounds came from the man, and as she approached, he slumped as if relieved. It was Orn. Good gods, it was Orn.

      She ran to him and pulled the strip of fabric from his mouth and then went immediately to his hands.

      “No time,” he huffed with a jerk of his head. “They dropped me . . . here . . . not ten . . . minutes ago. If you . . . go now . . . you will . . . catch them.”

      The leather binding fell into the sand, and Phaidra stopped to examine her friend. As soon as his hands were free, he clutched his abdomen, and she could see the blood ooze through his fingers. More black, inky death.

      A new sense of panic seized her. She did not want Orn to die. More than anything, she did not want him to die. All thoughts but this fled from her mind, and she raced to free his feet. The leader, the survivors, even the pharaoh was forgotten as Phaidra scooped up Orn in her arms and flew toward camp. Straight to the tent of Hesy.

      She did not wait for him to admit her. She didn’t even clap to let him know she was here. She burst through the fabric opening and scanned the space for the healer.

      “Hesy,” she screamed. “I need your help.”

      Oil lamps lit the chamber in one corner, and Hesy turned from the man he was operating on to glare at her.

      “I told you once—”

      The chaos of her mind dissolved into one truth.

      “If you do not heal him right now, I will kill you.” There was no threat in the statement, only fact. Orn was her friend, her only friend, and to serve without him would be impossible.
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      Hesy nodded as another slave entered the tent. The healer barked several orders, and the other man grabbed several cloths, draping one over a bedroll. Hesy pointed at the space and said, “Place him there, then move away. I must examine the wound.”

      Phaidra eased Orn to the ground. The slave was now unconscious, and his arms fell to the side exposing the bloody gash.

      Hesy’s servant lit small lamps, and, with the increasing brightness, the size of the laceration seemed to grow. As did her dread.

      Hesy reached out to touch the gory flesh, and instinctively Phaidra stopped him. “You must first wash your hands.”

      Hesy’s eyes narrowed. “You think to train me in the ways of healing?”

      But Phaidra wasn’t interested in his pride. “If you do not, you will contaminate his humours with the other bodies’ you’ve touched today.”

      Hesy snorted and tried to push past her.

      “Stop,” she screamed, pushing the healer away. “I will not let your pride kill him either.” Priska was the best healer Phaidra knew, and while she wasn’t as good as her mentor, Phaidra had helped out. A lot.  Contamination, Priska said, was the number one killer. Phaidra turned to the servant. “I need water, boiled clean.”

      The man looked to Hesy, but Hesy was glaring at her.

      “Now,” she barked at the servant.

      “It will take some time,” he replied, moving toward the entrance.

      Time . . . the commodity that was urgently disappearing. “Do you have strong liquor? Something free of sediment?”

      The servant shook his head. “The pharaoh may have some—”

      “Here,” Hesy snapped, handing her a small glass flagon with dark-amber liquid. “If this works, you shall explain it all to me.”

      Phaidra nodded then barked at the servant, “I still need that water. And here”—she grabbed several small knives from a tray of instruments—“I want these heated until they glow.” She turned to Hesy and asked, “Do you have ginger, astralagus, cinnamon, mint, turmeric, honey . . . ?”

      She tried to think of what else she’d seen Priska use.

      Hesy pointed to a table of small earthenware jars. “Everything I have dried is there. I will show you the rest when it is light outside. Here is honey, goat milk curds, and several pasted concoctions of my making. And when you are done, I will take that arrow out.”

      The last was said as he pointed to the arrow still buried in her flank. With a swift yank, she pulled the small weapon free. Blood welled and then clotted, the wound healing before their eyes.

      “I’m fine. Now, I must attend to Orn.” She set about cleaning the wound with the pungent alcohol. When the servant, Dag, returned with the knives, Phaidra burned the flesh of the wound, singeing it until it stopped oozing. She then concocted a compound of spices known for stimulating healing and dripped it into Orn’s open mouth, making sure he swallowed.

      The lamps were extinguished as the sun came up, and Phaidra continued to watch over Orn until Hesy touched her arm.

      “Djedefre has requested your presence several times. I think your slave is stable. I’ll watch over him myself, while you attend our pharaoh.”

      She’d refused him several times, but Hesy was right. Orn did not need her vigilance now. The wound was not as deep as it had initially appeared, and it was now covered in a poultice and wrapped with clean linen. It would not do to offend the pharaoh now.

      Phaidra went first to the river and bathed. She used the soap Hesy gave her to scrub the rest of the battle from her skin and fur and then plaited her hair as she returned to camp.

      The visit with the pharaoh was brief. Phaidra had no information to give him, she had not caught the leader, and there were no surviving prisoners. She promised to continue her surveillance.

      “Thanks be to Ra that Wati has been able to train you. You must continue with your education. He is the best weapons master in all of Egypt.”

      Wati cleared his throat as he entered the pharaoh’s tent. “I am humbled by your praise.”

      The hair on the back of her neck rose as his gaze went from her to Djedefre.

      “I have told the Sphinx that to become a master, one must never cease from training. She is learning much.”

      Did he know about her training with Orn?

      “She will become a legend under your tutelage, Wati.”

      The man smirked. “Indeed, she will.”

      And by the compliment delivered by the pharaoh, and Wati’s lack of reverence to the leader, Phaidra had the impression the ruler was not the one wearing the headdress.

      “I thank you, Pharaoh, for your attention in all matters. I must go make an inspection of the area.” She turned to go.

      “Sphinx,” Wati called. “Let’s do our training after sundown from now on. Same place, by the river. I will send the second for now, yes?”

      She swallowed back her disgust. At least she now knew. Without facing him, she nodded. “I’ll be there tonight.”

      Training with the second, Irsu, was nothing like training with Orn. Irsu was silent, teaching only with action and never pointing out her mistakes, but forcing her to correct them by repeated experience. But she did learn.

      And Orn began to heal. Slow at first, but Phaidra knew that was to be expected given the extent of his injury.

      In her spare time, she taught Hesy the knowledge she’d gleaned from Priska. The healer was short-tempered and proud, and the two of them often parted yelling at each other. But Hesy would send a servant to fetch her after a day or two, and so Phaidra continued to tell him what she knew, even if it was only to pass the time.

      The rounds through the desert were silent, the caravan passed, and whatever force had been mounted against the Pharaoh seemed to have burned away in the sands of the desert.

      Orn now watched her and Irsu train, and Orn called out suggestions so her learning time became less painful, and more importantly, faster. Her previous wanderings had been without purpose. At last she found something she not only could do, but do well.

      However, no further attacks came.

      She circled around Abu Rawash one more time before landing just outside her tent. Time now teased at Phaidra. Orn had healed, although he still tired easily. The slave was prone to nap in the midday, an indulgence the pharaoh granted because Phaidra and Hesy had deemed it necessary.

      But there was less and less for her to do. She’d been curious several times in Hesy’s tent as he tended to the ill or injured, and he had changed Orn’s poultice more than once to a concoction of his own that, Phaidra had to admit, seemed to speed Orn’s healing. He’d brushed her off, when she’d asked, telling her she didn’t really want to know.

      But with nothing else to occupy her mind, she wondered if Apollo really had imparted knowledge to this people, and if so, what? The healer was skilled. He’d sewn up the abdomen of the man she’d sliced on her first day, which was something Priska never did. And the man had lived.

      The midday sun was blistering hot. Most of the men were taking respite from the heat, resting in the shade of the growing pyramid or in their tents. Phaidra’s mind was racing far too much for rest. She’d trained, flown several rounds that day, and needed a new challenge.

      Swallowing her pride, Phaidra found her way back to the large tent that served as the place of healing. When she got there, she hesitated outside the tent. How could she still be afraid of Hesy? No, it wasn’t fear of him. It was fear of his disapproval. Telling herself she was being ridiculous, she swallowed her fear and clapped. When no answer came, she stuck her head into the tent, hoping Hesy wouldn’t yell at her, and said, “Excuse me . . .”

      “Sphinx,” Hesy snapped. He waved her to him. “Come look at this.”

      Even from the entrance, she could see the man’s leg was puffy and streaked with red. She shook the sand from her paws and stepped into the healer’s quarters. As soon as she did, she could smell it. The rank odor of putrid flesh. The skin of the man’s leg was shiny and tight and twice the size of his other leg. And as she got closer, she could see a large scab where a wound had sealed shut.

      She wanted to touch it, so she looked around for water to clean her hands.

      “His flesh is unbroken, but hot like there is imbalance within. He was cut several days ago, but thought nothing of it. The cut was large but not deep. He wrapped it in linen.”

      The man shuddered. “I’m so cold.”

      His face perspired with heat.

      She washed, rinsing off the dust of the desert. As soon as she put her palm to his skin, he yelped. The wound had closed, but there were two red raised bumps beneath the scab, and tendrils of darkness streaked his skin from the two epicenters.

      She took a deep breath. “I think there is an imbalance, sir . . .”

      She used the term of deference purposefully.

      Hesy narrowed his eyes at her. “Yes? What else do you think?”

      “I would lance them, see if you can drain the bad humours.” She didn’t want to tell him, not in front of the man, but she didn’t think it would matter. He was rotting from the inside out. The disease had likely spread throughout the body, and there was very little chance of clearing it. The man would not last a week.

      Hesy pursed his lips. “But you don’t think it will help. It is written all over your face. You think it’s futile.”

      She cringed with embarrassment. “You are more skilled than I; perhaps you can save him.”

      Hesy glared at her. “Don’t speak flattery, Sphinx. It doesn’t become you. Why are you here?”

      “I would have you teach me. You have skills, more honed than mine, like the way you sewed up that man. I do want to learn.”

      The man with the wounded leg shivered, and his teeth chattered. “Y-you’re a m-monster.”

      Hesy ignored him. “You would look at the writings of Imhotep? You were created to be a creature of destruction, and you want to know how to heal?”  He appraised her as if contemplating his answer. “You are quite a paradox, Sphinx. Very well. I shall teach you what I know.”

      The man began to shake. His teeth chattered, and his eyelids drooped like he was fighting sleep.

      Hesy pushed the sick man down so he was lying supine on the bedroll. The healer then pointed at the knives and said, “Go heat them; we will do what we can for him. Although I fear you might be right.”

      She did as he asked, and when the hot, red bump was cut, greenish opaque fluid squirted from the open sore and sprayed her and Hesy. The healer did what he could to extract the purulent liquid and then packed the wound with linen saturated in honey and comfrey.

      He ground turmeric and added it to warm goat milk and more honey. Phaidra sat with the ill man in between her surveillance rounds and training, and initially his heat and moisture dropped.

      “He will heal. You’ll see,” Hesy told her the next morning. He puffed his chest out with pride. “Imhotep’s writings are wiser than you. You shall see.”

      She didn’t want to contradict him, and even hoped he was right. But she’d seen diseased humours this green a few times before, so she said nothing.

      For several days, they met. Between surveillance flights, Phaidra read the scrolls of Imhotep. She and Hesy discussed her readings, and he’d barrage her with theoretical application. There were regular visits for minor wounds and heat exhaustion, and Hesy increasingly would have her perform all but the most complex techniques.

      The diseased man struggled to improve. The drainage went from green to yellow to clear, but turned purulent again. He ate only once and threw up the stew not even an hour later. Hesy spoon-fed the man only the spiced milk and honey. The man’s wounds festered. Hesy cleaned and packed the wound several times a day, but the drainage became more putrid.

      Four days later, Orn met her at the front of her tent after her morning flight. “Hesy wants to see you. Anubis has claimed the man you were trying to heal.”

      Hesy was sitting outside his tent, sipping on a flask of amber liquid. As soon as he saw her, he shook his head. “I cannot see you today, Sphinx. Anubis has come, and the dog stole the living from me.” He dropped his head and muttered, “I’m not fit for healing.”

      She’d taken pride in her ability to see, smell, and sense better than her mentor. She’d known the man would die just because of the smell. Death always had that same smell. She’d given Hesy false hope. Was it her pride or insecurity? Because his knowledge was far superior to hers, she thought perhaps she’d been wrong. She’d deferred to him, but she should’ve owned her knowledge.

      “You’re wrong,” she said. “You are a great healer. But even the best healer cannot save everyone.”

      He waved her off. “Imhotep is displeased with me. He’s left me, and without him I am nothing.”

      Phaidra shook her head, but as she drew closer, she could smell the sweetness of the liquor, as if Hesy had been swimming in it for hours. It would do no good to speak with him like this. He wouldn’t even remember tomorrow if she did.

      “Tomorrow, I’ll come, and we will talk. Tomorrow, you’ll see that you are still favored as you look upon all the men you’ve healed. Tomorrow, you will remember you are the hands of Imhotep.” She turned to go but stopped when she heard Hesy sobbing.

      Her heart ached for him, and she returned to him, helping him into his tent and onto one of the bedrolls. “Tomorrow will be better, Hesy. You will see.”

      He shook his head. Then his blurry gaze met hers and he slurred, “You . . . are not a monster.”

      His words shocked her, but when she opened her mouth to ask his meaning, she saw that he’d closed his eyes and was either asleep or passed out. Either way, she wouldn’t wake him.

      But tomorrow she’d return.

      Despite her resolve to let Hesy be, several times during the day, she was tempted to go check on her teacher. But even when she started toward his pavilion, she told herself that he was either asleep or he’d be embarrassed to see her. She told him she’d come back tomorrow, so she let him have space, hoping by morning he would be sober and healed enough to continue in their mentorship.
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      She awoke as the sun spilled its first rays over the horizon. The sky was still a rich blue in the west, but warmth the color of saffron milk blossomed in the east. Orn was still sleeping, and Phaidra took care not to wake him. He stayed by her side all of the time, except when she was in the air or with Hesy, and she could see the constant vigilance took a toll. He no longer napped in the afternoon, but he wasn’t his old self either.

      She flew through the camp, not wanting to disturb any who still slumbered, and landed outside the large healer’s tent. Hesy was usually up by now, but the interior of the tent was silent, and Phaidra thought, perhaps, he’d slept in after imbibing too much the day prior. But when she pulled back the flap to enter, she stared, shock rendering her immobile.

      The tent was empty. Not just that Hesy was no longer here, but empty as in devoid of everything. The bedrolls, the herbs and spices, the lamps, everything was gone.

      Someone cleared his throat beside her. “Sphinx, Djedefre would like to address you.”

      She turned and saw one of the pharaoh’s personal guards standing next to her.

      “Follow me, please.” He said the words with the utmost courtesy, but his eyes darted nervously, avoiding her gaze.

      She nodded and followed. Halfway to Djedefre’s tent, she came to her senses.

      “Guard? Where is Hesy?”

      “He has gone to Giza,” he said without even looking back at her.

      Gone to Giza? Just up and left? “Why?”

      He flinched, just a twitch of his shoulders. “You will need to ask Djedefre.”

      They arrived at the pharaoh’s tent, which was easily ten times the size of the one she had. The pavilion was even several times the size of Hesy’s. She’d passed by the structure several times, but she’d never realized this was just for Djedefre.

      The guard pulled back the flap. “You are to wait inside.”

      Apprehension crawled up her spine, and Phaidra went into the tent tensed for a fight. But the first thing she noticed was how much cooler the temperature was in the pharaoh’s tent. Strategically placed lamps illuminated the large space. The faint smell of jasmine permeated the air, and the rugs and pillows covering the floor made the space more than comfortable. Woven of luxurious fabrics, the rich tones of the fabrics were akin to jewels. Tables of fruit, both dried and fresh, nuts, and breads were placed around the tent, an abundance that would take half the camp to eat it before it went bad. She glanced around the rest of the tent, taking in several guards leaning on their weapons in one corner where scantily dressed women lounged on even more pillows. Their gazes darted to Phaidra, and then they ignored her.

      Djedefre was not here.

      Phaidra stood just inside the door and waited. She had no desire to associate with the others, but she couldn’t leave either.

      Not more than five minutes later, she heard his footfall outside. He said something to the guard, a low growl of a command, and the guard whispered in return. Interesting, that he wouldn’t want those inside to hear.

      When he walked into the tent, the atmosphere changed. The women studiously ignored the guards, who all seemed to hurry to stand at attention, several of them scurrying to different spots within the large space.

      Djedefre shook his head. “You are all dismissed.” His words came out with disgusted resignation. “Except you, Sphinx.” He looked at her, his dark eyes imploring far more than his words. “I would have you stay.”

      She nodded once in acknowledgment to him, as well as in agreement to his revulsion. Standing to the side of the entrance, she scowled at each of the guards and women in the harem as they filed out.

      When the last of them exited, and the fabric fell back in place, Djedefre almost collapsed into the heap of pillows, slumping his shoulders and curling in on himself. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I hate this,” he whispered, his voice seething with frustration. “This . . . lack of respect he is planting has taken root, and I cannot get ahead of it.”

      Phaidra watched the pharaoh’s quiet display, recognizing his hopelessness. In a volume matching his, she replied, “You are upset. And betrayed, if I’m understanding you correctly. Is there something I can do for you, Pharaoh?”

      He remained still for several seconds, and Phaidra wondered if he’d heard her. And then he replied in an even tone, “Yes.”

      He exhaled slowly and sat up. Squaring his shoulders, he met her gaze. “I know we have not been attacked for several weeks now. But do not slacken your surveillance. Do not become complacent, please. They will try again; I’m sure of it.”

      She could feel there was more to his declaration than just intuition. “Is there something I should know?”

      He balled his hand into a fist and held it over his mouth as he shook his head. Several more seconds of uncomfortable silence passed before he got his emotions under control. “I’m sorry. It is a family matter.” He shrugged then, as though there was little he could do about it. “I’m sorry that Hesy is gone.”

      His apology startled her, and she opened her mouth to ask what had happened. Why was he gone, but then Djedefre shook his head and said, “That will be all. Thank you, Sphinx.”

      The dismissal was clear. Whatever had happened, it would not be undone. Part of her raged at the pharaoh for doing nothing, and another part, a smaller part that was quieter and much more still, hurt for him because he felt powerless.

      She nodded and left. She couldn’t do more than he asked, or it would undermine him. And it was becoming increasingly clear the longer she stayed that his leadership was a fragile thing, missing more often than not.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon was blistering hot, the breeze from the Nile having died long before it reached the camp in Abu Rawash, and Phaidra was tired of dunking herself in the water only to be dry by the time she reached camp. She’d finished her surveillance route and settled into the shade of the pyramid to rest. The pounding hammers of the craftsmen carving hieroglyphics into the stone lulled her to a semi-drowsy state, but she wasn’t really sleepy.

      The pounding lessened, and a trickle of the men’s words carried over the rhythmic beating, teasing her with intrigue.

      “Have you heard this one . . . ‘What can run but never walks, has a mouth but never talks, has a head but never weeps, has a bed but never sleeps?’”

      There was just the pounding now, the men working, and Phaidra mulled over the one man’s question. It was a word puzzle, and the hints as to this creature were there hidden in the very question posed. Clever. But what could it mean?

      The heat grew increasingly oppressive. The sun was just barely starting its descent, so there were several more hours of this excruciating heat before the day’s end. She lay in the shade, wanting to muster up the energy and will to go to the river. The thick mud of the river bed would soothe her skin, and if she went out far enough, the current of running water—

      “A river!” she exclaimed, her eyes flying open in the excitement of the answer. She’d figured out their word puzzle. The hammering stopped, and she rounded the corner of the pyramid, buzzing with newfound energy. But as she met the gaze of each man, none of them even acknowledged her answer. Their dark stares pushed her away, and seconds later she returned to her shade on the other side of the stone wall.

      “What was that?” she heard one of them say.

      “Who knows?” replied another. “I’m not sure why Djedefre even keeps her here now. It’s not like we need her anymore.”

      The chorus of this discontent was becoming increasingly frequent over the last few days, but the voices of the men she was listening for still hadn’t spoken.

      “How did she hear us?” a man whispered.

      Phaidra cracked an eye and glanced around. There they were, two men off to the other side of the pyramid. One was older, his hair just starting to gray. The other was just past the threshold of manhood, and the pink scar on his arm declared him a victim to a recent fight. The younger man glared at her with a hatred that seemed personal, and she wondered if she’d inflicted his new wound.

      The older man shrugged and went back to chiseling the stone.

      That night as she flew, she thought of the word puzzle and tried to make one up of her own. She was so distracted by her musings she almost didn’t see the men in time.

      There were four, and as she circled wider, she was surprised that there were so few. They moved with stealthy deliberateness, not the rush of the banditry like the first attacks. The moon was only the sliver and the night was dark, perfect for a surprise attack—for them and now for her.

      Phaidra dropped down, coming in from behind the group, and grabbed the first two men by the back of the neck. She pumped her wings, bringing the men up into the air with her. Their momentary shock was just enough time to hit their heads together, once, twice—she dropped one man and, as he fell, realized they were both unconscious, so she released the second.

      The other men shouted, and one drew a bow. Pulling her blade from its sheath, she landed in front of the remaining two. Phaidra swung her sword, the blade slashing through the air. The man jumped back and released his arrow into the night.

      “If you turn around now”—she took a deep breath—“I will let you live. But if you attempt to fight—”

      In a fluid motion, one of the men grabbed his spear and threw it at her. The trajectory was clear the moment he released the shaft, a lesson Orn reviewed with her every day since she’d joined Djedefre’s camp. Phaidra dodged the weapon, pushed off her hind legs, and leapt at the man, swinging her heavy blade. The man slumped to the earth, clutching at his abdomen as his entrails spilled out.

      Phaidra pounced on the remaining man, pointing her gruesome sword at him. “Who sent you?”

      The pieces of this puzzle fell into place. There were too few men for their assault to be a raid. And even the last attack had been too well coordinated to be just for plunder.

      “I-I d-don’t know w-what you m-mean,” the man stammered.

      “In five seconds, I’ll break your leg unless you tell me.” When the man said nothing, she continued, “Two, three, four, five.”

      The man only clenched his jaw in anticipation of the break. Infuriated, she shifted her back paw, swung her blade, and heard the crack of bone.

      The man screamed as he fell to the sand.

      Others from camp ran toward her.

      “Who sent you? Tell me now, or they will kill you.”

      He struggled, crawling in the sand as he pulled himself to a sitting position. “I’ll never tell,” he declared. “I will receive glory from Ra for my service.”

      Her surprise was just enough that she stood frozen for the few seconds it took him to stand. But as soon as he was upright, an arrow was loosed, and it hit him square in the chest, followed by three more. He fell back down.

      Something was wrong, and Phaidra struggled to put the pieces together. The men all spoke of Ra with reverence, but it was clear they did not all have the same high opinion of the pharaoh. But what had Orn told her? The pharaoh was supposed to be the man closest to Ra. So why would they attack the pharaoh in the name of Ra?
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      Phaidra stared at the ruler, the man she’d sworn to protect. The heat pressed against her, and unease crawled through her as she looked at the other men. The archers swung their bows over their backs and the swordsmen sheathed their blades. Wati dismissed the archers, but the rest continued to stand guard.

      “Sphinx?” Djedefre said, interrupting her reverie. “Are you quite all right?”

      She met his gaze with sudden clarity. “Pharaoh, may I have a moment of your time?”

      “Of course.” He nodded to his guard, who turned his back, closed the distance between them, and they walked past the fallen men into the darkness.

      “Who most benefits from your death?” she asked.

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “What?”

      “When you die, who becomes Pharaoh?” Because what Orn had told her the first time they’d met, now made perfect sense.

      “You don’t mean . . . ? Those men, they were just bandits.”

      “No. Those men were assassins, and they were after someone specific. My bet is you.” No one else mattered.

      Djedefre closed his eyes and dropped his head. In a voice filled with sad resignation, the pharaoh said, “Khafre, my brother, will inherit the throne when I die.”

      “I think he was trying to speed that up.”

      Djedefre rubbed his forehead. Then, looking around as if to assess who might overhear, he said, “It is as I feared. When my father died, my brother pressed me to finish my father’s final resting place in Giza. I did it out of deference to my father. But it put off the work on my pyramid.” He kicked the sand as he continued, “I do not like the political game as much as Khafre. That is why I am building here and not in Giza. This is offensive to Khafre.” He sighed, his shoulders sagging as he stared out over the desert. “In life we are destined to be enemies, but in death we will finally be brothers. When I am no longer a threat to him, he will love me.”

      His words were a physical blow. Before she could refute the ridiculousness of his statement, Djedefre shook his head and walked away.

      The only good thing to come out of the recent attack was there were no more murmurings about having Phaidra in camp.

      But Orn was still always by her side, and his worried looks would not allow her to relax.
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        * * *

      

      The pyramid was eventually completed, all except for the very top. Several men had agreed to stay and complete it, but Djedefre accepted his brother’s invitation to come to Giza.

      Phaidra knew Djedefre’s departure meant the end of her time with him and in Abu Rawash. He’d come and gone while the structure was built, but now there was no reason for him to stay, and his people needed him in Cairo.

      Almost as if he’d known what she would say, Djedefre hadn’t been alone with her since the day Hesy returned to Cairo.

      But today, the pharaoh called her to his tent and again dismissed his harem and his guards.

      “Pharaoh,” she said, inclining her head. “You wished to see me?”

      His smile was sad. “My dear Sphinx, you’ve been exceedingly loyal and served me very well. I have a gift for you.”

      Phaidra tried to stop him. With her palm up, she said, “You have fulfilled your end of the bargain. There is no need for a gift.”

      His lips curled, revealing his white teeth in a rare smile. “I insist, Phaidra.”

      Hearing her name from his lips surprised her. Shocked her even. She wasn’t sure how he could know it, for she’d never told anyone. Had she?

      Only one man could’ve gotten that information, and the fact that the pharaoh had cared enough to talk with her slave . . .

      “Orn isn’t your slave, is he?”

      The pharaoh laughed for the first time since she’d known him, and his laughter was beautiful and carefree. He shook his head. “No, he is my slave. But he is also my most trusted vassal. He treated you well, didn’t he?”

      Phaidra nodded. “He is a good man, and an excellent subject.”

      Djedefre chuckled.

      The tent flap opened. Orn and another slave came into the tent, carrying a large chest. When Orn met her gaze, he smiled.

      “The service you provided was much better than I had ever hoped for. You kept me safe, as well as my men.”

      He signaled, and Orn opened the chest. It was filled with gold coins, precious stones, and ornate jewelry. “There is much wealth here, but even it is insufficient to express my gratitude.”

      Phaidra knew the value was enormous. More wealth sat in that chest than she’d ever seen. But what would she do with it? She had no need of jewels or gold. But to refuse the pharaoh’s gift would be an insult, so she bowed in reverence and gratitude of his generosity. “If I thought it would do any good, I would refuse it. It is something I am wholly unworthy of. Thank you, Djedefre, for your generosity, your hospitality, and your trust.”

      He nodded, studying her, his gaze filled with intensity. Then in a voice just above a whisper, he said, “I am not immortal, and my wisdom comes mostly from those I have working for me. I’ve recently come across a tale of a woman who scorned a god. It was said that she was killed and her daughter cursed to be a monster.”

      Her stomach flipped, and her heart pounded.

      “If you . . .” He took a deep breath before he continued, “If you ever come across someone in need, such as this, I would consider it a great honor if you would help her. Monsters are those who act on the evil and selfishness within.” He pointed to the treasure. “Help this woman so she can choose good.”

      With his words, tears burned her eyes, a solid lump of emotion gathered at the back of her throat.

      The pharaoh waited patiently until she regained her composure. “I would give you Orn, but I fear I will need him in Giza. May the gods watch over you.”

      She swallowed, trying to clear the stubborn lump. “I never would’ve thought I could encounter such kindness. May the gods protect you.”

      He inclined his head and turned to leave.

      But she couldn’t let him go without a warning. “Djedefre, a word of caution—”

      He froze. “I know what you would say.” He turned, and the smile from only a moment before was gone, replaced with the mournful features of a man enduring significant loss. “The warning you would give, Orn has repeated to me every day.”

      She looked to Orn, who nodded in confirmation of the pharaoh’s declaration.

      The ruler straightened his shoulders. “I am at peace with what will be.”

      But no sooner than the words had left his mouth, the pharaoh’s shoulders sagged.

      To say anything further would only be offensive. “Of course. Peace be with you, Pharaoh.”

      “And with you.” Without another word, Djedefre walked from the tent.

      “I will miss you, Sphinx,” Orn said. “You are a noble spirit, destined for great paths.”

      He pursed his lips, and Phaidra was left to wonder if he would’ve said more when the other guard coughed.

      Orn rolled his eyes and pointed at the chest. “There is much of his family’s wealth therein. I believe this is his final strike at Khafre.”

      The slave winked and waved her to the filled container. “You’ll need to carry it; see if you can.”

      She grabbed the handle on either side and lifted the weighty box. Orn went to the tent flap and held it open for her.

      The goodbye tugged at her heart, and her eyes spilled with emotion, but she couldn’t stay any longer. With two strong pulls, she lifted into the air, and carrying the wealth of Egypt, she circled Abu Rawash until she saw the pharaoh’s entourage leave, then she flew east.
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      Phaidra found a willing employer in the Indus valley, and she dwelt outside of a stone temple for Savitr, the golden god of enlightenment. Her responsibilities here were simple; she questioned parishioners of their fidelity before they were allowed to enter the sacred shrine. There was value in being a guardian, she told herself, and she tried to convince herself that she was immensely pleased to have found a purpose for her life. Mankind feared her, but she could use that fear to gain respect. The mortals called her Purusha Mrug, and treated her with deference, but there was no Orn to befriend her, and in the quiet hours of moonlight her heart ached.

      The night sky reminded her of Priska, and Phaidra wondered what her surrogate mother was up to. Years had passed since their paths crossed. Phaidra struggled with guilt and shame every time she visited, knowing she impinged on Priska’s time and freedom. Not that Priska ever said it, but the sad looks the demigod threw when she thought Phaidra wasn’t looking were what eventually had motivated Phaidra to leave. She hated that she caused her mother such anguish, and of all people, Priska didn’t deserve it. Wanting to spare further pain was also what kept Phaidra away, even when she wanted to see Priska so much the emotion caused Phaidra physical discomfort. She refused to be so selfish.

      Several weeks after her arrival in Tamyl, a servant from Djedefre tracked her down. How, she never knew, but one day outside the temple she received a scroll summoning her to Abu Rawash in the name of the pharaoh. She took off before the man finished his plea.

      When she arrived, the first thing she noticed was the top of Djedefre’s pyramid was still unfinished. The area was empty, the workers fled, their tools abandoned in the sand and dirt. As she drew closer, she saw an old man sitting outside the pyramid, chiseling into the stone. Dread filled Phaidra’s chest, swelling up into her throat with a lump that refused to be swallowed. Next to him, lay the familiar figure of her friend. Orn had draped his arm over his eyes, and he mumbled something at the man scoring the rock.

      She landed quietly in the sand and pulled her wings tight. Despite there only being the two men visible in Abu Rawash, Phaidra kept her voice low as she spoke. “It’s late to be working.”

      The man jumped and exclaimed, “Sphinx.”

      Orn sat up with a grunt. His face momentarily lit with relief, and then it dissolved into lines of sadness. “Phaidra,” he said, his voice dry and hoarse, just barely louder than a whisper. “I am glad you are come.” He cleared his throat, but still sounded parched as he wheezed, “But perhaps you shouldn’t have.”

      The old man, the one with the riddles, looked at Orn with horror as he said, “No, it is good. She can free us.”

      Phaidra then noticed the iron shackles pinning the men to the stone. They were prisoners here in the heat. A cruel, tortuous death. What had happened since she left? How had Orn upset the pharaoh? “Did you summon me here?” Unlikely, but if not Orn . . . “Where is Djedefre?”

      Orn’s grief morphed into anger, but he remained sitting in the sand, holding himself up with both hands. He opened his mouth to speak, his chapped lips cracked and caked with dried blood, but no sound came out.

      “Khafre sent the scroll,” the other man said. “We’ve been waiting here for two weeks. We . . . ran out of water today, and I was trying to leave you a message.”

      Phaidra crossed over to Orn. “You’ve been without water for longer than one day. What is happening? Where is Djedefre?”

      “Dead,” Orn said, and he waved his chaffed and burned arm at the pyramid.

      “He was buried weeks ago,” said the stone mason. “Khafre is the pharaoh now, and he wishes you to attend him. He is working on his pyramid in Giza, not even a day’s walk from here.”

      “Khafre?”

      Orn bowed his head and choked out, “He is Pharaoh.”

      Phaidra knew what must’ve happened. She turned to the mason and asked, “Is Khafre a good pharaoh?”

      The man blanched, and Orn shook his head. Finally, the stonecutter said, “It would be wise to listen to Khafre. He is very strong and very powerful.”

      “Yes, I can see that he is.” Phaidra broke the chains binding the men to the pyramid. What kind of person bound men in the heat to deliver a message? They had no control over when or even if she came. Rage filled her. “Shall we go find this Khafre?”

      “Sphinx,” Orn rasped, her name sounded like both a plea and a warning.

      “If you . . . if I may . . .” The other man’s words came out in a jumble.

      Realization dawned, and she cringed at her lack of perception. These men were dying. She scooped her arms around each of their waists and spread her wings. Their skin was caked with dirt and grime, but she pulled them close. Pulling into the air tentatively, she tested her strength and their position. Once she was assured of her ability to carry them both, she set off for the Nile.

      When they’d drunk their fill, Orn collapsed on the muddy bank of the river and wept dry tears. The other man rose and whispered, “I would beg you, tell Khafre you found me dead. Both of us, if you want us to live. If we go to Giza, he will kill us.”

      Orn wiped at the mud on his face, streaking his skin with the dirty moisture. “I would warn you—”

      “Stop!” The old man glanced around as if someone might overhear his next words, “He has men everywhere.”

      Orn shook his head. “Khafre is not . . . like Djedefre. If you go to Giza, you must . . . be careful.”

      The warning was loaded with fear. But she was immortal, so his fear did not deter her. Khafre must’ve murdered Djedefre, and she could not let that go. He deserved revenge for his brother’s betrayal. “My thanks to you for the message, and the warning. You are free to go.”

      She looked back toward the camp and sighed with disappointment.

      “He was jealous,” the old man explained, sitting on the ground as the sun finished its descent. “And while Khafre says that those who want to worship Djedefre are free to, there have been many disappearances and accidents.”

      “Did he kill Djedefre?” But she already knew. She’d seen the evidence of Khafre’s intent while in Abu Rawash.

      “That is a riddle I do not have the answer for, but it would not surprise me.”

      Several minutes of silence passed, as Phaidra tried to accept the pharaoh’s death. Her mind refused to believe that he was gone, and yet . . . She opened her mouth to ask for confirmation, but the man nodded at her before she could get the words out.

      He turned and started downstream with his head down.

      Phaidra ground her teeth in frustration, trying to figure out a way around the torrent of emotion swirling through her mind.

      “You know,” Orn said, his voice pulling her attention back. “Djedefre thought you were a gift from Ra. He knew he was safe if you were around. He made that stonecutter carve a statue of you to sit by his sarcophagus. That’s why Khafre left him here.”

      It took a moment before Phaidra could speak. “Djedefre was a great man.”

      “He was,” Orn replied. He waited a few minutes until the older man was out of earshot. “Khafre is ruthless . . . and cruel. He betrayed Dejedfre. Pushed him from . . . the balcony. And Khafre is expecting you. He will have something . . . you value . . . to hold over you.”

      She shook her head. “You are here, and Dejedefre is dead. There is nothing more.”

      Orn released a shaky breath. “Don’t underestimate him.”

      She scooted back from the muddy bank and waved Orn closer, but he didn’t move. “I will rest here tonight and watch over you.” But Orn just lay on the muddy bank where she had set him. She rationalized his inactivity as fatigue and waited to see if he would come join her. “Where will you go?”

      “I have nowhere to go,” he said as he looked up at the sky. “I am still a slave. I should’ve been buried . . . with my master. It was Khafre’s cruelest strike . . . to deny me my eternal reward.”

      He shivered, as if he were cold, and dread crawled over her. She hadn’t even looked him over before flying him to the river. And it was dark, but . . .

      She returned to her friend, this time pulling him into the river to wash him, and in the moonlight she could see the wounds. Dozens of them, small but deep, and all of them were red, puffy, and clearly contaminated. She had nothing to treat him.

      Phaidra sucked in a breath with a hiss.

      “You see . . . He has still damned me.” Orn relaxed in the water, and his head lolled to the side.

      Panic burst through her as she realized he had lost consciousness, and she yanked him from the water, pulling him up the bank and onto the dry earth. But Orn never regained consciousness, and by morning, he was dead.

      Phaidra screamed her rage at the sky, cursing Apollo and then Khafre. She pulled Orn’s body back to Djedefre’s pyramid. Using the abandoned tools, she dug deep into the earth and buried her friend next to his leader, weeping the entire time.

      Mankind was just like Priska said. There were few who were kind and good, and the brutal preyed on those that were. But this time, Phaidra would exact revenge.

      “You brought him much honor, Orn.” She wept silent tears of anguish, and all the while rage for Khafre built, its pressure mounting as she flew south.
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        * * *

      

      The sun climbed and the temperature with it. The dry air provided no relief as she flew, and the clanking of tools and grinding of stone echoed into the sky far too soon. As she traveled, Phaidra wondered what Khafre could possibly want from her.

      She was spotted while still circling the encampment; shouts from guards drew her attention to the center of the massive camp. There was a pyramid already built and another well on its way.

      Phaidra landed and was greeted by two men carrying spears and shields.

      “Khafre wishes to speak with you, immediately. You will come this way.” The man issuing the invitation, if it could be called such, did not wait for her reply. He walked briskly toward the largest of the stone structures, excepting the pyramids, without so much as a glance toward her.

      His rudeness was the final straw. She sat silently, watching as the man sauntered away. His companion noticed first that she wasn’t following, but Phaidra waited until they had both stopped before she addressed them. “I will come, but at my leisure. I would like to know if there is some place nearby that I can attend to my needs. I would also like to eat.”

      “But he is waiting!” the guard exclaimed. He took a deep breath and then continued in a more controlled tone, “All of your needs will be attended to, but first you must come.”

      The man was bordering an apoplectic fit, which was enough to give her pause. While she hated to give in to an egotistical maniac, she didn’t want anyone else to suffer from his sadism. With a brief nod, she said, “It will be as you say.”

      Both men visibly relaxed, although the one who had spoken immediately puffed out his chest and continued to spout lunacy, “It is a grand thing to be summoned so.” He spoke as he walked but never deigned to look back at her. “Khafre is a great man, the greatest Egypt has ever seen. It is said he is the son of Ra.”

      She remembered Orn telling her the same thing, and the reminder made her stumble and then stop.

      “Come on,” he snapped, returning several paces to wave at her. “You must hurry. It will not do to have you lag so.”
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      Phaidra caught up to the arrogant soldier, but her mind still churned. What would the son of Apollo want with her? She was convinced of his atrocity, his brutal treatment of Orn was enough to make her hate him forever. And the fact that Khafre was a demigod was meaningless to her. Demigods might be immune to the illnesses of mortals, and even the weapons of man allegedly wouldn’t kill them, but Phaidra would find a way to destroy him. Khafre’s life was forfeit the moment he murdered Dejedfre.

      They came to a raised stone structure, much like a pyramid, but the stairs led to two large, heavy wooden doors. By the fifth step, Phaidra lost patience with the mortals, flew to the top, and waited. The stained wood was inlaid with gold accents making the intricate carvings pop. The men arrived, and the one who had been leading huffed as he pushed open one of the doors and said, “In here.”

      The vast hall was lined with pillars of a creature that appeared to have the face of a dog. One wall was lined with windows, almost floor to ceiling, with billowing fabric hung over the openings. At the front of the room, lounging on a throne of carved ebony atop a dais, sat a lithe man wrapped only in a linen cloth, chest bare, head and face shaved, except for an odd black beard only on his chin. In a fluid motion, he sat up and asked, “Who seeks my audience?”

      He was striking and handsome, more so than his brother, and his youthful body was chiseled and golden. His voice was deep and commanding, as if he was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. As she looked closer, Phaidra recognized the gold eyes outlined in black charcoal, a mirror of her own.

      She stepped into the room, her nails clicking on the stone. “It is you who has summoned me.”

      Khafre stood and, rubbing his hands together, stepped down from the dais. “I’m so glad you are here. You can’t imagine how long I have wanted to meet you.”

      His excitement was palpable and disconcerting. After getting over her disbelief, she said, “I can only imagine.”

      He arched an eyebrow as he looked her over. When he got to her, he circled her.

      Her skin crawled, but she would wait and see what he wanted, for he deserved to suffer, too. So she sat on her haunches and waited for him to continue.

      “I have a secret I’m sure you’ll be happy to know. You see, I am the son of Ra.” He laughed, but the sound was cold and calculated. “Actually, it doesn’t seem to be a secret at all.” He reached out and touched her wings.

      She hissed at him and stepped away. Her wings were more sensitive than she cared to tell him.

      If he noticed her retreat, he said nothing of it. Instead, he leaned forward and, with a gleam in his eyes, said, “We can help one another, you and I. Together we could be invincible. Don’t you want to know how?”

      It was just as she suspected. Whatever power he thought she could give him, he was deluding himself. She would never help him. “I’m fairly certain you have nothing I could ever want.”

      He circled her again and then came face to face with her. In a deep whisper, he said, “Oh, but I do.” His voice dropped further, “You see, I know what you are and how you came to be. Furthermore, I can change it.”

      He was insane. “Do you hold the power of a god?”

      “No, but I am Apollo’s son, his own seed.” He stared into her eyes, holding her captive with his words. “You and I could break the curse.”

      She let out a derisive snort.

      “If we become one, if we wed and mate, it would fulfill the requirements, and the curse would be broken.”

      “Are you quite certain?” The words spoke only of being with Apollo, hadn’t it? Perhaps she should’ve spent more time reading that book Priska had given her. “I seem to recall it had to be Apollo who I married.”

      As if a god would marry. Everything she knew of the gods bespoke their selfishness. She was living proof of it. And Priska’s mother had to hide that she had a daughter. Not to mention how Hera had abandoned her own daughter, Phoibe.

      Khafre smiled and raised his eyebrows. “I am certain. I consulted the oracle, Myrrina. Apollo’s oracle.” A cruel light glinted in his eyes. “Our seed would be immeasurably powerful. Even the gods of Olympus would be powerless to stop us.”

      Phaidra shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      His eyes flashed fire, and he grabbed her arm, squeezing hard enough to bruise. “You are wrong. It has been prophesied. With us by his side, our son would rule Olympus. Together, there is little we would not conquer.”

      Nothing he said was even appealing. His words and promises were nothing more than the raving of a megalomaniac.

      Then he leaned over and stared into her eyes. “We would even defeat Apollo, and you would be free.”

      Defeat Apollo? The first spark of wanting was lit by his words. Break the curse and be free? That part of his vision was more than a passing desire. Ever since the children threw rocks at her and screamed monster, she’d wanted to belong. And he was offering her more than that.

      She looked at the crazed lunatic. He was handsome but cruel. Could she really wed him? Lie with him? Bear his children? The thought was repulsive, but if it could end her curse . . . “I would know more.”

      “I first heard of you from my father, a tale to demonstrate his great power. In truth, I thought very little of the story. But when my brother sent word of the Sphinx protecting his camp, imagine my surprise. Wati told me of your strength and bravery. Djedefre told me of your beauty. It was then I consulted the oracle and learned of our destiny together. I tried several times to get you to come to me, but”— he shook his finger and grinned—“you have a brutal side to you.”

      She could hardly believe he was complimenting her, flirting with her. Her stomach turned. “No more than you.”

      He smiled like she’d paid him a compliment. “I’d almost given up on getting you to come to me. But then I had a stroke of genius . . . .”

      Disgust filled her, and she snapped, “You killed Djedefre.”

      He shrugged. As if killing his brother were an unimportant detail in his nefarious plan. “I was able to ascend the throne earlier, but that was not the appeal. It’s you I’ve been after the whole time. You were loyal to him, but not enough that he would’ve provided any enticement, I think. But Wati said you were quite fond of the slave.”

      “And if I refuse? You already killed him.” Disgust and abhorrence warred within her, and her stomach roiled. She looked around, trying to locate a way to escape. The old man’s warning was astute and yet insufficient to the abomination before her.

      He extended his hands, palms up, a gesture of surrender, but there was no feeling of defeat. “What am I to do? I cannot force your hand to do my bidding, only try and persuade you.”

      She waited, knowing there was more. Khafre had nothing left to hold over her, but his confidence was unnerving. And that’s what brought the fear.

      “You would leave me no other option, Sphinx. For I will be the greatest. I will rule. And to do it, you must be at my side.”

      She had no desire to play games. “What more could you do?”

      He pulled two golden blades from his waistline. “I have my father’s weapons. I could end your life.”

      She laughed at him derisively. “You think that is a threat? You’ve already taken the only friend I ever had.”

      He stepped back from her and sheathed the blades, and the gesture increased the tension in the air instead of lessening it. He tilted his head and asked, “Are you certain of that?”

      “I am tired of circles, Pharaoh. If you are threatening me, spit it out. Otherwise, I’m ready to take my leave. Your offer is not—”

      Two men half carried, half dragged, a captive into the chamber. Her long hair was matted and caked in dirt and grime, as were her clothes. Her long chiton was torn, and she smelled of waste.

      “You may want to reconsider my offer, Phaidra.” He said her name with contempt.

      She should recognize the figure, but her mind screamed it was impossible. Impossible, but . . . One of the men grabbed the long hair and yanked the woman’s face into view.

      “Priska?” Phaidra’s heart stopped. The world stopped. How could this even be? How would he know Priska even existed except . . . Gods. Horror, fear, and loathing pushed their way into depths of emotion Phaidra had never known could exist. She stared at her surrogate mother, willing it to be a trick, and in shock, Phaidra remained motionless.

      “Do you really think I would invite you here if I did not have the power to compel you? Do you think I would let anything stand in my way? I have spent my entire life climbing to the top, and I will reach it.”

      Phaidra’s breath caught, and she watched in horror as the guard released Priska’s head and it lolled to the side. Anguish tore through Phaidra, at the cruelty Priska must’ve endured, and all because of her and the twisted demigod of Apollo. Unconsciously, Phaidra stepped forward, wanting to do something, but guards immediately blocked her path. She forced her attention away from Priska and to the abhorrent son of Apollo, and asked, “What do you want?”

      Khafre held his arms out. “I have named my terms. Once Apollo recognizes our union, you will become human. And after you bear me a son, you will be free to go live your life however you desire. Until then, you must be my wife. Your nursemaid will stay to insure your cooperation.”

      She studied him, trying to discern whether or not he knew who Priska was? But would it even matter? Artemis obviously didn’t care enough to save her daughter. But Priska was the only mother Phaidra had known, even if she wasn’t kin. Priska had been kind, patient, and selfless, even though Phaidra was a monster. Phaidra’s life meant nothing if it required any further sacrifice from Priska.

      “I will agree to your terms. You may set her free.”

      “No. She can go free after you bear me a son, not before. If I think you are trying to betray me, I will torture her. If I think you are plotting to escape, I will beat her. If you refuse to do my bidding, she will pay. Do we understand one another?”

      Heavy despair settled deep in Phaidra’s core. She swallowed back the emotion trying to escape, determined not to show weakness to her captor. Straightening to her full height, she glared through unshed tears and snapped, “Perfectly.”
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      The stars were out, the moon a waning sliver. Phaidra had requested to see Priska, and the delivered answer was an emphatic no. But Phaidra refused to let Khafre have any more power. She would not allow him to control everything.

      The large building had several rooms, and Phaidra pushed past her guards and descended the stairs, assuming the dungeon would be on one of the lower levels. When she arrived, she was only slightly surprised to see Khafre sitting outside Priska’s door.

      “You were supposed to stay in your room,” he said, standing. “I’m quite certain I gave instructions for you to remain there.”

      She spied golden daggers at his hip, the hilt of each a half sun. “I wanted to speak with Priska.”

      Her confidence sounded much stronger in her head than in her voice. The immortal weapons of Apollo had the power to end the lives of demigods and monsters, or so Priska had told her.

      “Yes. I was made aware, so I made myself available to chaperone.” He stood to the side and pushed open the metal grate that served as a door. “You may go in.”

      Granting her permission, he stole her act of defiance, and she hated him more. But she bit her tongue and ran through the door, skidding to a halt as the smell assaulted her. The small cell was dark, the stench of human waste pronounced. Priska huddled in the far corner, out of reach from the outside of the locked-room. Sand covered the stone floor in patches, but otherwise the space was empty. Pushing aside her disgust and anger, Phaidra went to her only living friend.

      “Priska?” she whispered, gently shaking the cowering woman.

      “There is no need to whisper, Phaidra. Demigods have superior hearing, so I won’t miss a thing you say.” He chuckled darkly. “I could hear you beating your wings even before you landed at my encampment.”

      She ignored him. “Priska, please, look at me.” They’d never talked about this type of terrible what if; in truth, this situation had never even struck Phaidra as a possibility, and now she was desperately trying to formulate a plan, something Priska would be able to understand, something so they could get away.

      Priska raised her head, dirt streaked her face, and there was the yellow and blue of a fading bruise across her cheek; her left eye was swollen shut. Her lips were chapped and split, and not even a moment later, her head fell forward as if it were too heavy for her to keep upright.

      “Priska,” Phaidra wailed, her heart breaking. She released her emotion in a torrent of tears, sobbing as the slim figure of the only mother she’d ever known sagged against her chest.

      In a hoarse voice that spoke volumes about the abuse she’d endured, Priska whispered, “Water.”

      Phaidra’s pride melted away, and she begged. “Khafre, please. Please, will you get her some water? I’ll do anything, please?”

      A sad sense of victory filled her when he stood and silently walked away.

      As soon as Khafre was out of sight, Priska’s eyes opened, and she motioned to Phaidra to draw nearer. Pulling Phaidra close, until the demigod’s lips were against Phaidra’s ear, Priksa whispered, “You must fly. Do not trust him.”

      Priska slumped in Phaidra’s arms just as Khafre’s footsteps announced his return. He held a large vase. “Here you are, hag.”

      He threw the contents of the container into the cell, splashing both women with the water. He then set the remainder just outside the door. “Visiting hours are over, Phaidra. You’ve seen that she is well. Go to your rooms. We will wed in two days.”

      Phaidra stood, her mind spinning. It was with calculated effort that she moved past Khafre without attacking him, and her one act of defiance was to move the bucket of water into Priska’s cell, staring down the son of Apollo the entire time.

      Phaidra returned to her rooms. Similar to the inside of Djedefre’s tent, there were pillows of luxurious fabrics scattered about and a raised bed with soft linen bedding. The one window was strategically small, impossible to escape from, even for her. The only way in or out was through the door where four men now stood guard. Not that she couldn’t kill them and escape, but she had to save Priska.

      So Phaidra bided her time.
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        * * *

      

      The knock came early, the sun just streaking the sky with pink. Phaidra lay on her bed, staring out the window wishing for freedom.

      “One hour,” Khafre said as he rattled the door.

      Phaidra glanced around the room. The hour warning was wasted on her. She’d bathed after visiting Priska, and there was no need to dress for a ritual Phaidra was participating in against her will. So she let her gaze return to the window and the sunrise while she waited for the hour to pass.

      Four guards escorted her to the throne room atop the monstrous building. It took Phaidra only seconds to assess the situation once they arrived. Priska was there, a guard flanking each side, and a third at her back holding a spear. In front of them was a man painted in henna, perhaps the religious leader that would perform the marriage rites.

      Khafre wore an elaborate tunic woven with gilded accents and a heavy golden headdress. His eyes were lined in black cosmetics, his beard trimmed so it was just at his chin. Apollo’s daggers hung at his waist.

      “Phaidra, you look ravishing,” he said as he started across the floor to meet her.

      Her skin crawled, like he was touching her with his gaze, and she felt dirty from his attention. Holding out her hand to stop him, she responded, “Khafre.”

      When she stood by his side, he smiled at her and through his teeth whispered so that only she, and possibly Priska, could hear, “If you ever betray me, I will hunt you until the end of my days. I’ll hire every able man, and I will destroy you and everyone you love. So whatever you think you’re going to do needs to stop now.”

      She said nothing. His threat only solidified her need to escape. She would rather die than let him touch her.

      Together, they walked up to the priest who would bind them.

      Phaidra needed to be closer. Closer. How would she ever be able to get Priska—?

      In a sudden, shocking, blur of activity, Priska took the spear from the man beside her and impaled the man behind her, snatching his spear from his hand as he gasped and tried to pull the weapon from his abdomen. The two men on either side reacted, but she was faster. She spun with the spear in hand, the weapon grazing the man on her right, and she stepped forward, advancing on him as the other man drew his sword.

      Priska didn’t stop.

      Her deftness shocked Phaidra, but Khafre’s grip on her arm brought her back to reality. She yanked away from him, even as he cursed her.

      The pharaoh drew his golden blades and threw one at Priska as she ran toward the windows.

      The seconds seemed to elongate as realization hit Phaidra. She knew then what Priska would do. What Priska had been trying to tell her.

      Phaidra backed away from Khafre, trying to gauge the distance and the time it would take her to get there.

      He held up the remaining golden dagger and said, “Don’t make me kill you.”

      But his threat held no weight. She would rather die than be with him anyway.

      Priska dodged the dagger, and it sailed past her, bouncing off the stone wall and rattled as it fell to the floor.

      And then Phaidra watched as Priska threw herself from the window.

      Phaidra spread her wings and leapt. Khafre released the second dagger, and almost as if it were moving through honey, she watched the spin of the knife. Something about the golden weapon called to her, and she reached for it and caught the blade mid-air. For a split-second, she was tempted to throw the knife back at the insane son of Apollo, but there was not a second to spare.

      With two beats of her wings, she cleared the room and dove from the window. Her heart pounded as she dropped, and she hoped to beat Priska’s fall to the ground.

      Phaidra crashed into her mentor, pulling up just before the older woman hit the stone courtyard. Priska cried out and then sagged in Phaidra’s arms.

      Relief washed over Phaidra as she flew. They did it. They escaped.

      “I’m not done with you,” Khafre screamed from above.

      The echo of his words rang in her head. She still wasn’t free, and she certainly wasn’t safe.

      Not yet.
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      Only the toughest trees broke through the black stone surrounding the city of Thebes. The air smelled of piney rosemary and lemongrass, and the breeze increased as Phaidra flew up the mountain pass to the city’s single point of entry. Today was her first day of sentry duty, and her chest was tight and her palms sweaty with trepidation. This needed to work out. She needed to keep Priska safe. Phaidra owed her.

      Phaidra blinked away the image of Orn splashing into the Nile and forced her thoughts away from Djedefre’s sarcophagus. She pushed away the bitterness sliding through her heart; she would not let Khafre’s manipulation rule her emotions. Certainly here in Thebes they would be safe.

      Phaidra continued her study of the terrain as she flew, but her mind continued to race over the events of the last few days. Phaidra and Priska arrived in Thebes, and while Phaidra’s first priority was to track down those responsible for security in the isolated town, she’d been a little jealous as she watched Priska effortlessly melt into the community as she found people she could help with her abundant skills. But Priska had sacrificed years for Phaidra, so the sphinx cornered every man wearing a burnished chest plate until, after several hours of being redirected, she found her way to the sovereign’s residence.

      Phaidra was directed to wait outside the opulent mansion after the servant agreed to take her message to Lykaios, the leader of Thebes. She looked in through the open door at the polished stone floor covered with golden lion hides, some with their heads still attached, mouths opened as if their life had ended mid-roar. She waited and waited, watching as servants passed, frustration climbing.

      The shuffle of feet interrupted her festering rage, but the oily man who passed the open door didn’t even stop to greet her. Dressed in purple robes, the man passed through the foyer, flinching only momentarily when their eyes met. But he hurried on, too busy to address the monster at the door. A few minutes later, the servant who had opened the door returned, carrying a scroll of parchment sealed with red wax.

      Extending the scroll with a trembling hand, the man kept his gaze averted as he said, “If you take this to the commander at the barracks on the east side of Thebes, he will know what to do.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he closed the door.

      But it didn’t matter. She had what she needed, and ten minutes after arriving at the military garrison, she was sparring with the general. He called a halt three minutes into the impromptu match, and Phaidra was assigned into the rotation of sentry duty.

      Thebes, the general had explained, was currently in a dispute with Athens regarding land expansion. Guarding the gate was Lykaios’s top priority to insure the safety of his people and prevent Athenians from moving north. The Cithaeron mountains limited passage into the city, which made sentry duty an uncomplicated assignment.

      Uncomplicated. It sounded too good to be true.

      A gust of warm air lifted her, and Phaidra pulled her wings closer and angled for descent. Two men sat on the rocky hillside, one with an earthenware bottle between his legs; the other had a spear at his feet while he sharpened a small dagger, the metal grinding against the stone resulting in a grating cacophony in the peaceful air.

      Phaidra steeled herself, anticipating bigotry and hate as she landed.

      “Bloody Hades,” the first man yelled, dropping his bottle to the ground as he stood. “Declan, do you see that?”

      He pointed as he spoke, words slurred with drink, and then rubbed his blood-shot eyes before returning his attention to her. Sucking air between the gap in his teeth, he raked Phaidra over with his gaze. Leering suggestively, he continued in his inebriated ramblings. “It’s like you have honey poured on and fur stuck on top.”

      The other man, Declan, rolled his eyes and sheathed his weapon. In a fluid movement that spoke of his sobriety, he stood, spear in hand. Despite his hand trembling, his voice was firm when he spoke. “Who are you? What business do you have here in Thebes?”

      Both men were young, probably just out of training, like those she’d seen yesterday in the soldiers’ barracks. Fixing the drunk man with a steely glare, she snapped, “Don’t be disgusting.”

      Both men blanched, but the man she’d insulted sputtered an incoherent response.

      Declan shook his head but kept his gaze fixed on her as he advanced. “Uh, no, I don’t think Midin meant—”

      “Hey, hey,” Midin slurred as he pushed Declan out of the way. The drunk soldier scratched at his armpit as he swaggered to her. “You know, I’m sure the next sentries won’t mind none if you’re here, but why not come home with me?”

      Glancing at Declan, Midin waggled his eyebrows. “I’ve never seen nothin’ like her.”

      The disgusting man never saw her wrath coming. Phaidra struck him, the heel of her hand hitting him square in the chest, just like Orn had taught her.

      Midin flew backward, skidding across the dark rock before landing several feet away in a heap. His eyes were open, frozen in shock, and then they rolled into the back of his head as he fell unconscious.

      Declan looked at her, speechless.

      “I am the next sentry,” she said, fixing Declan with her golden eyes. She had a flitting feeling akin to guilt rumble up through her gut, but the feeling disappeared as soon as she glanced at Midin’s body. She just wanted them gone. “Please take your friend with you, or I might consider him a trespassing threat.”

      She turned her back on the two men and stared up at the sky, pretending she couldn’t hear as Declan dragged the other man down the path.

      Because Thebes was at war, the city’s officials had created a system to allow those of privilege access anytime, but otherwise the city gates were closed at night. Regardless, Phaidra circled the city and into the surrounding mountain range at first every four hours, and then every eight, regardless of sentry assignment. Her anxiety about Khafre was still sharp and fresh; the festering scab of fear had been effectively ripped off, and the deep wound of her failure to protect Priska made her increasingly apprehensive. Her concern drove her to look for possible entries besides the one that was guarded. She flew through the scraggly hills, noting the sheer cliffs and dangerous paths long-since overgrown that led to abandoned caves. Perhaps there had been other entrances to Thebes at one point.

      But not anymore. Only a fool would attempt the treacherous terrain. A fool or a madman. And so, Phaidra continued her surveillance, believing only in the safety her own eyes confirmed.

      A few days after her arrival, Phaidra returned to the military compound to discover the commander, who’d given her the post, gone. No one knew where, and the new commander, a fat pompous man named Dram, put a halt to their discussion and declared the man a traitor. Phaidra wasn’t particularly fond of the other man; she’d hardly known him. However, he’d been quick to recognize her skill, and there was something about that which had endeared him to her.

      Dram reminded Phaidra of the leering soldier she’d met on her first day, Midin. They both were over-nourished, pockmarked slobs. Phaidra would’ve waged all the wealth Djedefre had given her that Dram was also a drunk. But Dram left her alone, so Phaidra was determined to give him the same courtesy.

      After what happened with Midin, the rest of the men refused to work with her, and the new commander quickly acquiesced to his men. Not that Phaidra minded being alone, she’d always been alone when she worked as a protector at the temples. But the temples had been inside the city’s walls, and there had been people about. Being alone on the hilltop was far more . . . lonely. And the time inside her own head, with her memories, continued to eat at her soul.

      Phaidra knew she was ugly and despised, but she would not be useless. So regardless of what the townspeople thought, or what the soldiers said behind her back, Phaidra returned again and again to the hilltop to watch over the city of Thebes and, most importantly, Priska.

      The cool morning air tickled as it brushed against Phaidra’s wings and fur. Her muscles were cold and stiff from sitting so long on the ground. As soon as her replacement came, she’d circle the city before settling down at Priska’s house, hopefully for a long nap by the fire. Day-dreaming of warmth, while waiting for the next sentries to arrive, Phaidra closed her eyes.

      Heavy footsteps coming toward the gate roused her from the twilight of sleep. She cracked her eye, but the misty morning air was still devoid of visible life. Phaidra could hear by the shuffling of feet, there was only one man, and while his footfall told of his height and weight, his stench revealed a preference for ale and either his dedication to physical labor or slovenly hygiene. His attempt at stealth indicated some training, but only a fool would attack a monster while drunk. This was not Khafre; he would not be so stupid. And a single drunk man was not a significant threat.

      She closed her eyes, and with muscles taught, she waited.
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      The dry grasses crunched under the weight of the man stalking her. When he was only a few feet away, Phaidra leapt from the ground and pushed him down, pinning him to the rocky path. Her hands instinctively went to his throat, and squeezing the man’s neck, she asked, “What do you want?”

      Midin, the disgusting soldier, glared up at her, filling her with loathing. Phaidra tightened her grip and screamed the question a second time.

      Midin’s only response was to flail and buck against her weight. He clawed at her hands, trying to pry apart her fingers.

      Almost too late, she realized he couldn’t breathe.

      Releasing her hold on his neck, she scooted back while he struggled to be upright. She wanted to get away, far away, but instinct told her to keep him pinned, and she held his feet fast at the ankles, keeping him on the ground.

      As his breathing slowed, he sat up, hatred twisting his strong features. He coughed and rubbed his neck, but the only words he spoke were curses, hurled with vitriol.

      Warning signals rang in her head. Had he come back because of shame? Was he bent on revenge? Something in his slovenly manner made the concept difficult to believe. Her fear, her ugly fear, insisted there was more. Could he be a spy for Khafre? Squeezing his ankles until his eyes bulged, she again demanded, “What do you want?”

      “What kind of monster are you?” he gasped.

      His ignorance brought immediate relief. He was a fool. A stupid, oblivious fool, cowered into debility. Definitely not from Khafre.

      “I am the Sphinx.” She relaxed her guard, releasing his legs, and asked, “What do you want of me?”

      With a growl, he lunged. The blade in his hand was pointed at her heart as he snarled incoherently.

      Shocked, she was not quick enough to avoid the blow. Phaidra had no time to berate herself; that would come later. She dodged to the side, and the knife struck her left haunch, her attacker yanking the blade from her muscle as he spun away. The unexpected assault was compounded by searing pain, and her simmering rage boiled over.

      Phaidra stalked Midin, leaping into the air to close the distance. He darted left, and she spun, striking him with a forceful backhand that sent him flying into the dark rock behind him. Before he could recover, she surged forward, delivering crippling blows one right after the other. Time ceased to exist as she pounded out her frustration and wrath on her attacker. When the man’s broken body lay in a twisted heap at her feet, she picked him up by his neck and squeezed until she felt his larynx crack.

      She dropped the husk of his body and turned to assess her own wound. The blood was already clotted, the skin beneath her golden fur sealed with only an angry red line.

      The sun broke over the mountains, bathing the hilltop in golden light. Birds chirped and trilled, and the air warmed. Phaidra’s adrenaline waned, and she stared at the body of the man she’d just killed. His blood splattered the dark rock and the trampled, brown grass.

      A hollowness spread from her chest, sucking away her heart and leaving a heavy hole. Her mind replayed the events, his attack and her returning violence. Could she have stopped? Should she have?

      Minutes ticked by, and the next sentries approached, their voices carrying up the pass, light and carefree as they discussed a festival worshipping Dionysus. Disgusted with their lewd conversation and her own depravity, Phaidra launched into the air without explanation. Certainly the bloody knife, still held in the would-be assassin’s hand, and his broken body were sufficient evidence of their interaction.

      However she tried to rationalize her actions, as she flew into the pale morning sky, Phaidra questioned herself. Perhaps the man had valued his honor enough to fight for it. Or had there been more? The attack had been with deadly intent on his part, she was certain. But there was no way to ascertain the truth from him now. Instinct deep within told her the man was not acting alone. Which meant she had an enemy. Another one.

      She wanted to fly straight to Priska’s cottage, but Phaidra wasn’t sure she wanted to answer questions from her surrogate mother. Phaidra wasn’t even sure Priska had answers. The confidence Phaidra once had for the demigod seeped away as the older woman continued to wake up screaming from nightmares she refused to discuss. Phaidra hated seeing the strong woman devolve into an apprehensive and irritable person, at least when they were together.

      Instead, like a coward, Phaidra went to the barracks. Using the facilities there, she washed the blood from her fur, wishing it was as easy to wash away her guilt and confusion.

      By the time she was clean, she was certain reporting Midin’s death would be better, rather than waiting for the sentries to do it. Phaidra reported to Dram about Midin’s attack in a flat voice. She explained the barest of details, staring at the rough wooden wall above the commander’s head. When she was done detailing the events, she risked a glance at Dram.

      The commander’s eyes narrowed as she met his gaze. His pockmarked cheeks reddened, and he swore under his breath. His nostrils flared. His gaze flitted about the stark room, resting on her only briefly before darting away again. The entire time he chewed the inside of his lip. The silence grew awkward, and Phaidra stared at the door and wished for escape. Just as she opened her mouth to request permission to leave, Dram waved her away, barking, “Dismissed.”

      Relieved to be gone, Phaidra took off as soon as she’d cleared the barracks. She landed outside the door of Priska’s cottage. The small four room dwelling was nestled on the outskirts of town, the property backing into the rocky mountain range. Gray smoke climbed into the sky, indicating the resident was awake and working.

      Weariness wrapped its way around Phaidra, pulling her into a tight embrace. With a heavy heart, she opened the door. Priska glanced up from her kneading, offering only a wan smile before turning her attention back to her dough. A mixture of hurt and relief flooded Phaidra, and without further interaction, she curled up by the fire. Eventually, sleep came, but there was no peace. Priska remained silent and aloof, and when Phaidra left on surveillance flights, escaping the house was a relief.

      When Phaidra arrived at the gate two days later, she found the post unoccupied. Her routine surveillance flights had been unfruitful, but she was still unsettled by the vacancy. The dead man’s body was gone; only a dark patch on the ground spoke of their struggle, but Phaidra had no way of knowing when the sentries had abandoned their post. At least not until she was able to question the commander.

      There was something afoot, and knowing it, but being impotent, was maddening. Frustration boiled in her veins, but releasing her rage onto beautiful mother Gaia would be akin to blasphemy, and Phaidra knew not who or where to lay blame. Clenching and unclenching her hands, and with her heart pounding, Phaidra waited to question those arriving in Thebes.

      Over the weeks as sentry, many of the regular travelers had become familiar. But Phaidra refused to become negligent, regardless of how easily she recognized them. She remembered that it was Djedefre’s first who’d betrayed him, so trust was something she hesitated to relinquish. Instead, she questioned everyone, verifying city of origin, destination, purpose of visit, wares for sale, and even examined anything that smelled unfamiliar or seemed inconsistent. She’d found a fair number of smugglers, but after discovering Dram would much rather turn a blind eye in exchange for a generous bribe, she merely deposited smugglers at the barracks. Besides, after Midin’s death, Dram refused to see her.

      Over time, Phaidra learned to rely heavily on her instinct and sense of smell. She found fear clung to its owner with the rancor of vomit. Anger and aggression rolled in the air with the spicy scent of clove mixed with the stench of sweat. Different than her time guarding in the East, in Thebes Phaidra became familiar with the reek of thieves, the sickly sweet smell of liars, and the rare freshness of kindness. She didn’t concern herself with what left Thebes, only the potential harm coming in the gates.

      Priska kept herself busy with the townsfolk. She helped heal the sick, deliver babies, and found other jobs weaving, grinding, and gods only knew what else, but when she was around the house, she was always busy. The demigod’s anxious energy held the pungent odor of fear, but when Phaidra asked, Priska denied it. They were growing apart, but Phaidra had no idea how to fix their relationship. Eventually, Phaidra’s life fell into abysmal monotony.

      Gaurding Thebes was nothing like working for Djedefre. Here the soldiers didn’t even pretend loyalty to Lykaios. Far too often, Phaidra would return to the gate to find the previous sentry gone, cut out early, and the post left vacant. When Phaidra reported it, always to an underling, those in charge allegedly shrugged, complacent in their own security. Seeking an audience with Lykaios had proven fruitless. He’d sent his servant back with a refusal to see her.

      But the lack of reliability of the military wasn’t all that made Thebes so much worse than Abu Rawash. Here, there was no Orn, no one who even pretended they wanted her company. While Orn may or may not have been obligated to associate with Phaidra, she’d enjoyed his company and teachings. She missed her friend fiercely.

      Phaidra tried to tell herself what happened here didn’t matter. That the corruption in Thebes was not her business. She didn’t know these people, and she didn’t care to. At least the first lie was easier to swallow than the second.
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      The moon hung heavy in a blanket of darkness, and Phaidra wrestled with sleep, trying to convince her mind and body to relax. The wind blew, and the clean scent of rosemary and pine was suddenly scarred with the stench of unwashed bodies.

      The elusive dream of sleep immediately fled, and she scanned the surrounding rocky terrain, searching for what she knew was to come. Unable to locate the men, she pushed off the ground and into the air. She circled the area, gradually expanding her surveillance until she spotted them. Five men, coming from the south, their uniform dress distinctly different from anything she’d seen in Thebes. The men spoke in hushed Greek, their accent different than Thebans, and while she didn’t know from whence they came, she was certain that only foes crept in the dark.

      She watched from above as they approached the gate, their trained stealth much better than the men she occasionally trained with. Only the scent of the men’s travel-weary bodies gave them away. Just as they reached the gate, Phaidra landed, heart pounding in a rhythm of excitement and fear. Tucking her wings close to her body, she said, “Good eve, sires. The gate to Thebes opens at first light.”

      The men stood, eyes wide and mouths agape, speechless as they stared at her.

      Phaidra smelled their seething hatred, the coppery scent of murder, and the rotten stench of curdled loathing. But the men stood so close to each other that she was unable to distinguish who, or how many, the smells emanated from. She scanned the group, assessing for fear, indecision, dedication, devotion, or zeal.

      “I do not wish to fight you,” she said, stepping toward them.

      The two men in front pulled short swords from sheaths at their belts. Despite the darkness, she could see the gleam in their eyes, anticipation for an easy kill.

      “Before you attack me,” she said, putting her hands out in front of her, “which I assume you’ve already plotted, let me warn you: in your attempt to cross me, I will kill you.” She paused, meeting the gaze of each of the would-be attackers. Then she had an idea. Amused by her cleverness, Phaidra smiled and said, “Unless you wish to discuss the puzzle you present.”

      She’d been toying with the word puzzles, a small distraction from her otherwise morbid thoughts, but in this case she needed to know why the men were here. Who were they working for? The fact that they had been surprised by her meant they were not from Khafre, and their uniforms and Greek language led her to believe they were from Athens. But there was something of this war that made no sense to her.

      “What?” The scruffy man in front frowned, his sword dipping as he glanced behind him.

      Only five men. Who were they here to assassinate?

      His gaze returned to her, and he repeated, “What?”

      She couldn’t stand stupidity, and her frustration with the situation shortened her temper. “Fork-tongued fools. Whomever sent you on this suicide mission—”

      The man’s eyes blazed with indignation, and charging forward, he yelled, “Kill her!”

      The men in front rushed.

      Phaidra drew the golden dagger of Khafre’s, and with practiced accuracy, tossed the blade into the chest of the man in front.

      He dropped to his knees, the golden hilt protruding from the deep wound. His sword slid from his hands, and he scrabbled to pull the weapon out, eyes wide and mouth gaping.

      Phaidra pressed forward, scooping up the man’s discarded sword, and swung just in time to deflect the next man’s blow. She parried, blocking each thrust easily, and the other three warriors held back, allowing plenty of room to fight.

      Within minutes, a sheen covered the man’s swarthy skin, but he continued to hack and strike at her.

      The fight was no more challenging than playing with the soldiers on her time off, and she yawned, taunting her attacker.

      The man attacked with renewed force, cursing and grunting. He could never win, and the other men had to know it. Yet, they stayed away from the fray, not even trying to scoot past into the city.

      Which meant they were here for her. Perhaps they were hoping he would tire her, dulling her ability to fight the next man. Why else would they be holding back? Nothing else made sense with her split attention, so Phaidra deflected her attacker’s next strike and then beheaded him. With blood splattering her golden fur, she stared down the other men. “If you surrender now, I’ll take you to the commander alive.”

      One of the men, distinguished by a circlet of leaves stamped on his breastplate, snarled, “Either with my shield, or on it.”

      He gnashed his teeth and huffed several breaths, as if working himself up. His gaze darted to the two remaining men, and leading the charge against her, he shouted, “For Corinth!”

      Corinth? Why was Corinth attacking Thebes? She had no time to ponder any further as the men closed the distance. Phaidra swung her sword with precision, no desire to draw out the inevitable. She hacked and severed, and within minutes, the leader and one other body lay on the ground, their gore seeping into the dirt.

      One man still hung back. He’d inched forward when the other’s had surged, but he hadn’t lifted his weapon against her. She faced him, pointing his compatriot’s sword at his chest, and he stepped away as if he would flee.

      “If you flee, I’ll give chase, and you will die. But you’ve not attacked me, so I’ll give you one chance, man from Corinth. If you answer my questions, I’ll not kill you.”

      The man swallowed and dropped his sword.

      She took that as agreement and asked, “Why are you here?”

      The man was grubby, his dark hair matted with grime from prolonged travel through the mountains. His clothing was dirty, filthy really, and as Phaidra closed the gap, she could see it was ill-fitting.

      “Abaddon,” he said, indicating the deceased leader. “He knew of Thebes’s war with Athens. He convinced the Cypselid of Corinth to send him here to kill the ruler of Thebes. Abaddon would’ve ruled Thebes and then aligned Thebes and Corinth against Athens.”

      It was a preposterous plan in its simplicity, which made it either very smart or very stupid. “Why so few men?”

      “We were picked for our skill and stealth,” he answered. But as he spoke, his eyes shifted to the right.

      Phaidra snorted with disgust. Skill? Hardly. But they had been stealthy. She hadn’t picked up on them during her surveillance flights, which meant they’d been able to approach the city undetected. She stepped closer and asked, “Are there any more?”

      He shifted on his feet, inching away from her. “No.”

      Phaidra took a deep breath. The man smelled of dirt and sweat, too much time on the road without an opportunity to bathe, and the stench was overpowering. Cringing, she took another breath, and then she caught it, the over-ripe sweetness of lies, the sour smell of fear.

      The man began to sweat, his odor became more pungent, and his eyes shifted with the unease of deception.

      She moved toward him until there were only inches separating them and whispered, “You’re lying.”

      His dilated eyes widened even further, and his body shook.  His teeth started to chatter, and the noise he made was an unintelligible blubbering.

      She wouldn’t get any additional information from him, not like he was. She wanted to kill him, but he was the only option for understanding who sent the men and why. And she’d made an oath. His death wasn’t her decision to make, especially because he posed no threat to her.

      Phaidra leapt into the air and hit him on the head with the butt of the sword.

      He slid to the ground, his head smacking against a rock as he fell unconscious.

      What she should do is take the man to her commander. Those had been her orders. But after watching her prisoners go free over and over again, she was hesitant to trust that anything more would come of this man. Instead, Phaidra picked him up and flew to the palatial house of the ruler of Thebes. Did they call Lykaios a king?

      As she raised her hand to knock on the ornate door, she withdrew her blood-splattered hand. She glanced down at the gore drying on her golden fur. She smelled of violence and death, and probably looked even worse. She wanted so much for Lykaios to listen to her, to pay attention to what she said, because something wasn’t right with the story the man had told, which meant the city was in jeopardy. And yes, she could move with Priska and find somewhere else, but Priska was happy here, and was it wrong that Phaidra didn’t really want to move again? So, she dropped the man outside the front entrance and then flew to Priska’s to clean up.

      Smoke threaded up from the chimney of Priska’s small stone house, and the yeasty smell of bread hit Phaidra as she opened the door. The room was warm, the fire driving away the remaining chill of night. Priska sat in front of the fire, pumping the pedal of a spinning wheel while feeding it small twists of animal fleece to make yarn.

      The wheel stopped as Priska gasped. Scooting back from the wheel, she ran toward Phaidra, exclaiming, “What happened?”

      “It’s not mine,” Phaidra said, holding out her hands to stop Priska. No need for her to get sticky with the blood. “I’ll go clean up and be right back.”

      Priska followed after. “You walked in, so I gathered it wasn’t yours, or at least not all of it. I think a wound that big could be fatal. Maybe.” She mumbled about Apollo’s curse and the unknown before continuing. “Were you on duty? Was there an accident in the training yard? Do we need to leave? What happened?”

      Phaidra stopped with a sigh, faced Priska, and gave a condensed version of the hostilities, noticing that the tension left Priska’s body as soon as Phaidra confirmed the attack hadn’t come from Khafre. Priska watched as Phaidra splashed water on her fur, trying to rinse the matted maroon from her fur, but after the first bucket was empty, her golden coat was still disgusting. Grabbing the pail, she went out the door to the well.

      Priska stood with pursed lips as Phaidra dumped bucket after bucket over her fur, skin, and hair. After several minutes of hauling water up, Phaidra turned away from the wounded look Priska wore. The last thing Phaidra wanted was to add guilt to the burden she carried. She heard the older woman walk off, and tears pricked at the Sphinx’s eyes. She dumped the next pailful over her head, pretending that all the moisture on her face was from the well.

      Eventually, the water ran clear. When Phaidra turned to go inside, she was surprised to see Priska there with a blanket waiting. “I’m sorry you have to do this.”

      Phaidra shrugged as she swallowed the lump in her throat. “It’s my job.”

      “I know. I’m still sorry.” Priksa hugged her after wrapping her in the blanket. “You know how I feel—”

      “Yes.” Phaidra’s flash of frustration with the older woman was quickly pushed back. Priska would be Priska, trying to save the world from suffering, even if it meant Phaidra bore the brunt of it. But she couldn’t protect a city, and more importantly, her and Priska, if Phaidra wasn’t willing to kill. It was kill or be killed, and she hated that Priska lay the guilt of it a Phaidra’s feet.

      Without another word, Phaidra went inside and curled up by the fire to dry. She wanted to go to sleep, but a sense of dread continued to crawl over her as she waited to go to the home of the ruler of Thebes.
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      As the sun pushed its way over the mountaintops, Phaidra flew over the town square and landed in the courtyard of the residence of the king, just on the outskirts of the center of Thebes. The home, if it could be called that, was closer to the agora, the town center, than she remembered. Phaidra returned to the front door, staring at the polished-rock building, palatial in size and grandeur.

      Phaidra strode past the guards, their eyes wide as they followed her. A slave answered the door and instructed her to wait in the foyer. But she refused to be waited upon. The last time, she’d been dismissed, but if the king truly cared for his city, he’d want to know what she had to say, even if he didn’t want to see a monster. Ignoring the slave’s instructions, Phaidra began to wander through the corridors, letting her hearing guide her. Guards watched, but no one questioned her as she wound through the halls.

      She listened for a man with a commanding voice, someone delivering orders. At the very least, they would be able to tell her where the king was. Opening her senses, she heard two men arguing and followed the sound to a door guarded by two men. As she approached, she relaxed her determined focus on finding the source of the voices, and the words became clear.

      “You are wrong,” one man said in a nasally voice. “There is no reason for panic. Sparta won’t get involved yet, nor Corinth. You’re still young, and your imagination has you seeing things that just don’t exist. We shall prevail.”

      Phaidra stepped toward the door, and one of the soldiers dropped his weapon to stop her. She glared up at the man, and he averted his dark gaze, but the spear remained in front of the door, as if to remind her that the king was currently unavailable.

      She stepped back to wait, as if she didn’t care, and continued eavesdropping.

      The next voice was deeper than the first, a warm baritone, the level of frustration much louder than its actual volume. “How can you even say that? How can we trust the information you’re getting?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, son. The only one you can trust is yourself. But I’m telling you, there is nothing to worry about, Galen.” The tone of the nasally voice was filled with contempt.

      Galen blew out a frustrated growl, and Hope smiled. She appreciated his sense of distrust, especially if the other man was Lykaios. The sincerity of Galen’s worry mirrored her own, and she felt a sense of kinship with the unseen man.

      “Then what is to be done? How can you expect to keep Thebes safe if you trust no one but yourself? And what of this man? Where was he from? Those uniforms are unlike any I’ve seen in battle.” His voice rose and fell in volume as he paced on the other side of the door.

      “It’s been years since you served in the army. Stop being an old fretful woman; there is nothing to be done. We’ll continue to fight until we prevail.” There was the shuffling of papers, and then, “Thank you for coming by, Galen.”

      A clear dismissal. Phaidra pushed the spear away from the door while she glared at the guard.

      But the sentry on the other side dropped his and growled, “Lykaios is not to be interrupted, Beast.”

      Phaidra sucked in a breath and, as she exhaled, struck the man in the abdomen.

      The guard doubled over, and Phaidra grabbed his spear. She turned and pointed it at the other man’s throat. “Don’t interfere with me. I have neither the time—”

      The door opened, but Phaidra’s gaze and attention remained on the guard.

      “What is the meaning . . . Sphinx?” The man with the nasally voice was the oily-looking man from her first visit. His thinning hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck, shiny with moisture she hoped wasn’t sweat. Patches of scalp peeked through the greasy strands, and scabbed blemishes were scattered over his pockmarked face.

      Phaidra walked in and glanced at the young man, Galen. With olive skin, dark eyes, and curly black hair, he was a striking figure. Their eyes met, and she averted her gaze to the governor.

      “Lykaios.” She greeted the governor with a nod of her head.

      “Sphinx.” The governor returned her nod.

      “I hope I am not interrupting.” She looked back to the young man and met his eyes.

      “No,” Lykaios quickly replied.

      Phaidra noticed Galen’s eyes tighten, his jaw set. He didn’t move.

      “Would you like me to wait outside?” She faced the aging man; his attire opulent and ostentatious was fitting of his station, but his personal hygiene was not.

      His lips pulled up into a hideous smile. “Would it matter?” He rose his eyebrows in a sly expression of shrewdness. “I’m one hundred percent confident you can hear every word out there just as well as in here.”

      Galen looked surprised.

      Phaidra inclined her head. There was no reason for denying it.

      “Sir,” Galen protested.

      “She’s trustworthy, Galen.” Lykaios didn’t even look at the young man. The monarch continued to stare at Phaidra.

      “Of course.” Galen nodded. “But, Lykaios, I think . . .”

      Whatever he thought died on his lips as Lykaios turned and gave him a hard look.

      “I think we are done,” the governor snapped, his voice hard. “Good day, Galen.”

      Galen glared at Phaidra as he spoke. “Good day, sir.”

      Like it was her fault his father was an ass. Still, Phaidra watched as the handsome young man strode from the room, his imposing stature conveying an inner strength that refused to cower to his father. Even if he was the king.

      Lykaios pulled Phaidra’s attention back when he snapped, “What can I do for you, Sphinx?”

      When Phaidra began sentry duty in Thebes, she maintained distance from the other soldiers, insisting to herself that she wanted no emotions to cloud her responsibilities. She’d asked to be addressed formally, but her request became a moot point after the commander who’d hired her was dismissed, and the soldiers avoided her. Which was fine. She didn’t want to make any connections, ever since Djedefre’s death. In Thebes, she’d avoided the chief leader, Lykaios, altogether. Facing him now, she acknowledged there was something about him that made her uneasy. Perhaps it was the angry red birthmark on the left side of his face, bearing a resemblance to a vulture. She couldn’t help but think he smacked of a wily scavenger, hovering and waiting for the perfect time to sweep in for the kill.

      She could feel her lip twitching, and she fought the urge to let it curl in disgust. “I have come to make sure you received the prisoner I left on your doorstep.”

      “Yes. He arrived. I’m glad you’re here,” he said without a trace of sincerity. Circling behind the large desk, he commanded, “Tell me what happened.”

      He sat templing his fingers as Phaidra gave a summary of the events.

      She finished, anticipating his gratitude for saving one of the men for questioning. But the monarch shook his head, his brow furrowed in . . . frustration?

      “So you intentionally did not kill this man?”

      Weighty suspicion settled on her shoulders. She pursed her lips, debating her reply, then hedged. “I thought you’d want to have him questioned, and I’m no interrogator, sir. Just a sentry.”

      He leaned forward, extending over the desk as he studied her. “Did he tell you nothing? Did he say where he was from? Anything? The man . . . died this morning, and we never had the opportunity to interrogate him.”

      Lykaios’s vibrant-blue eyes fixed her with intensity, and his scar, red and angry, glowed.

      She involuntarily flinched away from him with a shudder. Her skin crawled, and her instinct told her to tread carefully.

      “Corinth,” she replied, trying to read the emotions crossing his face. “He said they were to murder you, put one of them in charge, and then draw an alliance with Corinth against Athens. But . . .”

      “But?” he asked, his eyes narrowed with distrust.

      “He was lying. I just don’t know about what.” Unease continued its scuttling touch over her skin. She wasn’t sure what she’d done to upset the king, but his displeasure was apparent. An anchor of guilt dropped in her chest as understanding dawned. “My apologies, your majesty. I had no idea I’d struck him that hard. I’m so sorry.”

      She’d just assumed he was unconscious when she deposited the enemy soldier.

      Lykaios waved his hand dismissively. “No need to apologize,” he said. But his words were flat and without feeling. “You’ve done more than your job entailed. All of Thebes should be grateful.”

      His insincerity was painfully obvious, so Phaidra just nodded an acknowledgement. But the leader didn’t seem angry with her, which made no sense. She watched as he turned his attention to the papers on his desk.

      After several uncomfortable moments, he glanced up, frowning when he saw her still there. “Is there anything else?”

      She’d been waiting to be dismissed, but the indication was clear. “No, sir. Good day.”

      Phaidra turned, and she could feel his gaze all the way to the door. When she closed the door behind her, she exhaled a sigh of relief, stopping mid-breath as she remembered the soldiers on either side of her.

      One snickered, a disgusting sound, and Phaidra brushed by them, holding her head high despite the warmth blushing up her neck. When she exited the palace, she leapt from the stones in the courtyard into the air, relieved to be away.

      Phaidra circled up, letting the air bathe the toxic feel from her skin and cool her mind. She’d been hired to do a job, a job she was doing instead of skirting out early or not showing up at all. And her priority to keep Priska safe was still at the top of the list, something else Phaidra was in fact doing. So why did she feel guilty? Why did she feel like she was letting the people of Thebes down?

      She made her way to the market square with a mental list of dyes and medicinal herbs she’d been charged to purchase for Priska. Over the months, Phaidra had grown accustomed to the sideways glances, the murmured exclamations of surprise, or the snide comments about cursed monsters and the gods’ disgust with those who failed to honor the Olympic Pantheon. With repeated visits, because of course Priska refused to let Phaidra avoid the discomfort of being who she was, Phaidra eventually found a few vendors who loved her coin more than their pride, so errands for Priska became part of a routine.

      The bustle of the crowd no longer parted for the cursed monster, and Phaidra was forced to push her way through the busy square. The sun swelled overhead, its sizzling rays causing a trickle of moisture to crawl from beneath her long golden hair down her back and into her fur. She kept her wings tucked close and glared at anyone who approached. She’d found little children meant no harm, but their curious tugging at her feathers or tail was uncomfortable, at best.

      As she made her way through the stalls, her neck hair stood on end, and the distinct foreboding of being followed slithered through her.
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      Phaidra glanced over her shoulder but was unable to visualize who was following her. Not wanting to take to the air in such a crowded area, she pushed through the crowd, making her way to the edge of the marketplace, to the stall of Ambrus, her favorite apothecary. His pungent booth perfumed the air for several meters in every direction, and Phaidra stopped to smell the conglomerate of herbs that made up her favorite fragrance.

      Ambrus was an old, brusque man, his frizzy hair leached of color and his skin weathered from years of gathering herbs in the harshest of climates when his father had owned the stall in Thebes. Now he sent his son to gather herbs and spices while he managed the sales. She gathered the staples Priska needed but couldn’t grow: turmeric, ginger, comfrey, cinnamon, fenugreek, and a bottle of the resinous mumio.

      “Back again, Sphinx? Is the witch already through the supply you bought last week?” Ambrus pushed out of his seat as he spoke. Scratching his chin, he eyed her selection. “That’s that last of the mumio we’ll get this summer. It’s too dry to carry enough water into the passes right now with the drought.”

      Phaidra acknowledged his statement, and the scraggly appearance of the soldiers who’d attacked made more sense. At least it calmed her fear of anyone else sneaking through the mountain passes. She handed the apothecary her golden coins stamped with a cluster of grapes and then put her packages in the make-shift bag slung over her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Turning back toward the market, she spotted her pursuer. Surprise stopped her movement, and Ambrus asked if she’d forgotten something.

      “No, I don’t think so,” she said, but her confusion made her words lack believability, and she stood at the entrance of the apothecary’s tent, debating her next move.

      There outside was the young man she’d seen at Lykaios’s home. The prince’s dark gaze met hers, his lips thinning into a pensive line.

      “You can always come back, Sphinx,” Ambrus said, coming toward her. “I’ll be here until dusk, just like every day.”

      Curiosity replaced her foreboding. Phaidra murmured her thanks to Ambrus and stepped out into the flowing crowd, angling her way through to where the young man stood.

      He stayed where he was, as if he, too, had been waiting for her.

      “It’s Galen, right?” she asked when she was close enough for him to hear without her having to yell.

      He continued to study her as he nodded and answered, “Yes.”

      His confusion was almost as pungent as Ambrus’s stall. “Why are you following me? Did your father send you?”

      “What? No,” he exclaimed, and the freshness of his honesty confirmed his words. With a blush creeping up his neck, he stammered, “I . . . I was curious.”

      How odd. His curiosity was unique in itself, but for him to investigate and not send someone else was even more peculiar. Especially if he was the prince. She’d expected something more, a threat from the king, or something. She spotted the guards and pointed at them. “Right, then.”

      “I’m sorry. Those are for me, not you. I . . .” He shrugged lamely and offered an embarrassed smile.

      “You surprised me,” she said, cutting him off, “but no harm.” When he said nothing, she began to feel uncomfortable. “Is there something you need? Can I help you with something?”

      She was just being polite, the manners instilled from her youth coming to the surface. She fully expected him to refuse, and then she could make a quick get-away.

      “Yes,” he said, his shoulders sagging in relief. “May we talk? Please?” His voice waivered as he spoke, not nearly as strong as when he addressed Lykaios. The prince cleared his throat and straightened. With firm conviction, he said, “I’d really like to speak with you.”

      With her? Whatever for? Would he mock her too? Shame her for her failure? She took a deep breath, and when she opened her mouth to refuse, the scent of his concern, a mixture of lemon and thyme, stopped her rebuff. “Yes. That’s fine.”

      “Great,” he sighed. “Come on.”

      He bent down and grabbed her hand, but she pulled away from his touch.

      His face pinched at her snub, and with a deep breath, he extended his hand to her and said, “I’m just going to lead you out of here. I don’t want to lose you in this mass of humanity.”

      He finished his statement with a wave at the crowded square, and she could see the wisdom in what he said. But just the thought of him touching her made her hands sweat. “If you lead, I won’t lose you.”

      She motioned for him to go, and he began to walk through the crowd toward the other side of the market. Every few steps, he’d turn around, she assumed to make sure she was still there. By the fourth time, she couldn’t help herself, she smiled at his persistent attention.

      The hardness of his features softened when he smiled in return.

      He turned onto a side street and immediately came back to walk beside her. With his proximity, and the lack of others, she could smell the sharpness of his lemon soap, as well as a clean piney-rosemary scent. Something about the smell was familiar, and Phaidra was trying to place the scent when he asked, “What’s your name?”

      She was so distracted she responded reflexively, “Phaidra.”

      As soon as she spoke, she cursed herself internally and ground her teeth. Until today, no one in Thebes knew her name, and while Phaidra wasn’t an uncommon name, she didn’t want to drop the barriers she’d put in place, let alone the fact that the less information out there about her, the less there was to spread back to Khafre.

      She glanced up at the young man and said, “I don’t tell people my name. I . . . I was distracted, so. . . .” Unsure of how to continue, she finally concluded with, “Please don’t tell anyone my name.”

      “It’s all right. I won’t tell anyone. I didn’t really expect you to answer that question. It seems no one knows your name, not even my father.”

      “That’s true,” she replied ruefully. “I have people address me as Sphinx.”

      Why were they talking about this? Certainly this couldn’t be the reason he’d followed her through the city.

      “Why?” he asked, still keeping pace at her side.

      They passed out of the market area and through the sector of homes belonging to the merchants. He wound them back to the main road leading to the mountain pass, the only way in and out of Thebes.

      “Because that’s what I am,” she said. It really didn’t matter her name; most people would only ever see her as the monster that Apollo created. Her name was hers, given to her by someone who had loved her, even if their love had lasted only for a few hours. To share it with others meant that she was opening up to them. After Orn and Djedefre’s deaths, she didn’t want to open her heart to anyone again.

      “No, why don’t you tell people your name? Why keep it a secret?”

      She debated lying, but he’d been honest with her so far. Even so, she wasn’t going to bare her soul. “When people know your name, it makes things . . . personal. Here in Thebes, I’ve been hired to do a job. No one cares about me, just the job I do. But to know my name? That can create obligations that have nothing to do with the work I’m here to do. I don’t want obligations.”

      Those connections. Those relationships. Those were complications and risks that she could ill afford. Her first and only priority was to Priska, to add anyone else would divide her attention.

      “But you know their names?” Galen persisted, his brow creasing in thought.

      “Yes,” Phaidra agreed. But she wasn’t going to use their names to draw closer to them. Any of them. The king, the commander, the soldiers, they all held only disdain for her, so it didn’t matter anyway.

      “Right,” he said with a nod.

      “Was that what you wanted to know? Is that why you were following me? Did Lykaios want to know my name?”

      “No.” Galen stopped walking and crouched beside her so they were eye-to-eye. “I don’t work for him. You don’t have to worry about me telling him anything.”

      He stood, and they walked in silence for several minutes.

      Phaidra tried to puzzle out the direction of their conversation. What did Galen want? Why all the questions if not for his father? His honesty and integrity practically created an aura around him, definitely an olfactory aura anyway, which set him apart from his father, the king, who oozed a thirst for power and even blood. Perhaps the young man was making a play for the throne? But she couldn’t scent any of that thirst from Galen.

      “I don’t have a list of questions, you know. I’m just curious.” He broke the silence and her pondering. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Phaidra couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She hadn’t heard anything about him, not that she’d been listening for it either. And her curiosity for the town had been satisfied when she discovered the only entrance was truly the gate.

      “How did you come to guard the gate?”

      His surprise didn’t anger her, as it usually did when someone questioned her capabilities. Rather, she laughed at his obvious disbelief. “I’m actually quite strong. I have excellent reflexes and vision, and a few other senses that make me a formidable sentry.”

      They were more than halfway up the mountain, and Galen led her down a well-worn path, not quite big enough for a cart to get down. The thick scrub had encroached on the path, narrowing it over time, and the air was cooler at the higher elevation and the wind stronger.

      Galen grimaced at her statement and said, “Of course. I’m sorry. I just didn’t expect . . . I’m such a jackdaw.”

      His fragmented speech and self-deprecation made them both laugh.

      “What about you?” Phaidra measured him out of the corner of her eye. “How do you feel about being the son of Lykaios?”

      Galen continued walking, but his body tensed as if she’d slapped him. In an attempt to relieve the tension, Phaidra amended, “If you don’t want to tell me, it will not disturb my circles.”

      And while she was curious, her statement was true: she didn’t really care.

      “I know,” he said, his shoulders dropping.

      His persona devolved in a second from confident to dejected, and Phaidra learned more in that brief moment than if he’d been talking to her for hours. She’d forgotten their entire conversation and mentally replayed his last statement to try and recapture it. “You know?”

      “Yes. I know you don’t care, not really.” He took a deep breath. “But I do. He’s my father.”

      Much like Priska was the only mother Phaidra had. But Priska was good. “Does it bother you? That your father is . . .”

      He raised his eyebrows, and Phaidra realized how insensitive she was being. She struggled, trying to find a nice way to speak her thought. “Your father seems very calculated, very—”

      “Insensitive? Power-hungry? Self-serving?”

      She sat back on her haunches and waved her hands in front of her. “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you thought it. You must have thought it,” he continued almost under his breath. “It’s the truth.” He shrugged again, as if the fact didn’t bother him.

      But she could read the pain in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He’s my father, but I don’t want to be like him. However, I’m not ignorant. I know what everyone thinks when they see me: Kakoû kórakos kakòn ōón.”

      From a bad crow, a bad egg.
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      Phaidra took a deep breath and looked down on the city of Thebes. The path stretched ahead of her and Galen, but both of them had stopped moving. She remained seated, and he brushed off a large stone a few feet away from her and sat there. The wind gusted, past him to her, and she placed his scent. She’d assumed by his appearance, his relationship with the regency, that he dwelt inside the polis, but his scent was that of the area outside the walls, the scrubby pine trees and the wild rosemary. Had she, too, misjudged him?

      “You don’t live in the city?” Despite framing it as a question, she was certain of the fact.

      Galen pursed his lips. “Not anymore. I live in my mother’s old house.”

      “Her old house? Is she at the castle now?”

      He shook his head. “She passed away. A few years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” Her curiosity was piqued, more for the sadness he radiated than the story. But it would be rude to ask. When he didn’t respond, she jumped to fill the silence. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      He closed his eyes and tilted his head heavenward as he said, “No. There’s nothing for you to be sorry for.”

      His sorrow emanated its weighty tang of loss. Galen’s eyes remained closed, and he pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger as he continued, “She was killed by marauders a couple years ago. Allegedly they were Athenians, but the men were never caught, so no one really knows.”

      Sympathy flooded her, and with it a sudden desire to try and comfort the young man. But she had no idea how. Her mind floundered, and the next thought that came to mind rushed out instead. “That’s when this war started.”

      “No,” he said, opening his vibrant-blue eyes and fixing her with his piercing gaze. “There were several more attacks, some even within the city walls. My father, he said he would rather have peace, but there can be no peace with their hostility. Eventually, he pushed to not only defend our city but to take the war to Athens.”

      “That seems understandable.”

      “Does it?” he asked, leaning forward. “My mother’s familial home was up here. Her entire family died in the attack. But there was not a single soldier found. The other attacks? Only one man was ever found, and he was a Theban who defected. So I ask, if Thebes is being threatened, where are the attackers? Why are there just bandits that show up from time to time? Why is our army deployed elsewhere, suppressing rebellion and conquering foes in other cities?” As he spoke, his voice became louder and his features clouded. “Why are our foes coming in small groups, like this last time? There is no hope for them to conquer anyone. ’Tis a Gordian knot, and I don’t know what to believe. On one side is Scylla and the other divine Charybdis.”

      His astute observations added additional layers of mistrust to her suspicions. Despite the fact that she’d just met the young man, his sincerity was compelling.

      “You don’t believe him?”

      “I’d sooner trust a serpent than my father.” His laugh was mirthless. “But”—he shook his head—“I do believe he cares about the city.”

      “Really?” She studied him, surprised when he held her gaze unflinchingly.

      “Really,” he said, nodding. “I’ll argue with him about what I think is best, but he does have Thebes’s interest foremost on his agenda.”

      Phaidra wasn’t so certain. She believed the adage a fish starts to stink from the head. Lykaois exuded an oiliness that seemed shifty and malicious. “If you say so.”

      Galen frowned and crossed his arms over his knees. “How well have you gotten to know him?”

      “Only well enough to know he pays promptly.” As she said it, she realized how flippant and shallow her words sounded. No, they didn’t just sound shallow, they were shallow. Here she’d been congratulating herself on how well she’d stayed out of the local politics, only to be doused in the fray in less than a couple hours.

      “He would.” Galen’s frown deepened, and he averted his gaze, turning to glance down the path that led to his mother’s home.

      His dead mother. Who might’ve been killed by his power-hungry father. Who Galen clearly didn’t trust. And now, he was dumping her into the same filthy category. Self-loathing snapped at her, and she directed her retort at her only companion. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He shrugged, seemingly unbothered by her anger. “Lykaios pays for what he values. He is nothing if not practical.” He sighed and, with a dose of bitterness, added, “Just to warn you though, your life will be meaningless if you get caught between him and his goals. I know he’s plotting something.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Definitely. Man is by nature a political being, and my father is always planning something.” He shook his head. “I just can’t figure out what.”

      “Is that why you wanted to talk with me?” Understanding blossomed in her chest. He’d brought her up here to dig for information. And now they were alone . . .

      He sighed, nodding his head in guilty awkwardness. “Yes. I . . . I was hoping to discern why my father hired you.”

      Again, his honesty surprised her. If he’d meant her harm, why would he warn her to be careful? And was he going to attack her, or not? The more she listened, the fewer answers she had. “Did you figure it out?”

      “Not at all,” he said with a chuckle. “What I find most intriguing about you . . .” He stopped and looked away. When he returned his attention to her, Galen was somber. “I’m guessing you and my father don’t have open communication about plans or strategy?”

      She shook her head. “No. Today was the first time I’ve ever spoken to him.”

      “Lucky me,” he murmured.

      “What?” A new type of anxiety took root in her chest. This emotion wasn’t a fear for her life; the feeling was so much worse than that.

      “Nothing,” he said. He stood and brushed off the back of his chiton. “Would you like to finish our walk?”

      He averted his gaze briefly before resting his it back on her. Their eyes met, and Phaidra thought she detected the faintest blush on Galen’s skin.

      Uncomfortable with her emotions, and unsure of his interest, she thought it best if she left. She rose and said, “I must go.”

      “Now?” Galen asked, looking around.

      They were far outside the city, the morning had long ago fled, and the afternoon was beginning to fade. Certainly, Priska would be wondering what had happened.

      “Yes. Thank you, sir, for the information,” Phaidra said, and even to herself she sounded formal, so she added, “and conversation.”

      Somehow she didn’t think that sounded much better. Ugh.

      “Phaidra?” Galen said, and then he waited.

      Phaidra wanted to leave, but she couldn’t make herself go. Reluctantly, she met his gaze.

      He then continued, “I hope you’ll let me call on you.”

      Call on her? What? His request was . . . Wasn’t that kind of request meant for other things? But she was unfamiliar with the customs, certainly, so perhaps she misunderstood. Without thinking how it might sound, she asked, “Why?”

      “I want to,” he said, quirking his lips into a half smile. “I’ve enjoyed our time together.”

      Her heart squeezed in response. Not knowing what to say, she said nothing, but her lips parted as she tried to form a reply.

      “Why does that surprise you?”

      Because no one wanted to spend time with a monster. Even Orn had been commanded to . . . but she knew she was lying to herself and dishonoring Orn and his friendship if she continued down that train of thought. She couldn’t bring herself to answer Galen’s second question, and she was afraid of admitting that his request to spend time with her was frightening. She leapt from the path into the air, pulling up with her wings into the sky. She’d had several hours of honesty and companionship and acceptance, and it’d felt good. Really good. She circled once and then dropped low enough for Galen to hear her.

      “You know where you can find me,” she said, heart pounding with excitement and trepidation. “Good day.”

      She didn’t wait for his response; she just couldn’t. She couldn’t even bring herself to look at him. With her gaze zeroed in on Priska’s cottage, Phaidra flew away.
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      No human man, and certainly not a prince, would ever want to spend time with a monster. Galen had been courteous and kind, as befitting a man of his station, but even as Phaidra flew to Priska’s, she told herself he’d never come to the gate. After two days, and two rotations of sentry duty, of being proven correct, Phaidra pushed her thoughts of the handsome prince away and dismissed him.

      As Phaidra circle over Thebes, she saw two soldiers running down the mountain road. The morning sky was just beginning to awaken, and she didn’t recall seeing the other sentries on their way up the pass. She finished her surveillance loop around the city and then the surrounding mountains, then returned to the gate to see if anyone was on duty. One lone man sat on a boulder, in civilian attire, as if waiting. As she dropped in altitude, she recognized the slope of Galen’s shoulders and his clean scent in the air. Taking her time, she drifted down on the current of air contemplating all the reasons for his presence, and minutes later landed not even a foot from where he sat.

      “Good morning, Phaidra,” he said, grinning as he stood to greet her.

      Despite her distrust, she couldn’t seem to suppress an answering smile. “Good morn to you, Galen. What can I do for you, highness?”

      “No,” he said with a grimace. “Promise me you won’t address me that way. It’s just Galen.”

      She wouldn’t make him any such promise, but she inclined her head. She climbed up on a outcropping where the morning sun warmed the black stone and asked again, “What can I do for you?”

      He shook his head, and his shoulders fell. “I have the day free, so I thought I’d visit. But, perhaps, I misunderstood your acceptance the other day. Would you rather be alone?”

      “You really came up for a visit?” When he nodded, she asked, “Whatever for?”

      He merely laughed and sat next to her. The summer beams cocooned them in warmth. After several minutes, Galen asked, “So what do you do all day?”

      Phaidra cracked her eye open and watched him. He looked around then hopped off the rock and walked the small perimeter of the guard station. He glanced down at Thebes and then went to the other side and peered at the winding road that led out of the mountain range to the larger cities of Greece.

      He was like a little child, or rather his enthusiasm was. There was nothing childlike about the young man before her. His wavy hair was dark like the rock, but his eyes were the color of the Egyptian sky. He had broad shoulders and moved with the athleticism of a trained soldier, even though it was clear by his lack of caution that he’d never truly served in a risk-taking capacity. He was very attractive, not that it mattered.

      Phaidra cleared her throat and said, “I’m the sentry. What do you think I do?”

      “I don’t know. I remember having to serve sentry duty. There were always two of us assigned. We did all kinds of things to help pass the time: played cards, dice, shot rocks at targets, talked about . . .” He blushed but didn’t continue.

      “Hmmm.” She smiled. “I don’t have all those same diversions.” She picked up a small pebble and threw it. Ten meters away, it pinged when it struck the sign posted outside the gate.

      Galen’s mouth dropped in awe, but he said nothing.

      “I fly, nap, make up word puzzles, that kind of thing.” She knew the list was distinctly different, but they were worlds apart. And why was he here?

      “Word puzzles?” he asked, sitting down on the rock next to her again. “What kind of word puzzles?”

      “You know ‘What is yours, but your friends use it more than you do?’ That sort of thing.” She’d spent several days getting the words just right so they teased as well as hinted at the answer. It was her newest riddle, and she beamed with pride.

      “Yours, but your friends use it more than you do?” His brows knit together as he thought. “I don’t know. What is it?”

      “You’re supposed to think about it until you come up with the answer. It’s a word puzzle.”

      “You’re not going to tell me?” he huffed.

      “No,” she said with a snicker. “I’m not going to tell you. Although, I’ll give you a hint. You helped me come up with that one.”

      He froze, and his eyes widened in shock. “I did? I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      She laughed again, and her unease with his presence disappeared. “It’s your name.”

      “What is? The answer? The answer is Galen?” He looked so confused his face pinched up in thought as he tried to make sense of what she’d said.

      Phaidra felt as though a dam had burst. She couldn’t stop laughing. Tears streamed down her face, and when she looked at him, his confusion only made her laugh harder. Tightness in her chest washed away with the tears, and her insecurity disappeared as well.

      “Really?” he huffed again. “If you don’t stop laughing, I’m going to develop a complex.”

      She tried to pull it together, but every time she gathered her composure and looked at Galen, his quizzical expressions set her off again. Phaidra laughed harder and longer than she ever had in her entire life. She laughed until her breath was gone and she collapsed to the ground, exhausted.

      “I’m sorry,” she wheezed. But she wasn’t. Not really.

      Galen’s rueful smile was patient and good-natured. “Oh, it’s not the first time someone’s laughed at me, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.” He waited several seconds as if checking to see if she’d go off again. After a long exhale, he asked, “Will you explain this to me? This word puzzle? The question is: What is yours, but your friends use it more than you do? And the answer is . . . Oh!” He smacked his palm to his forehead. “Oh, I get it. Your name.”

      He chuckled, and Phaidra snickered. “Right.”

      “Oh, that is clever. You came up with that?” He studied her closely, his eyes lit with appreciation. “You’re very ingenious.”

      She blushed with the compliment. Then she pushed the praise to the side. “It’s nothing really. Just a way to pass the time.”

      “A much better way than gambling at dice or cards, yes? At least at the end you still have your money. So, tell me another.”

      The discomfort of making a new acquaintance disappeared, completely gone after her shameless laughter, and the two talked with the familiarity of old friends. As darkness came, so did deeper topics, and Phaidra explained about the curse, the real reason she was in Thebes, and the constant threat of Khafre.

      Even in the dark she could see Galen’s features and was able to read his outrage, shock, and awe.

      He told her of his childhood, his doubts and fears about his father, his desires to improve the state of Thebes without war or bloodshed. The waning moon arced through the dark sky, descending for Apollo’s chariot, when Galen fell asleep mid-sentence.

      Phaidra stared at the young man long after he’d dozed off. She was amazed at his ease with her, shocked that he wasn’t repulsed by her, a monster. She tried to analyze Galen’s motivation for seeking her out from every angle, perplexed, because the only thing that made sense was that he wanted something from her. But what? Just before daybreak, she decided she’d ask him in the morning, insist on him explaining himself, and then she, too, curled up to sleep.

      Movement shortly after sunrise awoke her, and she crouched into a defensive position, ready to spring on her attacker.

      “Are you going to pounce on me?” Galen chuckled, a low throaty sound still resonating from sleep. “I’m not sure I’d mind.”

      Phaidra blushed from his obvious suggestiveness, his jest setting off an odd fluttering sensation low in her abdomen. She cleared her throat and stretched but still had no idea on how to answer. Stalling, she unfolded and folded her wings and finally stuck with the simple truth. “I won’t attack you. You pose no threat, to me or Thebes.”

      He snorted. “I’m sure not.”

      He stood and stretched and then sat down again, much closer to her. Bumping her shoulder in a gesture of familiarity, he asked, “So, what’s on the agenda today? Are you on duty all day again?”

      The puzzle his attention caused returned. She was a monster, a beast, and he was . . . He was the prince. Swallowing what was left of her pride, she looked him in the eye and asked, “Why are you here?”

      Confusion marred his handsome features, knitting his brow and turning the corners of his lips down. “What do you mean? I slept here, so I’m still here.” He paused then swallowed hard. Pointing to the road, he asked, “Do you want me to go? Am I bothering you?”

      “I’m just . . .” She searched for the least offensive way to communicate her accusation. “Bewildered? I mean, I’m wondering what you want from me. Why are you . . . ?”

      Galen’s shoulders dropped, and crossing his arms over his knees, he stared out over the valley. “I told you the very first time you asked me: I don’t have a hidden agenda. I thought”—he sighed—“It’s refreshing to have someone treat me like a real person. With you I’m not just the prince. I’m Galen, or at least that’s how I’ve always felt. But, if I’m bothering you, I’ll leave. I just thought . . . Well, you said I could call on you.”

      She stared at him, mouth agape. He’d just vocalized her feelings, her fears. Looking at him, she saw the same emotion lighting his eyes that was pumping from her heart. He looked . . . Hopeful.

      “It’s just, I don’t . . .” Any type of relationship probably wouldn’t work, but then he wasn’t proposing anything more than spending time together, and really? After a deep breath, she spoke the truth. “I’d welcome your company, Galen.”

      He broke into a grin. “Phew. By the gods, I can’t tell you how nervous I was you’d tell me to leave. Now, how long are you on sentry duty?”

      “The next three days or until someone else shows up,” she said, with a shrug. She’d need to fly her surveillance route soon, but it could wait a little longer.

      “Three days?” He jumped up and stomped first toward the city of Thebes then to the road leading off the mountain and finally back to her. Waving his hands, he snapped, “How are you even supposed to live like that?”

      She pursed her lips to keep from laughing. “I can go get food when I need it, and I’ll fly surveillance pretty regularly, but there’s not much else for me to do.”

      He grimaced and kicked at a rock on the dirt road.

      The silence extended, but Phaidra refused to let it grow between them. “If you have a question, just ask. I’ve pretty much told you all my secrets, so . . .”

      Galen looked up at the sky. “It’s wrong that no one else does their job and you’re stuck here. It’s wrong,” he said, then he met her gaze. “But I’m glad. I’m sorry. It’s just that . . . Here, people won’t bother me as much.”

      His words were sweet like honey or the honey-blossom syrup Priska made, and the hope in Phaidra’s chest blossomed into something she wasn’t sure she could even name. A slow smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but she was at a loss of words and just nodded.

      “And since I’m still all human, I need to eat . . . regularly. So, with your permission, I’ll leave and return with food. Yes?”

      Awe mixed with disbelief, and Phaidra wondered if such happiness was intentionally denied her in the past. Was the joy of friendship against the rules of her curse? Should a monter feel the delight of a relationship with a human? She wouldn’t ask, but she wasn’t sorry if the rules of the curse had been broken. Not sorry at all. With a snicker, she reminded him of their reality saying, “I’m the sentry, and you’re the prince. You can come and go as you please.”

      “Yes,” he said, rolling his eyes. “But I hate the thought of you up here by yourself. What if you need help?”

      This time she laughed at him. “You must be starving to be so delusional. Remember what I told you? Immortal. Monster. I’ll be just fine.”

      “Right.” He brushed off his chiton and took several steps backward toward Thebes. “I’m going to go get some food and a few other things. May I bring you anything?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.”

      She watched as he started down the pass to the city. After a few steps, he turned and called, “I’ll return in a little bit.”

      She nodded and waved. This time, she hoped he would come back.

      Phaidra sat atop the mountain pass, the morning sun climbing up in its lazy summer path across the sky. The air smelled of rosemary, lemon grass, and scrubby pine. She stared out over the valley, her thoughts circling around the young man who seemed so comfortable with her. His ease and eagerness was more perplexing than anything she’d encountered; Djedefre thought of her as a servant, Orn as an obligation, Lykaios as a soldier, Priska as a burden. But Galen? He treated Phaidra as though she were equal, like she was a friend. Like she was human.

      Phaidra flew her surveillance route, twice. She told herself not to be disappointed if he didn’t come back, and she’d almost convinced herself that she wouldn’t care. And then he crested the hill, first the crown of his head, then his bright smile, and her heart beat a little faster.

      She smiled at him as she acknowledged the truth to herself: She would’ve been disappointed if he hadn’t returned. But here he was.
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        * * *

      

      There were no further attacks on Thebes. Phaidra still acted as sentry, but over the next several weeks, the commander officially reduced the number of shifts, until there were only a few hours in the morning and evening when the gate opened and closed.

      When Phaidra was at the gate, Galen was with her. But there were other places to explore and more beauty to see. Phaidra still flew surveillance, but she’d found a sliver of joy in her friendship with Galen, and the sliver swelled in size until her focus shifted.

      She never meant to get attached to Thebes. But happiness wiggled its way into her heart, and now she couldn’t imagine leaving. But how could she stay when Galen got married, or when he died? The thought made her sick.
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      Weeks turned into months, and autumn began its gradual claim on the land, Phaidra fought the pull of her emotions more and more, alternating between elation and doubt. Galen was not only her first friend but also her best friend. But he was more . . . He was handsome and kind. He was thoughtful and smart. He was brave and intuitive . . . and he was her world.

      What if he felt the same about her? What if he didn’t?

      The morning air was crisp, and the smell of burning leaves climbed up the mountainside. Galen crested the hill, bearing a basket of food.

      “Good morning, Phaidra,” he called, smiling as he jogged the last few steps to her. He set the basket down and then sat next to her. Lifting the lid, he pushed the basket toward her and asked, “Are you hungry? Do you have a new word puzzle for me?”

      She ignored the first question as the butterflies in her stomach wouldn’t let her eat anyway. Watching him intently, she shared her newest riddle. “I’ve been thinking on this one for some time. Here it is: What creature goes on four legs in the morning, at mid-day on two legs, and in the evening on three?”

      Him. She was always thinking of him. How could he not know this? And when he moved on, when he fell in love with someone else, her heart would break and then what?

      Oblivious to her inner turmoil, Galen repeated the riddle while he peeled an orange.

      She went back to her worrying. He would marry. Of course, he would. As the prince, he would have to. And the city would need an heir. By the gods . . . Her frustration churned, turning into anticipatory pain.

      Phaidra watched as he ate the orange, some figs, and most of a loaf of bread spread with goat cheese, the entire time resenting what she couldn’t have. All because Apollo wanted her? He didn’t want her. The god didn’t even know her.

      Galen sighed. “I give up. I went through every single animal I could think of, but none of them fits your puzzle. Not goats, horses, sheep, or dogs. It’s not an insect.” He shrugged and gave her an easy smile. “Is it some mythological creature?”

      She shook her head but didn’t answer. Why did Apollo have to curse her? What had she done to deserve it? Nothing, but she was a monster because he was a god.

      Leaning over, Galen bumped her shoulder softly. “What is it?”

      His touch brought the warmth she craved. But he was something she would never have, something she never could have, and Phaidra shifted away from him. “It’s not a monster.”

      Galen frowned, and he studied her with a concerned look. “All right,” he finally said. “That still doesn’t tell me what it is.”

      He scooted closer until he was right next to her again and then bumped her. Again. “Just give me a little clue.”

      Like an animal, Phaidra stood on her hands and paws and walked away from him. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t be his friend anymore. She was almost to the gate when she turned back to look at him.

      “Phaidra? Are you all right? It’s just a riddle, right? I just want the answer to the riddle.” The confusion etched over his brow shone through his dark gaze. With a shake of his head, he whispered, “I just wanted the answer.”

      “I can’t just tell you,” she snapped. “It doesn’t work that way.” Her emotions ballooned, and she raised her voice until she was screaming. “You have to think about it, Galen. Figure it out. You don’t just get something because you want it.”

      She turned toward Thebes, but instead of fleeing or flying away, she sat. Unable to just abandon him.

      “Phaidra?” Galen said, drawing close. “What’s the matter? What’s this about?”

      She heard him, his soft tread, his deep breath. She was being irrational, but even knowing it, she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Pull it together. But halting her illogical tirade wasn’t really that easy.

      Before he could get to her, she faced him and said, “I’m sorry. I don’t know . . . I’m not sure . . . I’m not feeling myself.”

      He sighed as he drew closer and sat next to her. Again. His consistency was bested only by his patience. Phaidra relaxed, letting her shoulder push into him.

      They sat silently, overlooking Thebes. Galen lifted his hand, and finding the space between her wings, he softly rubbed the tension in her muscles.

      “Maybe you should take some time away from sentry duty?”

      She shook her head. “You know I can’t.”

      “Don’t you think you take too much upon yourself? How are you supposed to do it all, Phaidra? How can you expect that of yourself?” He pulled away to look her in the eye.

      “I don’t know.” Her wings curled at the tips with the breeze, and she smiled sadly. “But you know I have to do this.”

      He nodded.

      Her tension dissipated. She rested her head on his shoulder, and her hand found his. Silently, they watched the city.
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        * * *

      

      Phaidra’s emotional turmoil drained most of her energy, and the summer sun sucked away the rest over the course of the day. The waxing moon hung bright in the night sky, bathing the world in silver light. Phaidra curled up on a rock and dozed. When she closed her eyes, Galen had been a few feet away, looking up at the stars.

      After her outburst, they still talked, but the topics stayed light and trivial, and he never asked what had upset her, so she knew he was wrestling with his own mind. She could hear him moving, shifting restlessly, and then he was sitting next to her. He stroked her back, between her wings, his fingers trembling. Opening her eyes, she smiled at him before tucking her head back onto her arms.

      “Phaidra?” he spoke her name reverently, and his voice, like his hands, trembled.

      “Hmm?” she asked. She struggled half-heartedly with her heavy eyelids, but she was too tired to want to win. She would take all the scraps he would give her and store them up in her memory, knowing that she’d been loved, even just a little.

      “Could we talk?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice heavy with content lassitude. Galen was right there, next to her, and his touch was so nice. Was it wrong for her to pretend that he loved her?

      “Will you sit up, please?” he begged, the strain in his tone spoke volumes. “Just for a few minutes?”

      She grumbled at the late night request, but there was no animosity behind it. If he’d asked her to fly him around the world, she’d oblige. She straightened and started as she gazed on him. Something was different. There was an intensity in his look she’d never seen before.

      His hand came up to her face, his fingertips tracing her cheek, her jawbone, her lips.

      Phaidra froze. The strangest tugging sensation pulled deep in her belly, and her breath became shaky. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted.

      His hand went to the back of her neck and pulled her softly to him. Their lips brushed, and with the next kiss, Galen pulled Phaidra into him, his hand at her waist, his fingers in her fur. He brushed her wings with his fingertips, the softest caress.

      Phaidra wanted to melt into him. But the utter wrongness of his affection hit her like a fist to her chest. She pulled away, pushing him from her, while she ground her teeth in frustration.

      “What did I do?” he asked breathlessly, eyes wide with concern. “Did that hurt you?”

      “No,” she snapped. “You didn’t hurt me.”

      But it was a lie. Or at the very least a half-truth. He hadn’t hurt her, but the obvious disparity of their physical forms was agonizing.

      “Then why are you pulling away?”

      “What are you doing, Galen? What could possibly motivate you . . . ?” She couldn’t even voice the depravity, to kiss a monster. Because that’s what she was . . . a monster.

      “What do you want from me, Phaidra?” Galen’s voice was thick with emotion. “Can’t you see I’m in love with you? I love you.” He took a deep breath, and when she didn’t respond, he continued, “Why do you let me in and then shut me out?”

      He moved toward her, his hand reaching out as if to touch her, but he stopped, a foot away, and dropped his hand. He waited, shifting uneasily.

      Phaidra wouldn’t look at him. She couldn’t. If she did, she’d only be able to cry. “It won’t work. It can’t.”

      “Why not?” he demanded.

      She bowed her head as she responded. “You know why.”

      “No, I don’t. Why don’t you explain it to me? Do you not feel the same? I thought—”

      “Stop! Just stop!” she cried. “How can you not see?” She held up her hands and pointed at her body. “I’m not human, Galen! It. Can’t. Work.”

      She glared at him, angry that he was forcing her to spell it out.

      “If a god did this to you . . . If you were born human . . . Can’t something be done?” The last question was just a whisper, and the desperation made his voice raw with his plea.

      But there was nothing to be done. Phaidra’s heart was being rent, and she couldn’t even look at him. “Go away, Galen.”

      “No,” he said. “I won’t leave. I want us to talk about this. We need to talk about it.”

      She shook her head, incredulous with his stubbornness. “Are you listening to me? Are you listening to yourself? You’re talking madness. Just stop. You need to stop.”

      “We need to talk!”

      She faced him then, and her heart broke.

      Galen stood with fists clenched, tears streaming down his face. His pale chiton rumpled from sitting on the ground next to her all day.

      But neither his feelings or hers made any difference in what was possible. “If you don’t leave now, I will.”

      “But Phaidra,” he pleaded.

      “Please,” she whispered. “You’re breaking my heart . . .”

      She could no longer stop the tears, and they rolled silently down her cheeks.

      The fight drained from him, and he came to her. Dropping to his knees, he encircled her in his arms and looked her in the eyes. “Do you think you are the only one hurting? I have never loved anyone like I love you. You are what makes my life worth living.”

      But that was not right.

      She pulled away from him, leaving his embrace for the night air. “I’m sorry. I can’t do that to you.” Because he would grow to hate her. “Please understand.”

      The hopelessness was overwhelming, and she turned from him and leapt into the air. Without looking back, she forced her wings to take her high and far.
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      The air was much cooler in the higher elevations, especially this late in the year. Phaidra felt the chill on her face where the tears turned to frost. She flew until her wings burned with pain, protesting any further use. It was still dark, the pale light of the accursed Apollo was just beginning to crest the horizon, and she could see Galen was gone before she landed at the city’s gates.

      Phaidra picked up a stone and hurled it into the outcrop with a curse.

      She then spun around quickly as she heard the shifting of pebbles.

      “Ah, Sphinx,” said the commander. “You are here.”

      Skittering unease crawled over her, made worse by her own guilt. She should’ve been at her post. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry I went flying . . .”

      She started to explain, but the number of times no one had relieved her shut her mouth. She truly had nothing to apologize for.

      The commander waved at her with a grimy hand. “No need to apologize. We know you’re our only real sentry. It’s this which I’ve come to address.”

      There was something off, something in his words that rang false. “Did Lykaios send you?”

      “Of course,” he said, with a degrading smirk.

      There was no scent of lie on him, despite his stench. He was disgusting, and she wanted him gone. “Well, then?”

      “Now that the threat from Athens is resolved, we don’t really need a sentry. And those monies have been appropriated elsewhere.”

      “Has it?” She didn’t recall seeing soldiers return from battle. “When was the war ended?”

      “Some time ago,” he replied. Wiping his hand over his oily hair, he continued, “So you see, we are in a bit of a quandary.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, we aren’t in need of sentry duty anymore, Sphinx.”

      He was here to discharge her, as if she were an employee or soldier. She laughed. “Not to worry, sir. I think you will find your coin matters little.”

      “Very well.” He smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Very well, indeed. Just so we understand each other, well will no longer be requiring your services as sentry.”

      The man looked very much like a rodent with his twitching nose and wringing hands. She wanted him gone.

      “I understand, sir. Good day to you.”

      “Good day, Sphinx.” He turned and scurried down the road to Thebes.

      And just like that, she was free. But with the next breath, she acknowledged the truth. She wasn’t free. She still needed to look after Priska, and Galen . . . She should talk with him. She owed him that much. But what could she say? The relationship was an impossibility.

      Phaidra flew back to Priska’s cottage, hoping the older woman would lend some understanding and insight. Maybe she knew something Phaidra didn’t. Maybe there was a way . . .

      “Phaidra?” Priska said, standing with a start, the shock and worry heavily steeped in her voice.

      “It’s me,” Phaidra replied, making her way back to the hearth where Priska sat knitting.

      “What are you doing home at this hour? Do we need to leave? Did they send someone else for sentry duty? Have you flown your route?” Despite the months in Thebes, Priska still acted as though they’d just arrived. As if Khafre was still on their heels.

      Phaidra put her hands on Priska’s knees. “No, no, and yes. As for your first question, they are no longer paying sentries to guard the city. It seems the threat from Athens is resolved, and I am no longer needed.”

      “Really?” Priska said, narrowing her eyes as she studied Phaidra.

      But Phaidra’s mind was otherwise occupied with how to approach the topic of all things Galen.

      After several seconds, the older woman frowned and said, “I see.”

      “You do?” Phaidra asked, missing Priska’s sharp tone. “Could you explain it to me? I thought with the attack a few weeks ago . . .”

      Focusing her attention on Priska, Phaidra was surprised to see disgust curling her mother’s wrinkled face.

      “I’m sure this was a financial decision somehow, but that really doesn’t matter, does it?” Priska snapped.

      “It doesn’t?” Phaidra tried to process the message behind Priska’s words and tone. No longer thinking of Galen, Phaidra was trying to decipher the hostility and anger emanating from her previously rational companion.

      “Do you need me to remind you?” Priska asked, pushing her chair away from Phaidra. Standing up over the sphinx, with her hands on her hips, Priska continued, “Are you acting as sentry for money?”

      “No. You know that.” Phaidra flinched.

      “So then why did you come home at this hour?” Priska asked, crossing her arms. “What would possess you to leave your post and come here when you know this is the busiest time of the morning at the gate?”

      “By the gods, Priska, I told you I just flew surveillance.”

      Priska closed her eyes and took several slow breaths.

      Phaidra debated just leaving, but there was no one else for her to talk to about Galen or the curse. And while it was obvious this wasn’t going to be a good time, she wasn’t sure there would ever be a good time.

      “Fine,” Priska said, taking her seat once again. This time she pulled over a small set of grinding stones and poured in a measure of barley. “What is it you need to discuss?”

      “I wanted to talk with you about . . . Thebes.” Phaidra told herself that she wasn’t scared but just trying to prime the pump. Generalities would be a good way to test the water, and to get Priska’s take on the city and its people.

      “What about it?” Priska turned back to the grinding stones.

      “There are some really nice people here.” A warmth crept up her chest and spread over her neck and face as she stated the obvious. “I mean, you’re happy here, too. Right?”

      Priska studied her and asked, “Who have you met?”

      As Phaidra’s anxiety ballooned, her stomach churned, and her tongue twisted around the words.

      Priska laughed. Years fell away from her face, and her countenance brightened. “Did you find a friend?”

      Phaidra didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Tears ran down her face. With the direct question, her head cleared of all else. The overwhelming frustration wrenched at her, and her head bowed. The tension came out in racked sobs.

      Priska was at her side in a second. “What is it? What’s happened?”

      “It’s not fair!” Words tumbled from Phaidra’s mouth, the story of her and Galen, and her emotions swelled with her tale until they hung heavy in the air around the hearth of Priska’s home.

      The longer Phaidra spoke, the wider Priska’s eyes became, the paler her skin blanched, and the wider her mouth dropped. And when Phaidra got to the hopeless situation of her feelings for Galen, and his for her, Priska jumped from her seat and paced the room.

      “He said he loves me, that I make his life worth living.” The words were sweet torture. “Isn’t there some way to make it work? Isn’t there something we can do? Some god we can petition for aid?”

      Priska stopped pacing and faced Phaidra. The older woman’s shock twisted into anger, and she snapped, “What are you thinking?” She threw her hands into the air. “What kind of mess . . . You cannot do this.”

      Shocking numbness washed over Phaidra, and she croaked, “What?”

      Because Priska wouldn’t be so callous. She wouldn’t be telling Phaidra that she wasn’t worth loving just because Priska had been obligated to care for her. Certainly Priska wasn’t saying Phaidra wasn’t deserving of love. Was she?

      Priska blew out an exasperated breath and then said, “You’d better learn to steel your heart, child. I would’ve thought you’d learned by now. This man you think you love . . . Even if it were possible to have a relationship with him, which it’s not, he’s mortal. He will die, and you will not. You are not human. You will not die.”

      “But the curse says I can have a family—”

      “No. The curse says when you have a complete family, you’ll die.” Priska’s tone was harsh. “Don’t think for a minute that Apollo is going to let you have a family like that,” she said, waving her hand at Phaidra. “You’re a monster. Even if you could have a relationship with a mortal, it could never be a fulfilling one. Not like that.”

      The silence that settled over the room was deafening. Truth delivered painful lashes, and Phaidra glared at her surrogate mother. It wasn’t enough that Phaidra was giving up her freedom to keep Priska safe, Priska was determined to make sure Phaidra knew she was hated and shunned, even when she’d found a spark of hope. The fire popped, and anger ricocheted through her, followed by hate solidifying in her chest. “How could you?”

      Priska dropped her gaze momentarily before meeting Phaidra’s glare. The older woman set her shoulders, and her features became unyielding. “You’ll have to learn this at some point, Phaidra. I didn’t think you’d need me to spell it out for you, but listen because I don’t want to have to say it again. You’ll be a sphinx until you meet the requirements of Apollo’s curse. There is no way around it.” She shook her head and continued in a whisper, “You cannot be with a mortal; it will not work. You are a monster, girl. At best, you’ll break your own heart.”

      This was not right. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.”

      Priska continued to shake her head, but her anger was gone, shoulders sloped in sad resignation. “I’m not taking away your choice, just your ignorance.”

      “How can you say that?” Phaidra yelled. “Why won’t you help me?”

      “There is no way to help you. None!” She returned to her chair, slumping into it. “This is a hopeless situation. It’s best to find out now before it goes any further.” Shaking her head, Priska muttered, “He was probably only interested in you because you presented a challenge to him.”

      Priska’s words were the most brutal Phaidra had ever heard. Not because of their cruelty and unkindness, but because they came from her. Priska had been the only mother Phaidra had ever known, and Phaidra had loved her. She’d loved that Priska took her in, sacrificed for her, wiped the dirt and the tears and the blood more times than Phaidra could count. Deep down, she’d believed Priska really did love her. But that wasn’t love.

      “How could you say that?” Phaidra whispered and, when Priska said nothing, then screamed, “How could you say that?” In less than a beat, the anger pulsed throughout her and she continued to yell, “I hate you. I hate you!”

      If she never had to see Priska again, it would be too soon. Phaidra stormed out of the house, vowing she’d never return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

          Threads and Legends: Thebes

        

      

    

    
      There was nowhere for Phaidra to go. She had nothing, no one. She leapt into the air and flew away from Thebes, only to return again hours later. But without a place to call her own, she curled up on the outcrop near the guard post where she and Galen would keep watch. As the sky darkened, she fell asleep, and then Phaidra began to dream.

      She saw a beautiful door, intricately carved, with the sound of woodworking behind it. There was a murmur of urgent voices, and she recognized Galen’s warm tenor. The hazy tendrils of the vision snapped into sudden clarity, and Phaidra knew this was no hallucination of her mind but a vision of her beloved.

      Galen was nervous. He’d never appealed to a god before. Sure, he prayed to Demeter about his crops and Athena when he was in school. He even made a sacrifice to Hades after his mother died. He always wondered if the gods listened, if supplication made any difference.

      But this situation was hopeless. It would take a miracle to change anything, a miracle only a god could perform. So, he would appeal to the goddess of love.

      It was well past sunset, but the night air was warm from the summer sun. Despite the lateness of the hour, Galen made his way around the city with ease. He grew up in Thebes and knew the way to all the temples, even if he’d never been to this particular one.

      The moon was full, and as he made his way up the temple steps, he could see the faces of the petitioners that were leaving.

      Earlier this week when he came to ask about an appropriate sacrifice, he’d blushed and stuttered like a young school boy. The priestess made several suggestions, and Galen stood, eyes bulging and his face bright red, until his embarrassment propelled him to flee.

      The doves cooed, and Galen adjusted the small cage in his hand. He’d fashioned it himself over the last three days, taking particular care with the ornamental carvings: myrtle wreaths, apples, and scallop shells. For the first time he was grateful for the lessons his mother forced on him in his youth. He entered the temple and addressed himself to one of priestesses.

      “Excuse me?”

      The priestess turned and he was again surprised at the provocative attire, the seductive way the young woman moved.

      He forced himself to look the priestess in the eyes.

      She took him in lazily. “May I help you, sir?” Her voice was quiet, almost a purr.

      The incense in the temple was heavy, and he could smell the stirring of the air with her movement.

      “I need to make a sacrifice.” It came out more like a question, and he wondered at the wisdom of his decision.

      “Of course you do.” She drew closer to him, and he took an involuntary step backward. The young woman laughed, a rich throaty sound. “Is this sacrifice on your behalf, or that of a loved one?”

      He looked at her, and his brows drew in as he contemplated her question. “Both, I guess.”

      She laughed again. “I see.” She withdrew a pace and looked at him from under her lashes. “You will want to speak with Xera.” She nodded at another of the wandering attendants and then began to withdraw. “May the Goddess smile upon you,” she said and turned away from him.

      He took a deep breath and made his way to the indicated priestess. As he got closer to the woman, he could see that she was older than the other women of the temple. She was still young, not more than twenty, he thought, but her makeup was less dramatic and she moved with a grace Galen found beautiful.

      “Xera?” He approached the woman deferentially.

      “Galen.” She pronounced his name as though she’d been waiting for him. “I see you have brought a sacrifice for our Goddess.”

      He nodded.

      “This is beautiful.” The priestess drew closer and took the small cage from Galen. Their hands brushed, and Galen felt the softness of the woman’s skin against his own.

      “Thank you.”

      “You may go to the inner sanctum and petition Aphrodite for your desire. Place your offering on the steps just below her image before you speak.” She fingered the intricate carvings on the cage then handed the cage back to Galen.

      He was careful this time to avoid contact.

      “May the Goddess grant your petition.” Her voice was warm honey.

      Uncomfortable, he looked down. “Thank you.”

      Another priestess stood at the entrance to the inner sanctum. The door curved outward, and as he approached, he noticed small, intricate carvings in the stained wood. He sucked in, his breath caught in his throat. The panels were covered in a pattern of apples, doves, scallop shells, and myrtle branches. The work was very much like his, and Galen wondered if, perhaps, his teacher had made a sacrifice for love.

      Hope swelled as he crossed the threshold. The room appeared to be empty, and as the door closed, he felt the world shut out behind it. Galen noticed the air was cool and comfortable. There were columns evenly spaced about a meter apart which separated the area he was standing in from the dais where the stone statue of the Goddess of Love stood looking down at her petitioners.

      He approached the dais and set his offering at the foot of the statue. He felt as though he should say something, but in truth he felt ridiculous when he looked up to speak to the stone figure.

      “I’m sure you already know why I’m here. I’m in love, and it is the most . . . impossible situation. I was hoping you would help me.” He wasn’t sure how to continue, and the thoughts that swirled in his head told him he was talking to a rock about love.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he mumbled to himself. Galen shook his head and stood. He’d already turned toward the door when he heard the rustle of fabric. “Hello?”

      “You can’t believe you are doing what?” The voice was soft, and the woman who came from behind the pillars was breathtaking. Her long hair cascaded down her back, and there was a twinkle of fun in her clear-blue eyes.

      “Excuse me. I didn’t realize I was intruding on your privacy, miss.”

      The woman laughed, and Galen felt a pull in his chest toward the woman.

      “Why don’t you tell me how you hoped I would help you?” She moved farther back from him, and the power lessened.

      “Aphrodite?” He stared at the beautiful goddess, mouth slightly unhinged, and his heart racing.

      She laughed again. “Yes, Galen.”

      He said nothing. Not because he didn’t want to; in his head he was screaming at himself: This is your chance! The request, his plight, and his hopes wouldn’t form into words, and he stood looking dumbly at the Goddess.

      She laughed again. “I know. It is so rare that we visit.” She moved toward him. “May I?” She looked him in the eyes, and he nodded. He didn’t know what she was asking for, but he knew he couldn’t refuse her anything.

      She put her fingertips to his forehead, and Galen’s thoughts turned to Phaidra, and his love for her became an overwhelming emotion. He saw his strong attachment to her as Aphrodite pulled memories, hopes, and dreams to his consciousness.

      “You truly love her.”

      He nodded, unable to speak.

      “But, she is a monster–”

      “She is no monster! She is the most–”

      “Peace, Galen.” The Goddess held up her hands, deflecting his defense. “I speak only of the body she is forced into. She has been cursed.”

      “That is why I seek your aid.”

      “Yes.” She nodded, and her curls bounced. “Yes, you do need some divine intervention.” She closed her eyes and pinched at the bridge of her chiseled nose. When her gaze returned to him, her expression was serious. Holding up her index finger, she said, “First, you must know I cannot break the curse.”

      A rock dropped in Galen’s gut.

      “But what can be done?” His voice was raw with fear for what this meant. To love without Phaidra wasn’t an option, and he loved her as a man would love his wife. Surely, Aphrodite wouldn’t be so cruel as to deny him love. With his whole heart he begged, “Please, help me.”

      “I cannot break it. Not even Apollo can break his word once he has pronounced it. The conditions of the curse must be fulfilled. I will, however, give you a gift. You have given me such a nice one.” She pointed to the now empty cage.

      Galen looked around, startled that the doves were gone from the cage. It still appeared to be locked, but he could hear their coo above.

      “Apollo’s power is weakest on the night of a full moon. I will give you this . . . On the night of the full moon you shall both be human until the sun rises, as long as you both shall live.” She pronounced her blessing.

      Galen’s heart soared. He would get her! They would be able to spend their lives together. Who cared if she wouldn’t always be human; she would get to be. He smiled.

      “Thank you, Aphrodite.” Galen bowed.

      “Of course.” She smiled benevolently. “Now you should go tell her.”

      Aprhodite turned as though to cross back toward the dais. She ascended the steps and then melted into the stone carving of herself. She brought her fingertips to her lips and then extended them toward Galen, but also toward Phaidra, in her vision. A benediction from the goddess of love. Galen sunk to the earth, but Phaidra’s eyes opened and she looked down.

      Her fur lay in a golden puddle on the dark rock, sloughed off from her skin. Her pale human skin. Her legs were tucked, and she stretched them out, wiggling her toes as she relished the sensation of the air on her bare skin. She shivered with the breeze and then giggled with excitement. She was human.

      Galen had found a way because he loved her. He loved her. She stood, and holding onto the rock for support, she scampered down the outcropping to the ground. He would come to her tonight, and they would have time together. They would make it work.

      Phaidra dug through the abandoned guard house and found a blanket. Wrapping it around her, she sat near the road so she would hear him when he came. Turning away from Thebes, she looked at the wildness of the mountainside and praised the benevolence of the goddess of love.

      The blanket fell from her shoulders, her grip slackening when she heard him approach. She could smell his clean scent, and her cheeks were sore from smiling so much.

      “Phaidra?” he whispered, his voice full of awe.

      She turned toward him; her entire being felt light and radiant. She stared at him for only a heartbeat before she stood and ran to him, filled with excitement. The blanket was just enough to keep her covered, a makeshift chiton, and as she closed the gap between them, her pace slowed, until she stopped, inches away.

      For the first time, they were the same height, and they stood, facing one another, both breathing rapidly. Phaidra raised her hand and rested it on his cheek. “What did you do?”

      He covered her hand with his. “I prayed for a miracle.”

      The vision was only a fleeting memory to the here and now. “How long do we have?”

      Because she wanted forever. Her heart swelled with love for the man who’d seen past the beast and loved her in spite of Apollo’s curse. He was too good. Too kind. Too much. Closing her eyes, she stepped closer, until they were only a hair’s breadth apart. “How long?”

      His voice was rough with emotion when he said, “Just until first light.”

      “Then why aren’t you holding me?” Their gazes met, and the space disappeared.

      Galen threaded his hand into her hair and crushed his lips to hers. She opened to him, wanting to drown in his love.

      It was too short, that night. The few hours passed quickly.

      As the blackness of night lifted to a rich blue, Phaidra felt pressure building in her lower extremities. As the darkness dissolved into light, a cramping and pulling sensation twisted her limbs.

      She and Galen were side by side, their arms around each other, but Phaidra pushed away from him as the pain intensified. A stinging sensation crawled over her skin, from her center outward, and she gasped from the discomfort. The sun peeked over the horizon, and Phaidra closed her eyes, despising the new day. When she opened her eyes, she knew what she would find. Shamefully, she backed away, reaching for the blanket, even though she was already covered with new fur.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, unable to meet his eyes. It was not fair to him that she should be cursed so, and she hated it for him far more than she did for her.

      “There is no need to apologize,” Galen said, his voice still sleepy and warm. He moved closer to her then, and lifting her chin, he forced her to meet his gaze. “This was just the first night. There will be many. I love you. Never apologize for being you.”

      She burst into tears, her relief and joy too much to contain. Burying her head in the curve of his neck, she murmured, “I love you too, Galen.”

      Phaidra took a deep breath, relishing in his masculine scent. Her heart was so full she thought it might burst. She pulled back far enough to kiss him, letting her hands rest on his shoulders as their lips touched.

      A soft whistle in the air alerted her to the presence of another, and Phaidra broke off the kiss right as she felt the thud of something strike Galen in the back. Her eyes flew open as panic increased the pressure of her grip. She took in the scene with her vision tunneling first on the arrow in Galen’s back, and then the two men behind him. Both soldiers held bows, one empty and the other taut with an arrow ready to be loosed. No. No, no, no!

      She turned, pulling Galen to the other side so she would absorb the next shots. Pain crashed into her as an arrow lodged deep in her hip and another glanced off her wings not even a second later.

      Setting Galen on his side, she turned to face the assassins.

      The men were filthy, hair matted with dirt, faces caked with grime. Their uniforms were gold and blue, different than the others’ from Corinth. The men screamed something about the rising sun and advanced.

      Phaidra pushed away her pain and worry and pulled out the golden dagger with grim determination. She swung wide, using Khafre’s dagger to impale one of the archers in the chest, then she stooped to grab a stray arrow and then drove it through the heart of another. Three more  men charged over the hill, their fighting skills indicating their warrior status. But Phaidra matched blow for blow, and then some. She snapped and clawed, scrambling for weapons, even if it meant ripping them from out of their hands. Within a few minutes, the five attackers lay in their own blood and gore, and Phaidra rushed to attend Galen.

      Her heart sunk as she approached. His blue tunic was saturated, and the blood had pooled underneath him in the dirt. His lips were pale, his eyes glassy, and his chest . . . Phaidra didn’t have to feel to know that he, too, was dead. The agony that tore through her echoed into Thebes.

      She turned back to the attackers. One by one she tore off their limbs and threw them over the cliff, and then their broken bodies. When that wasn’t enough, she tore up trees and shrubs and hurled stones over the edge. She screamed until her voice was gone and destroyed until her body was exhausted. Her mind wouldn’t rest, so she pulled Galen into the guards’ quarters, and holding his increasingly cool corpse, wept until she was devoid of all feeling.
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      Phaidra wished she could honor Galen with the princely burial he deserved, but she also knew he wouldn’t want to share in his father’s tomb. Instead, she flew him up the mountain, washed the blood from his tunic in a stream, wrapped him in their blanket, and placed a bouquet of herbs on his chest: the piney scrub, the soft sage, and the fragrant lemongrass. Finally, she placed several coins in his hands and one in his mouth for Charon to ensure Galen’s safe passage over the river Acheron, and then she created a tomb.

      She stacked rocks over his feet, small pieces of the black stone that made up the mountain they’d spent so much time on. She covered his legs, body, chest, and arms. On top of the black blanket of stone, she added bigger stones, her chest torn, her heart ravaged, as she worked, weeping. When only his head remained uncovered, she kissed his cold lips, her salty tears dripping on his ashen skin, and her heart shattered. She told Galen of her love, promised she would never forget him or the hope he’d given her. Phaidra cocooned his head in shards of the stone, and with her vision blurry, she sealed him in his final resting place.

      She’d lost the only love she’d known, and with his death, all her ignorance and naivety disappeared. She understood Priska’s counsel to harden her heart, but it took no effort now. Anger burned through her clouded vision, and clear understanding regarding her dismissal replaced her previous confusion.

      Phaidra stopped at the soldiers’ camp, but her visit with the commander took only a few minutes. Within seconds the fat slob was blubbering that Lykaios had ordered her discharge. Which meant he was the reason Galen was dead. She flew to the palatial mansion of the king of Thebes to face Galen’s father.

      This time she didn’t knock. Phaidra landed just outside the door, pounded on it, and as soon as the valet opened the entrance to the castle, she pushed into the foyer and growled for Lykaios.

      Phaidra grabbed the spear of the first guard and impaled him, shoving the weapon through the man’s gut and into the wall behind him. The remaining soldier let her pass, and she burst into the study, the same room she’d first met Galen all those months ago.

      “Phaidra,” Lykaios exclaimed, rising from his chair, his icy-blue eyes wide. “What a surprise.”

      Phaidra held his gaze and, like a cat, began to stalk her prey. She had no idea what the purpose was behind his scheme, only that by discharging all the sentries the day before an attack was an orchestrated move.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, waving her into the room, but his gaze shifted behind her.

      “Your guards are otherwise engaged.”

      “Dead?” he asked, his face paling.

      She raised her eyebrows. “Only one. The other values his life more than your service.”

      “Fool,” he snapped. He raised his voice and projected out the open door, “I’ll make sure he pays for that.”

      “I don’t think you’ll be making any further decisions for Thebes. Not after your blatant betrayal.”

      The ruler of the city froze, and then his face twisted in a cruel sneer. “You were discharged. You shouldn’t have even been there.”

      She stood in front of his heavy desk and lunged toward him, but the oily man skirted from her. “But I was there. And now I’m here.”

      His weasel-like face pinched as he worked through what must’ve happened, then he offered a begrudging smile. “You’re immortal.”

      “Yes,” she stated, relishing for a moment that he wouldn’t be able to kill her. “You seem knowledgeable.”

      “I should be.” He dodged as she lunged, and he moved around to the front of the desk.

      “Why did you have us attacked?” she asked.

      His eyebrows pulled down momentarily. “The attack had nothing to do with you, Phaidra. If I remember correctly, you were discharged from sentry duty.”

      They switched sides, dodging around the desk again.

      “So, why?”

      He laughed, and with one hand, he stuck his bony finger at her face while he pulled something from the drawer of his desk with the other. “If you stop attacking me, I’ll explain.”

      She missed whatever it was he’d put into his cloak, but it didn’t matter. Stepping back, she said, “Three minutes.”

      “More than enough time,” he agreed with a nod.

      He walked away from the desk, pacing back and forth behind it as he spoke. “When I came here, Thebes was nothing, just a small village tucked away in the mountains. I’ve made it into everything it is. But my vision is greater. Thebes should be the center of all Grecian power.” He took a deep breath, his chest puffed out. “And I can make that happen. Diaírei kaì basíleue.”

      “Really?” She wasn’t questioning his vision; the nagging unease was for more than that.

      “You think I am crazy. But no matter. I’ll accomplish my design. I have the help of the gods, so you cannot stand in my way.”

      She eyed him suspiciously, for despite her concern about his sanity, he did not speak irrationally. Just passionately.

      “And if I move to stop you?” she asked, probing.

      “I’ll eliminate you, Sphinx.” He spoke the words as though pronouncing the weather outside.

      Her anger flared, and she leapt toward him. “You may try.”

      Shifting back in an arc step, he deftly blocked her assault.

      Something sharp grazed her arm as she passed him, but she ignored the burn of the wound as her offence became defense with his attack.

      He swung at her with a silver blade, the hilt dipped in vibrant red jewels, and she pushed off with her back legs, blocking the strike, and then hit him with the heel of her palm square in his chest, a wound that should’ve crushed his sternum.

      The pain in her arm was still sharp, and she glanced at the wound from his knife. Fresh blood still ran from the open cut. Phaidra stared at her arm, perplexed because it should have sealed already.

      Drawing back several paces, she said, “You’re not mortal.”

      It was not a question, and divine parentage would certainly explain his lack of fear. A demigod would be immortal, too. Just like Priska.

      “My father is Ares.”

      His cruel smile made her stomach turn, and his ambition for war now also made sense. “Of course.”

      “Come now. Certainly you can see how much more superior we are to these foolish mortals. You could join me,” he said. “With Ares and Apollo behind us, we’d be sure to conquer every foe.”

      Her heart froze. How did he know? “Apollo?”

      He nodded, his eyes bright with excitement. “He’s been visiting with me for the last several weeks.”

      Phaidra shook her head as dawning horror washed over her.

      Lykaios narrowed his eyes. “Were you born a monster? Or did one of the gods curse you?”

      She started with what she knew, because she had to get him to tell her the parts she didn’t know. “Those men, the ones who attacked, you hired them.”

      “I did.”

      “What purpose would their attack serve? There were too few to do any real damage.”

      “You really want to know?” It was rhetorical, and he continued talking. “I knew they would be killed, but I was counting on them. They would butcher some of the populace in Thebes, in the name Athens or Corinth, and we could—”

      "You would declare war. But it didn’t work. No one but me even knows you had them attack.”

      Lykaios’s face clouded over. “No. I was told when to send them. Apollo said—”

      Apollo. It wasn’t enough that he’d cursed her body, but everything she touched, everything she loved. The animalistic wail tore through her and rent the air around her.

      Lykaios froze.

      “He played you,” she growled. She’d been a fool. A naïve fool.

      A slow smile spread across Lykaios’s lips. His eyes gleamed with maliciousness, and he chuckled. “Apollo had me attack you? You are his creation.” He laughed again. “He will reward me doubly for my service when I kill you.”

      “You fool,” she snapped. “You can’t kill me.”

      He held up matching silver blades and pointed one of them at her bloody arm. “That will not heal soon.”

      Of course he would have immortal weapons. Just like Khafre. But she had one, too. She needed to distract him, goad him, something that would give her an edge. Especially now, as her arm continued to throb. She shifted around the table as he went from prey to predator.

      “Don’t run away from me, Sphinx,” he said, taunting her. “On second thought, I’ve always enjoyed a good chase. Run, little monster.”

      But she would not. Instead she attacked with words, hoping that even the vile demigod in front of her still loved his son.

      “Do you know . . .” she asked with a grimace. The physical and emotional pain seized her heart, and Phaidra took a deep breath, fighting through the vice in her chest. She wished the truth were a lie, but she lashed out with it anyway. “Did you know your men killed Galen?”

      “You lie,” he snapped, but his advance faltered.

      “No. I would not. Not in regards to this. Apollo used your greed and bloodlust to strike. But your attack was meaningless to Thebes. I killed your men. All of them. But not until after they’d slain Galen.”

      Shock kept him captive for several seconds, his eyes dilating and skin blanching. Rage seized him, and he screamed, “You lie.”

      “You already know I am not lying. I can see it in your eyes.” She stalked forward, fingering the golden dagger as she advanced. “It’s your fault. You killed him.”

      He grabbed a pale vase and hurled it at her, the ceramic ornament smashing into small pieces when it hit the wall behind her. Phaidra continued to advance, and Lykaios threw several more objects from his desk, the entire time screaming obscenities at her.

      This was her opportunity.

      Lykaios turned, grabbed a heavy chair, and threw it. She dodged the flying furniture, and when he threw a second chair, she caught it and heaved it back at him.

      He sidestepped the chair and pulled one of the jeweled knives out from under his cloak. With a fluid movement, he flung the blade.

      Phaidra moved, but not quickly enough. The knife buried deep into her flank, with only the ruby hilt sticking out from her golden fur. Fiery pain seared her haunch, leaving her gasping for breath on the stone floor.

      “You were wrong. Galen wouldn’t have been at the gate if it weren’t for you. It is your fault he is dead. He could’ve been a fine warrior, but his heart was soft.” Lykaios slithered his way to her. “I have no idea what he saw in you.” He stood over her and pulled out the other blade. “If I remember my history correctly, wasn’t Apollo your maker? Wasn’t it he who cursed you to be a monster?”

      Phaidra glared at him, her hands on her flank. She grimaced as she worked on pulling the blade out. “It was because my mother refused to be his lover.”

      Lykaios sniffed. “How fitting that he then ensured that no one would ever want to be yours.” He leaned over her and in a cutting voice said, “Monster.”

      Phaidra screamed and wrenched Ares’s dagger from her flank. She leapt into the air, meaning to drive the weapon into his chest, but her crippling injury had her stumbling forward, and the blade sunk into his thigh.

      His eyes opened wide, and he sucked air through his lips, a snake-like hissing sound. “You beast.”

      He backhanded her, his fist splitting the skin on her cheek, or was that the blade? He lashed out again and again, and Phaidra reeled from the abuse; his unrelenting attack did not allow for a planned counter-attack.

      The two fought, landing blow after blow, some with fists and paws, others with blades. Phaidra blinked, trying to force her eyes to zero in on one of the three images of Lykaios in front of her, but her vision spotted black more and more frequently.

      At first she fought for revenge, then she fought for righteous indignation. She heard voices in the background and knew they’d drawn an audience, but by then she didn’t care.

      She would die and go to the Underworld. If she were lucky, she’d be reunited with Galen. She’d see Djedfre and Orn. Which sounded so much better than this pain and strife.

      Blinding light washed over her, and she closed her eyes, accepting that this was the end. The musical inflection of a man’s voice lulled her into a sense of security, and she relaxed in the warmth of the magical glow.

      She heard a scuffle, only briefly, and then her sense of smell told her someone had left a hide of meat over the fire far too long and the meal would be ruined with char. She felt someone’s arms around her, and he pulled her to his chest, murmuring words of comfort.

      Tears trickled from her eyes as she rested her head on Galen’s chest. If she were dreaming, she never wanted to wake up.

      “Oh, but you must,” he said, in a warm tenor. “You’re nearly healed, and there are more soldiers on their way who will be here soon.”

      That wasn’t Galen’s voice.

      Phaidra’s eyes opened, and her lips parted in awe.

      “No,” she croaked, shrinking away from the god holding her.

      Apollo’s eyes were the summer sky, his golden curls and sun-kissed skin a testament to the chariot he drove daily. He smelled of honeysuckle and citrus.

      But the room smelled of death.

      “Hush now, Phaidra. I’ll keep you safe.”

      He was a liar. He was a murderer. He was the most selfish being she would ever encounter, and he would live forever, stealing what he wanted, or damning those who refused him.

      Apollo brushed hair from her face and brushed his lips over her forehead.

      As she drifted to sleep, the only thought in her head, the one she wished she had the courage to say, was I hate you.
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      Phaidra was warm, really warm. Her body was covered in blankets, their weight strange and oddly comforting. She shifted, and the soft mattress yielded to the pressure. So different than a stone floor or outcropping.

      She must be at Priska’s cottage. No one else would take a monster in; no one else had any obligation to Phaidra. On the verge of full consciousness, Phaidra shifted, her arm brushing against her leg, and her eyes opened as she hissed in pain. The throbbing ache radiated up her left haunch to her belly, making her nauseated. With a deep breath, she stilled her body, keeping her hand away from the excruciating wound.

      The hearth room snapped into focus, and beside the fire, Priska sat in a chair, knitting.

      “Phaidra,” Priska said, her attention snapping to her charge. She set her needles down and crossed over to the bed. The older woman bent down and pointed a finger into Phaidra’s face. “What, in the name of the gods, are you doing?”

      Phaidra’s head was fuzzy from either the pain or some concoction she’d been given. Blinking at the older woman with confusion, she stuttered, “I . . . I don’t understand.”

      “You are an idiot!” Priska seethed, her gnarled hands clenching and unclenching. She stood and walked to the window as she continued to berate Phaidra. “Thebes is in an uproar. This is Dionysus’s patron city. Are you trying to start a war?”

      Phaidra sat up and pulled her lower body to the edge of the bed, huffing and grunting from the exertion and pain.

      Priska dashed back to the bed and shoved Phaidra back with both hands. Disgust twisted the older woman’s features, and she said, “Don’t be a fool. Lie down. I don’t want you to start bleeding again.”

      Phaidra inched her way back into the warmth, not because she wanted to stay, but because she had to acknowledge she couldn’t really stand. “Why are you so mad?”

      “Have you forgotten that we are trying to stay hidden? Unless you happened to kill Khafre, too, he is still out there, hunting you.” Priska held up a blade; the rubies in the hilt winked in the sunlight. “Where did you get this?”

      “Lykaios was the son of Ares.” Phaidra shook her head as she tried to remember the bits and pieces of their confrontation. “How did I get here?”

      What she was really asking was if Apollo had brought her because she had a strong impression of being held by the sun-god.

      “You don’t remember?” Priska shook her head and threw the dagger at the opposite wall where the blade landed in a thick log by the fireplace. “You crashed into the door. Gods, I have no idea how you even flew with the amount of blood you lost. I can’t believe you killed the monarch of the city.” She walked back to the rocking chair and sat down, murmuring, “I’ve never seen that much blood.”

      “Why are you so mad about his death?” Disgust warred with her anger for the older woman. Priska was more concerned with yelling at Phaidra about Lykaios than how she was doing. “I know you don’t care, but he had us attacked; he practically killed Galen. Lykaios was trying to start a war. He would have killed—”

      “It’s not our affair!” Priska screamed. “We are trying to stay hidden, and you just announced to the gods our exact location.”

      Phaidra didn’t think this was a good time to tell Priska that the gods already knew. Rather, at least one did. “Who cares? I thought the gods could find us anywhere.”

      “You are so ignorant, Phaidra.” Priska exuded her disgust.

      But Phaidra refused to take the blame for everything. “If I’m ignorant, it’s because you have kept me so.”

      Priska nodded, as if the accusation were true. “Fair enough. Then let me help you erase your illiteracy with the ways of the immortal realm.” Priska shifted her chair so she was facing the bed. Glowering at her surrogate daughter, she said, “The gods don’t care about much. Most of the time, they amuse themselves amongst themselves, plotting for their own distraction. Here’s the important part, so listen closely. They do most of it on Olympus, not here. Most of the time, they don’t even bother to learn mortal people’s names, even when they get involved. But they always know their children’s names, even if they don’t like them. They know who and where they are. All. The. Time.”

      “You think Ares will seek revenge?”

      Priska shook her head. “I don’t know, but it’s a risk. A big one.”

      “Should we leave? Go and hide somewhere else?” Phaidra moved to get up, but she couldn’t even get to the edge of the bed. She took a deep breath and said, “I could probably fly.”

      “Even if you could leave, and you can’t with your broken body right now”—Priska emphasized her last statement by pointing at Phaidra—“Ares could find us. You killed his son, and now your name is recorded in Lykaios’s Book of the Fates. Ares only has to look up what happened to his son, and he’ll find your name. If he talks with an oracle or one of the Fates, they can find you anywhere.”

      Phaidra’s insides roiled, hands were instantly slick with sweat, and the sickness of her failure pushed its way through her entire being. She’d put them in danger, again. Grasping for some way to make it right, she said, “But you could leave.”

      “I won’t leave you like this. That would be akin to murder.” There was no warmth in her voice as she made the statement. Priska stood, and without further explanation, she walked to the door and stepped out into the evening air, closing the door behind her.

      Phaidra lay on her makeshift bed, fuming. She was done. Done with being a pawn. Done with being a burden. Done with all of it. She couldn’t help where she was now, but as soon as the wounds were healed, she was done.

      Whatever Apollo did to help heal her sped her recovery.

      Priska was shocked the next morning when the scabs were flaking off. “Maybe being a monster makes the immortal weapons less lethal.”

      Phaidra just shrugged as Priska finished her exam.

      “They’ve crowned a new king,” Priska said, keeping up a one-sided conversation. “Or rather invited Laius back to rule again.”

      Phaidra couldn’t care less. Who ruled the city didn’t matter. After a restless night, she’d decided she had an obligation to fulfill. Priska had cared for Phaidra as an infant and child when she otherwise would’ve died, so she owed Priska. That was it. No more distractions. No more connections. Phaidra was a monster, but she had the ability to keep Priska safe, or die trying. That would be her life.

      “Would you like that?” Priska asked with a tentative smile.

      Phaidra frowned, trying to puzzle out the context of Priska’s question. Finally, Phaidra gave up. “Excuse me? I didn’t hear your question.”

      “They are having a celebration at the square with the coronation. I thought we could go.”

      Phaidra shook her head. She didn’t know what all Priska’s problems were and decided then that her heart couldn’t take the back and forth of guessing anymore. “I don’t care what you do. I’ll be on the mountain, watching the entrance to Thebes.”

      Priska sighed. “I’m sorry, all right. I’ve been worried and stressed, and obviously, I made a mistake and took my frustration out on you. So, can you please let it go? Besides, I think we should leave—”

      “I don’t want to leave.”

      “Are you kidding me? There is nothing here for you.”

      “No.” Phaidra stood and pushed past her surrogate mother. Needing to distance herself from the oppressive words, she waved her arms around. “Everything I’ve ever cared about was here! I will not leave.”

      “Child—” Priska said.

      But Phaidra would not be calmed. “You don’t know what it is like. You don’t understand! You always keep your distance.”

      Priska rolled her eyes. “You’re acting like a spoiled child.”

      Phaidra gaped at the woman who’d raised her. Had she ever seen Priska clearly before? Had she always been so callous? Had she always treated Phaidra like an obligation, one that must be tolerated when necessary, but only barely? Had it always been such? Or did Priska’s bitterness emerge only when Phaidra caught a glimpse of real love?

      “A spoiled child?” she asked, incredulously. “All I ever wanted was a little love, and that makes me a spoiled child?”

      “Love?” Priska coughed. “You think you found love here?” she asked, shaking her head. “That was not love.”

      “How can you say that? How would you even know if what Galen and I had was love? You wouldn’t even let me—”

      “Sex is not love,” Priska snapped. “Sure you were a challenge, a unique monster, but—”

      “How dare you!”

      “How dare I? Because I know love. I know the pain it will cause. I know what it’s like to hold the man you love as he dies, because he succumbed to a mortal infirmity. And then my daughter, and even your mother. All of them died, and I couldn’t stop it from happening. Love doesn’t bring joy; it brings heartache. So, steel up your heart. The sooner you get the romantic notions out of your head, and understand the impossibility, especially for you, the better off you’ll be.”

      The painful reality of Priska’s twisted mind doused Phaidra with horror. She needed to get out. “I’ll keep you physically safe. That’s what you wanted.”

      Fire blazed in Priska’s eyes, and she stomped over to Phaidra and towered over her. “What I want? You have no idea what I’ve wanted. And it never matters.”

      “Because you never tell me,” she screamed. “You act like a martyr all the time, but then you treat me like refuse and waste. I know I’m a monster. I know I’m hated. I feel it . . . I always feel it. But I’ve tried to do what I can to help you, watch over you, and all I really wanted was for  you, or anyone, to love me. But I’m done. I’m not my mother or your daughter. I’m not anything more than a beast you were told to watch over, and even then, you only did it because no one else would. So, I’ll pay you back, even if it costs me my life. But I’m done pretending you care about me. And I’m done wishing for it, too.”

      Priska stood so still she was statue-like.

      But Phaidra was also done trying to puzzle out what was going on in the older demigod’s head. The Sphinx glanced around the small cottage, grabbed the golden blade from Khafre and the rubied one from the attack by Lykaios.

      “Phaidra—” Priska said, moving toward her, her face ravaged by internal torment.

      But Phaidra held out her hands and shook her head. “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      There was silence as they regarded one another.

      Phaidra’s face was gaunt, and her golden coloring was washed out from being too long indoors. Her soul felt haunted, and she ached for the relief of love.

      Priska’s features settled into a raw weariness. When she spoke again, her voice echoed her fatigue, “You’re right. Get out, Phaidra. Get your things, take whatever you want, but I want you out of my house.”

      Priska’s agreement felt like further betrayal, and Phaidra’s anger grew. “What about Khafre?”

      “Yes, Khafre,” Priska said, dropping her head and rubbing her temples. “I hate that I need you to protect me, but . . . Are you determined to stay here?”

      “Yes.” There was nowhere else to go that met their needs as well.

      “Then I will stay in this house.” Priska sighed, a low sound of regret.

      “Then I won’t bother you again. I know what you think of me, and I’ll no longer be a burden to you. I will guard the entrance to Thebes; I will protect you from Khafre. I owe you that, and I’ll pay it back. But other than that, we’re through.” She couldn’t help the bitterness that seeped into her words. She strode across the room, and without looking back, she left the little house.
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      As Phaidra circled the air above the gate, she was surprised to see two men standing guard. Her surveillance route revealed nothing suspicious, but she hadn’t anticipated new sentries. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      She landed a few feet from them in the dirt. Rain had washed away all evidence of her fight with Lykaios’s men, but she could still see the broken trees and rearranged boulders from afterward.

      “Sphinx? What are you doing here?”

      She recognized the older man; he’d relieved her of her post more than once back when Lykaios was paying her. He was one of the few men who showed up when appointed to do so.

      “Are we at war?” she asked.

      The younger soldier was a stranger to Phaidra, but she could see the unease of his movements, smell the fear that emanated from him. She looked back at the older man and saw him shift uncomfortably.

      “What is it? Was the city attacked again?”

      The silence became uncomfortable.

      “Cray,” said the older man, “Go walk to the inside post and see if our dinner rations are ready.”

      His eyes stayed on Phaidra’s, and she could see uncertainty reflected in them.

      “But, sir,” Cray began to protest.

      “Son, that is an order. If I am not here when you get back, you know what to do.” His eyes broke to the young man’s only briefly.

      The young man’s jaw set, and he nodded once. The look he shot Phaidra was full of venom.

      Curiously, she watched as he made his way down the road toward the city.

      “I didn’t know the inside post was being used again,” she said while watching the young Cray. “Did Laius order it?”

      “Yes.” He cleared his throat and then continued, “After the commander and Lykaios died, it was thought best.”

      Sad understanding dawned, and she turned to face the older man and asked, “Are you going to try to kill me?”

      “I’m under orders to, Sphinx. Everyone knows you killed Lykaios. I’m told it was quite gruesome how you burned him.” His pupils were wide with fear.

      She gave a mirthless laugh. “You’re wrong. Not that it matters.” She fingered her blades and stared him down. “Do you think you will succeed if you attack me? You don’t stand a chance.”

      He released a shaky breath. “I know. I’ve seen you practice against twelve soldiers and walk away without a mark. I also know that you and Galen were close, and he was found dead shortly after the governor.” He blew out a breath. “I know you were honorable while you served Thebes these many years, but the rumor is Galen refused you on orders of his father, and you made them both pay.”

      She snorted. “Your information is incorrect.”

      He nodded.

      She was surprised he’d given her this much time. Perhaps he believed her. She wanted to be able to explain herself to someone.

      “I didn’t kill Galen. Lykaios had Thebes attacked that morning. He’d ordered . . .” She stopped when she heard them. She knew the sound, the attempt at stealth. With hot betrayal burning in her veins, she glared at the man. “How dare you?”

      She advanced, rage filling her chest, pulsing into her arms, clouding her mind.

      He backed away, fear marking all his features. “It’s my job. I’m just trying to do my job.”

      An arrow whizzed past, and she knew their plan. Archers would attempt to wound her before the swordsmen came in. She wondered briefly how many there were, knowing it didn’t matter. There wasn’t another demigod in Thebes besides Priska. No one else with immortal blades. With a deep breath, she let her instinct and reflexes take over.

      The fight was a blood bath. She wanted to throw the bodies over the cliff, or better yet, back toward the city to warn others not to attack her. Instead, she left the area. She leapt into the air, flying low over the city and then out toward Galen’s family property. His little house would be empty now, so she could clean up before returning to the gate.

      Her mood was dark as she returned, landing just outside the gate. She wasn’t surprised to see an emissary waiting in a long chiton with the new king’s colors.

      “Sphinx, you killed twenty of our soldiers today.” The accusation tumbled out of his mouth almost as if it were a question.

      “Sir, your King Laius ordered twenty soldiers to attack me today.” She glowered at the man, clenching her fists in a threat of violence. “What do you want?”

      “I . . . I am come to find out what you want . . . from Thebes. What will it take to make you go?” The words tumbled from his mouth, and she could smell the truth of them.

      She shook her head. “You may tell Laius that I will not leave Thebes. I am here to guard it from corrupt and evil influences. I will harm no Theban . . . unless they attack me first.”

      The man stared at her, mouth agape. “But . . . Why? What do you want?”

      She was done with this fool. “You’d best go. Now. Or I might consider this a verbal attack.”

      He jumped and without another word scurried back toward the city.
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      The sound of horses awoke her the next morning. Despite the brightness of the day, Phaidra’s mood remained dark. She hadn’t slept well, the nightmares of losing Galen played over and over in her head, and it was almost dawn before exhaustion claimed her.

      The jangle from the merchant’s caravan grated, and she grit her teeth. By the time the leader reached her, Phaidra had envisioned a number of ways of putting an end to the disruption of her rest. She remained to the side of the gate until she realized the caravan did not mean to stop. She stepped out and the horse reared in fear, breaking the axel of the wagon.

      The merchant jumped down, swearing. “What are you doing?” he yelled. “What do you mean by forcing us to halt? We have business in Thebes. Stand aside, you . . .”

      The new king seemed to encourage more trade.

      “Are you a Theban?” Her question was rhetorical because she knew he was not.

      His fleshy jowls jingled as he sputtered incoherently.

      “You are not. Therefore I’m going to make you an offer, one I think it would be wise to accept.”

      “What-t are y-you?” he stammered, finally finding his tongue.

      “I am the Sphinx. I guard Thebes from outsiders . . .” She poked him in the chest as she said, “like you.”

      “Are you, are you trying to deny me entrance?” he snapped. He’d found his bravado now too.

      “No. I am not going to try any such thing. I am denying your entrance into Thebes. You and every man not a Theban.”

      “You said you were going to make me an offer?” he asked, rubbing his hands together. “What is the offer?”

      “I need it circulated what has happened here in Thebes.”

      He paused his movement and, tilting his head, examined her. “What has happened?”

      “Me,” she said, simply. “I shall be here, guarding the only entrance to the city, all the time. There will be no further interference from outside the city.”

      “What do I get?” He leaned forward eagerly.

      His greed was the stench of metal coin and alcohol.

      Glaring at him, she growled, “Your life.”

      “That is your offer? Sphinx, you’re like an overgrown cat. What could you possibly do . . . ?”

      She hoisted a boulder the size of his torso and threw it over the cliff.

      “I accept your terms,” he said. “And I’ll make it known in every city we travel. No outsiders in Thebes.”

      He backed away, pulling his horse in an attempt to turn around. Others in the caravan heard, and the wagons battled for space to get off the narrow road and back to the Empire’s highway.

      Phaidra curled up on her rock and closed her eyes. She probably wouldn’t be bothered again today. News would travel. Bad news always traveled, usually very quickly.
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      The summer sun pounded away all the moisture in the air. Phaidra knew it was summer because of the heat. Not that it mattered. She spent her time overlooking the city of Thebes for weeks, or perhaps it was months, or years. When outsiders came, she turned them away. If they tried to use force, she helped them see there was no other way for men to enter Thebes than what she offered. Her silent brooding twisted her mind, until her entire purpose became the post as gatekeeper of Thebes, or the monster with the riddle. Both were equally terrible.

      The worst part was the incessant pleading of the travelers. Her anger and bitterness came through every exchange, and with every conversation, the darkness in her heart grew. She had no interaction with Priska, nor did she want to. While it was unreasonable to hate Priska for the warning to leave Galen alone, and her prediction that it would end badly, Phaidra resented the demigod. Almost as if the prediction made it true.

      Phaidra became a terror to all who approached the gate, even those allowed in. But she didn’t care. As long as Priska was safe, Phaidra was doing her job. When she was alone, she nursed memories of Galen, but bitterness and hate eroded her heart.

      The only respite came at night, when the moon was full, and she could imagine that her legs were human and she was merely waiting for Galen to arrive. On one such night, when the sky was drunk with blackness, the full moon heavy with silver light, the pre-dawn air tickled and teased its cool fingers through Phaidra’s hair and fur. She hovered between the realms of consciousness, and Galen sat next to her, bumping her with his shoulder. She didn’t care if she was dreaming, a smile of joy plastered her face, and she never wanted to awake. Galen reached his hand over her tucked wing and rubbed her lower back where the skin turned to fur. He stroked down, just into the fur, and then back up onto her skin. The gentle caress was a sliver of true bliss.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, looking at her with a frown. “What has happened to you?”

      Even with the confusion and his obvious disappointment, the sound of his voice was like manna.

      She looked at him, drinking in this vision of her love. But his frown weighed heavy, and after a sigh, she said, “What do you mean? What don’t you understand?”

      “I know you need to keep her safe, but why don’t you let them have a chance? You don’t have to kill them all.” He pointed at the dead, a pile of bodies and bones lying just at the gate. The men she’d killed in refusing access to Thebes.

      “I tell them to leave, that is a chance. They want to force their way. What if they are evil like Lykaios or Khafre? I have to protect Priska. I cannot fail again, Galen. I owe it to her.”

      He nodded as if this made perfect sense. “But it would only take you a few minutes to know, right? Smell if they are lying. Make them think it’s a game.”

      Her vision made no sense. “A game?”

      “Yes. Ask them a riddle. If they get it, they can come into the city, a free pass. You’ll be able to tell if they are lying.”

      There was some merit to the plan. “What . . . What are you saying?”

      “Ask them the riddle you asked me, the one that asks what creature goes on four legs in the morning . . . Then smell. If they’re liars or thieves or soldiers, you’ll know. Then at least it’s fair.” His voice trailed off, and his smile became sad. “I miss you, Phaidra.”

      She awoke to the pink rays of the morning sun glistening off the dew on the grasses in the lowlands. The scent of pine, rosemary, and lemon grass floated by with the breeze. Phaidra wiped the moisture from her eyes and tried to remember the dream.

      Her heart ached. She didn’t know if it was a dream or vision, but she decided every man would have an opportunity, a fair chance. The riddle was her favorite, one of so many that had to do with Galen. Then, for the first time since Galen died, the corners of her mouth turned up into a smile.

      “Ho there, Sphinx!” bellowed a man. He strutted up the mountain, leading his pack-heavy horse. “I’m Brinix the peddler, come to sell my wares in Thebes.”

      Phaidra eyed the man as she inhaled. He wore an expensive cologne that permeated the air, making his scent more difficult to ascertain.

      He drew closer and patted his bags. “I’ve heard of your watch, and  I’d like to make you an offer.”

      She narrowed her eyes, but before she snapped a retort, she remembered her dream. “You want passage to Thebes?”

      His lips curled into a smile. “Yes.”

      “You may enter Thebes if you can answer my riddle.”

      His brow furrowed. “A riddle?”

      He was an imbecile. But he deserved a fair chance. “It’s a word puzzle. If you can solve it, I’ll let you pass. “What creature goes on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?”

      The man and his horse drew near as she spoke, and when she finished, she inhaled through her nose. The sharp tang of steel was hidden under his musky cologne, but even the faux-odors couldn’t hide the over ripeness of his lies.

      He tilted his head as if he were trying to figure out the puzzle, but when he reached into his saddlebag, Phaidra leapt, knocking him to the ground.

      The two scrambled, he for the blade, and her for his throat. The sting of the metal in her arm did nothing to stop her, and she shook him, banging his head on the uneven path. When his body went limp, her hands circled his throat and squeezed.

      Men were liars.

      So the years went. No one was able to solve the Sphinx’s riddle, and Phaidra couldn’t find it in her heart to trust anyone.
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        * * *

      

      The late afternoon sun lolled in the sky, dancing between the deepening shades of blue. Autumn had extended her stay, and the number of shepherds asking to return to Thebes increased daily. Every Spring there were more who left, and Phaidra reminded each of them that they wouldn’t be allowed back in. Every one of them assured her they understood, but there were a few every year who tried to return to the city. Not that Phaidra made any exceptions.

      A shepherd approached the gate, the stench of sheep clinging to the man, but he was old enough that Phaidra expected him to know better. She waited, watching, as he nervously closed the distance to the entrance. When he was at the threshold, Phaidra walked into his direct line of sight.

      He stopped, eyes wide, and shock and fear warred over his face. He darted a glance behind him to the path and then faced forward.

      “Good day, sir.” Phaidra stepped past him and blocked the gate.

      “Sphinx,” the man said, his voice trembling.

      “Are you here to answer my riddle?” she asked, measuring him. He did not appear to be one of the upper class trying to win the princess’s hand. Nor did he look like a warrior, trying to prove his strength or power. He was too old to be naïve of the consequences, and his behavior spoke volumes of his knowledge of the risks.

      He swallowed, his adam’s apple bobbing in his neck, and then straightened his shoulders. “I’ve come to enter Thebes.”

      Phaidra nodded. “No one may enter without first answering my riddle. If you answer it, great things await you. If you fail, I shall slay you. Do you understand these terms?”

      The man’s eyes dilated, and his pulse feathered in his neck. Clenching his hands, he nodded. “I understand.”

      “Excellent. Here is the riddle: What creature goes on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three in the evening?” She took a deep breath. His fear was acrid and pungent, but a deeper worry was also present. One that smelled of loam and illness.

      She studied the man, a vague familiarity nagging at her. His olive coloring was tanned from spending so much time out of doors. His black hair was cropped short, but it was unmistakably curly. His hazel eyes glazed over, and he was silent as he contemplated the riddle.

      Minutes passed, and then an hour. Phaidra watched the sun begin its descent in earnest, and she wondered how far she would need to fly to find food. The stream usually had fish, but she’d need to get wet, and the air at night was sometimes bitingly cold. Her stomach rumbled, and she grew impatient.

      Still the man stood silent, looking down as if the answer might materialize on the ground. His hands were empty, and he hadn’t brought a horse. Wherever he came from wasn’t too far, and Phaidra wanted to tell him to go home.

      But he just stood there, head down, occasionally mumbling to himself. The longer she watched, the more her irritation grew. These men were all the same. None of them were smart; none of them could see what they were.

      “If you don’t answer, you may turn around and leave and I’ll not harm you. If you answer incorrectly, I’m oath bound to kill you. You’ve been here for hours, and I’m growing weary. Hurry up, man. You have two minutes to choose.” Perhaps the man would leave. She hoped so.

      He squared his shoulders. “I must get through.”

      Phaidra pounded on the dirt. “Then you must answer my riddle.”

      The man blanched. With his voice shaking, he stuttered, “I-is it-t some t-type of animal?”

      What the bloody Hades? What was wrong with this idiot? Why was he wasting her time? Growling, she advanced toward him and asked, “Is that your answer?”

      “No. No, no. Just give me more time. I can figure this out. I need to get into Thebes.”

      He held up his hands, but she ignored them and pounced. Knocking him to the ground, she climbed up on his chest. “You have failed. Your life is forfeit.”

      Phaidra gripped his neck and squeezed. She closed her eyes and let her irritation flow through her fingertips, not even considering what or who was at the other end, except that he was one more irritating nuisance, taking up her time . . .

      “Stop!” a young girl shrieked. “What are you doing?”

      Phaidra jerked back into the present, releasing the pressure around the man’s neck. Her surprise was compounded as she met the serious gaze of a girl no older than five stomping toward her with clenched fists.

      The child’s dark curly hair was pulled away from her face, accentuating her wide eyes filled with righteous indignation.

      “That’s my daddy. You’re hurting my daddy, and that’s not nice.” The girl ran the last few steps to her father who lay on the ground, gasping for air. Pounding on his back, she asked, “Daddy? Are you okay?”

      The young girl’s concern and obvious love ripped Phaidra’s dead heart with searing pain. Staring at the girl and her father in horror, Phaidra couldn’t believe what she’d almost done.

      The man rubbed his neck, coughing and choking as he gulped the air. After catching his breath, he drew his little girl close. Pulling her into a hug, he whispered into her dark curls, “You must go back.”

      His voice was low, but the urgency and concern sent another shiver through Phaidra. He loved his little girl, and her adoration was obvious.

      “No! I want to see my momma.” Her big eyes filled with tears, and she looked first at her father and then at Phaidra and asked, “Why can’t we go see Momma?”

      “Oh, little one . . .” the man began.

      The girl burst into tears. “Please? I just want to see my momma.”

      The child’s distress was sad and pitiful and wrenched at Phaidra’s heart. The girl refused to be comforted, and her suffering spilled all over the mountaintop.

      Concern for the girl’s grief made Phaidra’s ache until it was more than she could bear. “Please, stop. Why are you so upset? Where is your mother, child?”

      The girl wiped her eyes on her sleeve, but unshed tears still glistened as she said, “She’s sick.” Her lip trembled, but she held her emotions back as she continued, “She went to Aunt Priska for help, so I just know she’s better. Can we go see her?”

      Phaidra felt like she’d been sucker-punched, and her stomach dropped.

      When she didn’t say anything, the girl clutched her hands to her chest. “Please?”

      Phaidra could only nod. She let the two travelers pass, unable to respond to the man’s effusive gratitude. Her shock consumed her. She’d spent all this time on this hill, on this blasted hill, and become a monster. She’d kept Priska safe, but at what cost?
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      The sun sunk under the horizon, and the moon began its journey in the night’s sky. Phaidra stared up at the blackness, her mind reeling, questioning her every purpose. Looking back, she could clearly see she’d lived one gross error after another.

      Phiadra had kept herself removed from others, feeling self-conscious about her appearance, fearing the judgment of men, worrying about being seen as only a monster. And the three men who’d treated her with kindness and feeling paid for it with their lives. They had tried to show her something different than her paradigm, and at a costly expense. And she still hadn’t seen it. Still hadn’t believed it. And she became a fiend the world feared.

      Phaidra closed her eyes in defeat. She was the sphinx, the only one of her kind. There was no way to hide what she was, and would mankind ever forget? She had a hard time believing that the piles of bodies at her hands would ever be forgotten . . . or forgiven.

      And she still owed Priska her safety.

      “There is a way,” a woman said.

      Phaidra glanced up as a petite young woman stepped out of the abandoned guardhouse in a beam of moonlight. She had dark umber skin and pale, silvery hair the color of the moon. She wore a light-gray chiton with a bow and quiver slung over her back.

      Phaidra’s heart skipped a beat as she realized who her visitor was. She steeled herself for the worst, for there before her was the goddess Artemis, twin sister of Apollo. Rage rushed over the Sphinx; her hatred of Apollo was more of a force than a feeling. The god of the sun had brought nothing but misery and pain. Everything wrong with Phaidra’s life was because of his curse.

      “I can feel your anger, I even understand it, but it’s not me you’re angry with.” Artemis sat next to Phaidra on the rock. “Apollo is rash and obsessive.”

      Phaidra’s hopeless situation made her reckless. “Like you care.”

      “Because even to those who have nothing else, hope is still nearby.” The young woman smiled, but there was no humor in it. She leaned toward Phaidra and asked, “Who do you think told Priska to look after your mother?”

      “She might’ve loved Phoibe, but she doesn’t love me.”

      Artemis pursed her lips. “It’s difficult to recognize love when you don’t see the value in yourself.”

      The truth stung, and Phaidra gritted her teeth to avoid another hostile retort.

      Artemis studied Phaidra, and the silence stretched until she felt like she should say something. There was only one thing on her mind though, and after trying to figure out the right way to ask, Phaidra finally just spit it out. “Is there a way to break the curse?”

      Artemis shook her head. “No. But”—she held her finger up— “There are ways to change it.”

      Phaidra frowned. How come she didn’t know this?

      “Your lover sought the aid of a goddess . . .”

      “I thought it was Aphrodite?”

      Artemis smiled. “It was on the night of a full moon, and she needed a little help to accomplish what he wanted.”

      Phaidra’s eyes widened. Could it really be that easy? “You can change it?”

      Artemis shook her head. “Not like what you’re proposing. You want to change the very construct of the curse. You’ll need power greater than an Olympian to be able to achieve those ends.”

      Phaidra frowned. Even as removed as she was, she knew the Titans had been bound when the Olympians took over. “Are there still Titans? I mean outside of Tartarus?”

      “There are. But think of what you want, and think of who can help you make that happen. Each of us has power, some more than others, and all of us different. There isn’t one right answer, Phaidra. I’m just telling you that you have options.”

      Phaidra sat back on her haunches, mind reeling. She could find a god and change the curse. Her gaze returned to Artemis, and she asked, “What about Priska? Even if I could have the curse changed, I need to keep her safe.”

      Artemis grinned. “You need to go hunting.”

      There it was. The solution Phaidra was searching for. Instead of hiding from Khafre, she needed to find him . . . and kill him. She took a deep breath and asked for help. “How do I find him? He could be anywhere.”

      The moon continued its ascent, and Artemis glanced up at it and smiled. Facing Phaidra, the goddess blew out a slow breath and lowered her gaze to the ground. Then she snatched Phaidra’s hand and tapped her ring. “You got this from Priska.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Phaidra nodded.

      Artemis raised her eyebrows and said, “Do you remember how it works?”

      Phaidra thought back to when Priska had given it to her. Back when they were in Egypt. Priska had been adamant that when Phaidra used the star-stone her focus had to be singularly on . . .

      “You know she really does love you,” Artemis said, staring at Phaidra. “She’s terrified of losing someone else she cares about.”

      Phaidra wanted to insist that wasn’t the case, but hadn’t she seen Priska’s fear? Hadn’t Phaidra seen exactly how Priska’s capture and torture at Khafre’s hand had twisted the demigod?

      “I can’t make it right,” Phaidra said, swallowing her guilt. There was no way to go back and undo the past. “But I can give her freedom from Khafre. She’ll never have to worry about him again.”

      Artemis leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Phaidra. “Thank you for doing this for her.”

      The moonlight grew bright, and then Artemis was gone.

      Phaidra took the small gray stone from the ring. The pebble was dull and unassuming. She took a deep breath and focused on one thing, one person with a singular intent. With all her strength, Phaidra threw the rock high into the air, and the stone disappeared into the night sky. A moment later, a brilliant flash lit the sky, a vertical line stretching across the horizon. Phaidra pulled the golden dagger from her waist, and then she waited.

      The minutes crawled by. Phaidra continued to think of her revenge, part of her wishing she’d thought of it sooner, but then would she have ever come to Thebes? And even though her time here had been tragic, it had moments of beauty she wouldn’t trade for all the safety in the world.

      The night began to wane, the darkness fading, and the moon’s silver light began to bow to the melting light in the east. Sunrise was now a promise on the horizon. The air was crisp and cool, and the breeze smelled of rosemary.

      Phaidra’s muscles coiled and bunched with anticipation, and with every passing minute, she became more nervous. She fingered her blade and then swapped it to the other hand. Her palms were slick with sweat. And still she waited.

      The wind shifted, and she caught the scent of desert sand baked in the sun. In the fading darkness, a bright light exploded, blinding her, and Phaidra wanted to throw the dagger then. But she waited, her heart beating in her throat. She could not afford to miss. The light dispersed, and as his face came into focus, she could see his confusion. His gaze met hers, and his eyes widened. She couldn’t wait any longer.

      Her fingers loosed the weapon, and it found its mark with a thud. He opened his mouth to scream, but she’d stolen his last moments, and for once she was glad of her training. She’d used so much force that half of the hilt was buried in his chest. He dropped to his knees, his hands pulling uselessly at the golden hilt.

      Phaidra walked over to the man and glared at him. With every ounce of venom in her heart, she vowed, “I will never run from you again, Khafre.”

      Suddenly, there was nothing left to fear.

      He opened his mouth to speak but coughed up blood instead of words. She walked past him and looked out over the cliff to where Apollo’s chariot had begun to lighten the sky.

      Phaidra heard Khafre struggle. Heard him slump to the ground. But she kept her eyes fixed on the sky, its hues shifting from pink to orange. She waited until Khafre’s breathing stopped before she turned to face him.

      He’d managed to withdraw his dagger from wherever he’d had it hidden, and the blade was clutched in his left hand, his gaze now lost to the sky above. Phaidra pried the golden weapon from his fingers. She contemplated retrieving the matching one, but the trade seemed fair, so she left it buried in his chest. She picked up his still warm body, and with an awkward heave, threw it over the cliff. The son of Apollo hit the rocks below just as the sun broke over the horizon.

      Phaidra took a deep breath and turned back toward the gate of Thebes. She smiled, letting the moment of her freedom sink deep into her soul. The weight of worry lifted, and then she heard the clatter of horse’s hooves coming up over the hill. A moment of hesitation was enough for the traveler to be upon her.

      “What ho, Sphinx,” a man with a deep voice called. His armor glinted with the sun’s rays, and he was an imposing figure astride a large war mount. He held a spear in one hand and a large shield in another.

      “Good morn to you, sir.” She held back the urge to laugh. After all this time, someone finally thought to send a warrior. A true warrior.

      “I’ve come to solve your riddle and free the people of Thebes from your curse.” He pounded his chest, and the horse responded with a nicker.

      She couldn’t suppress the smile and didn’t even try. “Indeed, sir?”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Yes,” he snapped. “You’ve terrorized these innocents long enough.”

      His words sobered her, and a vision of the little girl from the day before flashed in her memory. How many children had she left fatherless? The thought made her stomach churn. The high that came with Khafre’s demise disappeared, and the awful reality of the horrors she’d committed crushed her chest. He was right, and she ached with the desire to flee.

      “Go on then, Sphinx,” he taunted her. “Ask me your word puzzle.”

      Phaidra frowned, but not at him. She wanted to be free, but it didn’t matter where she went, men would hunt her for the atrocities she’d committed. To flee would not be enough. She needed to be dead.

      “Ask me your riddle!” he screamed, lowering his spear until it pointed at her chest.

      For the briefest moment she considered killing him. It would be easy, but it wouldn’t solve any of her problems.

      “Ask me!” He glared at her as he waited.

      Why? What would it matter? Did he really think he could solve it? And if he did? But she had an idea. A crazy idea that would open possibilities. With the sudden inspiration, she began to recite the riddle. “What creature goes on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three in the evening?”

      She watched him shifting on his horse and tightening a strap on his shield. He wasn’t going to answer; he was gearing up for a fight. Which was the last thing she needed.

      “Sir?” She waved her arms at the man and smiled. “Have you solved it yet?”

      She kept her voice even and made every effort to not antagonize the man. The last thing she wanted was to fight him. She needed him now.

      “I am almost ready.”

      Clearly, but ready for battle meant she would have to fight. She needed to put a halt to his plans. “Sir?”

      He huffed with impatience and leveled her with a glare. “I was led to believe you gave the men some time to come up with the answer. Are you always so impatient?”

      She snickered. “No. But as I’m watching you get ready to attack me, I think I’d rather offer you a compromise.”

      He froze. “A compromise?”

      “Let me give you the answer, and then my riddle will be solved.”

      “Pardon?” He slid from his horse, and he dropped his spear to the ground. “Why would you do that?”

      She glanced down at her matted fur, filthy and gross. Her hair would be similarly knotted. Phaidra couldn’t remember the last time she bathed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a cooked meal. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt human. But she did now, and she wanted to keep that. “If you solve my riddle, I may leave this place.”

      “You want to give up?” He asked with raised eyebrows. His gaze flitted around the mountain pass as if there were explanations lying about, and when he still didn’t understand, he continued to question her. “You want to quit? Now?”

      Only a fool would make this about him. “No. I want to leave this place forever, and you can help me do that.”

      “I’m listening. What do you want from me?”

      Phaidra only needed one thing. “I’ll give you the answer. Just let me go afterward.”

      “And you will never return?”

      “No, I’ll never return.”

      “What else? What price must I pay to make this happen? Surely you will not just flee. Are you trying to extort me?”

      Even when she wanted to do something good, man made it difficult. “No. I want nothing more—” But she did. “You must tell no one of our agreement, save one woman. When you get into Thebes, find the healer, Priska. Let her know of our agreement. And tell her Khafre is slain. That is all.”

      The warrior nodded. “I agree to your terms, Sphinx.”

      Perhaps he wasn’t such a fool, after all. “Will you tell me your name?”

      He inclined his head. “I am Oedipus.”

      “Hail and Farewell, Oedipus. The answer is what you are. The answer to the riddle is man.” With her final declaration, Phaidra threw herself over the edge of the cliff. The mist deepened over the ravine and then cleared at the bottom. She flew low then caught a draft of warm air and rose again to hide in the fog.

      She could hear the man, scrambling to get to the edge. Phaidra looked down, and the only thing visible was the mangled form of Khafre. Hopefully, they wouldn’t send anyone to investigate.

      “She’s dead,” he declared.

      Phaidra smiled. Because now she was free to find divine help. If such a thing truly existed.
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      Phaidra flew deep into the mountains until she was confident the area was uninhabited by man. She found a river and bathed, splashing in the cold water until her fur and hair were gold and the grime carried away in the rapids. She found food, and using the methods Priska had taught her as a child, Phaidra cooked it on a spit and ate like a human. Because she was. Artemis’s words had stung, but they’d also taken root. How was Phaidra to expect anyone to see her as human if she didn’t believe it?

      Phaidra reviewed the gods she could petition. She dismissed the Olympians, and most of the Titans. Artemis had told her the curse couldn’t be broken, only fulfilled. And Phaidra refused to be with Apollo. She needed someone who could twist words, change their meanings. Perhaps, Eunomia? But she was a lesser goddess, and Phaidra needed someone with big powers. The Fates had already twisted the curse, so Phaidra didn’t think they would do more. The Furies were in the Underworld. She ran down options then weighed her meager offerings. She had the wealth given her by Djedefre, but what would the gods want with gold or jewels? What had seemed like a great answer was not so simple after all.

      She flew into cities late at night, trying to learn more about the gods and ways to please them. But she was horrified by what she found. Athena’s cursing of the beautiful Medusa because of the goddess’s jealousy, how Eris had interrupted a wedding with the golden apple of discord, which led to the Trojan war. The Olympians were selfish and cruel and powerful. Decades passed while she searched for a divine entity with enough power to be able twist the words of Apollo who also had a need or want that Phaidra would be able to fulfill.

      Late one evening as she was flying over the ocean, Phaidra heard a cry. She searched the dark waters, shocked when she spotted a casket. The wooden box dipped and turned in the rolling waves, and the crying worsened. She didn’t even think why such a thing could occur, because she knew it was wrong. She flew lower, and after several attempts, she lifted the coffer from the water and flew to the nearest shore. Certainly, mankind would help a babe.

      Unable to abandon the people within, Phaidra hid until the chest was discovered, and a stunning woman and her beautiful baby were welcomed into the community. Phaidra watched, returning night after night to see what would come of the baby and his mother, something deep within her telling her that her Fate was somehow tied to finding the baby and rescuing him.

      She learned his name was Perseus, and he grew in stature and intelligence as he aged. The king of the land treated him poorly, but Phaidra couldn’t make sense of the boy’s offence. When the king announced his wedding and insisted everyone bring a gift, Perseus scrambled, but without money, he had no gift. Rashly, the young man declared he would bring the king anything he desired. Phaidra’s heart sank when the king demanded the head of the gorgon, Medusa.

      The monster had become a beast, much like Phaidra in Thebes, and countless men and women died, turned to stone, because of her bitterness. Phaidra followed the young man on his quest, keeping her distance. She watched him wander in the woods for days, her heart aching when she heard him lament his uselessness. But Hermes and Athena appeared to him and gave him direction to the cave of the Graeae.

      It was then an idea began to sprout. Phaidra tried to catch up to the young man, but he’d disappeared. She circled the area, traveling miles everyday, but her searches yielded nothing. Without being human, she couldn’t go into the villages, towns, or kingdoms. And without being able to go into the towns and collect information, Phaidra could never become human.
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      Phaidra flew through the brisk air. With a full belly, she told herself there were others worse off than her and she should be grateful. The sounds of night were interrupted only by her wings, and if she focused on the faint whistle of her feathers in the air, she could almost ignore the pain in her heart. Looking up, she saw a whisper of silver around the waning moon and wished her life were different. She landed on the thin ledge outcropping and stumbled forward when she saw a beautiful young lady at the mouth of her cave.

      Swallowing back fear of the gods, Phaidra cleared her throat and said, “Excuse me. May I help you?”

      The girl turned. Her hair was dark and straight reaching almost to her slender hips. The girl’s face was striking and angular, and her bright-hazel eyes were familiar. With a quirk of her lips, she said, “I’m glad to see you haven’t forgotten your manners.”

      The young woman’s gaze met Phaidra’s, and a nagging sensation pulled at her memory. She knew this person, or at least that voice. But there was no way. It had been years, no decades since she’d left Thebes. Maybe longer. “Do I know you?”

      “I would say so.” The woman closed her eyes, and then the air around her body shimmered. Years passed in seconds, and then Priska stood before her.

      Phaidra’s mouth dropped open. “Priska?”

      “You know it is.” Old Priska closed her eyes, and the years fell away until she was a young girl once again.

      Phaidra watched in silent awe. Questions bounced through her head, and when the young woman stood before her again, Phaidra asked the one question she wanted to know most. “What are you doing here?”

      Young Priska sat down on the ledge of the cave, letting her feet dangle from the edge. Phaidra sat next to her and waited.

      “I need to warn you. The gods have drawn up accords, rules to live and be governed by. There are things that could affect you.”

      “Could? What more can they do?” The bitterness in her voice was louder than the words she spoke.

      Priska sighed. “I know I’ve hurt you. And the gods have ill served you as well. But you should stay current all the same.”

      Phaidra wanted to take out her frustration on someone, but she remembered that last night in Thebes. She wanted to be seen as human, which meant she needed to act human. “You’re right.”

      Priska studied her, a slow smile curling the corners of her lips. “You’re growing up.”

      Smiling in return, Phaidra pointed at the young woman and asked, “Why are you so young?”

      “Young?” Priska stood, curtsied, and with a laugh sat back down by Phaidra. “Well, you know we demigods have the ability to manipulate our bodies to any age we’ve been, and after nearly two thousand years as an old woman, I’m ready for a change. Do you like it?”

      Priska smoothed her skirt and batted her eyes playfully.

      “It’s a good change,” Phaidra responded. “And it fits your personality . . . Wait. Did you say two thousand years?”

      Priska blushed, the faintest pink coming into her cheeks. “Thank you, and yes.”

      Phaidra shook her head and murmured to herself in disbelief. She had no idea of the passage of time, but certainly . . . She looked up at Priska. “How long . . . ?” She took a deep breath, “How long have I been here?”

      “It’s been a while. Maybe a few hundred years. Maybe a thousand? Give or take.”

      Phaidra could hardly believe it. She’d been looking for an answer for a long time, but she was just as stuck now as she’d been a thousand years ago. Unless . . . “Are you going to tell me these new rules? Is there something that will help me?”

      Priska eyes went from playful youth to those of the wise woman who’d raised the Sphinx. “The gods are withdrawing from man. There is too much chaos and discord. They’ve agreed to seclude themselves on Olympus and their temples. There will be fewer demigods and no more monsters.”

      “That sounds like an improvement. Did the gods finally figure out how much they screw things up?”

      “Something like that.” Priska smiled. “Also, Zeus banned Hades access to the living.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “For the demigods. Hades found a way to create half-breeds with the dead. Skia, he calls them. They are shadow monsters made to kill immortals.” She paused. “They may be able to kill you, too.”

      “Do you know that for sure?”

      “No. But they have killed several demigods.”

      Phaidra wanted to say how this didn’t bother her in the slightest, but it apparently did bother Priska. “Thanks for the warning.”

      When she next spoke, Priska’s voice was soft, and the anxiety coursing through it demanded Phaidra’s attention. “You know, you are the daughter I always wanted.”

      Phaidra forced a derisive exhale. She did not believe Priska for a second. “No, Phoibe was the daughter you always wanted. I was her daughter, and really, I’ve been a monster. I’m sorry.”

      There was so much bitterness laced in Phaidra’s words, and she wasn’t sure if the pain would ever really go away. But she did recognize Priska’s service. And more than anything, Phaidra needed her help now.

      “Don’t you think it is time to stop your sulking?” Priska asked, exasperated. “Don’t you want to move on with your life?”

      “I have no life! This”—Phaidra waved her hands at her surroundings and herself—“is no life. As you’ve said before, I am a monster!”

      Priska frowned. “I’m sorry I ever said that. It was wrong of me. So, tell me, what is the problem?”

      “I can’t live like this. And I can’t find a god to help me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Phaidra outlined what Artemis shared and then the plan to get a god to manipulate the words. “The problem is I can’t find anyone.”

      Priska glanced at Phaidra and said, “Normally I would tell you to start with a bath. But I think we should save that for afterward.”

      “After what?”

      “Did you hear what happened with the Graeae?” Priska asked with a mischievous smile.

      The Graeae, the gray witches, born of Titan parents, at least as strong as the Olympians, but probably stronger. “Do you think we can get them to help?”

      “It is said that they can see the gray in any word,” Priska told her. “And since Perseus stole their eye . . .”

      “Perseus stole their eye?” Phaidra knew she sounded as though her brain were addled, but . . . Who did that? Well, obviously Perseus did. “Did he ever kill Medusa?”

      Priska raised her eyebrows. “That’s been a while ago, but yes, he did.”

      Well, if the Graeae were good enough for Perseus, they were good enough for Phaidra. “Tell me everything you know.”

      Priska laughed and then laid out the basics. “The Graeae were born old. They had one tooth and one eye among them, and they had to share them.”

      Phaidra couldn’t help scrunching up her nose in disgust.

      But Priska just ignored her and continued. “A demigod named Perseus stole their eye and held it ransom for information. After he got what he wanted, he threw their eye into Lake Tritonis.”

      “That’s so wrong,” Phaidra snapped. “Now, what am I supposed to do? Do I have to steal their tooth?” The thought made her insides turn. “Or,” she asked with her eyebrows raised, “am I supposed to retrieve the eye?” Phaidra shook her head. “Do you even know if it will be worth one of these impossible tasks?”

      Priska spoke with reverence, “It is said that they can find the gray in anything. That’s what we need, someone with immeasurable power that can find the gray in the curse and twist the words.”

      Phaidra nodded. “I was close before, but I could never find them. Do you know where they are?”

      Priska nodded. “I do.”
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        * * *

      

      Phaidra glowed with excitement. Confidence? Oh yes. She’d put months into the plan, and Priska had taken several of the larger stones into town from the chest of jewels from Djedefre. But if this worked . . . A shiver of excitement crawled over Phaidra’s skin, even where there was fur, because if this worked, she wouldn’t be a monster.

      Traveling at night was tricky. Phaidra knew the Gorgoneon plains would not be marked, but she’d hoped Kisthene might still exist, or at least the ruins of the once great city. She flew up and down the coastline, listening at the shoreline. Dusk turned to night, and the waves pulled out with the tide. The deep echo was incongruous with the shallow entrance into the rock face. Circling around, her eyes pierced the dark, and she could see the narrow gap leading to the back of a cave. The water washed into the recesses, but the hollowness told of land somewhere in the depths of the cavity.

      The tide was low, so she flew into the cavern before landing in the cold water. The water soaked her fur, making her lower extremities heavy, and treading through it was laborious and exhausting, although it was only a couple feet deep. As she walked forward, her ears picked up on incessant arguing, the voices almost blending with the waves. Still unable to see to the rear of the cavern, she pushed toward the noise with eager anticipation.

      “Gib id to be! Id is by turn!” The voice was high, grating, with a pronounced lisp.

      Phaidra’s heart rate picked up, panic gripped at her, and her stomached knotted.

      “Stop shouting, I said you could have it. Here id is.” This voice held deeper tones, tones that filled Phaidra’s heart with dread and uncertainty.

      “Thank you!” the first voice said.

      Again, Phaidra’s emotions swung back to confusion and alarm.

      “Be still, you two.” This last voice was strong and distinctly different than the other two. “I do believe we have company.”

      Phaidra found herself trembling. The power that exuded with the last voice was one of destruction. All her confidence waned into the despair of destroyed dreams.

      The creatures turned to face her, and Phaidra gasped. Their lower halves were that of water birds: their dull-gray feathers were matted with slime and bits of debris. From the waist up they were human; their slender bodies were youthful and their skin smooth and pale, but their muscle definition was evidence of their strength. They were unclothed, but their long, thick hair covered much of their torsos. Their hair was, as she’d heard, long and gray, but it too was matted and dirty. What surprised Phaidra the most were their faces. The empty eye sockets and gummy mouths stood in stark contrast to their smooth, alabaster skin and delicate features. They were hags, but only because of their disfigurations.

      “Ladies,” Phaidra said, her voice cracking.

      The crones laughed, a cruel, barking sound.

      Phaidra took a deep breath and tried again, “Ladies!” Her voice held firm despite the fact that her hands still trembled. “I have come with a proposition for you to consider.”

      Her practiced speech boiled down to this one phrase, and she waited, anxious for their response.

      “Ha!” The crone with the shrill voice fixed her with empty eye sockets. “The last proposition killed our sister, Medusa, and lost us an eye. What do you want, young demigod?”

      This would be Pemphredo, and despite the alarm her name implied, the statement was so absurd Phaidra felt her determination rise. “Clearly, you need that eye back. Your assessment is lacking.”

      The other two witches turned to face her. Almost in unison, they spoke. “We’re listening.”

      Phaidra knew there was no going back. “I have brought you something, but in exchange I want you to help me.”

      “What have you brought us?” The monster with the deeper voice moved forward greedily and was pushed aside by her sister.

      “Deino!” The witch up in the front hissed at her sister, who receded like a wave. She then turned back to Phaidra. “What do you want help with?”

      “When I was born, I was cursed. I want to know how it can be broken.”

      “What were the words that were spoken?” The one in the front seemed to speak for the group. This must be Enyo.

      “Will you help me?”

      “Tell us the curse.”

      “What is she offering for our help?” The one named Deino again moved forward.

      “What do we get out of it, Enyo? Why should we help her?” The other monster mumbled the words, her head down, and her feathers rustled eerily.

      “Sisters, please. Let us hear the curse. Then we will discuss payment.” Enyo’s voice was firm, and the other two monsters seemed to flank Enyo’s sides; the communication meant more to the monsters than Phaidra understood.

      “Ah, yes, speak. What is the curse?” Deino’s face was alight with excitement, but the energy radiating from her was that of pure dread.

      Phaidra sucked in her breath, fear intensified with the proximity of the Graeae. Steeling her resolve, she repeated the lines spoken on the night of her birth:

      On this night, and in this land

      Hear the curse, How it will stand.

      Your body and your beauty be

      Touched and marked eternally of me

      And when your family is complete

      Then Death will visit on swift feet

      And rob you of the joy divine

      The joy that should be yours and mine

      Until we wed, and love and more

      This shall stand forevermore.

      “Who cursed you?” Pemphredo rustled closer.

      “Apollo.” Phaidra felt the anticipation of an attack as Pemphredo drew closer, and she wanted to retreat. With a deep breath, Phaidra gritted her teeth and held her ground.

      “You are the Sphinx.”

      “I am.”

      “What have you to trade?” Enyo’s empty eye sockets narrowed, and she stepped forward, her hand outstretched.

      Phaidra saw the horror that could waste cities. She debated only momentarily the wisdom in giving the Graeae back their vision. Placing the gemstone in Enyo’s hand, Phaidra said, “This.”

      The Gray One rolled the multi-faceted orb in her hands and then directed her empty sockets to Phaidra.

      “What is it?”

      “A new eye. Like you three sisters, it is one of a kind. Over a thousand facets on it. I thought you would enjoy seeing from so many different angles.”

      “Give it to me.” Pemphredo splashed toward her sister.

      “Let me try it!” Deino shrieked, her hands flailing as she moved forward.

      “Hush, sisters.” Enyo pushed her arms back and blocked the progress of her sisters. “This eye comes with a price.” Enyo’s face turned back to Phaidra. “We must pay first?”

      “No, I am sure you will act honorably, Enyo.”

      The creature pushed the orb into her empty eye socket, the air popping as it was displaced.

      “What do you see?”

      “Does it work?”

      Enyo was silent. After a moment of bickering, the other two quieted and yearned hungrily at their sister. Phaidra was watching Enyo. She could see the eye moving, circulating within the confined space. The almost imperceptible light danced off the gemstone, sending faint rainbows on the walls of the cave.

      “We need more light in here.” Enyo broke the silence. “There is so much to see, so much we have missed.” She focused her head in Phaidra direction. “We will answer your riddle for this gift. It is a fair trade.”

      Phaidra waited, her stomach fluttering with a mixture of eagerness and dread.

      Enyo’s voice was full of power, and it washed over Phaidra in crashing waves. “Apollo cursed you ‘on this night’ which was that of a new moon; it is the time at which his powers are strongest, as his sister’s power is not able to balance his at all. The day before, the night of, and the day after a new moon. That is when no matter what else we decide, the curse will be at its height of power. He also cursed you in a specific place, ‘this land.’ Get off this land, and his curse will weaken.”

      “As far as your body and beauty being touched by him, no doubt he meant the crossbreed that you now are, but if your hair and eyes are still gold, it would still fulfill the words. Right, sisters?”

      Phaidra saw the sisters nodding, and suddenly, Phaidra could feel her lower limbs trembling.

      Enyo continued, “When you get married and give birth, you will face mortality. You will die shortly after you have everything that constitutes a family: husband, wife, and child.”

      “Right.”  It was Pemphredo speaking, “And to break the curse you, or your seed, must wed and bear a child with Apollo, or his seed.”

      “That is the curse.” Enyo finished and turned to her sisters.

      Phaidra’s mind was spinning. What did this mean? What were they saying?

      “Give me the eye. I want a turn!” Deino demanded.

      “I only just got it. Besides, I didn’t lose it last time.” Enyo responded.

      “Wait!” Phaidra shouted above the noise of the witch sisters.

      Only Pemphredo looked at her. “What?”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but—”

      “That’s it. We’ve exchanged services. Unless you have something else to trade.” The witch’s empty sockets and toothless mouth made the otherwise beautiful face hideous.

      When Phaidra shook her head, her voice failing, the witch continued, “Then, let us be.”

      “I said give it to me!” Deino screeched, the sound intensified by the enclosed space.

      Phaidra started her departure with little hope. She splashed into the water, withdrawing from the cave and the bickering sisters. Stretching her hindquarters, she pushed off the rocky bottom. One step. Two. Three. When she put her foot down to take the next step, the ground dissolved. The tide was in, and she couldn’t touch land. She kicked and stretched, fear pounding through her chest. Would she be able to make it back to shore? She’d never swam much, and certainly not with any significant pull from Poseidon’s realm. If she could just get through the cave, she could take to the air and fly the rest of the way . . . She kicked again and yelped in surprise.

      She brushed her hand over her lower extremities, and awed wonder rocked her.

      It couldn’t be.

      Her fur was gone. As she came out of the cave, the moon lit the sky and Phaidra glanced into the water. Golden fur skimmed the surface, sloughing off her body with the lapping of the water. She kicked and giggled as the water brushed over her bare skin and looked into the dark depths. The faint light made her skin silver, but she could see what she’d hoped for and yet believed impossible. She shrugged her shoulders, but her wings were gone. And . . .

      Her lower extremities were human.
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      Phaidra closed her eyes, rested her elbows on the table, and rubbed her temples, trying to ignore the bawdy cacophony of the tavern’s occupants. But the pounding noise swelled, reaching all the way back to the far corner where she hid in a booth. She’d lost track of days, or she never would’ve come for supper tonight. The last Saturday was always loudest because the priests at Apollo’s workhouse distributed a charitable coin to each occupant, giving them enough wealth to enjoy a few rounds of gin. She would leave now and forgo supper, but she’d missed two meals while aiding with Mrs. Abrose’s delivery. She’d revived the babe easily, and the child took to the breast of the wet nurse without incident.

      So why do I feel so empty?

      “May I buy you a drink?” a man asked.

      Fool. He probably thought her a prostitute—or hoped anyway. Too bad for him. Keeping her eyes closed, she mumbled, “Do I look like I need a drink?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      The man’s accent held a hint of Scottish brogue despite his perfect English diction. He must’ve lived there for many years before settling here in London. Not that it mattered.

      “You offered me a drink,” she huffed and straightened. Peeling her eyes open—akin to rubbing sand into her ocular cavities—she faced him and raised her tin mug. “Do I look in need of another?”

      She swished her watery ale, and it sloshed over the side, splattering onto the stained wood table. Narrowing her gaze, she studied the intruder.

      The man was no workhouse laborer. He was far too polished. Tall and thin with well-coifed hair, he was sharply dressed in knee breeches, a linen jabot, and a gold fob hung from his pocket. He could easily pass for a nobleman but for the black ink staining his fingers.

      “Do you write or draw?” she asked, a flash of curiosity getting the better of her.

      He grimaced and glanced down at his clothing. “Have I spilled ink again?”

      Davy, the owner, set a bowl of stew on the table as well as a basket of steaming rolls, a crock of butter, and her napkin and silverware.

      Phaidra noticed the stranger was still there at her table after Davy left, so she shook her head and pointed to his blackened fingers with her spoon as a way of explanation.

      “Oh.” He snatched the loose napkin from the table and rubbed his hands with it, but the ink stayed fixed on his fingers. Blushing, he placed the cloth back on the table and said, “I draw.”

      She broke a roll in half and slathered it with butter. Even after several bites, he still remained. He was far more persistent than most. After swallowing, she felt obligated to ask. “What do you draw? Are you an artist?”

      He laughed as if she’d said something funny, and she frowned, wondering if he was drunk. Half the tavern’s occupants probably were by now. She needed to finish her food before she left—at least enough to get her through the night.

      Grinning, he said, “I’d like to think of myself that way. I’m an architect.”

      She nodded, shoving the last bite into her mouth. She stood, dropped several pence on the table, and then grabbed the last two rolls. With a nod to the gentleman, she turned to go.

      “Wait miss,” the man called.

      She wanted to growl at him but settled on a flat stare as she turned and said, “Excuse me.”

      “Oh. No, you misunderstand,” he said. “You left your reticule.” He held out the small handbag.

      “I apologize for my rudeness,” she said with a nod, accepting the bag. Such a nuisance. Phaidra liked the heavy dresses from the century before much better. More pockets. But as fashions changed and the dresses became lighter, she needed a place to keep her things. She just wasn’t used to the new style—not yet. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Robert Adam at your service,” he said, bowing.

      As if they were being introduced at a social gathering.

      “Mr. Adam,” she said, inclining her head enough to meet the demands of etiquette. Before he could make any further conversation, she fled.

      The ache of loss swelled, crawling through her body and pulling at her sanity as she ran. She dropped the rolls and clutched her fists to her chest, breathing through the pain.

      The tenuous grasp she held on this faux-complacency had faded—and despair wrung a few more drops of hope from her heart. When she felt like this, Phaidra wasn’t sure living for all eternity would be enough to make up for the murders. How many lives did she need to save to make up for the ones she’d stolen?

      And would she be forever cursed with this hole in her heart? Centuries had passed, but the pain of losing Galen—her love—still throbbed with melancholy. She shook her head, trying to dislodge the dreams of death. She’d tried opium, ale, and even a knife—but she couldn’t end her life, and she feared what harm she might cause if she went insane.

      If she couldn’t find a way to help her forget, some way to make the pain lessen, she would need to find a place to hide away from mankind again.
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        * * *

      

      The brief hint of spring disappeared under winter’s tenacious hold, and dozens of households fell ill with the croup. Phaidra had no time to think as she went from family to family, working to beat back Thanatos’s greedy hands.

      For the first time in weeks, Phaidra slept in her own bed. Darkness still clung to the early morning sky when she awoke to banging on the front door. Not even a minute later, there was a tap at her bedroom, indicating her battle with the gods of the Underworld was yet undecided for the season.

      “Doctor Pallas,” her manservant, Jonathon, said on the other side of the door. “Are you awake, miss?”

      If she wasn’t, she would be now. She took a deep breath, reminding herself she liked her manservant, and replied, “Yes.”

      Jonathon and his family had worked for her for three years. In that time, they’d exchanged the same hundred words and no more, so she knew exactly what would come next.

      “Sorry for disturbing you, miss, but there’s a manservant at the door, requesting your help for his master.” There was a pause, and then, “He’s quite ill, Doctor.”

      The latter plea was rare, so she rose and then struck a match—unnecessary, but she’d discovered her visual acuity made mortals nervous. She pulled a simple dress from the wardrobe and said, “I’ll be down shortly.”

      “Do you want me to send Mary up to help you dress and do yer hair?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll manage.” Mary was only fifteen, and she needed her sleep.

      Phaidra slipped the simple gown over her petticoat and pulled her hair up, securing it with combs. She snatched a white cap to cover the messy curls and slid her shoes on as she grabbed her bag. Jonathon met Phaidra at the bottom of the stairs and walked with her into the foyer where a lanky manservant stood—his waistcoat stained and his hair askew. As soon as his gaze met hers, his eyes widened.

      “This here is Dr. Pallas,” Jonathon said, beaming with pride. “Now, give me the address, and I’ll make sure–

      “You’re the doctor?” the servant asked, incredulous.

      “Yes. Is there a problem? Would your master prefer references or services?” Phaidra glared at him, her ire flaring with his impertinence.

      “No—no. Sorry, miss—Doctor, I meant doctor. Can you come now? My master… He’s awful ill.”

      Phaidra nodded at Jonathon, and he opened the front door.

      Waving toward the street, she said to the other manservant, “Lead the way.”

      The carriage was relatively comfortable, the cushions firm but plush, with plenty of furs to keep warm during the short ride. Phaidra knew every turn through the muddy pocked streets of London, so she wasn’t at all surprised when the door opened in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in London. She descended the carriage and was ushered into an exquisite foyer. The intricacy of the architecture—from the filigreed doors, wainscoting, and coffered ceilings—was stunning, and Phaidra found herself momentarily distracted by the gold-leaf details.

      “’Ere ye are, miss. You the nurse?” A portly woman escorted Phaidra into a warm drawing room lit only by the blazing fire. “Will the doctor be along shortly? So smart to send a nurse along ahead—”

      “I am the doctor, ma’am,” Phaidra said. The woman fell silent, and awkwardness settled between them before Phaidra brushed it away. “The patient?” she prompted, irritated. “Are you going to take me to the patient?”

      “Yes. Of course. Right this way, Doctor.” The woman stared a moment longer, her brow furrowed, and then led Phaidra out of the drawing room and up the stairs.

      Phaidra rolled her eyes and followed, not that the reaction was that uncommon. There weren’t many female physicians, and the initial concern with Phaidra’s apparent age usually disappeared in the wake of her competence.

      As she walked, Phaidra continued to appreciate the beautiful home. Though unable to examine the details of the designs, she was struck with the intricacy of them. From the woodwork and trim to the furniture, every piece was classic, elegant, and minutely detailed. The master of this home had to be fastidious and meticulous.

      Phaidra followed the housekeeper into a dark bedroom, the ruddy glow from the dying embers the only source of light. The moans coming from the bed announced the patient’s location.

      “No. Oh. Make it stop.” His voice slurred with a thick Scottish accent, and his ragged breathing was labored and wet.

      The sky outside appeared more gray than black now, but it was still early in the morning—far too early for a man of this station to be awake. Despite the low light, Phaidra crossed the room, avoiding the discarded bricks, and stepped up to the curtained bedside.

      “I’m Doctor Pallas,” she announced, pulling the curtain aside. “I’m here to examine you, sir.”

      The man rolled over. His face was beaded with perspiration, his eyes unfocused and wild with pain. He clenched his stomach, and his legs were tucked, curling him into an almost fetal position.

      “Please,” he gasped. “Please, make the pain stop.” He exhaled and closed his eyes as though exhausted with the struggle of speaking.

      “I’ll do what I can,” she whispered. Guilt assaulted her. Despite the fact that she had nothing to do with his pain, she’d caused that same expression of agony when choking men outside Thebes. She guided his knees away from his stomach and examined him. “How long has it been hurting?”

      “Since this afternoon,” the housekeeper answered.

      “What happened?” Phaidra asked, glancing back at the woman. “How did he present?”

      “Mister Adam spent the day at work but came home around dinner time, maybe two o’clock or so. Cook had mutton and partridge ready for him. They’re Mister Adam’s favorites. He ate and then worked in his study for the next several hours, staying well past the hour he usually takes supper. About eight, he took to bed, ill.”

      “Has he been sick like this before?”

      “Oh, yes, miss. He, Mr. Adam, he has a very weak constitution. He stopped school when he was just a lad he was so ill. He’s never been quite the same since, neither. Always struggling with digestion issues, that one. Lud, and he’s an anxious one at that.”

      Phaidra nodded, taking note of the man’s history. “Anyone else sick tonight?”

      “Well, no, miss… I mean doctor. No. Just Mr. Adam.”

      “And in the past, when Mr. Adam’s been ill, has anyone else fallen ill?”

      A look of concentration crossed the housekeeper’s face. “No. I don’t rightly think so, doctor.”

      “And has he had a fever? Chills? Is he vomiting? Loose bowels?”

      “I can’t rightly say. He just said he was feeling poorly and came up to his chambers.”

      “Has he taken anything for the pain? Any medicine, food, drink? Anything?”

      “No miss. Just a little whiskey.”

      Phaidra nodded. She put her hand to his forehead, to his wrist, to his neck. She then put her hand on his abdomen, very gently. “Mister Adam, I’m going to put my ear to your belly. I want to hear what’s happening inside.” Phaidra smoothed the nightshirt over the man’s abdomen and put her ear at his belly button. She listened and then straightened to palpate and percuss his abdomen.

      “Can you bring me water, please? And make sure to boil it.” Phaidra pulled out a mortar and pestle and a bowl. “Oh, and some whiskey.”

      “Are you going to bleed him, miss?”

      Phaidra turned to the woman and noticed the worry lining her face.

      “Bleed him? No. I don’t see any reason to bleed him.”

      The gray-haired woman let out a sigh. “Oh, I’m so glad. I mean, if that was best, of course I would want you to do it. But, Mr. Adam, he gets so weak after they bleed him. And maybe that is just what it takes, but, oh, I hate how it just seems–

      “I could really use that water now.” Phaidra gave the woman a meaningful look.

      “Oh. Of course, doctor.” She left the room.

      Phaidra put some dried fennel, basil and lemon peel in the mortar and ground them to a fine powder. While she waited for the water and the whiskey, Phaidra rummaged through the bag and removed two tincture bottles. Perfect.

      “Here you are, doctor.” A large tray with a pitcher of water and a crystal decanter filled with amber liquid was set in front of her. There were two glasses on the tray.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Phaidra brushed the herbs into the bowl and added enough water to make a paste. She pulled a single dried belladonna berry from a bag, smashed it in the mortar, but removed only a fraction of the berry powder into the paste. She scooped the paste into the dark bottle and added enough whiskey to fill the bottle. She placed a cork in it and gave it several shakes before handing it to the housekeeper. “This needs to merry for two days before it will be of any assistance to him. He will need only two drops under his tongue when he starts to have a stomach ache. Be sure he doesn’t take any more. Any more than two drops in twenty-four hours could kill him.”

      She put the rest of the dried berry into the other bottle and filled it with whiskey. After giving it a shake, she set it down. She filled a glass with a small amount of water and let one drop of her second concoction fall into the water.

      “Mr. Adam, sir.” Phaidra looked at her patient’s face for the first time. A feeling of familiarity nagged in her mind, but she quickly dismissed it. It didn’t matter. “Mr. Adam. I need you to sit up and drink this tincture.”

      He groaned as he sat up. His eyes were hazy, but they locked on Phaidra. “I know you.” His pupils dilated with surprise. Then his lids shut, and he gritted his teeth as another pain gripped him.

      Phaidra held the water up to his mouth. “Here you are sir. Just a little drink, and the pain will ease up. You will sleep all night, and the pain will be much better in the morning.”

      “What are you giving me?”

      “Just a little drink here, sir. It won’t taste very good, but you’ll feel so much better. Come now, drink up.”

      It was just two swallows, and the man flopped back onto his pillows.

      Phaidra knew the medicine would take longer than a few seconds before it would start to work, but not much more. She sat in a chair across from the bed, watching the man’s face relax as the tincture took effect.

      She stood to go.

      “Wait.” It was the patient. His voice was slurred.

      Phaidra started putting things away. “What is it, sir? Do you need something?”

      “No, miss. I…I know you.”

      Phaidra came closer to him. His face was relaxed and sleepy, and his lips were turned up in the faintest of smiles.

      “I’m the doctor, sir.” She put her hand to his face, but it was cool and dry.

      “No… no, that’s not it. It was a fortnight ago at the pub. I…wanted…to…buy…you…” His voice was trailing off.

      But it didn’t matter, Phaidra remembered. He looked much younger without his wig and sharp tailoring. She smiled to herself. If he drank ale regularly at that pub, that was probably the cause of his stomachache. “A drink,” she said to herself as she packed up the rest of her stuff. “You really should stop going there, sir.” Phaidra looked back at him, but he was fast asleep.

      She saw herself downstairs and arranged with the housekeeper to have the carriage brought around for her to return home. She would send a bill later.
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      Phaidra finished cleaning her instruments and was drying the small mortar and pestle when she heard Jonathon answer the door. With a sigh, she put the tools back in her bag, and surveyed the herbs she’d set out to dry.

      “Yes, sir, she’s at home, but she’s on her way out. She should be down momentarily; the carriage is waiting.”

      Phaidra moved through the kitchen, gathering the herbs she used most often: chamomile, cayenne, peppermint, white willow bark, valerian, and feverfew. Mrs. Thomas wasn’t always compliant with her prophylaxis treatments, and her stress often got the better of her.

      “Doctor Pallas?”

      Her manservant rounded the corner just as Phaidra secured the last of the herbs in her bag.

      “Yes, Jonathon?” she replied, glancing up at him.

      “Mr. Adam is here to see you, doctor.”

      “Mr. Adam?” Phaidra’s thoughts flicked backwards until she remembered. “The stomach ache,” she said with a nod.

      “The stomach ache?” The brogue twisted the pronunciation of ache. “Is that how you identify people? By their ailments?”

      Phaidra looked into hazel flecked eyes. “Only when I think they can’t hear me.”

      He raised his brows. “Well, now. That was…honest.”

      “I’m sorry. I need to be going Mr. Adam. I have a patient waiting.”

      “May I escort you?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Mr. Thomas has sent a carriage around.”

      “I see. May I call on you another time?”

      Phaidra scrunched her eyebrows. “Whatever for?”

      Robert Adam smiled as if she’d said something funny. “To call on you.”

      Jonathon cleared his throat. “Doctor Pallas, you must come now. Mrs. Thomas will be upset with the delay.”

      Phaidra nodded toward her servant, but her eyes never left Mr. Adam. She walked towards the door, turning to face him before passing through the way. “Mr. Adam? I’m not sure calling on me would be…wise. I think you’d be best served finding someone else…to call on.” She noticed his smile falter, and without waiting for his response, she left to attend Mrs. Thomas.

      Night was waning when she returned home. A fire burned in the grate in the dining room, and a plate holding biscuits and mutton sat on the table. With a sigh, Phaidra collapsed into a chair.

      “Doctor Pallas?” Mary poked her head into the room.

      Her mouth full, Phaidra nodded at her to enter.

      “Doctor, Mr. Adam left this for you.” Mary held out a calling card and a small box. “He also settled his bill with Father. Father said he put the money in your office.”

      “Thank you, Mary.” Phaidra fingered the thick creamy card. Adam was embossed in the center of the card, and the script Robert was written through it in black ink. Scrolls of ivy climbed the sides of the card. Phaidra turned it over and ran her thumb across the note before reading it.

      Doctor Pallas,

      Please accept this token of appreciation for your effort on my behalf. You are an angel…

      Respectfully,

      Robert Adam

      Beautiful wings were drawn in the bottom corner of the card. With a smile, Phaidra turned to the box on the table and opened it.

      Inside, lying on folds of silk, was a porcelain figurine. The woman was ethereal in her beauty, but that wasn’t what stopped her breath. On her back were crimson tipped, golden wings. The artistry was amazing but the detail disturbing. Phaidra knew what her feathers looked like. The rendition was exact.

      “Oh, doctor, that is beautiful!” Mary exclaimed.

      Phaidra slammed the lid back on with a swallow. “Quite.” She took another bite of her biscuit, but the food felt thick in her mouth.

      “It must be so lovely, what having a gentleman caller. And Mr. Adam at that.”

      Phaidra looked up at Mary, her eyes both begging her to continue and pleading with her to stop.

      “Mr. Robert Adam. He’s the architect working on Croome Court. He and his brother James are re-designing the place. They say it is going to be quite stunning when he’s done.” Mary’s sigh was full of longing.

      “Is he married?”

      “James is, but no, Mr. Robert ain’t. Some would say he’s married to his work; spends long hours at it, don’t you know? Sarah, over at Mrs. Brenns will be so…” Mary must have realized she was gossiping in front of her employer, “Oh, sorry, doctor. I won’t say nuthin’; I won’t.”

      Phaidra laughed. “Of course, Mary.” She didn’t care if Mary did. “You may go.” Phaidra swallowed her weak wine, washing the taste of food from her mouth.

      A gentleman caller. No, that would not do. She would only be in London another year, two at most. Then, it would be time to move on. Too many people knew her, and it was only a matter of time before someone started questioning the impossibility of her youthful appearance.

      Phaidra sighed and pulled the top off the box. The figurine was lovely. Long golden hair cascaded down the woman’s shoulders in waves, and warm eyes looked heavenward. And her dress… Phaidra looked closer. It couldn’t be. The pattern was… Phaidra ran a finger down the stripes on the dress. That dress hung upstairs in her closet, or one very close to it did. Had she worn it all those weeks ago? She couldn’t remember. She turned the figurine in her hand until she was looking at the wings. The dress dipped, leaving almost the entire back exposed. The wings were spread wide, and they attached at the shoulder blades, the muscles in the woman’s back strained with the weight. Phaidra’s heart jumped. He couldn’t know that.

      Fear ran through her and then confusion. She’d been so careful… the entire time she’d resided in London. She purchased a home in the country, a full day’s travel by post, where she visited every month, every month without exception.

      She would need to find out just what Mr. Adam knew. With determination, she made her decision; Mr. Adam would get a call from the doctor tomorrow.

      Phaidra put the card in the box, placed the cover back on, and took her first gift in over a thousand years up to her room with a troubled heart.

      ~προχωρήσουμε ~

      It was early evening, the air cool and clean from the earlier rain. She instructed the driver of the hired carriage to wait. Something akin to fear clawed in her chest, but she ignored the emotion.

      Her knock was answered by a dour looking manservant.

      “Yes.” His eyes skimmed over Phaidra then looked away.

      “Is Mr. Adam home?”

      His eyes came back to hers and hardened. “May I ask who is calling?”

      Phaidra probably shouldn’t have done it, but the man’s condescension was infuriating. “Never mind. Would you please give him this?” She held out the box. “I think its delivery was… a mistake.”

      Surprise crossed his face, but he took the box.

      Without waiting for any further comment, Phaidra turned her back on the servant and walked down the steps to the hired carriage. She heard the door of Mr. Adam’s home close behind her as she stepped up into the coach. She closed the door and tapped for the driver to take her home.

      She’d no more than walked into her room when someone tapped at her door.

      “Doctor Pallas?” Mary’s soft voice floated through the dark wood.

      Phaidra opened her door.

      “You have a caller, doctor.” The young girl flushed.

      “Is someone ill?” Phaidra turned and grabbed her bag.

      “No, doctor. Mr. Adam is here to see you.”

      She released the bag but didn’t turn. “Mr. Adam?”

      “Yes, doctor. Mr. Robert Adam.”

      He must have come right after she left his house. Whatever could he want now?

      “I’ll be right down, Mary.”

      “Yes, doctor. Would you like me to bring tea?”

      “Tea?” He would not be staying for tea. “No, Mary. But you may put him in the drawing room, and let him know I’ll be with him shortly.”

      Phaidra glanced at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were bright with surprise. Her hair had escaped its combs, and tendrils framed her face. Disgusted, she turned away from the golden complexion that reminded her of Apollo’s curse.

      “Mr. Adam.” Phaidra walked into the drawing room and offered a tight smile.

      “Doctor Pallas.” He stood and stepped forward to greet her. “It seems there has been a misunderstanding. This—” He held up the box. “—is yours. I’m not sure why you would return it to me. It was a gift, and as such, the possession is transferred to you.” He held it out for her to take.

      Phaidra stepped back. “Mr. Adam, it is not necessary to pay me with a gift–”

      “Doctor.” He cut her off. “I made my payment. This–” He extended the box towards her again. “–is a gift.” When she didn’t take it, he set it on the side table.

      “I don’t need a gift.”

      Mr. Adam shook his head. “A gift isn’t about need, Doctor Pallas. A gift is something a person gives another because he wants to.”

      “But, sir–”

      “Now, just hold on.” His brogue became more pronounced, making it sound like, “Noo jist haud on.” He walked up to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m not sure what you’re used to, but I wanted to say thank you for your help. Please. Please, Doctor Pallas, I made that there angel just for you. Please, accept it.”

      She stared up at him. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had touched her for anything other than necessity. The warmth from his hands travelled to her heart, and she nodded.

      “All right. Thank you, Mr. Adam.”

      “No. Thank you, Dr. Pallas.” His smile stretched across his face.

      There was a knock at the door.

      Mr. Adam dropped his hands from her shoulders, and Phaidra stepped away from him as she answered, “Yes?”

      “Tea, doctor?” Mary came in with a large tea tray. There were small sandwiches, scones, and a lemon biscuit that was Phaidra’s particular favorite.

      Phaidra narrowed her eyes at her maid. “I don’t recall having ordered tea.”

      “Any port in a storm. Come on now, Doctor. My supper was interrupted just a bit ago.” He looked at Phaidra meaningfully and then said to Mary, “I would love to have some tea.” He indicated a table for Mary to put the tea set on.

      Phaidra sighed. She’d been outmaneuvered. She indicated that Mr. Adam should sit, and she moved to the tray. “How do you take your tea, Mr. Adam?”

      “Cream and sugar, please. And I would love some sandwiches and biscuits.”

      Phaidra smiled. “You really should have some lemon with your tea and perhaps some ginger.”

      “Oh, come now. I haven’t had a stomachache since the night you came to see me.”

      “Really?” Phaidra felt the stirrings of pride. “I’m so pleased to hear that.”

      “But not surprised?” He took the plate and cup she offered and continued, “No. Of course not.”

      Phaidra said nothing as she made her tea. It was her own blend. Chamomile, anise, and fennel mixed with green tea leaves. She added sugared lemon peel and let it steep.

      “This–” Mr. Robert broke the silence and punctuated his word holding up his cup. “–is quite possibly the best tea I’ve ever had. It tastes vaguely familiar.” He looked to her with raised brows.

      Phaidra nodded. “It has a lot of the herbs I use in my tinctures.”

      “Mm-hmm. So how is it, Doctor Pallas, that someone so young is also so versed in medicine?”

      “Study. Mr. Adam. Lots and lots of study.”

      “With your aunt?”

      Phaidra cocked her head to the side as if trying to read inside his mind. “Have you been studying up on me?”

      “Of course. You are very curious, Dr. Pallas.”

      “What else have you learned?”

      “You were raised primarily on the continent but came to Britain when you were still young. Your aunt raised you there, but you have lived on your own since settling here in London. You’ve been a doctor for more than the seven years you’ve been here. You don’t attend parties or social gatherings unless called on for your service.”

      Phaidra nodded. So far, everything he said was correct. “Is there more?”

      “Of course. You’ve never married although you’ve been pursued more than one disappointed suitor, and you have no children. You rarely go out to eat and only once to drink.” At this he looked at her pointedly before he continued, “And your servants will not talk about you to anyone.”

      “And how is it that you have come to this information?”

      “Ah, if I were to reveal my sources, I’m afraid I might not get further information.”

      Phaidra shook her head. It was harmless, everything he’d said. Nothing to do with her…secrets. But did he know?

      “May I ask, sir, if you are going to require me to do some investigation to get information on you?”

      “Of course not. That would be most ungentlemanly of me.” He smiled, and it looked as though he were quite enjoying himself. “Full name, Robert Adam. Born in Fifeshire, Scotland on July 3, 1728. My father was an architect and trained me in the family business, which I only mildly protested when I was young. I now work with my brother, James, who is quite business minded. I have two sisters, Elizabeth, or Lizzy, and Margaret, who insists on being called Margaret, and an older brother, John. I’ve lived in London for two years.”

      “And where were you before?”

      “Rome.”

      “Rome? Whatever were you doing in Rome?”

      “Taking a Grand Tour… and studying… Of a sort.” He sighed, and the smile slipped from his face. “My father passed away a few years ago. My brothers and I needed to finish his work. When we finished Hopetoun House, I… I wanted to…leave. John and I don’t… that is to say, we had a bit of a falling out after…after Hopetoun.”

      Phaidra nodded. He clearly held back more than he was sharing, but it was none of her business. Besides, she didn’t care, she told herself. She was just being polite.

      “James pushed me to take the Tour, and when I agreed, he saw me to Brussels. I made my way to Italy with some friends and found more friends there. I spent several years studying, drawing, learning…”

      Phaidra watched as the young man across the room folded in on himself.

      “And you enjoyed your time?”

      He sat up and met her eyes.

      “Yes. Quite. But it felt good to come back to Britain. My brother James lives here in London, and we agreed to partner. We get along quite well.”

      “As you said.”

      He smiled. “Yes, I did that.” He ate the last of his biscuit and washed it down with the dregs of his tea. “I should be on my way, Doctor Pallas. Thanks so much for the tea.”

      “And thank you again for my gift.” She took a deep breath and pushed forward. “May I ask… why did you make the wings golden? I’ve never heard of angels with wings other than white.”

      Mr. Adam’s smile lit his face. “Artist interpretation. White would not have suited your coloring, and while there is something ethereal of you, there is also something of this earth. White just would not do.”

      “It really is beautiful.” Her smile was tentative, her first friendly communication in years.

      “As are you.” His hand reached for her face, but he dropped it before contact. “Good night, Doctor Pallas.” He bowed his head towards her.

      Phaidra inclined her head to him. “Mr. Adam.”

      Phaidra sat back down after he’d left, her mind on the man and his gift. She unwrapped the small figurine and traced the tips of the wings. The detail was exquisite. Phaidra sat holding the figure and staring into the fire. What a curious thing, Mr. Adam calling on her like that. Curious indeed.
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      Phaidra didn’t hear from Mr. Adam again. Weeks passed, and she tried to dismiss it from her mind. She should have been able to forget as she was so busy, but on the mantel over the fireplace in her room sat the angel with tawny feathered wings. The figurine kept Mr. Adam ever present in her mind.

      It was close to a new moon, and Phaidra packed her case for her monthly trip to the country. Earlier that month, Phaidra had penned her surrogate mother with an invite, and Priska’s return note held hope. Several decades had passed since the two had seen each other, and the excitement of a reunion hurried her packing.

      As she glanced around the room, Phaidra’s eyes fell on Mr. Adam’s angel. She smiled unconsciously and walked to the mantel to pick it up. Phaidra let her fingers stroke the wings. It would be odd to not have it watching over her at night. No, that would not do, she decided. She went to her armoire to find a box to transport it in.

      Phaidra always traveled by post to Wiltshire. It allowed her to be alone in her country house, no servants, no guests, no interruptions. As the sphinx, this was critical. It would not do to have someone discover her secret now. She’d successfully hidden her identity, her curse, ever since wading out of the water those many years ago.

      The stagecoach let her off about two kilometers from her drive. She carried only one small case and told the driver her manservant would be along shortly. As soon as the coach was out of sight, Phaidra began the walk.

      Breaton cottage was small, just three rooms: a large living space with an open kitchen, eating area, and large hearth; a bedroom, and a washroom. The back of the cottage opened to a large wooded area, which separated the rustic lodging Phaidra leased from the castle-like manor house. To someone driving by, the empty cottage looked like it was waiting for new tenants any day.

      Phaidra paid a family in Wiltshire to keep the cottage and yard tidy. The boxwood was trimmed, creating a natural hedge for the walkway, and the scent of lavender and sage carried on the breeze. Phaidra opened the door to the cottage, and the yeasty smell of freshly baked bread wrapped around her in a hug.

      “Phaidra!” A young woman rushed to the door, her hands covered in dough, flour dusting the front of her smock.

      Phaidra stood still, mouth agape.

      Priska looked to be in her late teens. Her hair hung loose, all the way down her back in a black waterfall. Her hazel eyes were bright and her skin unlined of her many years.

      Without waiting, Priska gave Phaidra a hug, and the flour stuck to Phaidra’s dress.

      “Hello to you, too, Priska.” Phaidra began dusting the white powder from her clothes.

      “Harrumph.” Priska wrinkled her nose at Phaidra. “You don’t look very happy to see me.”

      The corner of Phaidra’s mouth twitched. “Of course, I’m very pleased to see you. Don’t be ridiculous.” Phaidra went to the bedroom and dropped her case at the foot of the bed. When she came back out, Priska was kneading dough.

      “Where have you been these last few decades?” Phaidra moved to the sink and washed her hands before joining Priska with the dough.

      “Around. Spent some time on the continent then went to check out the trading routes.”

      “Like that?” Phaidra indicated Priska’s appearance.

      “I’m not stupid. I just changed when I got here. It’s fun being young but rather restrictive at times. But you would know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

      Phaidra snorted her disgust.

      “What about you? You are still in Britain? Wales, wasn’t it?”

      “No. I’m in London for the time being. Been there a few years now.”

      “Not too many though?” Priska stopped kneading to meet Phaidra’s eyes.

      “Not yet. I’ll be there another one or two, and then it will be time.”

      “Any relationships? Friends? Lover?”

      Phaidra gritted her teeth. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to have Priska come to join her after all. “No, Priska. That… that will not happen again.”

      Priska nodded her head, but she wasn’t sure it meant she agreed with Phaidra. “Are you happy?”

      No, definitely shouldn’t have asked Priska to come. There were some things that Phaidra just wasn’t ready for, no matter what Priska thought was ‘healthy’.

      Phaidra exhaled slowly. “Yes.” She plastered on her biggest smile. “I’m so happy I can hardly stand it.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Phaidra.” Priska put the bread in the oven and started putting dishes in the sink.

      “Then don’t ask questions you already know the answer to.”

      “All right.” Priska held up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I don’t want to fight. I just want to hear how you are.”

      “I’m sorry Priska.” Phaidra moved next to the only mother she’d ever known. “I’m tired, sore, and it seems I may have misplaced my manners on the post.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      “Not since this morning.”

      “Come sit down, Phaidra. Let me get you some bread and cheese.”

      “There’s a ham out in the smokehouse in back.”

      “A ham? Perfect.” Priska headed out to retrieve the ham.

      Phaidra stared out the window as Priska walked through the grass.

      While it was less awkward to see Priska, the wave of hurt from their time in Thebes still washed through her at almost every meeting. Sure, it was better when Priska looked young and helpless, but the memories infused with life at her presence.

      “Here it is.” Priska was carrying a ham that was almost half her size.

      Phaidra couldn’t help it; she laughed. “You are much too small to be carrying that thing.”  She grabbed it from Priska and hefted it up on the counter. “What possessed you to bring the entire ham in?”

      Priska shrugged, the corners of her lips turned up in a smile. “I needed to break the ice. It was all I could think of.”

      Phaidra chuckled. “Well played Priska.”

      The rest of the afternoon was spent catching up. Priska told her about her time in Greece trying to find information on others cursed of the gods. Though not surprised, Phaidra was disappointed to hear that breaking the curse was impossible. Only fulfillment seemed to end curses. And as far as Phaidra was concerned, fulfillment wasn’t an option. Priska also discovered that many of the gods had withdrawn to Olympus, choosing not to mix with mortals, or not to the extent that they had in the past. Those who chose to stay involved with mortals were known by different names in the different countries. This wasn’t surprising to Phaidra, she remembered Apollo was also known as Ra in Egypt. Over the last few centuries, as the population of the world expanded, the gods were acknowledged less, worshipped less, and interacted less.

      Phaidra shrugged off this new information. She didn’t care if the gods all took new names, if they changed their appearance, grew 50 arms, or wore elephant masks. She didn’t care if they all withdrew to Olympus or some other planet. She just wanted them to leave her alone.

      “Do you change tomorrow?” Priska’s voice brought her back to the present.

      She nodded. “At first light.”

      “Yes, I remember.” Priska had joined her many times over the centuries. “Will you stay indoors?”

      “During the day, I will. Wiltshire is not uninhabited. But tomorrow night I will spend in flight. It has been too long…” Phaidra let her mind wander to the sensation of flying.

      “It must feel good to stretch your wings.”

      Phaidra laughed. “Yes. That is a very smart way to put it. Almost like walking around the room after sitting for hours. Works the cramps out and all that.”

      “Are you still practicing medicine?”

      Phaidra snorted. “If you could call it that. There are times that I feel like I am lucky, that’s all. Other times, I feel like… like I actually… I see exactly what is happening, and I know exactly how to fix it.”

      Priska nodded. “Yes. It is often like that. There are a lot of interesting findings. Medicine is going to change in the next few years. I can feel it.”

      “You’re always saying that.”

      “Well, it’s true. Medicine is always changing.”

      “Yes. So it is. But this bleeding thing is driving me crazy. I can’t believe how many physicians think that blood-letting is going to take care of someone’s illness. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Your training is unique. How can you expect someone in their thirties or forties to compete? Really, you should be mentoring, teaching. Your experience could help many.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Not going to happen. Mentoring would require her to get close to people, and her heart couldn’t stand for it.

      “You do that.”

      The dishes were done, the bread out of the oven, and the ham hung again in the larder.

      “I’m going to bed. You will be here in the morning?”

      “Yes. Good night, Priska.”

      Phaidra grabbed her case from the bedroom before going to the lavatory. After changing into night clothes, she pulled out the gold box with the angel in it. She set the small figurine on the mantel and then curled up at the hearth to sleep.

      The smell of fried bacon and eggs woke her the next morning. It was light outside, and when Phaidra stretched her limbs, she felt the freedom as her wings unfurled.

      “Good morning.”

      “Good morning, Priska.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sleep this late.”

      Phaidra knew what she meant. It was rare, count-them-on-one-hand, really rare for Phaidra to sleep through the change that took place at the new moon. It was a testament to how truly exhausted she’d become.

      “It’s been very busy in London as of late.”

      “And you’re not sleeping well.”

      “I never sleep well.” Phaidra’s wings lay folded, cloaking her back in golden feathers. She stroked the downy fur covering her haunches.

      Priska knew about the nightmares and nodded her acknowledgement. “Have you found anything to help with that?”

      Phaidra snorted. “Is there such a thing?”

      With a shrug of her shoulders, Priska answered, “Some say there is.”

      “What say you?”

      “Only you can help yourself out of this.”

      “So you’ve said.” Phaidra had hoped for an answer, any answer, but a real one nonetheless. This was the side of Priska that drove her mad. “Multiple times.”

      Priska didn’t take the bait. “What is this?” She picked up the angel figurine.

      “A gift from a patient.” Phaidra tried to act nonchalant, but her heart rate inexplicably picked up.

      “Interesting.” Priska was silent with her examination. Her slender fingers traced the face and then the wings.

      Phaidra waited for the assessment she knew was coming.

      “How well do you know the patient?”

      “Not at all. I saw him once. No, twice if you include the time he…dropped off the gift.”

      “Hmmm. Your features are quite precise. Has he seen you much?”

      “I can’t imagine that he has. As we are both well aware, I’m not precisely social.”

      “No. Indeed, you are not.” Priska set the figure back on the mantle. “Do you find it odd that he has been able to capture your features so well?”

      “I did at first, but my young maid was full of information on Mr. Adam. It turns out he is quite an artist.”

      “I would say so. And the wings?”

      “He said white wouldn’t look good with my features… with my coloring.” Phaidra blushed. Had he really said that to her?

      “They are beautiful. And exactly like yours.” Priska looked meaningfully down to the folded wings on Phaidra’s back. “Very curious, don’t you think?”

      Phaidra laughed. “I believe those were my exact words.”

      “Hmm. Interesting. Will you be seeing Mr. Adam again?”

      “I think not. I seem to have cured him of his ailment, so… There isn’t a reason to see him again.”

      “Did you enjoy his company?”

      “Did you really just ask me that? You know I don’t enjoy company–

      “You did once.”

      “Once. But not anymore.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Priska. That part of my life is over. Finished.”

      Priska turned back to the dishes and said nothing.

      The two spent the rest of the day indoors. Priska made a pot of stew, cleaned the entire small cottage, dried herbs from the garden, and when it was dusk, she sat down with knitting needles.

      Phaidra helped where she could, and where Priska would let her, but spent a large percentage of the day napping.

      When darkness fell, Phaidra stood up and stretched her limbs. She bade Priska a good night, and as she sauntered outside, her lips pulled up into a smile of anticipation. Was it wrong that she was so excited to fly?

      Phaidra sat on the back step and looked up at the star riddled night. With a sigh, she released her wings, and they unfolded with a snap. She pulled down hard, creating lift, and then with all the force she could muster, she used her haunches to launch herself heavenward.

      The air up high was bitingly cold. Phaidra’s breath came out in puffs, the moisture freezing in the air. Phaidra found the Thames and followed it into London. She kept her distance, well aware that even this late at night, there would be people out. But, not many, and likely not sober.

      She rationalized the drop. She was cold. Her fingertips were numb, and her nose tingled. Midnight had passed at least two hours before, and the streets were barren. She circled over her neighborhood and then branched out. Many of the streets were familiar, ones that she took to visit patients frequently. She skirted low to the buildings, naming those whose homes she was familiar with.

      “Smith… Jones…Danburry…”

      She smiled. The young Mrs. Danburry would be giving birth soon. The thought of a baby coming into such a loving family made her heart expand.

      Without further thought, Phaidra flew past Market to the wealthier neighborhoods. She dipped over the rooftops and wove her way through the chimneys. When she saw a light on in the window, she didn’t even think through what she was doing.

      She dropped in altitude until she was hovering just outside his window, and was surprised to see him slumped at his desk, his hands in his hair.

      “…the wrong angles. It won’t support the weight…” He sighed.

      Phaidra heard the clop of horse’s hooves and dropped her eyes. She scanned the streets. Relief washed through her when she saw they were still deserted. What was she doing here? How could she be so foolish?

      Phaidra raised her eyes to Mr. Adam’s window, and her breath caught as hers met his. He’d left his desk and stood frozen halfway to the window. His mouth hung agape, his pupils dilated.

      Mesmerized, she continued to stare as he walked toward the window. While he walked, his eyes softened, and his lips turned up in a smile. He was only a couple of feet away.

      “Phaidra.” His voice was just a warm breath.

      It was enough to break the spell. She didn’t wait to see what he would do next. Pulling her wings as fast as she could, she climbed high into the thin air. Her heart was beating rapidly in panic. Skata! This could not be happening! How could she be so foolish? What was she thinking? She should have known better. She did know better!

      Phaidra flew back towards her cottage, keeping to the high elevation until she circled over her small dwelling. She landed and let herself in through the back door. It was still early morning, even before the sun was contemplating its rise.

      Anger, frustration, and fear boiled up in her chest and in her throat. As she curled up next to the glowing embers at the hearth, she replayed the scene over and over in her mind. If only she hadn’t gone to the window, been distracted by the noise; had left after she saw him, kept more of a distance…

      If only…

      If only…
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      Phaidra awoke in her cottage to the smell of sizzling ham. Her stomach rumbled loudly.

      “Good morning!” Priska’s warm voice practically sang. “Breakfast will be ready in just another minute.” She put a large platter of fried potatoes and ham on the table. Figs and pears rested in a basket at the center of the table, and Priska was dishing up a warm berry compote.

      Phaidra felt the weight of the previous night settle in her gut, and her face, previously alight with excitement, fell with trepidation.

      “Well, now,” Priska returned to the table with bread fried in butter, “Let’s eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m…” Priska took in Phaidra’s shock and set the bread down. “What happened?”

      Phaidra wanted to hide it. She wanted it to be nothing. But she also wanted to confide in her friend. Surely, Priska wouldn’t be angry. On more than one occasion, she’d all but told Phaidra to find a friend, a companion, a lover. Surely, she wouldn’t hold this against her.

      “I went flying last night.”

      “That is not why you look sick.”

      With a deep breath, Phaidra told her. Everything. Not that there was really much to tell. She’d been caught staring in Mr. Adam’s window…by Mr. Adam. And not a little peek either. That was what was so embarrassing. She’d hovered there, like a complete idiot, while he took in all of her, the monster that she was. No, the monster that she is. Her self-loathing spiked, and she thought again of the disaster in Thebes.

      “What will you do?”

      “Do? What is there to do? I will pack up my things and move. I can’t have him spreading the truth. I would never be able to see another patient here. Never be able to help another person.”

      “You think that? Are you quite sure he will tell?”

      “Even if he doesn’t, he knows, Priska. And I know that he knows. I don’t want anyone to be able to hold that over my head.”

      “Perhaps, you should have a talk with Mr. Adam.”

      “Perhaps, I’ll do no such thing.”

      “But what if–”

      “No. Moving on would have been a necessity in another year or two anyway. It is just easier this way.”

      “Easier for who? Not easier for you, surely. Phaidra, your memories eat at you. Perhaps it is time to make new memories. Yes, Mr. Adam knows. And perhaps, he doesn’t mind knowing the truth. Think about it.”

      Before Phaidra could respond, Priska turned to the table. “Now, let’s eat. I am utterly famished, and if I recall, your stomach was making quite a bit of noise only a moment ago.”

      Priska smiled, and the twinkle in her eye was not lost on Phaidra.

      They ate in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The quiet allowed Phaidra’s thoughts to solidify into questions.

      “Do you get involved with mortals?” she asked.

      “We’re constantly involved. But I know what you are saying. It is a fine balance to be truly connected. If you disclose that you are immortal, it can ruin friendships, put a wedge in a relationship. It can end anything you have. But it can also draw you closer to the one you tell. Being open with your secrets is a risk. Sometimes, it is worth it.”

      “You make friends?”

      “Yes. But it is not my friends with whom I share my deepest secrets. Friends can come and go. Occasionally, there is one that I find I want to keep, and I try to age with them. Remember, I lived in Belen for more than twenty years.”

      “Yes. But why there?”

      “I admit; there was no reason to settle there. But once I had, I was quite comfortable. Although, I probably would have moved on if your mother hadn’t been born.”

      “But didn’t it hurt, what happened? How can you watch the ones you love die?” Phaidra choked on unshed tears.

      “It is painful. Even after thousands of years, I still wish it had ended differently. But your mother loved your father. So, so much. And love like that still lives on after death. I believe it is the things we don’t do that cause the most regret, not the things we do. Do you really regret the time you spent with Galen?”

      “Not at all.” It came out in a rush. In almost a whisper she continued, “I just wish… I wish he hadn’t died.”

      “But that was not within your control. You have to learn to accept what you cannot change, Phaidra. It is okay to have pain. If you didn’t experience pain, sorrow, loss, or regret, you could not appreciate joy, pleasure, accomplishment, or happiness. There is a balance. What you are doing now, shutting out the world? You lose it all: the good and the bad.”

      Phaidra nodded as she listened to Priska. There was wisdom in what she said. Yes, it was hard to hear, but truth was like that sometimes.

      “So, do you… Do you take a lover? Do you get married? How…how do you do this?”

      “I have done both. Marriage is a strong commitment. One I do not take lightly. It is hard to grow old with someone and watch them die. I’ve only taken a lover once. I don’t think that intimacy should come without a commitment. But that is me. You will have to figure out how to live your life and then live it.” Priska sighed. “You will make lots of mistakes, Phaidra. And some will be costly. Others will bring unimaginable happiness.

      “So, if you were me, what would you do?”

      “No, Phaidra. You are you. What do you want to do? Don’t think about what scares you about this situation. Don’t think about what if.” Priska pointed at Phaidra’s abdomen. “Right here. What makes you catch your breath with excitement? What do you want to do?” Priska pointed to Phaidra’s chest. “And here. What feels right, here?”

      “And if I’m scared?”

      “Think about those past regrets, Phaidra. What do you think you will regret more? That you tried and failed? Or that you failed to even try? Let that lead your decisions.”

      “So, you think I should–

      “I think you should think, and you should decide.”

      Phaidra laughed. “All right. I got it.”

      Phaidra finished her breakfast and curled up by the hearth. She thought about her restless night and her worry over Mr. Adam. Not…not nightmares about Galen. No, she’d been worried about Mr. Adam. Maybe the decision wasn’t going to be difficult after all.

      Phaidra woke in the late afternoon. The sun was low in the sky. The windows were open, and the breeze tickled her senses.

      Priska sat in a familiar rocking chair, looking out the window at the sky. Without turning to address Phaidra, she asked, “Did you have a nice nap?”

      “Yes. Quite nice actually.” Phaidra stood and then arched and twisted, loosening tired muscles. “What about you? Have you been sitting long?”

      It was very unusual to see Priska so still; she was typically in constant motion.

      “I was just thinking.” Priska stood up and surveyed the room. “I have lived on the continent for a long time. I don’t think I have learned anything new in regards to the gods since you went to the Graeae.”

      “What about in regards to medicine? Have you found anyone good to study under?”

      Priska snorted. “No. I have found a couple of promising students, but some of the theories are still young. I guess it would be good for me to check in on them, but I can only be an influence for another year or so. I’m probably even pushing it. Unless I am going to start aging again, I am also going to have to move on.”

      Phaidra thought about it. “Why don’t you just age?”

      “When you stay in one place for that long… It changes you. And it changes the people you associate with. Sometimes…sometimes, that is hard. I’m not ready for that again. And I haven’t found anything yet that has me inclined to change my mind. I know you think I have it easier because I can choose.” Priska sighed and started to collect her things; her knitting needles and a ball of yarn, a piece of embroidery, a favorite pan in the kitchen. With her hands full, she dumped the items on the couch and went into the bedroom to retrieve her bag.

      “You don’t think it’s easier for you?” Phaidra couldn’t imagine how having the options Priska did made it more difficult.

      “No. I don’t.” She came out with her small travel trunk. “You don’t have to make the decision to leave. You know it is always coming. You know, from the time you settle, exactly how long you have in one area. Your routine is set.”

      “Yes, but you could get married, have children. Grow old with the man you love.”

      “Yes. I could. And then I could watch him die. And our children die, and our grandchildren and great-grandchildren. I do have that option.” The look Priska gave her was scathing.

      “I guess I never really thought it through.” Phaidra shrugged her shoulders, at once embarrassed about her supposition.

      “I didn’t figure you had, or you wouldn’t have made those comments. Until you have to face something, you really can’t appreciate what another person has gone through.”

      “Have you…” The thought made Phaidra feel nauseated. “Have you done that? Watched your family die?”

      Priska nodded. “Many years ago.”

      “But that would mean… that would mean you still have progeny?” The thought made her head spin.

      “Not anymore.”

      Phaidra was afraid to ask. Afraid to hear the answer. And yet, she wanted to know. “But you did?”

      Priska sighed. “I did. They died before you were born though, Phaidra. Long before.”

      “I’m sorry.” She shouldn’t have asked.

      “No. It’s probably good for you to know. Perhaps, one day it will be pertinent to a decision you’ll have to make. Perhaps not.” Priska set her small trunk by the front door. “What time are you leaving?”

      Phaidra’s shoulders fell. “Not until tomorrow morning. I cannot take the afternoon post.” She pointed to the still shining sun. “What about you?”

      “I really should take the afternoon post. What time does it come?”

      Phaidra laughed. “In an hour. Sorry. I should have asked you sooner. If you run, you might be able to make it.”

      Priska smiled. “No. It won’t be difficult to take out the few things I need for tonight. I can leave with you in the morning. Does the post come early?”

      “Quite. We should get into London in the afternoon, and you can go from there to Dover. If you are taking a ferry to Calais, you should be able to go out with the tide, if the weather permits.”

      “Yes. If the weather permits.”

      Phaidra and Priska continued to talk until the sun dipped below the horizon.

      Phaidra excused herself to the bedroom to shift to her human form. She stretched, lifting her hands above her head, and felt the pull of muscles in her legs as her haunches extended into human form. Her wings at one moment were fully extended, and in the next moment, they disappeared. She shifted her shoulders, trying to relieve the tension in her back…unsuccessfully, of course. When she stood naked, she brushed the remaining fur from her body and then got dressed in a simple shift. She grabbed a broom and swept the floor and then wandered out to help Priska with dinner.
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      The coachman announced her stop, and Phaidra gave Priska a hug goodbye.

      “I do hope you will come for a long visit soon,” Phaidra said. “I’ve missed our time together.”

      Priska smiled. “I’ll see what I can do, Phaidra. It was lovely to see you, as always.”

      Phaidra stepped down from the cab and gave a final wave goodbye. Her trunk sat on the ground already, waiting for her. She was on the steps when Mary opened the door.

      “Oh, Doctor Pallas! We’ve been waiting all day for ye’.” Mary grabbed the small trunk from Phaidra and ushered her to the door. “Mr. Adam was here yesterday and this morning asking after you. You just missed him, you did. But he said he’ll be back this evening. I’m not sure what has got him so worked up, but lud, doctor, his eyes were wild, they were.”

      Phaidra took her trunk away from her maid. “Mary.” Phaidra tried to hide her own trepidation with the news. “I am going to need you to draw me a bath, right away. And please have an early supper sent up to my room. I’m not home to visitors tonight.” She needed time to figure out what she would say.

      “Oh, no, doctor. I’m so sorry, I am, but I told Mr. Adam you would be getting back today.” Her brow wrinkled with worry. “I didn’t know you wouldn’t want to see him. I mean, I–”

      “That’s quite enough.” Phaidra was certain if she had to listen to Mary another minute, she would lose her mind. “Where is Jonathon? Could you please send him to me in the drawing room? And, please, go see to that bath.” She turned from Mary, in effect, dismissing her.

      She strode to the drawing room and sat in front of the cold hearth. Staring into the unlit fireplace, she wondered what to do about Mr. Robert Adam.

      “Doctor Pallas?” Jonathon’s soft tenor broke the silence.

      “Jonathon.” She looked up at him grateful for his composure. “It sounds like you’ve had an interesting day?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Mr. Adam has been here looking for you. Yesterday, twice, and once this morning. He asked if he could wait, even after I told him we didn’t expect you back until this afternoon. He was quite distraught, Doctor, but he refused to have me call him a different physician, sayin’ he just wanted to speak with you.”

      “Hmm. Did he appear ill?”

      “Not so much ill… just upset about something.”

      “I see. Well, Jonathon, I’m quite tired, and if there are no calls that need to be made tonight, I’m going to retire early. Please make apologies to any visitors, including Mr. Adam. If I am needed, you may get me, but I’m not home for social calls.”

      Mr. Adam was the only social call in years.

      “Of course, Doctor. I will be sure to let any visitors know that you’ve retired for the night. Is there anything else?”

      “No. Thank you, Jonathon.”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      He exited the room, and Phaidra sat pensively in the chair another few minutes. She would rest tonight and call on Mr. Adam in the morning. Her heart jumped with a mixture of anxiety and fear as she anticipated the meeting. Whatever could she say to explain spying on him? Whatever could she say to explain the… She wasn’t even sure how to say it. Monster? Creature that she was? How would he see her? How would he take it?

      She found her way upstairs and into the bath. As she soaked, she felt the tension in her muscles dissipate into the warm water. It would be okay. And if it wasn’t? At the very worst, she would move.

      When the water was cool, she grabbed the thick towel and climbed out of the tub. She put on a shift and escaped to her room.

      Mary brought dinner in, and Phaidra lifted the lid on a plate of mutton, potatoes, and spinach. The scent of meat made her salivate in anticipation, and her stomach gave a loud growl. With a smile, she sat at the desk.

      The sun was dipping below the horizon. Phaidra lounged in bed reading by candlelight, but her eyelids were beginning to droop, and she was ready to call it a day. She leaned over to blow out the candle and was startled by a muffled knock.

      Her window was opened just a crack, and the voices drifted upwards.

      “Is she home?” A man’s voice reached her, and he sounded worried. Odd.

      “Yes, sir. She came home couple hours ago, it was. I’m afraid she retired early.” That was Jonathon. Good man.

      “Is she quite all right? I mean, is she herself?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. Adam. I think the travel took a lot out of her, but that’s not unusual, sir.”

      “No, no. Of course. Will you tell her I called? And give her this?”

      “Of course, sir. Good night, sir.”

      “Good night.”

      The door closed, and Phaidra could hear the retreating steps. What had he left? And why did he feel inclined to leave her anything at all? She didn’t need to be indebted to him again. She wished he would keep his gifts.

      Involuntarily, her gaze drifted to the small figurine on her bedside table. With a sigh, she traced the the lines of the wings and then she shut her eyes to stop her impossible longing.
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        * * *

      

      Early morning light crept through the drapes, and there was a soft rap on her door.

      “Doctor Pallas? I’m sorry, mum. There is a manservant from the Danburrys. Mrs. Danburry be needin’ you right away.”

      “Just a moment.” Phaidra threw on her clothes, pulled her hair back with some well-place clips, and dropped a cap over her hair. She grabbed her bag and opened the door.

      “Jonathon.” She greeted her manservant without emotion. “Do we need to call a coach, or did Mr. Danburry send one?”

      “I’ve already called one, Doctor. It should be around in just another minute or two.”

      Phaidra nodded and descended the stairs to the kitchen to collect herbs.

      It was late when the carriage pulled up. Labor progressed as expected, and now the Danburrys had a son. Both Mom and baby were resting when Phaidra left, but she would need to check on them tomorrow. Phaidra walked up the steps to the front door and noticed lights in the drawing room.

      The door opened, and Jonathon greeted her.

      “Doctor Pallas. Evening ma’am.” He reached for her medical bag.

      “Good evening, Jonathon.” She removed her heavy overcoat and handed it to him. “Will you please have Mary draw a bath, and let Besty know I’ll have a light supper in my room.”

      “Um, Doctor Pallas?” His voice cracked.

      She turned to him and noticed the crease between his eyes. There was worry there. Worry and tension.

      “What is it Jonathon?”

      “Mr. Adam, mum. Mr. Adam is in the drawing room, waiting for you.”

      “Mr. Adam is here? Whatever for?” She didn’t wait for an answer but opened the door into her drawing room.

      A fire blazed in the hearth. A tea tray sat on a side table, the crumbs of biscuits all that was left on the plate. Phaidra looked enviously at the lemon curd and raspberry preserves.

      Mr. Adam sat facing the fire but turned when the door opened. A smile broke over his features, illuminating his eyes, lighting his face. He stood and came towards her.

      “Doctor Pallas.”

      He took her hand between both of his.

      She stood frozen in disbelief.

      “It is difficult to get an audience with you, doctor.”

      There was no malice in his comment, but Phaidra felt a sting of guilt. “I have been busy, sir.”

      His brows pinched. “I meant no offence.” He dropped her hand. “You’ve been absent when I’ve called. Of course, I know you’ve been busy.” He stepped back, and his buoyancy deflated all around him. “I was hoping to invite you to dinner.”

      Phaidra took a deep breath. Questions and doubt ran through her mind, one on the heel of the other.

      “Doctor Pallas?”

      His voice broke her reverie. “Yes,” she answered, and the vocalization solidified her decision. She smiled up at him.

      He stood rooted to the spot. Disbelief and confusion filled the space between them. “Yes?” His voice was a whisper.

      “Yes, Mr. Adam. I would very much enjoy having dinner with you.”

      “I’m… I’m so pleased. So pleased to hear you say that. I was hoping you would, but I wasn’t sure. In fact, I was quite sure you would say no and that I would have to do something to convince you…” He looked suddenly abashed. “I’m prattling on like an imbecile.” He bowed to her. “Tomorrow night?” His excitement radiated from him.

      “What time do you dine?”

      “I’ll send a carriage for you. My brother, James, and his wife will be there. As well as my sisters, Elizabeth and Margaret. It will be quite a party.”

      Phaidra wanted to cringe but tried to keep her face neutral. “Of course.”

      “Excellent. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

      Her enthusiasm waned with the thought of a crowd. No. It was time to live. She’d made her decision. To risk and see where the risk took her. She wouldn’t regret. Not this time.

      “Until tomorrow, Mr. Adam.” She inclined her head toward him. But he surprised her.

      He leaned forward as if to bow at her, but then his hand reached out and grabbed hers. It was warm, and his fingers slipped under hers and held them. He lifted her hand and brushed his lips lightly over it.

      The touch was barely more than a breath across her skin, but the sensation tilted her world. She stood staring, her eyes widened with surprise. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to snatch her hand away or weave her fingers through his. She did neither, and he released her hand.

      “Good night, Doctor Pallas.”

      She couldn’t answer, and before her thoughts became coherent, Mr. Adam was gone.

      Phaidra stood another moment, and then with a shake of her head, she went to her room. She passed Mary on her way up the stairs and instructed her to have Betsy put together a dinner tray and heat water for a bath. She’d had too much excitement, and too much to think about.

      As she soaked in the tub, her eyes wandered over to the angel figurine on the mantel. Her breath caught as she saw that next to it was another figure. This one was a man with hazel eyes and coiffured brown hair. His face was tilted up. His eyes gazed heavenward, and his features spoke of admiration. He was dressed in a nightshirt and breeches. It was undoubtedly Mr. Adam.

      Phaidra swallowed nervously. It was obvious that he was interested in her. He was quite clear about that. But to what purpose? Perhaps it was time for her to know a little more about him.

      The more she thought about him, the more curious she became.
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      The bright light streaming through the windows woke her. Phaidra rolled over in bed to the clanking of dishes and the smell of warm bread and tea with lemon.

      “Good morning, Doctor.” Mary’s bright voice was as unwelcome as the sun.

      “Humph.” Phaidra pulled the covers over her head and ignored her maid and the breakfast that tickled her nose and teased at her stomach.

      “It’s time to be up, Doctor. You will need to be at Madame Prosset’s in an hour, or she will not have your dress ready for tonight.”

      The covers came down as Phaidra sat up. “What?” Her temptation from the food was gone.

      “Your dress.” When Phaidra said nothing, Mary’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Madame Prosset sent around a boy about an hour ago to let us know that you would need to be there at ten for the dress you ordered. Said ten sharp, or she would never have it done in time for tonight.”

      It didn’t appear that Mary was in on any type of conspiracy. Who then? Phaidra was certain she hadn’t ordered a dress for tonight. A dress for tonight! She thought of her closet full of serviceable dresses; there was nothing that would be suitable for a formal dinner.

      “Of course.” Of course. She would definitely need a dress for tonight. Phaidra stood up, crossed the room to the breakfast tray, and sat. Mary pulled clothes out from the closet, waiting until Phaidra finished breakfasting before helping her into a simple petticoat and gown.

      “Now, you best hurry. I’ve heard Madame Prosset is quite a stickler for time.”

      Phaidra obliged. She was at the foot of the stairs when Millie came into the foyer.

      “Oh, I’m so glad to see you this morning, Doctor. On your way to Madame Prosset’s then?”

      “Yes, Millie. Are you the one I need to thank for this?”

      “Well, Jonathon said somethin’ to me last night, just afore bed, ‘bout you going to dinner at Mr. Adam’s house tonight. I know you don’t have nothin’ like what you need for that kind of dinner, so I sent a message to Madame Prosset, right ‘way.”

      “Last night?”

      “Well, Doctor, she’s Jonathon’s sister, so it wasn’t so bad.”

      Phaidra smiled. “Thank you, Millie.”

      “’Course, Doctor. Can’t have you not looking your best, now. It wouldn’t be right, not having you look as fine as the other ladies there, no not right at all.” Millie shook her head, and a lock of hair fell from her tight bun. She pushed it back away from her face and then continued, “Now, you best be on your way. Don’t forget to stop at the Danburry’s on your way home. And you’ll need to be back by three so we can have you ready to go when the carriage arrives.”

      Phaidra nodded. What was happening? Millie was efficient but invisible, and this bossy side was quite unlike her. Phaidra wondered at the change. “I best be on my way then.”

      “Yes, Doctor. Be sure you give Madame Prosset our regards.”

      Madame Prosset was a formidable woman who ushered Phaidra back into a fitting room immediately. She took measurements of Phaidra’s waist, hips, bust, arm width, and leg length with an occasional grunt. She left the room, and Phaidra stood in her petticoat for only a few moments before Madame Prosset returned with two assistants, each carrying folds of fabric more voluminous than themselves. One of the dresses was a pale green trimmed in silver and white, another a deep burgundy, and the third a dark, dark blue.

      Madame Prosset coerced her into each of the three, the two assistants helping position the mounds of fabric. She clucked as she pinched and positioned the fabric, and then she declared the deep midnight would look the best despite the fact that it would require the most work.

      “Here we are.” She stepped away from Phaidra to take a final look.

      Phaidra glanced in the mirror. The pinching folds told of a dress obviously made for someone much wider than her but, thankfully, just as tall.

      “It will be quite lovely when we’re done, Doctor. Just you wait.” Pins covered the dress, and it took several minutes to get out of the swaths of fabric. The assistants shuttled the pieces from the room.

      When Phaidra stood in her petticoat, Madame Prosset helped her back into her own gown.

      “Thank you, Madame. May I pay you now or this afternoon when the dress is complete?”

      Madame Prosset shook her head. “No, Doctor. This is a favor I’ve owed I’m finally able to repay. You just run along, and go see the Danburry’s. When you’re finished there, come back, and we should be ready for you. Let Millie know how nice it was to hear from her.”

      Phaidra protested, but Madame Prosset would hear nothing of it. “If you want to pay for something so badly, you might consider having another dress made for social gatherings. It won’t hurt none to have two. And when you get ready for new gowns, simple ones for work, just let me know.”

      “I would love to have you make me another evening gown at your convenience. I’m not sure about work…these are perfectly serviceable.”

      “Serviceable, yes. But rather dated. Did you get them from your grandmother?”

      Phaidra laughed. “No. But they are quite old.”

      “Not that it hurts your looks none, Doctor. But it might help to have you look more fashionable. Now, go on with you.”

      Madame Prosset pushed Phaidra to the door. As it swung shut, she could hear the woman giving orders to her assistants.

      Phaidra contemplated the comments on her way to the Danburry’s home. For decades, she’d focused only on her work, but the idea of having new gowns felt like a breath of fresh air. The years of downplaying her looks fell away. She committed to enjoying life. Yes, she would order new dresses and petticoats from Madame Prosset. Today. When she went to pick up her new gown.

      That afternoon, Phaidra soaked in a bath with crushed lavender and mint. The sweet smell helped distract from the butterflies raging a tornado in her stomach. The warm water soothed the tightness in her back. When Mary held out a towel, Phaidra reluctantly climbed from the tub. But her enthusiasm heightened as she slipped into her new petticoat. The lace was thick and heavy and was a gorgeous contrast to the dark richness of the fabric of her gown.

      Millie brought in a tray of tea, and Phaidra sat and snacked on the light meal. Mary positioned herself behind Phaidra to do her hair.

      Silence settled in the room, and Phaidra felt her anxiety pique with nothing to distract her.

      “Mary?” Phaidra pushed her tray away from her before looking up at her maid.

      “Yes, Doctor?”

      Phaidra noticed that Mary was quite fixated on the intricate design of braids and curls she was amassing on top of Phaidra’s head.

      “Thank you for helping me dress and for doing my hair.” It was not what she wanted to say, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask about Mr. Adam. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her maid to be discreet. But in truth, she didn’t. Trust was as elusive as the gods.

      “Of course, Doctor. It’s really quite exciting, a dress from Madame Prosset. And that blue! What a beautiful contrast to your light features. And dinner tonight with Mr. Adam. Mum said you must be ready at 6 o’clock sharp.” It was as if a dam burst, and Mary continued, “Mr. Adam is quite prompt. Lud, but he’s been here every night this week calling on you. I’m sure glad you said yes to him. He’s quite nice, and such a gentleman even though he has that funny accent. I’ve heard his sisters are spinsters and they live with him. Or was that Mr. James? Anyway, some say they are sharp-tongued and that’s why they never married. Some say that they never came out. Oh, and Mr. James is quite wealthy, too. So is Mr. Robert. It would be such a good marriage–”

      Phaidra laughed. Her maid’s enthusiasm bespoke her youth. “I don’t think Mr. Adam is going to propose, Mary. It is simply dinner. I’m sure he feels sorry for my lack of social calendar. Perhaps someone put him up to it.”

      “Oh, no, I don’t think so, Doctor Pallas. Mr. Adam isn’t known for being particularly friendly. Not since things went bad with his brother, Mr. John Adam. You know that Mr. John’s wife was betrothed to Mr. Robert first?”

      Phaidra shook her head. “No. I wasn’t aware of that.” This was an interesting piece of information…if it were true.

      “Well, that’s what I heard. Mr. John was always jealous, and when Mr. Robert was sick, Mr. John was a’courtin’ her. ‘Bout near broke his heart. He was in bed for months with stomach aches back then. But that was afore he lived in London. Too bad you couldn’t have helped him get well back then.” Mary stepped back and surveyed her work. “Lud, Doctor. You sure are beautiful.”

      Phaidra looked up into the mirror. Her hair was piled high, and braids wove between the curls atop her head. A cascade fell over her right shoulder and halfway down her back. She smiled at the girl in the mirror and was surprised with her reflection. Her smile was tentative, but her eyes glowed with excitement.

      Mary stood and held out the skirt, which Phaidra stepped into. Mary then laced up the bodice and attached the sleeves.

      “If only you had some jewelry: a necklace or broach.” Mary sighed wistfully. “It’s not that you need it, but it would sure be nice to have something…” She was looking at Phaidra, but her eyes told of dreams and wishes.

      “I think I have something.” Phaidra went to the armoire and pulled out a small wooden box. She’d taken several of the smaller stones from Djedefre’s gift and, with a handful of gold, had several pieces made by a jeweler many years ago. She tried to give them to Priska a century or so ago, but the woman just laughed at the absurdity of the extraordinary jewelry. Unwilling to take the time to return to the coast of Greece where she kept the laden chest, she packed them around with her.

      Phaidra pulled out a heavy gold necklace inlaid with a dozen rubies, each the size of her thumbnail. Each ruby was surrounded by diamonds, and smaller diamonds dripped between the links of the necklace. She’d never worn the piece, but the intricacy was befitting the beautiful dress. She rifled through the other pieces and pulled out diamond earrings with a similar teardrop shape.

      She held them up. “Will these work, do you think?”

      Mary’s mouth dropped to the floor, her eyes wide, but she said nothing.

      “Too much?” Phaidra set the jewelry back down inside the box.

      Mary sputtered, and then answered in a whisper, “Are those real?”

      Then Phaidra understood. Why would a lowly doctor have jewelry that rivaled the Queen?

      “Oh, Mary.” Phaidra laughed nervously. “They’re just paste. I bought them years ago, but I’ve never had occasion to wear anything so fine.” She put the necklace and earrings back in the box.

      Mary nodded, but her eyes remained wide. “Of course, Doctor.”

      “Perhaps it would be too much.” Phaidra went to close the box back up in the armoire, but Mary’s hand stopped her.

      “You should wear them. No matter where you got them… You should wear… Those are the most beautiful jewels I’ve ever seen.” Mary’s voice was awestruck. Reaching down, she opened up the box and pulled out the necklace. Without another word, Mary fastened the clasp and then turned Phaidra back to the mirror.

      The weight settled at the base of her neck and trickled down her clavicles and breastbone. The largest stone sat such that it rose and fell with her breathing. The fire from the stones made her stunning. Her eyes flashed, reflecting the energy and light. Phaidra was speechless.

      “Oh, Doctor.” Mary’s voice was reverent. “You are breathtaking.” Her lips curled, “Poor Mr. Adam.” There was a twinkle in her eye.

      Phaidra’s lips pulled up, and she had to suppress the giggle that wanted to spill out. “Thank you.”

      “What about the earrings?” Mary turned back to the armoire to retrieve them, but Phaidra stopped her.

      “No. This is enough.” Her chin tilted up. “That will be all.”

      “Of course, Doctor.” Mary slipped out of the room, taking another look at Phaidra just before closing the door.

      Phaidra couldn’t help but smile. She’d never felt so lovely. She spun around once in front of the mirror, taking in her reflection with joy. With unfamiliar enthusiasm, she opened her door to await Mr. Adam’s carriage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

          Threads and Legends: London

        

      

    

    
      Despite her enthusiasm, Phaidra felt her heart race as she descended the carriage outside Mr. Adam’s home. What if this had been a pity invitation? What if his sisters were cruel or vicious? What if he snubbed her? What if he’d invited her only to expose her as a monster?

      Her enthusiasm turned to trepidation, and her footsteps faltered as she approached the door.

      The valet opened the door as she approached, and before she got to the steps, Mr. Adam came bounding down to greet her. He swept her hands up in his, and his breath caught as he met her eyes.

      “Phaidra.” His voice was just a whisper, and then his lips brushed first her right and then her left hand.

      Phaidra stood transfixed. Mr. Adam was bare-headed, and his light brown hair was only lightly powdered and tied at the nape of his neck. He wore a black velvet formal coat with a dark red waistcoat trimmed in gold underneath. His breeches matched his coat, and the white stockings were a stark contrast to his dark ensemble. As her eyes travelled up to his face, she noticed that he’d likewise been taking her in. She blushed at her blatant perusal.

      He laughed. “I’ve never seen anyone lovelier, Dr. Pallas. I’m so pleased you could join us this evening.” He tucked her hand at the crook of his elbow and guided her up the stairs and into his home.

      “You’ll have to forgive me.” Mr. Adam’s voice was just above a whisper as he took her wrap from her. “This quiet evening has turned into a bit more.” He looked apologetic.

      Phaidra felt the knot at the base of her neck tighten, but she nodded as if it didn’t matter. “How so?”

      “My brother John decided to come to town. He and his wife, Edith, are here, as well as James and his wife, Lily. And of course, Lizzy and Margaret.”

      “Eight for dinner? That doesn’t seem so overwhelming.” She swallowed down her trepidation.

      “No? Well, I hope not.” He took her hand and led her to the dining room.

      She was placed between James and Lizzy, whose real name was Elizabeth, but the young woman immediately informed Phaidra that no one who knew her called her by her full name. Phaidra found that all were adept conversationalists and seemed to be making an effort to put her at ease.

      “How long have you been in medicine?” Lizzy leaned towards Phaidra, and a wavy curl escaped and dangled near her face.

      “A few years.” Phaidra responded vaguely.

      Lizzy nodded. “You hardly look old enough to be out of training.” She pushed the curl back to the mass at the top of her head, but it promptly fell. “But you must know quite a bit to have been able to help Robert. He has suffered for years. I have never seen him so…active.”

      Phaidra contemplated her words. “It is amazing what the human body can do on its own with just a nudge in the right direction. I think your brother holds in a lot of his emotions. It is good that he has you and your sister in town for a visit.”

      Lizzy’s lips pulled up in a knowing smile. “Yes, and it is good that he has you here, too, Doctor Pallas.”

      Phaidra could feel the pink tinge her skin.

      “Has Robert shown you any of his drawings yet?”

      Phaidra shook her head, still a little off balance.

      “Robert!” Lizzy gave her brother a grave look when his eyes met hers. “How could you be so remiss? You have not shown Dr. Pallas your work?”

      Robert cleared his throat. “Lizzy.” He spoke with the patient indulgence of an elder brother. “There will be time for that later.”

      “Nonsense. You’ll never make her fall in love with you if you don’t show off your artistic skill.”

      Phaidra could feel the pink turn to red, and she was mortified. But one glance told her that he did not feel her same embarrassment.

      “At my own pace, Lizzy. Now, you best hold your tongue, or Dr. Pallas will be frightened of all the Adams clan.” He turned his eyes to Phaidra. “I’m sorry for my sister.”

      Phaidra shook her head. “No need to apologize, sir–”

      “Sir?” Lizzy interrupted. “Gads. Don’t be so formal, now, Doctor. We’re all family, and there’s no need for such nonsense.”

      “Lizzy!” Margaret’s voice severed all conversations. An uncomfortable silence danced in the air.

      “Yes, Margaret. Sorry, doctor.”

      Dinner passed, course after course, and the conversation relaxed. When dessert was cleared, Mr. John cleared his throat, and everyone in the room turned his way. “Ladies, if you will excuse us.”

      Phaidra looked at Robert, but he just rolled his eyes, standing up to join the men as they left the table.

      Perplexed, Phaidra looked to Margaret and then quickly shifted her gaze to the younger Lizzy.

      “Drinks,” she stated by way of explanation. “Although, they are only doing it because John is here. Usually we all sit in the dining room or the parlor and visit.”

      Phaidra didn’t miss the look of disgust directed at Mrs. John Adam, but the two Mrs. Adams’ were engaged in their own conversation about babies and nannies.

      They walked into what Phaidra assumed was the parlor. The architecture was just as she would have expected: detailed woodwork, artistic paintings, and there at the center of a small table… How could she have not seen that right away? There was a stone monster, almost a sphinx–the woman was a lion from the waist down but was missing the wings–Phaidra looked around at the rest of the statues. There was definitely a celestial theme with the numerous winged men and women.

      “Did Mr. Robert create all the art in his home?” Phaidra looked to Lizzy and then Margaret, but neither of them answered her.

      “Not all of it.” The brogue-tinged accent came from one of the Mrs. Adams. The woman was slender and striking with emerald eyes and hair the color of strawberry-kissed sunshine. Phaidra was momentarily unsure which Mrs. Adam this was. “Mr. James, Lily’s husband still does some sculpture. And Mr. John does quite a bit, but he doesn’t live here in London.” She sniffed.

      Phaidra wasn’t sure if the displeasure had to do with London, living or not living in the city, or how much each man sculpted. At least the woman identified who was who.

      “And where, pray tell, do you and Mr. John live?”

      “Scotland,” was Edith’s reply.

      “Of course.” The accent was clear now. Much heavier than Mr. Robert’s but similar. “Do you miss it?”

      “Lud, Doctor. You ask funny questions.”

      Phaidra wrinkled her nose. She wasn’t trying to be funny.

      “No, it’s just that Mr. John took over the family business, so we stayed in Scotland. ’Course, that’s where my family is, so it suits me fine.”

      “Are you from here, Doctor Pallas?” The English lilt was distinct, and Phaidra knew that Mr. James had married after leaving Scotland. His wife’s dark hair and dark eyes were a stark contrast to her fair skin.

      “No. I’m from the continent. My parents were born in Greece.”

      “Greece?” Lizzy’s features scrunched up as she looked Phaidra over.

      Phaidra knew the look as if trying to make sense of her golden coloring and her land of origin. “Yes, but my mother was only half Grecian. Some say I favor my grandmother’s family.”

      “Oh? And where did your grandmother hail from? One of the Scandinavian countries?”

      “I was told she was from heaven.” Her clipped answer cut off further discussion of the topic.

      An unease settled.

      “Lizzy, are you still working on Robert’s portrait?” Lily, Mr. James’ wife, shifted the conversation with grace.

      Phaidra tuned them out, allowing herself a moment of reflection. Her thoughts skittered from doubt to confusion to worry. Too much! There was just too much going on, and Phaidra wasn’t able to process the intimacy of it all. It was a relief that the others left her in her quiet contemplation.

      “Do you play whist, Dr. Pallas?” Lily drew close as the servants set out tables.

      She shook her head. “No, Mrs. Adam. I can’t say that I’ve ever played.”

      The doors to the parlor opened, and the scent of tobacco preceded the men.

      “Please, call me Lily. And it’s an easy enough game.” She turned and addressed the man coming towards them. “Robert, you will need to explain the rules to Dr. Pallas. It seems she hasn’t played before.”

      Robert closed the gap between them. He stared down into Phaidra’s eyes, and everything else seemed to fade away.

      “You’ve never played whist?” His voice enveloped her with warmth and comfort.

      She shook her head.

      He grabbed her hand, and his fingers brushed the inside of her wrist in a soft caress. “We will rectify that immediately.” He pulled out her chair and waited for her to be seated at the table.

      They played several games, switching tables and partners at the end of each set. When Phaidra and Robert got paired, he stood waiting for her to take the empty seat.

      The games leeched the last of the tension from the air, and conversation buzzed as in a hive. Phaidra turned to find Robert, who’d yet to take a seat. He stood behind her, and his hand brushed over her skin from neck to shoulder.

      The touch was too much to be an accident. Her eyes pulled down in a question.

      Robert leaned forward. “I’m falling in love with you,” he whispered.

      She leaned closer to him, using the noise as pretense. “Excuse me?”

      He reached out and took her hand, winding his fingers through hers.

      This was no accident.

      His eyes met hers, and his intensity consumed her. The room faded away.

      “Did you say something to me?”

      “Just thinking.”

      “Regarding?”

      “You.” His lips lifted into a dazzling smile. “Dr. Pallas–”

      “Robert!” The voice was a sharp slap, and the room blazed with curious faces.

      Robert stood. “Beg your pardon.” He faced the rest of his guests, all family. “I think we’re done for the night, eh? Now, who won?”

      No one said anything, and Phaidra felt heat creep into her cheeks.

      “I think you did brother.” It was James, and he was beaming.

      The laughter was forced, but it was a valve for the pressure regardless. Even Robert chuckled.

      Phaidra stood and made her way to the hostesses.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Adam, Miss Adam, Mrs. Adam.” She forced her lips up despite the embarrassment churning in her belly.

      Mrs. Adam laughed. “Oh dear.” She linked her arm through Phaidra’s and tugged her toward the couch as she talked. “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s good to see Robert besotted. Please, don’t take our behavior tonight as a slight. We all enjoyed your company very much.” She patted Phaidra’s hand. “And please, it is Lily.”

      Every feature in Lily’s face reflected her kindness and sincerity. Phaidra felt her heart swell, and she smiled back. “Of course. Thank you, Lily.”

      She looked up to see the room empty except for Lizzy and Robert. “It seems the evening has come to a close. Let me go give my regards to your brother…” Phaidra stood, and Lily joined her.

      Lizzy looked up from her brother and smiled at Phaidra. She gave her a wave and then her brother a kiss on the cheek and left the room.

      Robert approached the two women.

      “Robert. It was a lovely evening.”

      He smiled benevolently at his sister-in-law. “Lily. Thank you for being you.” He bent over and kissed her cheek. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Robert.”

      But Robert’s eyes had left Lily as soon as he finished his goodnight and were wholly focused on Phaidra.

      Lily left, and they were alone. He stepped up to her, and she instinctively stepped back.

      “Thank you, Mr. Adam, for a lovely evening.”

      “Phaidra.” His voice ached for her.

      “I should probably–

      He stepped closer, and she backed into the wall. His hands came up and blocked her in.

      “What are you doing?” She could feel emotions, long-buried, bubbling…churning. Phaidra couldn’t decide if she wanted to flee or stay. Her heart was racing, and she was on the verge of panic.

      Robert put his index finger to her lips. “I have something I want to share with you.” His finger slid from her lips to her chin and then tilted her head up towards him. “You, Phaidra Pallas, are incredible.”

      Her breath came in short gasps. His touch unnerved her, and yet she wanted more, so much more. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, was it?

      “Shhh.” His breath was a feather, and his body was close, so close. His hand cupped her neck, his fingers pushing into her hair.

      Her eyes closed, and she leaned into him.

      His other hand wrapped around her waist and settled at the small of her back. His lips brushed over hers once, twice…and then he kissed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

          Threads and Legends: London

        

      

    

    
      Life changes, Priska would say. It is the only constant you can count on, but Phaidra was shocked by the dream-like quality her life now held. No longer bereft and empty, Phaidra found joy in the simple. Flowers, letters, an occasional gift. Dinner with friends. She relished Lizzy’s brash behavior almost as much as she appreciated Margaret’s staid personality. And Phaidra adored Lily and Mr. James.

      “You make him quite happy, Phaidra,” Lily told her one night in the parlor. “I have never seen Robert so joyous.”

      “I’m so glad he’s happy,” Phaidra replied. “He deserves to be.”

      Lily looked at her quizzically. “Yes, he does, and so do you.”

      Phaidra forced herself to meet Lily’s eyes, but the words were difficult to believe. Something about them made Phaidra’s stomach twist. The idea of happiness made her inexplicably uncomfortable.

      “Are you happy Phaidra?” Lily’s hand covered Phaidra’s in a touch that was meant to comfort but only caused confusion.

      “Yes, of course.” Why wouldn’t she be happy? But there was a nagging at the back of her mind. A prick of conscience, something that would not let her rest. She was happy, she told herself. Insisted it. Demanded it.

      “Yes, yes. Of course, you’re happy.”

      Phaidra leaned towards her friend. “Do I not look happy?”

      “Phaidra, you’re such a riddle.” Laughing, Lily squeezed Phaidra’s hand. “Robert has never really courted much, and when he did… Robert has always been a little on the pensive side. The few women that he courted were always the antithesis of him. Of course, he never courted them for long. And here you are.”

      Phaidra wasn’t sure if hearing this should cause alarm or comfort, so she asked.

      But her question only made Lily laugh again before saying, “Very much a riddle.”

      Riddle. Riddle. The clenching of Phaidra’s insides had nothing to do with physical illness. The word was meant as a slight tease, but it dredged up memories…painful memories, and suddenly Phaidra was soul-sick.

      “Are you all right?” Lily brushed her hand over Phaidra’s forehead. “You look quite ill? Shall I send for a doctor–”

      “No!”

      Lily drew back as if she’d been pushed.

      “No.” Phaidra quickly amended, “No need for a doctor.” She forced her lips into a wan smile. “I’m sorry for the outburst. I think...” She stood up. “I think I need to be going, though. I am not feeling well.”

      She left without making her goodbyes. It was rude, but Phaidra couldn’t bring herself to care enough to stay. She advised Stevenson, Mr. Adam’s valet, that she wouldn’t need a carriage, and she began the long walk home.

      Her anxiety built with each increasing step. She would have to tell him. It wouldn’t be fair to Robert to allow his continued courtship without making him aware of the monster that she was. It was not fatigue that slowed her walk and drug her feet. Her anxiety turned to fear and then despair. Tomorrow. Tomorrow she would tell him.

      She should have known. As she walked up the street to her home, she could see his carriage. Of course, he would be here. He’d probably been looking for her for the last couple of hours, too.

      Phaidra rolled her eyes.

      The door flung open, and Robert descended the stairs, almost tripping over his own feet. His arms enveloped her, and his lips brushed the top of her head.

      “Where did you go?” His voice was a whisper in her hair.

      She pulled back. It would not do to have him make such a public display.

      His arms fell to his sides, and hurt shone in his eyes.

      “Phaidra?” His whisper did nothing to calm her heart.

      “Mr. Adam.” Her voice was distant, formal. “Please, come in.”

      He looked as if she’d slapped him.

      “Please.” Her whispered plea crossed the distance, and he nodded.

      He followed her into her parlor, which was cold and dark. Phaidra excused herself to tell Jonathon to come light a fire. She returned with two lit candles, which cast an eerie glow, keeping most of the room still in shadow.

      They were both silent, waiting for the other to speak. The candlelight bobbled and guttered, and the silence became oppressive.

      “Please,” Robert’s voice broke the silence, imploring her, “Please, tell me what is happening. Are you ill? Have I offended you?”

      Phaidra shook her head, indicating that neither of these issues were, in fact, issues.

      “One of my family? Gods! Did Lizzy put her foot in her mouth? I know she is abrupt and rude…” His eyes were dilated with horror over the worried offence.

      “No! No, Robert. Your family is lovely. Lovely, kind, generous. Please . . .”

      The door opened, and Jonathon came in, his arms full of wood.

      “Sorry, Doctor. This won’t take but a minute.”

      Phaidra looked at her manservant and nodded. Another minute would be good; perhaps her scattered thoughts would become cohesive inside of that minute. But the silence was deafening. The tension between Phaidra and Robert crackled and caught like the fire in the grate. As soon as the warmth started rolling with the light, Jonathon stood and faced her.

      “Will that be all, Doctor? Or would you like me to have Mary bring in tea?”

      Phaidra shook her head. “That will be all, Jonathon. Thank you.”

      As soon as the door closed, Robert was standing in front of her.

      “Please, tell me Phaidra.” He dropped so he was kneeling in front of her, his eyes level with hers. “Please.”

      Phaidra took a deep breath and metaphorically jumped.

      ~προχωρήσουμε ~

      “What do you mean you’re not human?” His voice was incredulous.

      His eyes dilated, and Phaidra wondered if it was in surprise or fear.

      “You saw me. All those months ago. I was… I was flying,” It was difficult to get the words out. She wasn’t sure if it was shame or trepidation that clutched at her heart, but she struggled to continue talking. She wanted to run.

      “You?” He stood up. “That… that was you?” He shook his head and stepped away from her. “No. It couldn’t be. I…I had a vision… No…”

      “I went flying that night. I was–” She closed her eyes as she went back into the memory. “I was flying over the houses here in London. I flew over the Danburry’s, the Westover’s, the Blackwell’s.” She remembered touching the top of the Danburrys’ house, the excitement around their expected little one. “I came to your house and noticed a candle burning. It lit up your whole room. I didn’t mean to peek in, but then I saw you at your desk.” She swallowed her anxiety, forcing it down. “You were so absorbed with your worry, and I was foolish. I should have left, but I watched, and then…you looked up and saw me.”

      “That? That… that was you? I thought… I thought… I didn’t think… that was a dream.”

      Phaidra shook her head. “Not a dream. I’m sorry.” What else could she say?

      “You. I never thought…” His head bowed, and his eyes closed.

      Should she leave? Did he want her to go? She stood as if to go and remembered they were in her house.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It’s too much. Isn’t it? If you want to go…” She swept her hand towards the door. “I should have known, but–

      “I didn’t say that. I just… I was just surprised.” He stepped up to her, placing his hands on her shoulders, and pushed her back down into the cushioned chair. “You need to stay; we need to talk.”

      Phaidra nodded, but she’d run out of things to say. “What else do you want to know?”

      “You’re not completely human.” He repeated her initial words, and she nodded. “But you’re not always in that form. I mean you’re here now, and your body is normal.”

      “Yes, well. There is a curse, but it has been…modified. I only change forms a couple days a month. That is why I leave. When I go to the country… I go to my country home… It’s because I am going to change. I stay there while–” She waved her arms at her body. “–and then I come back.”

      He nodded his head. “And you are you again.”

      Her throat was tight, and she swallowed again and again. “I am always me. It’s just my body that changes.”

      “Right. Of course. I just can’t believe...” His eyes narrowed with his thoughts. “I studied about these creatures… cursed of gods. I just never believed.”

      “I thought you should know. You needed to know.”

      He swallowed. “You don’t age?”

      “No.”

      “Ever?”

      “No.”

      “How long have you been like this?”

      “A long time, Robert. Why? Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know. Does it?”

      She sighed. This was the other impediment to a relationship. And, yes, it did matter. “I reckon we need to address this.” She looked at the fire, hoping for help to rise up from the embers burning there but knowing that no help was coming her way. “I don’t age. I won’t age unless… unless certain things happen.”

      “What things?”

      “Things I’m not ready to discuss with you.” She wouldn’t bring up marriage and family. He hadn’t brought it up, and she would not pressure him.

      “Would you discuss them with me if I were to marry you? Would you deign me worthy to know then?”

      “Are you asking me to marry you?” Her anxiety was already high, and her voice became sharp.

      “And if I were?”

      She glared at him. “But you’re not, Robert.” Fear blossomed, and she lashed out, “Don’t toy with me… or my affections.”

      “Then don’t toy with mine!” His voice thundered at her. “I have never hidden anything from you. I have made myself clear from the first time I saw you at that bar. I have done nothing…” His voice dropped, and the anger diffused into pleading. “I have done nothing but pursue you. What more do you want from me, Phaidra? I would marry you in a minute if that was what you wanted.” His face reflected his turmoil. “What do you want?”

      “I just want a normal life.” Her eyes filled with tears, and they silently rolled down her cheeks.

      “Can we have that? Is there some reason we can’t have a life together?”

      “If I marry you, Robert, I will die.”

      “We all die, Phaidra. You know this better than most. But we could still be happy with what time we have. We could have a family. You and me and little Roberts running around.”

      “No, Robert. If you marry me, there will be no little Robert. I will die with our first child, and it will be a daughter. It is the curse.”

      “Are you quite certain?”

      “Yes. Quite.”

      “Then, what do we do?”

      “I have no answers.” Her voice was a strangled whisper, and she choked down a sob before it could escape.

      “Oh, Phaidra.” He pulled her up from the chair and enveloped her with his arms.

      She relaxed in the warmth of his love and allowed herself to cry. The steady thrumming of his heart soothed her nerves. When her tears had run out, she glanced up at him.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t ever be sorry for that, Phaidra. If I can comfort you, even some small part, I will relish it.” His thumb wiped away the moisture from her cheeks, and his lips brushed her forehead.

      “Where do we go from here?” She wasn’t sure why she was asking him, but she certainly didn’t know.

      “Are you sure you won’t marry me?”

      “I love you too much… and I’m too selfish. I want to spend time with you. I want to be with you. This is the only way for that…”

      He nodded as if that made sense. And perhaps it did. “I will see you tomorrow for dinner?”

      Phaidra leaned up and brought her lips to his. “Yes.” She smiled at him. “I will see you tomorrow.”

      She didn’t know what their future held, but did anyone?
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      For two years, they enjoyed ignoring the curse, acting as if it didn’t exist. Phaidra would go to the country, and Robert made sure his required travel would coincide whenever possible. Other times, Phaidra accompanied Robert on shorter journeys. They told people she was his physician, which stopped only some of the gossip but enough that neither suffered for it.

      Phaidra loved to watch him work, and when she wasn’t busy with patients, she would come to the offices and watch him draw. He’d been elected to the Society of Antiquaries and appointed Architect of the King’s Works the previous year, both increasing his responsibilities, but not impinging on their time.

      It was blissful.

      Almost.

      Phaidra sat in the parlor with Lizzy, Margaret and Lily. The talk during dinner had been of Landsdowne house, newly commissioned by the Marquesses of Landsdowne. Robert and James were both thrilled, and they’d worked on the drawings all day. During dinner, Robert whispered how he wanted to do a tribute to Greek mythology in the architecture. They’d discussed heroes and the myths surrounding them. Phaidra sat contemplating Hippolyta and her fierce Amazons.

      “Phaidra?” Margaret interrupted her reverie as she sat on the tête-a-tête.

      “Hmmm?” Phaidra met her eyes.

      “Do you remember that first dinner you came to?”

      She nodded.

      Margaret dropped her eyes and fingered the fringe of the pillow next to her. “Do you remember when Lily asked if you were happy?”

      Phaidra felt a crawling of anxiety in her stomach. “Yes. I remember that.”

      Margaret looked up. Her eyes crinkled with worry, and her anxiety was palpable. “Are you happy?”

      Phaidra felt a whoosh of relief. Her smile stretched, and she nodded. “Yes, Margaret. Quite happy.”

      But Margaret’s face didn’t relax. “Do you love Robert?”

      “Of course. Why would you ask that?”

      “I don’t understand.” She leaned back, confusion marring her otherwise serene face.

      “What don’t you understand?”

      “Has he not asked? I can hardly believe… He loves you so much.”

      Understanding dawned on Phaidra. “Marriage.”

      Margaret nodded. “Do you not want to marry him?”

      Phaidra’s breath came out torturously long. “I wish I could.”

      Margaret’s eyes dilated in horror. “You are already married.”

      “No! Gods, no. Nothing like that.”

      The horror disappeared, but the confusion remained. “I don’t understand. Are you betrothed?”

      “No. There is no other man who holds meaning for me. It’s just…” How could she explain? She contemplated how to tell Margaret of her commitment without exposing her to the cursed creature that she was.

      “Does Robert know?”

      Phaidra worried her lip and looked to Margaret, begging her to explain.

      “Whatever it is… whatever you don’t want to tell me– Does Robert know?”

      “Yes.” Phaidra’s admission felt cathartic. “He knows.”

      “Then I will be happy for you.” Margaret patted Phaidra’s hand.

      “Thank you.”

      Margaret leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Of course. That is what sisters do.”

      Phaidra didn’t understand the welling of emotion. Her eyes pooled with tears, and she fought to maintain her composure.

      The doors opened, and Phaidra could smell the spice of tobacco before she saw the gentlemen. She stood up and met Robert at the door.

      “Darling.” He smiled at her and then noticed the tears still swimming in her eyes. “Phaidra. Are you all right?”

      She tucked her hand through his arm and allowed him to pull her close. “I love you, Robert.”

      He smiled as if the words ignited a light within. “I love you, too.” He looked around the room at his family. “Are you staying for whist?”

      Phaidra laughed, but it rang false in her own ears. “We are two off, Mr. Adam.”

      “So we are. Would you rather walk with me in the garden?”

      “Yes, please. I would enjoy that very much.”

      Robert turned to Margaret. “Would you see to the guests, sister? Phaidra and I will be in the garden.”

      “Of course.” Margaret agreed. “Enjoy your walk.”

      The night air felt crisp and cool, deliciously caressing her skin. They walked quietly through the gardens, Phaidra wrapped up in her dialog with Margaret.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Robert interrupted.

      “I’m not sure there is anything to say.”

      “Was Lizzy giving you a hard time?”

      “No. I was talking with Margaret. She wanted to know if you’d been remiss in a specific proposal.”

      “Hmm.” Robert continued walking. “What did you say?”

      Phaidra stopped, and Robert halted next to her. “I told her that I couldn’t…That we weren’t going to marry.”

      “And that’s why you’re sad?”

      She ground her teeth before answering. “No. Yes. Yes, I’m sad. But I’m also…angry. This is not right.”

      His hands held her face and then caressed down her neck. “It is not right.” He brought his lips to her neck and trailed kisses to her ear where he whispered, “It is not right how much I love you.” His lips trailed more kisses across her jaw and to her lips. He pulled away momentarily to murmur against her lips, “I love you so much, Phaidra. Will you please, please, marry me?”

      Phaidra struggled to keep her breathing regular and failed. Small gasps escaped her lips, and she pulled Robert close. “Robert.” She breathed his name, both a plea and a claim.

      He kissed her again and again and again until they were both breathless. When he pulled away, it was only to put a small box in her hands.

      Her heart fluttered in anticipation, and she looked at him, eyes wide with emotion.

      “Phaidra. I promise I will cherish you forever, and I want to spend my lifetime with you. Please, say you’ll do me the honor of becoming my wife.”

      She opened the box, and there, nestled in white satin, sat a small gold ring. In the center was a cluster of red and white stones, similar to the ones she’d worn that first night.

      She sighed. “I want so much to tell you yes.”

      “Then tell me yes. Make me the happiest man in the world. Please, tell me you’ll have me.”

      She looked into his hazel eyes and saw his hope, a bright beacon for their future. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, Robert, I will marry you.”

      He pulled the ring from the box and placed it on her fourth finger. Then holding it up to his lips, he kissed first the ring then her hand. His lips brushed hers, but the sound of footsteps approaching drew them apart. Robert held her hand, almost a refusal to relinquish her completely.

      “Doctor Pallas, your manservant is here. It seems you have been called for help.”

      Phaidra sighed, looking first at Robert then at Stevenson. “Is there a carriage waiting?”

      “Yes, Doctor Pallas. And Jonathon has brought your bag. He said it was urgent.”

      Urgent. Phaidra’s passion dissolved into adrenaline. Urgent was their agreed word for an emergency. She cringed to think of what would be an emergency at this time of night.

      She squeezed Robert’s hand and then let go. “Good night, Mr. Adam.” She inclined her head toward him and then focused on the retreating servant.

      Robert caught her arm as she turned to leave.

      “Phaidra? Will you come back?” His voice and movement belied the casualness of his remark.

      She turned to face him and took his face in her hands. “I will always come back to you for as long as you’ll have me.” She kissed him quickly and then followed Stevenson.

      Jonathon met her at the front door.

      “Good evening, Doctor Pallas.” He held out her coat for her.

      “Jonathon.” She acknowledged the man formally. “Where are we headed tonight?” They walked out to the carriage and were inside before he answered.

      “You have a caller at home, Doctor. He said he would see you tonight, and I thought it best if it were in your own home.”

      “Is he ill?”

      “No, Doctor.”

      Jonathon’s tone told of the seriousness of the visitor though nothing of the purpose for his visit.

      “Who is he?” She choked out the words, fearing the answer.

      “He states that he’s a god. He said it was time for you to talk with him.”

      She froze. It couldn’t be. After all this time, He would come searching for her? He could have popped in tonight at Mr. Adam’s home if he’d wanted. What could he want?

      The carriage ride home was silent. Phaidra’s thoughts were worrisome and dark, and Jonathon was respectful of his mistress’s withdrawal.

      As soon as the coach stopped, Phaidra hurried up the stairs. She stepped inside her home and was enveloped in warmth. Light emanated from the parlor, and as she approached, she could feel the increase in temperature. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door.
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      The man who sat at her hearth was a ray of sunshine. With golden hair and sun-kissed skin, he filled the Georgian upholstered chair, dressed in a linen suit, his head tilted over a book.

      Phaidra stood in the doorway, suddenly unsure of everything.

      “Ah, Phaidra.” He snapped the book shut as he arose and then closed the gap to her. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      He reached for her hand, and dumbfounded, she let him take it. His lips were warm and his smile brilliant.

      “I trust I wasn’t interrupting anything important.” He led her into the room by the elbow and put her in the chair opposite the one he’d been sitting in.

      She shook her head, more to try and clear it than as a response to him.

      “Do you know who I am?” His voice was velvet.

      “Apollo,” she whispered. The sound of her own voice broke her stupor, and she cleared her throat. “Apollo. You are Apollo.”

      He chuckled. “I am.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You are lovely, Phaidra. Stunning really. And your ingenuity is remarkable. I’m quite pleased to see you in this form.” He waved his hand at her body. “Not that I don’t think you are every bit as lovely as the Sphinx, but I relish the fact that you came up with a way for the Graeae to interpret the curse and you to enjoy life.” He picked up the book he’d been reading. “And this…”

      She saw it was an atlas of anatomy and physiology, one she used often when making clinical decisions.

      “I love that you have decided to practice medicine. I couldn’t have picked a more suited career.”

      “I didn’t do it for you.” Hatred and anger warred with fear. This being, a god, was responsible for the death of her parents. He’d cursed her. Phaidra felt sick with the onslaught of emotions.

      “Of course not. But it pleases me nonetheless.”

      “Why are you here?” she snapped.

      “I’ve come for a visit and to make you an offer.”

      “I don’t think you have anything I want, sir.”

      Apollo chuckled. “Oh, but I think I do.” He sat down and leaned toward her. “Let me tell you a story.”

      His voice was melodic, and despite her desire to flee, Phaidra wanted to hear what he would say.

      “Phoibe, born of Hera, was the result of a dalliance with a Greek shepherd. Hera’s infidelity was nothing more than retaliation, for Zeus has never been faithful. Phoibe was raised by her father and his wife for only a few years before being entrusted to a humble weaver-woman, a woman you know well.” He looked at her meaningfully. “Priska loved the young demigod and watched over her carefully…tenderly.

      “Phoibe’s sweet vulnerability set her apart from most immortals. She possessed all of her mother’s beauty and none of her bitterness. Of course, she would attract the attention of the gods.

      “I saw her and knew; I knew she was perfect for me. I swore I would destroy anyone or anything that harmed her. She was a joy to be around, so fun, so full of life and vitality. If she called my name… I would drop almost anything to be with her,” his voice was dull, flat, as if the emotions had been suppressed for too long.

      “She refused me. I was mad with grief. I fled and buried myself in distractions. But I could not be distracted. Her refusal ate at my soul. I became bitter and jealous. The night you were born was terrible. Consumed with my hurt, I took your father, your mother, and cursed you.

      “It was wrong, but it was driven by love. Can’t you see? I have watched you grow. Watched as Priska, the same weaver-woman who raised your mother, raised you. I’ve seen the pain and hurt you’ve endured, your insecurity, your self-loathing. Priska gave you the love of a mother, but even this love could not erase the bitterness man has caused. You will search forever to try and fill that hole, that absence of love you so crave. Priska cannot give it to you. And while you found it briefly in Thebes, with …”

      He stared at her and, after a shake of his head, asked, “What was his name?”

      Revulsion crawled over her, and she whispered, “Galen.”

      “Of course.” He smiled indulgently. “That was only a taste of love.” He waved his hand, rejecting Galen as if he were inconsequential. “I can give you real love. I know everything about you, everything you’ve done. I understand. The love that we can share will fill that hole. It will be based on truth, not deception. I can make you happy.”

      “You?” Phaidra felt nauseated. She knew in his mind his actions were somehow justified, but in truth, there was nothing he could say that would make her forget.

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Do you think anyone else could even begin to understand?”

      “You destroyed my mother and father; you killed them. Your words created a deformed monster from my body.” She’d meant to sound bitter, but her voice was sad with the acknowledgement.

      “Yes. I did. And I explained why I did it.” His eyes travelled over her body and locked on her eyes. “You’ve lost control before; you know what it feels like.”

      The reminder made her see red. “But it is not excusable. Never excusable.”

      “Not excusable, Phaidra. Understandable.” His voice was patient as if talking with a child. “You, of all people, should grasp how love can affect your actions.” His words slapped her. “Do you know what it is like to be refused? No, you do not. And do you think that this...Robert would have you, if he knew what you are? If he knew the monster that still lives within you?”

      “He loves me.”

      “So you say. But does he know you? I think you have not been entirely candid with your lover. If he knew, do you think he would still have you? Do you really believe any mortal would have you?”

      Phaidra felt her heart clench. She wanted to protest, to cry out that Robert would love her no matter what.

      “There is no one that understands like I do. I created you. The trials you’ve endured at mortal hands have made you stronger, more beautiful.” His hands brushed down her arms. “You are so amazingly beautiful.”

      Phaidra stepped away from him. “This–” She waved at her body. “–is in spite of what you’ve done. I went to the Graeae. I took that risk. I paid that price. And I did it all alone. You make it sound like your curse was a blessing.”

      His shrug dismissed her anger. “If we are happy, would you care? If you have eternity ahead, what does the past matter?”

      “Your past is what makes you...you.” She looked at the statuesque man before her. He was aesthetically beautiful. But his words… He shattered her happiness, her security, her hope, and all that was left was fear and loathing.

      “Why did you come?” she asked. “Why now?”

      “I would not have you waste your time on unhappiness. What you have is not what you think. You’ll not be happy with this Robert. He’ll only break your heart.”

      “You think you could make me happy? You’d sacrifice to be with me?”

      “I’m here.”

      “Yes, but for how long? How long would we be together, Apollo? Would you give me the rest of your life? Would you promise me eternity?” She swallowed her fear and forced herself to speak of her knowledge. “What if I am no longer interesting to you; what happens then?”

      “You speak as if you know some sordid side of me,” he scoffed. “But I am the god of light, of music, enlightenment.”

      “I don’t pretend to know you,” Phaidra countered. “Just of you.”

      “You act as if I am the only god to have ever taken a lover.”

      “No. I don’t care that you’ve had other consorts. It’s what happens to them that concerns me. Or are you telling me I’d be different?” She couldn’t help the disbelief seeping into her voice as she asked, “You’re promising me eternity?”

      His eyes flashed. “And we shall have eternity.”

      “Together?”

      He glanced at the ceiling. “If that is what you want.”

      “What did you promise Creusa, Acanha, Evande, Rhoeo, and Hyacinth? Did you promise them forever?”

      Apollo’s jaw clenched, “You’re walking on dangerous ground.”

      “Dangerous ground?” she pressed, leaning forward. “I just want to know what your promise means.”

      “My promise?” Anger flared in his eyes as they narrowed. His voice was no longer patient but biting and harsh. “Look at your own history; you know what my promise means.”

      The tension climbed, and they both fell silent. Phaidra studied the god while contemplating his words and his anger—both almost tangible entities. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe his grandiose statements, but to remove the curse . . . to be free of the monster. She’d spent countless hours dreaming of freedom.

      His low voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “You’ll never be loved or understood by a mortal, Phaidra. They flee from you. They tried to kill you. Even now, if they knew what you are, they would behead you. I’m here, standing before you promising–” He held his hands out. “–my love and devotion, safety and constant care. Yet, you’re worried about ancient history?”

      Phaidra felt the weight of shame hit her, the loathing for all she’d done and the beast she was. And in Apollo’s eyes shone the light of acceptance and love.

      He drew close to her, whispering her name as he cupped her neck, threading his fingers into her hair. Leaning over her, his thumb brushed her lips and then he whispered in her ear. “You’re a monster to the world, but the most beautiful creation to me.” His breath was warm on her chilled skin. “Please come with me, and I’ll cherish you. Please, let me shower you with love.” He pressed his lips to her neck, his kisses soft and warm like sunshine. “Please.”

      She swayed, leaning into him like a magnet being pulled. Her head swam with the emotional overload, but her heart froze, and her stomach roiled. Something wasn’t right.

      Phaidra lurched back and pushed him away. She got to her feet and stumbled across the room, forcing distance between them.

      “Wh-why?” she stammered. Shaking her head, she tried to clear her muddled thoughts. She needed air. Reaching behind, Phaidra’s hand landed on the window’s lever, and she yanked the the window open. A blast of cool air rolled in, and with it the presence of night.

      “Why are you here? Why now?” she demanded.

      “I wouldn’t have you make the same mistake as your mother. You’d never be happy with this man. As your life ticked away, you’d grow to resent him. His so-called love would lead to your death, and it would eat at you. And if that weren’t enough, he wouldn’t be happy with you either.”

      “Why would you say that? How would you even know?”

      He laughed as if the question were beneath answering. “Do you really think that he loves you? His affections are pathetic. If he knew the monster you are, the slaughter of the mortals at your hands, he’d detest you. He’ll never love you, Phaidra.”

      Apollo’s cruel reminders stung because she still woke from nightmares of her time in Thebes.

      “You could be wrong,” she said.

      The gaze he leveled made it clear he didn’t believe it.

      “Fine,” he said. “Go to him.” Waving his hand at her, he said, “Ask him. You’ll see.”

      “And what should I say?” she asked, voice hoarse. That she was asking Apollo of all people, showed how truly desperate she was.

      “Tell him the truth. That you were touched of a god. That in anger, you killed hundreds of people. But be sure you tell him you were only angry because your lover died. I’m sure that he’ll understand.”

      Anger thrummed through her, but she swallowed the curses. She longed to hurl accusations, but it would do no good. Instead of responding with anger, she balled her fists, and said, “Tell me you love me.”

      Focused on the god, she willed herself to see the truth. Because he, like all the gods, had divine power. His words manipulated, his touch compelled, but she needed to know the truth. Did he really love her? He’d told her he would, but not that he did.

      “Can you? Can you tell me you love me and mean it? You say that you’ve watched me…all this time, you’ve watched me. But you choose now to seek me out. Why? Is it because another has proposed?”

      He snorted in disgust. “He is not proposing to you but to someone who doesn’t even exist.”

      “You haven’t said it. I want to hear you tell me that you love me.”

      “We shall grow to love each other.”

      “You don’t love me.” She knew it. With absolute certainty, she knew he did not love her. It was not her that he sought. And yet, here he was.

      “What exactly do you want with me?” The words came out without bitterness, without hostility. His attention was bewildering. “What on earth could you want with me?”

      His eyes narrowed. The façade of suitor fell away like a discarded cloak. Apollo stood before her, his lips pulled up in a sneer. “I’ll have what is mine.”

      She laughed, bubbling hysterical laughter. “I’m not your possession!”

      “Enough. You ask why I sought you out? I can feel you. I feel your regret, your loneliness, your heartache. You are my creation. I can feel you…And all that pain? It is nothing like what I suffer. And then suddenly–” He snapped his fingers at her. “–suddenly you’re happy?”

      “You came because I was happy?” Fury ripped through her, searing away any and all consideration for his base offer.

      “You’ll never find happiness. Not without me.” His rage danced like fire around his frame, turning his modern clothing to ash until he wore only his simple chiton. “I’ll not allow you to find happiness—”

      “Get out,” she snapped. Phaidra’s heart pounded, trying to beat its way out of her chest. “I’ll never have you.”

      “You say that,” he sneered. “You even believe it now. But you’ll see. He’ll leave you. No one… No one will ever accept you. And someday, you’ll plead for me to take you—to love you.”

      “Never.” With a deep breath, she pushed her emotions down. “I. Will. Never. Love. You.”

      “Are you quite sure?”

      “Absolutely,” she gasped. “I will loathe you for all eternity, you sick bastard.”

      “So be it,” he growled, his face contorting with anger. “Then you too shall die, just as your mother.” His voice dropped but somehow became more threatening, “If you ever hold your infant daughter in your arms, you’d better caress her, sing, love her—all you can for those precious moments. Because as soon as I feel her presence, I’m coming for you.” He crossed the room and towered over her, bringing his face mere inches from hers. “I’ll have what is mine, or no one shall.”

      Without thought of consequences, Phaidra slapped Apollo in the face. “Get out.” Her voice trembled with her rage. “You. You are not welcome here or anywhere I am. You may have cursed me, but I will never be yours. Get. Out.”

      “Phaidra, daughter of Hera, let it be noted that you have refused me.”

      She could see his fury, feel it rolling off of him. The tension in the air could have sparked a fire, consuming them both. But she would not have him. It did not matter that he was beautiful. It did not matter that he was a god. He was vile. She could not love him.

      The room became bright, increasingly so, and Phaidra closed her eyes. Still she could feel the brightness grow until the heat and light felt like the sun. And then suddenly, it was gone.

      Phaidra blinked.

      The room was dark, but it took only seconds for her eyes to adjust. With the departure of the light, Apollo had also disappeared.

      Phaidra collapsed in her chair.

      A tentative knock on the door brought her back into the moment.

      “Come in,” she beckoned.

      “Doctor Pallas?” Jonathon poked his head in through the doorway. “Are you all right, doctor?”

      Too tired to explain, Phaidra just nodded.

      “Will your caller be staying?” There was an undercurrent of fear in his voice.

      Phaidra wondered what Apollo had said to her servants. “No, Jonathon. He’s gone and will not be returning.”

      “Are you certain?”

      She stood and crossed to the door. “I am quite certain. Whatever he said to threaten you–”

      He stood a little straighter. “No, doctor. I think you are mistaken. I was worried only for you.” His demeanor shifted, and then he continued, “Will you be staying up much later? Would you like me to throw another log on the fire?”

      “No. I’ll retire now. Please let Mary know.”

      “Of course.” He turned and left the room.

      Phaidra sighed, trying to release the fear now rooted in her breast. But it wouldn’t go. It nagged and tugged on her heart, and Phaidra knew she would not sleep well tonight. She might never sleep well again.
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      The next morning brought with it the drizzly haze of London. The overcast sky seemed almost a protection from the sun-god. Phaidra packed a few belongings for her three-day trip to the country and tidied her room in preparation to leave. Most of what Apollo said was a twisted version of the history she knew, but the verbal dagger of doubt regarding Robert’s affections lodged deep in her heart. The worry ate at her confidence and destroyed her happiness.

      Phaidra had never discussed her history with her fiancé; she wanted to forget her past, not relive it. But she hadn’t brought up any specifics of Apollo’s curse, and she’d betrothed herself to Robert. If the curse put him in jeopardy, it was wrong to marry him without him understanding the risk. The horrible realization was akin to opening Pandora’s box because as she thought more about what her curse would mean to him, she knew Robert deserved to know. Which meant she needed to be explicit in her explanation.

      She gave her driver Robert’s address and prayed to all the gods except Apollo that she wouldn’t be regret her honesty.

      “Phaidra,” Robert exclaimed, rushing into the parlor to greet her. “What a pleasant surprise. I didn’t expect you back until tomorrow night.” Robert took her hand and kissed it. “I’ve missed you,” he breathed in her ear before kissing her cheek. “Come sit down.”

      He led her to the tête-a-tête, her favorite place in the large parlor. She followed silently, hope and dread clashing within, making her stomach churn. She wanted him to understand—wanted it desperately.

      “Are you… are you ill?” he asked, touching her arm.

      The concern etched in his features made her want to cry.

      “Not ill, Robert. But we need to talk.” She pulled the beautiful ring from her finger and held it out.

      He paled, his eyes widening with shock, but he made no move to take the ring. “Are you refusing me?” he gasped. “Do you not . . . love me?”

      “No, I do. I do love you. But…” She took a deep breath, grasping for courage she didn’t feel, and said, “I’ve been in London for almost ten years.”

      He nodded but remained silent, waiting. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. Swallowing her fear, she continued.

      “About a fortnight ago, while I was visiting the Smithsons, Master Smithson, who is twelve, said, ‘If you’re still this pretty when I get back from University, I’m going to marry you.’” She stared at Robert, willing him to understand.

      Instead, he laughed. His hands came out to grasp hers, and he pushed the ring into her hand, curling her fingers around it. “The lad has good taste.”

      “When he gets back, I’ll look exactly the same, Robert.”

      He stilled, and the smile slid from his face. “What do you mean?”

      “The curse will make it so I never age,” she whispered, dropping her gaze. She waited, her breaths slow despite her heart racing, like it might escape the consequences of this conversation. Running her finger along the velvet, Phaidra focused on him, her heart crumpling when she smelled Robert’s fear.

      “Th-this,” he stammered. “This curse . . . is real?”

      She nodded and then forced her gaze up.

      “I-I confess . . . I thought you were a bit mad when you told me you were cursed. Perhaps it was a metaphor . . . or maybe your trips to the country were a way to ensure peace between us. But you’re telling me, it’s real?”

      Phaidra’s stomach plummeted, and the pain of loss opened like a stitched wound tearing open to reveal a gaping chasm. “Yes,” she whispered, “Yes, it’s real.”

      “So, what does that mean? Are you leaving me?”

      “I’ll have no choice. Eventually, I’ll need to leave London. Right now, I’m considered fortuitous, being able to age gracefully. But in another few years, it will be impossible to hide.”

      “Of course, of course. But you can move to Kent.”

      She shook her head, even as the weight of his ignorance pressed on her shoulders. “It won’t be a one-time move. I’ll need to move again . . . and again and again.”

      “Then to Wales or Scotland. I could . . . I could come visit you. Wherever you go, I could come be with you.” He squeezed her hand. “Would you marry me?”

      Phaidra nodded. “If that’s what you still want.”

      He inhaled, his eyes narrowing, and tilted his head as he examined her. Finally, he said, “There’s more you’re not telling me.”

      “When I leave . . .” She swallowed. “I leave no forwarding address. It’s not as if I’ve moved—but more as if I’ve died. I don’t keep contact with those in my past. I-I can’t.”

      Understanding dawned, washing his skin with ashy pallor. “But . . . what about me? I could still visit you, right?”

      His panic blossomed between them, scrambling for purchase on the shifting sand of the reality she presented.

      “Or you could come with me,” she whispered, her wish escaping. But as soon as it was out, Phaidra wanted to take it back. To take him away from his family was selfish. His life was here—

      “And give up my work?” he rasped. He blinked, staring into space, and then asked, “I’d have to forgo all that I am working on?”

      She nodded.

      “Leave James and Lizzy and Margaret?”

      She nodded again, but she was disgusted with herself. The sacrifice was too much. Too much for one lifetime. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t say yes. I-I could never—”

      “If I did that, if I left everything else I love,” he said, shaking his head. “I’d grow to resent you.” He touched her cheek, the faintest caress. “It would drive us apart, and I can’t do that to either of us. No, I’ll come and visit you. Wherever you are, I’ll come to you.”

      She smiled, relief mixing with sadness. But he was right, and if he would visit; it would be all right.

      But, as the moon peeked into her window, she knew that wasn’t a feasible solution. Robert wasn’t just anybody. He was an Architect for the King’s Works. If he had a wife or a mistress, it would be known. She couldn’t hide, not if she was with him.

      Night still ruled the sky, while Phaidra contemplated her past and her future. If their relationship were to work, he’d need to know the inevitable conclusion of the curse, and the burden he’d have to bear. If he could accept that– accept all of it– then this life was worth it.

      So the next night, while the servants cleared the dinner dishes, Phaidra twisted the napkin in her lap and stared at her fiancé. They were alone tonight, Lizzy and Margaret were off visiting the Mr. James family, this was the perfect opportunity.

      “Walk with me?” She needed to be sure no one overheard. This secret was for his ears only.

      “Of course.” Robert took her hand and slid it into the crook of his arm. “I’ve always enjoyed our evening strolls.”

      Phaidra forced a smile, but trepidation twisted her insides much like her napkin.

      They strolled through the gardens, the air still held a touch of summer’s warmth, and Phaidra grasp on happiness felt as tenuous as the temperature.

      “You were quiet at supper. What’s wrong?”

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “Something more?” He squeezed her hand, still in the crook of his arm. “I must confess, I’m still trying to comprehend everything you told me last night.”

      Uncertainty, already present, began to snake out its hairy tentacles. The slithering discomfort spread from her chest, crawling into her stomach, upsetting what little dinner she’d eaten.

      “I want to make sure you understand . . . everything. I don’t want you unaware of what you’re agreeing to if we wed.”

      “It won’t change anything. After all you’ve told me, I still love you. I still want to marry you. I still want to be with you for however long this life is for us.” He sighed. “But tell me if it will make you feel better.”

      “It will.”

      Phaidra started at the beginning; her mother refusing Apollo, her father and mother being destroyed by the god. The curse she now carried, her history in Egypt, Thebes; time as a sentinel in the Far East; everything that had brought her to London to be there with him at that very moment. She spoke until her voice was hoarse, and her chin dropped to her chest to hide her shame. At some point during her recantation of her history, Robert pulled away, but it wasn’t until she finished, when she raised her head, that she noticed her hand was hanging empty by her side.

      And Robert . . . Her fiancé now stood several feet away, eyes wide, mouth agape.

      She cleared her throat and added, “If we marry and have a child, that will fulfill the curse, and I’ll die.  You . . .you’ll be left to raise our daughter, and she’ll carry the same curse. Do you understand?”

      “You’re the Sphinx?” he rasped, shaking his head. “You . . . you killed all those people in Thebes?” He swallowed. “That was real?”

      She nodded, and fresh embarrassment stained her cheeks.

      “But how…” He swallowed. “How could you? And all those years as a guardian? Y-you could kill me now if you wanted.”

      He inched away, and the sting of his action was worse than a physical wound.

      “No. I love you, Robert.” She took one step, but put her foot back where it had been when he continued his retreat.

      “I-I don’t know what to say. You’re… the Sphinx? A monster?”

      The hairy tentacles of uncertainty turned to lead, and the sinking feeling of certainty settled on her. “I’ve tried for years to make up for that time, spent hundreds of years as a doctor…”

      “You strangled them if they couldn’t answer your riddle.”

      “I know, Robert. I was there, remember?” Her temper flared with pain. Fear and hurt consumed her. “I know what I did. You think I’m not haunted by it…every day? It is loathsome. I was—”

      “But, the Sphinx is a monster, an abomination—”

      “Enough!” Phaidra couldn’t take it anymore. “I know, all right. I know!” She pulled the ring off her finger and flung it at him. “I thought you loved me. I thought you might understand. I thought…”

      She didn’t know what she’d thought, what she’d deluded herself to believe, but it hadn’t been this. Her hopes, her dreams, like the tender flowers around them, were trampled underfoot.

      Robert stood still as stone, his eyes wide, his face slack.

      A piece of her heart withered and crumbled as she stood looking at him. “I’m sorry, Robert.” She forced the words out. “Goodbye. You’ll never have to see me again. I’m sorry.”

      Robert didn’t move. He didn’t speak.

      And so, with tears streaming down her cheeks, Phaidra walked away.

      She wanted to turn back. Her heart screamed its pain. She wanted to hear him call her name, to run to him and hold him in her arms.

      But she wouldn’t do it.

      The stillness behind her sounded of death. The lack of movement, the fact that he didn’t call her name, confirmed the truth, pounded it into her, so she couldn’t unknow it. He saw her as a monster, a murderer, a fiend.

      She would leave . . . tonight. Right now. And never . . . never come back.
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      Phaidra gazed over the crowded chapel, her heart squeezing with recognition. There was Lizzy with Margaret next to her. How strange to see them again, and yet, just like yesterday. She looked at their lined faces and knew that each one of those lines held a worry or memory to go with it, stories Phaidra had missed.

      She stood at the back of the hall. Her arms folded, as she tried to close herself off from those around her, but her eyes flitted over the large crowd. All of these people, hundreds of them . . . Robert had touched each of their lives. She swallowed back memories that fought to touch her heart and focused on the casket at the front of the chapel.

      She’d leave as soon as the service was over.

      “Did you know Mr. Adam well, miss?”

      The voice was vaguely familiar, which was why she glanced at the young man next to her. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, and when their gazes met, she recognized immediately the warm hazel eyes belonging to the Adam family.

      She turned back to the front of the chapel.

      “A long time ago,” she said.

      The young man barely suppressed his laugh. “It couldn’t have been that long ago, miss.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see his head tilt towards her, and she pursed her lips into a tight line while she reigned in her emotions. “It would seem that way.”

      “Oh, lud, did I offend you?” He took a step back. “I’m sorry. I certainly didn’t mean to.”

      She took a deep breath and turned to him. “No. No offence taken.” She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “And you? Are you his…grandson?”

      He inched closer and whispered, “No. His nephew. Great nephew, actually. Mr. Adam didn’t have any children.”

      She was surprised by this. He’d said he wanted little Roberts someday. “No?”

      “No. Although, I think he would have been a good father. My father said he was an excellent uncle.”

      Phaidra nodded. She looked up toward the front again, searching for who, she didn’t know. “Is his wife here?”

      “Whose wife? My father’s?”

      “No. Mr. Adam’s.” She nodded towards the front of the chapel where the casket lay.

      “We’re talking about Mr. Robert Adam?”

      Who else would they be discussing? “Yes,” she said with a huff. “Mr. Robert Adam.”

      “Lady. I’m not sure…I mean to say… Mr. Robert Adam never married.” The poor young man stammered through his statement, his brow furrowing the longer he spoke.

      She was a fool. She should’ve known . . . and she would’ve if she’d kept in touch with Lizzy or even Margaret. But the pain that drove her to leave also kept her away. So unfair to them all.

      “Of course. Of course. I . . . I was confused. I must have been thinking of Mr. James.”

      The young man raised his brows. “Mr. James is my grandfather.”

      “Yes? A brilliant man, your grandfather.” She should leave. This wouldn’t end well.

      “Yes, he was,” he said, his attention riveted on her. “How did you say you knew him?”

      “I didn’t,” she said, pivoting, but she couldn’t escape him without stepping past the others who’d crowded into the church at the last minute. His sleeve brushed her arm, and he leaned in close, still whispering.

      “But you know him? Mr. James Adam?” he pressed.

      He stared as if he would tease out her secrets, but she merely inclined her head once.

      The young man leaned back, and his gaze skimmed over her slowly. With a frown, he asked, “How long ago did you say you knew them?”

      She clenched her jaw and kept her gaze forward. “I didn’t. I only said it seemed like long ago.”

      He nodded and leaned against the wall. “Yes, you did say that. Curious.”

      The choir sang a benediction, and the music of the organ pipes filled the cathedral.

      “There are many here to pay homage.” Phaidra nodded at the congregation.

      “Indeed. Mr. Adam contributed to art and architecture throughout the world.” There was a pause. “He was very good.”

      “Yes, he was.”

      “And what was your favorite, Miss…”

      “Doctor. Doctor Pallas.” She corrected him on instinct and cringed.

      “Doctor?” He offered her a smug smile. “You’re very young to be a doctor, aren’t you?”

      Her heart fluttered, but despite the instinct to flee, she loathed the final goodbye. “I’ve heard that.”

      “I’m sure you have. You haven’t answered my question though, Dr. Pallas. What was your favorite piece of Mr. Adam’s?”

      With a deep inhale, she faced the young man. Let the consequences be damned. “Are you familiar with his work?”

      “Not all,” he replied, his hazel eyes lighting up with her attention. “But much of it, yes.”

      “And are you talking as a whole or a single design or piece?”

      “Either. Both. Whichever you prefer,” he said, with a wave of his hand.

      She nodded. “I love Croome Court.” She held up a finger as if to stop the expected interruption. “My favorite parts are the garden alcove and the rotunda. My single favorite design is the conservatory in Osterly Park.”

      “You liked his external designs best?”

      “I think he was extremely gifted. I liked these pieces because they bring back memories.”

      “Memories?” he asked, narrowing his eyes again. “Memories of what?”

      “Personal memories.” She might reminisce in front of him, but definitely not with him. “What about you?” she pressed. “What is your favorite design?”

      “I like the mausoleums. All of them, but my favorite is Templetown at Castle Upton in Ireland.”

      She nodded, but she had no memory of it. “Is that… That must be one of his later projects. I don’t recall…” seeing that design, she’d almost said.

      She’d loved looking at his drawings, the scattered pages on his desk, some finished, others merely sketches. He would often draw scrolls, wings, ivy or other miscellaneous designs when his mind wandered.

      Lost in memories, she was silent.

      A warm hand clasped her elbow. “Doctor Pallas?”

      She looked into his eyes with a strange sense of déjà vu and then jolted into the present.

      “Ah, young Mr. Adam. I beg your pardon.”

      The benediction was over, and the mourners were paying condolences to the family or exiting the cathedral. Phaidra was being bumped by guests trying to exit.

      “Would you…” His eyes pled with her. “Would you like to pay your respects?” He nodded to the front of the chapel.

      She took a deep breath. She was here, doing just that. And it wouldn’t do, being seen by the rest of the family. No, Lizzy and Margaret didn’t need that. “No. Thank you, young Mr. Adam. I’d best be going now. Although if you would…” she put her hand into the large bag at her side and drew out a case of sketches. “Give these to your grandfather. I think he worked on several of them. Their legacy should be well documented.”

      The young man’s mouth gaped, and his eyes widened until they looked like they might pop out of his head. He accepted the portfolio, and his fingers moved as if they itched to open the loose strings, binding the collection.

      “It was nice to meet you, sir. You look very much like your great-uncle. I hope you choose to do something magnificent with your life.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Pallas.” He looked torn as if he would ask her to stay but wanting to open the pages before him.

      Phaidra took advantage of the surging crowd and let the sea of mourners wash her from the cathedral. The clouds muted the light, and Phaidra scanned the carriages. There.

      Phaidra started for the line, but as she walked she could hear him.

      “Dr. Pallas? Dr. Pallas! Please! Wait! Come back!”

      She picked up her pace until she was almost running down the steps. She shouldn’t have come. She shouldn’t have talked with him. It could cause trouble. And yet, she couldn’t stay away.

      Choices. Always about choices. And it seemed she always made the wrong one. The hurt in her chest gripped her heart, squeezing until it was hard to breathe.

      Phaidra climbed up the step into the carriage and slammed the door closed behind her.

      “Drive!” she shouted, her fist striking the front wall for emphasis.

      Leaning back in her seat, she relinquished her hold, and the pain swelled, consuming her. Her eyes burned, and tears streamed down her face, dripping into her lap. She let them run unchecked, hoping it would ease the ache—wash it away. Maybe one day, the guilt—the forever guilt—would stop eating away at her soul.
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      Surgery hadn’t gone well. Phaidra told herself she’d done better than any human could, but even knowing this was true, the failure hurt. She rubbed her eyes and pulled off the surgical cap, dropping it on the floor.

      This close to a new moon, her sense of smell and vision heightened, so she should’ve done better. She’d known something was off; she could smell it. Despite the fact that she was on high alert when they opened up the young man, the damage from shrapnel was irreparable--his abdominal aorta in shreds—and he’d bled out before she could repair the large blood vessel. Even her reflexes and speed hadn’t been enough. She’d gotten good at cheating death, but when she failed, it was like salt to a wound.

      Now, she needed to talk with the family—her least favorite part. She’d rather spend hours, even days, in surgery than to share in someone’s grief. Especially, because she’d caused the grief by not being able to prevent it.

      She dragged herself up the stairs to the private waiting rooms where the nurses put the deceased’s family. They’d be waiting for her by now. As she trudged down the hall, Phaidra took one deep breath after another. After this she could go home.

      “Mrs. Treadwell?” Phaidra opened the door into the private room, but the lights were off and the chairs empty. Phaidra tapped down the flash of irritation and crossed the hall into the large surgery waiting room. “Mrs. Treadwell?”

      A young lady in her mid twenties stood up. She was a petite woman with dark curly hair and wide hazel eyes. “I’m Mrs. Treadwell.”

      “Would you please come with me, ma’am?” Phaidra led the woman towards the private room, a young boy trailing behind. Likely, their son. Her task grew weightier.

      “Come on, Jamie.” The woman glanced back to make sure he was close.

      Phaidra looked at the boy and noticed his somber dark eyes focused on her. Turning away from the intensity of his gaze, she tried to shake the odd sensation that he could see through to her soul. A child his age shouldn’t carry that much responsibility or be familiar with that much darkness. But what could she do?

      Steeling her emotions, Phaidra ushered the surviving family members into the cramped space, pointed at the chairs, and then rounded the table. She took a deep breath and then waited for the door to click.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Treadwell . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty years later . . .

      Phaidra moved. A lot. In truth, she didn’t mind. She liked her work, loved it really, and she’d become very good at it. Over the years, she’d specialized in several areas of surgery, but her love was practicing as a general surgeon. Not only was she able to utilize her array of skills, but general surgery allowed her the greatest opportunity to save lives. If the community would support it, that’s how she set up her practice.

      She’d moved back to Washington state and taken a position at Swedish Hospital in Seattle almost a year ago. Her associate, Dr. Wells, was anticipating retirement in the next two years, and he’d offered to train her and, if she was skilled, allow her to buy him out.

      When he came in this morning, he’d asked Phaidra to come into his office.

      “Phaidra,” he said, closing the door behind her. “I’m reconsidering our agreement.”

      She watched him warily, as she settled in one of the uncomfortable wooden seats across from his desk. The air smell of leather polish and tobacco . . . and moth balls.

      Dr. Wells rounded his ornate desk and perched on the edge of his leather chair. Pushing back the wispy strands of gray, he added, “You’re an excellent surgeon.”

      She braced herself; the man was close to seventy. He needed to retire.

      “Indeed.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Thank you, sir.”

      He nodded, pursing his lips. After a heavy sigh, he rested his hands on the desk. “I’m considering moving up my retirement.”

      This was pleasantly unexpected. She nodded, waiting for him to give her a date before she started planning, but a smile tugged on her lips.

      “I’m going to retire at the end of the year, if that’s okay with you. I want to spend a little more time with the family.”

      More than fine. “All right, sir. Family is the most important, so I can appreciate that.”

      There would be particulars, details to be negotiated, but she didn’t care. He could have whatever he wanted if she could have the practice.

      “Here’s my one concern.”

      She held her breath and leaned forward.

      “I agreed to precept a group of University of Washington medical students. If I retire, you would need to follow through with that committment on my behalf.”

      Precept? She tried to remember the last time she was in medical school, but it had been decades. “What exactly would that entail?”

      He outlined the details, and she gritted her teeth. The chore would require regular and lengthy human interaction. And the most challenging part was she would need to be with the same group of students—the entire time.

      Phaidra kept her distance. Being a surgeon allowed her minimal contact with the same people. Nurses rotated through on shifts. She was rarely at her office. And surgical patients were followed by their family doctor after discharge. All conversation could be kept superficial, so her relationships never progressed beyond acquaintances. While the staff at the office and the hospital paid her the highest compliments professionally, behind her back, they called her the ice queen.

      Despite her disgust at the notion of precepting, she agreed. It would get Dr. Wells out of the office almost a full year earlier than they’d initially agreed upon. She could fulfill this obligation for four months.

      Four odious months.

      A nagging sense of unease settled deep in her gut, and the feeling wouldn’t go away. At least she had a week to prepare. The preceptorships started just after she returned from a conference in Denver.
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        * * *

      

      Phaidra sat at a small wooden table in the café, waiting for her breakfast. She hated Denver in the winter. The cold steeped into the air, making it impossible to escape. But the bane of her existence, continuing medical education hours were due, and she’d put off the task far too long.

      The American College of Surgery conference would last four days, and she needed to attend all four to get enough hours for the year. The large conferences made it easy to remain anonymous and still get the required “education” to maintain her license. The classes were large, the presentations held in an auditorium; she rarely saw the same person twice.

      The courses offered nothing new, so she sat at the table and noted those classes with the most potential for cutting edge information.

      The chair opposite hers scraped the floor.

      “Excuse me, miss, do you mind if I join you?” a man asked, his warm tenor breaking through her bubble.

      “You can take the chair, even sit at the table, but please, don’t disturb my breakfast.” She looked up as she finished her statement and saw a young man standing with a medical book in one hand and a Styrofoam cup in the other.

      “That’s fine. I just don’t see anyone here I’d rather sit next to—even if you don’t want to talk with me.” He winked and set his stuff on the table.

      Brash and forward, but not worth further engagement. Phaidra took a deep breath and decided to ignore him.

      He opened his book, the spine cracked, but the subsequent silence from across the table told her no pages were being turned.

      She continued reading about the abstracts to be presented that afternoon, making a point to ignore the man opposite her. When she finished outlining her day, Phaidra stood and collected her things. Curiosity overtook her, and she shot the young man a parting glance.

      He sat, staring at her, his dark eyes intense, despite the smile on his lips. When their gazes crashed, he grinned. “Hello there, kitty cat. I thought you might look eventually.”

      Her lip curled, and Phaidra snapped, “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “Easy there. No need to get the claws out.” He was grinning now, the whiteness of his teeth contrasting with his tanned skin.

      An urge to defend herself seized her, but she tapped it back. There was simply no need. Exhaling, she muttered, “Whatever.”

      Without wasting another second on the fool, she left. The conference center was only a couple of blocks away, and her irritation spurred a brisk pace. She yanked the door to the auditorium open, but before she could walk through, someone gripped her shoulder.

      Instinct reared, and Phaidra turned, her arm wind-milling over his, breaking the contact. She pulled back two steps into a defensive stance before she recognized the obnoxious young man from the café.

      “What in the name of Hades.” Glaring at him, she growled, “What is wrong with you? You should never—”

      “Sorry, sorry.” He held his hands up in armistice, but he rushed on. “I just wanted to say I was sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      She looked at him; for the briefest moment, she really looked at him. Perhaps in his mid-twenties, he wore his dark hair cut short, accentuating his square jaw. He was only an inch or two taller than her, but his broad shoulders and narrow waist, bespoke athleticism beyond the weekend warrior. He had chiseled features, and his eyes were so dark they were almost black. Attractive was a gross understatement. Assessing his stance, the openness of his features, and the spike of fear, she could see his sincerity.

      “Apology accepted.” She turned and entered the auditorium.

      “Hey,” he said, his voice trailing behind her.

      “What is it with you?” she hissed at him.

      The lecture had already started, the seats close to the front already filled. Despite the fact that she didn’t have any interest in the lecture material itself, she looked to find a single seat close to the front.

      “I just want to talk to you,” he whispered back, moving along side with her.

      “Why can’t you take a hint?” She shot him a glare, but he merely grinned again.

      “Because I don’t believe you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Believe me.”

      “Then don’t give me mixed messages.” He winked again.

      Her jaw dropped; she couldn’t help it. In the middle of the isle, she stopped and gaped at him. “I…I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of that.”

      “Hmmm. I guess most people don’t know how to read you.” He shrugged and then looked at his watch. “I’ve got to go. Catch ya’ later, kitty cat.”

      He pivoted and then left.

      Phaidra sat in the first available seat, trying to puzzle out the meaning of the man’s advances. Taking a deep breath, she shook her head in an attempt to dislodge the discomfort of the conversation, but something about him nagged at her, picking away at her carefully constructed barriers. As soon as the lecture was over, she fled the auditorium and returned to her hotel room.

      Seated on the bed, Phaidra debated staying at the conference, but the risk of running into the young man again seemed too great. Decision made, she grabbed the phone from the bedside and punched in the numbers.

      “Trans World Airlines, this is Brittany. How may I help you?”

      Six hours later, she was back home in Seattle.

      Several days passed, but Phaidra couldn’t forget the disturbing incident. She replayed it over and over in her mind. Had she read too much into the young man’s flirtation? And what was it about him that bothered her so much? Because something about him definitely put her on edge. So significantly, she now needed to find another way to get her continuing education hours. How did she let that happen?

      By Sunday night, she was going crazy. Coming home early with nothing to do, no demands on her time, was more than an imposition. Memories crawled through her mind during the unoccupied hours, the thoughts eating at her sanity.

      She arrived at the hospital Monday before the sun was even up. She’d spent hours reviewing the cases over the weekend, immersing herself in the medical history of each patient on the schedule until she could recite them from memory. Relief washed through her as she scrubbed in because finally, her attention would be riveted on something she could do. The surgeries were complex enough to require her focus. Deep satisfaction filled her as fixed her patients’ problems, the only way she could ignore her own—since they were beyond repair.

      Weary from her full schedule, she sat at her desk with her head down. Several deep breaths later, she pulled out the schedule for the next day.

      One glance, and a heaviness settled in her gut. Tomorrow started her preceptorship. Cursing under her breath, she vowed to get through it.
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      The student group was obvious, standing in their white coats, huddled close together in the surgical waiting area. The inane chatter about anticipated opportunities grated. Phaidra glanced at the group and noticed one student sitting off to the side by himself, bowed over a textbook. Was he trying to cram, or was he the studious, over-achiever type?

      “Good morning.” She stood a few feet away from the students, maintaining a purposeful distance. “I’m Dr. Pallas. I’ll be taking you on rounds this morning.”

      She looked each of them in the eye, knowing full well her ability to be intimidating. As she finished her staredown of the group, she turned to the isolated student. Her heart stopped.

      His eyes dilated, and a smile spread across the face of the young man from the café in Denver.

      Phaidra clenched her teeth and glared.

      “Good morning, Dr. Pallas. I’m Jamie Treadwell.” His warm tenor was polite and friendly. He extended his hand, all decorum.

      “Mr. Treadwell.” She acknowledged him with only a nod, leaving his hand untouched.

      One of the students took a deep inhale. It could have been a gasp or the beginning of a snicker.

      “Let’s go, people.” Her voice cut through the tension, and she led the students down the hall to the elevators.

      Phaidra wouldn’t be a favorite among the students, and quite frankly, she didn’t care. She drilled them on facts, anatomy, physiology, signs and symptoms of disease. She had a low tolerance for willful ignorance and forgetfulness, and she let the students know the consequences of their I don’t know.

      “Do you think,” she asked a petite blond girl who hoped to go into pediatrics, “you will be able to tell a mother, ‘I don’t know,’ when her son is in the middle of an anaphylactic reaction? If you don’t know, he could die while you go look up the answer…” She glanced at the mandatory name tag. “Jennifer.” She took a deep breath, trying to reign in her frustration. “If you ‘don’t know,’ you’d better go find out.”

      “Are . . . are you telling me to leave?” The girl’s voice trembled with the question.

      “Jennifer, you don’t know the answer, so you’re getting the opportunity to learn . . . right now.” Phaidra tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. “You may come back and join us as soon as you know the answer.” Phaidra looked purposefully at the young woman until she left the room.

      Murmurs from the other students drew her attention, and she turned back to them, addressing them as a whole. “I know it seems cruel. You don’t want me to hurt your feelings; you think I’m too harsh. But I also know that none of you will ever forget the necessary steps for dealing with an anaphylactic reaction in pediatrics, if any of you know. Does anyone know?” She studied them, not seeing the individuals but the group, but she merely looked for any raised hand. When she didn’t spot a single one, she waved them away with disgust. “Dismissed. Go. Do your homework. I expect you to each be able to tell me tomorrow what you would do.”

      She turned, leaving the entire group standing in the hall.

      Phaidra walked towards one of her patient’s rooms so she could finish her rounds. She tapped on the door softly and then cracked the door.

      “Mr. Craig?” she called, her voice gentle now, a stark contrast from moments before.

      “Dr. Pallas?”

      “May I come in?” she asked. “Are you decent?”

      “Of course, of course.” She could hear the bed groan as the older man shifted his weight.

      She closed the door behind her and smiled warmly at the man in the hospital bed. He was still hooked up to the IV, but his color was good, and his volume output was sufficient that the IV could be discontinued. “Mr. Craig, how are you this morning, sir?”

      “Much better. Thank you, doctor.” He smoothed the wrinkled covers over his rotund belly.

      “Well, how about we see if we can get you out of this place?” She winked conspiratorially at him. “Let me have you lie back, so I can check your incision.” She started to put the bed back into a flat position so he could lie supine. “Your labs look great, and you’re eating and drinking. Your bowel and bladder function have returned to normal.” She pulled at his gown, keeping his lower half covered, and assessed his abdomen. The incision was healing nicely. She listened to his heart, his lungs, and his abdomen. “Very nice, sir.”

      He nodded.

      “So, why don’t we let you go home today?”

      “Really?” His smile lit up his ruddy face.

      “Sure. Just promise me no heavy lifting until that incision heals, at least four weeks. I will need to see you back in a week to pull out those stitches, too, okay?”

      “Okay, doc.” His expression relaxed like he’d won the lottery.

      “All right. The nurses will put together a discharge packet. I’m guessing you’ll be home in time for lunch. You have someone that will come and get you?”

      “Of course. My son Steven can be here by noon.”

      “Perfect. I’ll let the nurses know to call your son and have you ready by then. Anything else I can do for you, sir?”

      “No,” he said, sniffing as his eyes welled with tears. “Thank you, so much Dr. Pallas.”

      “My pleasure.” Her smile indicated no doubt of her sincerity. “I’ll see you soon,” she remarked as she stepped out of the room.

      “Yes, yes. Of course.” His voice followed her out into the hall.

      She stood at the counter, just outside the door, and wrote the discharge orders in the patient’s chart. The halls smelled of ammonia, and the nurses’ voices carried from the station in the center of the floor.

      “Dr. Pallas,” a man said, his voice vaguely familiar.

      She continued writing orders and responded with a mere, “Hmmm?”

      “You’re a fraud.”

      She jerked upright, startled, her eyes narrowing as she recognized the speaker.

      “Mr. Treadwell.” Her insides clenched, and she eyed him warily. Duty warred with instinct, but she wouldn’t be the fool again. “Whatever are you doing here? I’m certain you were dismissed.”

      “No,” he said with a shrug. “You instructed those who don’t know how to manage pediatric anaphylactic shock to do their research. I already know, so I’m still here.” He gave her a mischievous half-smile. “And, I repeat, I think you’re a fraud.”

      “I have no idea what nonsense you’re speaking, sir.” She turned back to finish note, but her thoughts were scattered. The very nerve of him.

      “Well,” he said, stepping closer until he was at her side. Then dropping his voice, he continued, “I think you act put-off and demanding, but you’re like a cat. Perhaps, you’re just waiting for someone to pet you.”

      He chuckled, but his gaze was intense.

      Her mouth dried, and she bristled. Insufferable. Glaring at him, she said, “I don’t think anyone has ever–”

      “You say that a lot, doctor.” He pushed into her personal space. “And I’m wondering why?”

      Heat rolled off his body, and he smelled of citrus and musk, desire. She’d been in the position before, more than once, but . . . Her heart raced and the low tug in her abdomen indicated a reciprocating emotion she refused to acknowledge. Stepping away, she bumped into the wall.

      “Stop.” She put her hand to his abdomen, mortified when her hand instinctively curled. Sucking in a breath, she reminded herself just how inappropriate it would be to get involved with a student. Pushing him away, she said, “No.”

      “Of course.” He stepped back, brow furrowed. “If that is what you want?”

      He studied her as if she were a puzzle, and someone’s shoes squeaked on the floor behind him.

      “Good morning, Dr. Pallas,” Stephanie, one of the floor nurses, said. “Is Mr. Craig going home today?”

      “Yes.” Phaidra’s voice was clipped with tension roiling through her. “Please call his son, and have him ready to go this afternoon.”

      “He’ll be so glad,” the nurse said, but her attention was on the attractive man next to her. She brushed her hair back and then extended her hand. “Hi, there. I don’t believe I know you. I’m Stephanie.” Her voice was honey and warm, and she smiled. “Are you a friend of Dr. Pallas’s?”

      Phaidra snorted.

      His gaze bounced from the nurse to Phaidra and back, before accepting the nurse’s hand for a brief shake. With a friendly smile he said, “No, just a medical student assigned to her.”

      “Oh?” Stephanie straightened, her hand going back to her hair.

      “Yes.” He leaned toward her and whispered, “If you could give me any helpful hints to get on her good side, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Stephanie laughed and put her hand on Mr. Treadwell’s chest.

      Phaidra’s irritation flared. She scribbled down the discharge orders as fast as she could and then, without another word to either of them, left. Unfortunately, their conversation followed her all the way to the elevators.

      “Sorry. Dr. Pallas is all heart to her patients but the rest of us? Well, if she likes you or respects you, you’ll do fine. If not, good luck is about all that can save you.”

      “I don’t believe in luck,” he replied. “Or rather, I believe we make our own.”

      Stephanie snickered. “Too bad for you.”

      Relief washed over her when the elevator doors closed and she could no longer hear them.

      She punched the button for the basement operating rooms, and sighed as the elevator descended. Surgery was the best escape. She nodded to others as they entered and exited, and by the time she entered the hallway she was smiling with anticipation. Rounding the corner to the scrub room, she gasped when she met Mr. Treadwell’s gaze. He must’ve run down the stairs to beat her there. How dare he?

      “You wait here,” she barked at him and then detoured through the double doors to pre-op.

      She greeted her patient briefly, making sure that whatever questions or concerns the patient had were ameliorated before sedation, and went back out to scrub in.

      Jamie Treadwell leaned against the wall next to the sinks.

      “You know,” he said. “I’d appreciate the opportunity to listen when you talk with the patients. Part of being a good clinician is good communication skills, right? And everyone agrees you’re one of the best.”

      His eyes were tight, his lips drawn in the first flash of irritation she’d seen. Far worse though, the chastisement stung because he was right.

      “Of course,” she replied. He might be right, but she still didn’t want him there. She grabbed the brush and soap and pointed to the pair by him. “Scrub in. You won’t be allowed to touch anything, but you can’t enter the O.R. without scrubbing in.”

      She began her routine process, explaining what she did, and why, and then answered every single one of his questions. There was something about his closeness that kept her on edge, but the routine of scrubbing in helped her relax, and by the time she went into the operating room, Phaidra was focused.

      The surgical cases went well, and she continued working into the evening. At shift change, she dismissed Mr. Treadwell, but he surprised her by asking to stay until she was done with all her cases. With grudging admiration, she agreed.

      It was nine-thirty when she finished her last case, but before she could leave, one of the nurses in recovery called out to her.

      “Dr. Pallus, you have a call from upstairs.” The nurse held out the phone.

      “This is Dr. Pallus.” She listened as the floor nurse explained, one of the patients of another surgeon was having complications. She was on-call tonight, so the nurse rattled off the symptoms: drop in blood pressure, difficult to rouse, weakening pulse. A few more pointed questions led her to believe the man was likely having post-operative internal bleeding.

      “Bring him down stat,” Phaidra said. She handed the phone back to the nurse and turned right into Mr. Treadwell. “Excuse me.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I was too slow.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I was just trying to listen. What do you think is going on? Internal bleeding?”

      She nodded, impressed with his assessment—not that she would tell him. “I’m going to have to open him back up. You may as well go home, Mr. Treadwell.”

      “But you’re going to do surgery,” he said, his voice husky—likely from fatigue.

      “I am, but that is my job. Good night.” She walked out the double doors and back into the hall to scrub in.

      “If you’re staying, I’m staying,” he said, following her out. He grabbed the soap and mimicked her actions once again.

      She didn’t have time to argue.

      Their patient was a forty-seven year-old, moderately overweight man, who’d been diagnosed with appendicitis. The surgery had allegedly been uncomplicated, and his notes indicated he’d been stable in recovery before getting transferred out to the floor. Just after the phone call, he’d become nonresponsive, and the nurses called a code.

      The pervasive sharp smell of antiseptic was swallowed whole when Phaidra opened his abdomen, and it popped like a water balloon. The copper tang of blood filled the air. She yelled for a transfusion and vacuum, but the massive oozing from multiple vessels indicated a coagulopathy. Snapping orders, she tried desperately to save him, but she suspected the internal bleeding was present throughout his body and his vital signs continued to deteriorate. She could smell death, and despite her best efforts, Hades claimed his soul.

      But the worst part was still coming. She’d need to speak with the family.

      She stripped off the soiled gown and walked from the operating room. Defeat compounded her exhaustion, and she crumpled, sliding down the wall to sit on the floor.

      “Dr. Pallas?”

      She lifted her face from her hands. “Ah, Mr. Treadwell. You’re still here? Well, you’re dismissed. Surgery . . . is over.”

      There was nothing more she could have done, and still it felt like failure.

      “May I stay? Please?” he whispered, eyes wide.

      His utter sincerity was disconcerting. Fine, let him stay. Let him see the absolute worst part of being a surgeon. If he practiced long enough, he would have to do this, too. “If you would like to.”

      They walked upstairs to the waiting room in silence.
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      Mr. Treadwell was a model student. He was knowledgeable on the diagnoses they discussed as a group as well as the individual issues with the patients he was assigned. His attention was professional and friendly to Phaidra. A couple of phone calls revealed a long history as an exemplary student along with his current top rank within his class. And yet, every time he was near, she was hyperaware of him.

      Phaidra sat at her desk, the same one Dr. Wells had used, early one morning, scribbling details of the surgeries from the night before. A week had passed, and she had the students following her again today.

      “Dr. Pallas?” Mr. Treadwell said, interrupted her writing. He stood in her doorway, shifting from foot to foot.

      She cursed herself for leaving the office door open. Staring at the Jamie Treadwell, she wondered what it was about him that put her on edge. She’d seen plenty of attractive men, had her fair share of lovers, and refused plenty of advances. But he was the first person in ages who  . . . The silence became uncomfortable, and she realized he was waiting for her acknowledgment.

      Blushing with mortification, she asked, “What can I do for you?”

      “May I speak with you about what happened with Mr. Smythe?” He wrung his hands as he stepped into her office.

      Mr. Smythe. The man who’d died. Of course it was bothering him. She nodded. “What do you want to know?”

      He moved closer, his voice dropping. “What really happened? What caused the internal bleeding?”

      “You were there. What do you think?” He would need to draw his own conclusions. Conclusions he would have to live with for the rest of his life.

      “You don’t want to tell me?” He frowned, and his face blanched.

      “No,” she said. “I’ll tell you what I think, but I’d rather hear what you’re tossing around in your mind. You seem like a pretty smart kid.”

      His face hardened, and he clenched his hands. After a deep breath he said, “I don’t know, not for sure. Could it have been infection?”

      “Possibly,” she replied. “Or perhaps a reaction to something he was given. It’s such a rare complication. I wonder if it is related to the heparin that was administered preoperatively. But the truth is, I don’t know. I wish I did, but . . .”

      “Thank you for your time.” He turned to leave.

      What had she said to offend him? “Mr. Treadwell?”

      “Yes?” He stopped in his tracks but didn’t bother to face her.

      “Is there something wrong?” she asked, a mild attempt at an apology. Not that she had anything to apologize for, but she didn’t like the idea of him being mad at her. How ridiculous was that?

      He looked at her then, the hardness of his features relaxing. “No, ma’am. Nothing wrong.”

      Without another word, he left.

      She sighed, trying to release her frustration. It wasn’t that he was rude, he just… There was something unsettling about him. With a glance at the calendar, she shook her head. Two more weeks, and the preceptorship nonsense would be over. It wasn’t worth doing anything.

      And then he’d be out of her life, and she’d never think of him again.
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      The early morning nudged at the darkness, but the February nights were reluctant to give way to day. Phaidra glanced up from the charts on her desk. She wrote another note, another question to make her students think. Despite her distaste for the preceptorship, she refused to let the students go without hard-earned wisdom.

      The knock startled her, and yet only one person had ever visited her in her office in the morning.

      “Dr. Pallas?”

      Jamie Treadwell’s voice shouldn’t be familiar. And it definitely shouldn’t precipitate anticipation.

      She stood up from her desk as he came into the room. The smell of piney rosemary and citrus carried through the air, making her breath catch. Her stomach clenched as a sense of déjà vu washed over her and the truth caved out her chest.

      “Mr. Treadwell,” she said, her voice breathy and strained. “What are you doing here?”

      “Your light was on.” He pointed at the window. “You’re up early.” He glanced at the desk, “Or should I say late?” He smiled as he crossed the room. “Either way, good morning. How was your weekend?”

      She shook her head. This is not happening. “What is it with you?”

      His attempt at a look of innocence was almost comical. He held two Styrofoam cups and a paper bag. The smell of coffee and donuts sweetened the air. “Whatever do you mean, Doctor?”

      “Why are you here?” Tension gripped at her. Her sense of control eroded, and a flash of fear turned to anger. “If you’re really trying to get brownie points, you are going about it the wrong way. Seriously.”

      He chuckled, a low throaty sound that twisted her insides with desire.

      “Are you kidding me?” He crossed the room and leaned against the side of her desk. “I’m trying my best to get a date with you. I have been since I saw you in Denver.”

      Phaidra could smell his sharp anxiety despite the bravado. “I don’t date my patients.” She shook her head and corrected herself. “ Or my students.”

      “After today, I won’t be one of your students.” His smile disappeared, and his dark gaze measured her. “I wasn’t one of your students in Denver.”

      “I’m not—” The lie caught in her throat, but she forced it out. “—interested. I’m not.”

      But her voice went up as though she was asking a question.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, his gaze dipping to her lips before meeting her look with a smile.

      She shook her head. Something about him made her very unsure.

      “Because it seems like you could use some fun. That you’re not really . . . living. From what I’ve seen, all you do is work. If you’re not here or at the hospital, I bet you’re at home… working. Do you even know how to have fun?”

      “You think you have me figured out?” she snapped, stepping back.

      “No, Dr. Pallas. I definitely don’t. Though, I’d really like to figure you out.”

      Her breathing grew shallow, and anxiety coated her insides. He moved closer, and she stepped back again.

      “What is it with you?” Her heart pounded. Part of her wanted to flee; the other part wanted something she refused to name.

      “Is it so hard to believe I find you attractive and I’d like to get to know you better?”

      “Yes. No.” She shook her head. “I’m not going out with you.” It came out as if a question.

      “So you said. But I don’t understand that.” He moved forward again. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you looking at me.”

      She blushed and stepped back, but the distance between them was shrinking.

      “Mr. Treadwell–”

      “Jamie.”

      “Mr. Treadwell.” She wouldn’t do this again. Love hurt too much, and he was not a lover to be discarded. If she let him in, he would break her heart.

      He shook he head and surged forward.

      She moved to step around the desk but was too close and hit her hip on the corner. A small “oww” escaped her lips, and he was there immediately.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, his hand sliding down her arm.

      “No.” She forced an exhale. “And it’s your fault.” She looked up at him, and his gaze captured her. “Why are you so persistent?”

      He shrugged and then rested his hands on her desk, boxing her in. He stared at her, his eyes alight with intensity. “I’m probably just as stubborn as you, and you stare at me almost as much as I look at you. I just want the opportunity . . .” He moved his hand to her hip and asked, “Are you okay?”

      His touch was fire, and she balled her hands to stop herself from reaching out for him. “I-I’m fine.”

      He leaned over her, his attention dipping to her lips again, and she tilted her head up, her lips parting with anticipation. He was going to kiss her, and by the gods, she wanted him to. Phaidra brought her hands up and clutched his arms, the muscles taut beneath her touch.

      He slid his hand over her hip as he whispered, “Why do you push everyone away? Please don’t push me away . . .”

      His words were ice in her veins, and she drew back. “Get out,” she rasped as tears burned her eyes. Shaking her head, she pushed at him and repeated, “Get. Out.”

      “Wh-what?” He drew back with a shudder.

      “Get. Out,” she choked on the fear pounding through her. Loving him . . . the pain would be too great to bear.

      “What did I say?” He held his hands up. “Honestly, I’m not trying to piss you off. I just wanted to talk.”

      That was not talking. But his humor, his ability to see through the façade, how he pushed to get her to open up was too familiar. Pain blossomed in her chest—unrealized gain was a heartbreaking loss. “Get out of my office, right now.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” He left, glancing back at her with questioning eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      He was gone. And she was glad of it. But, hours later, in the darkness of her room, she cried for what she would never have, telling herself it couldn’t happen with him anyway. Weeks past, and she was still trying to convince herself.

      When the University of Washington Medical School asked her to consider taking another round of students, she adamantly refused. But the presence of students in the hospital was a constant reminder, and something akin to loneliness tugged at her soul. She told herself that she was sick of the rain, and that was the reason she started looking for a practice elsewhere.
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      Phaidra sat in the back of the large auditorium in the conference center in La Jolla, just outside of San Diego, listening to the keynote speaker, Dr. Trague. He was droning on in a monotone bass about post-operative complications associated with hemophiliacs. Idiot. He was one of the most pompous physicians she’d ever met, and his clinical judgment left a lot to be desired.

      “Excuse me, is that seat taken?” a man asked.

      “No.” She moved her legs to the side to allow him to pass. Among all of the empty seats surrounding her, he sat next to her, and curiosity drove her to steal a glance.

      He looked familiar, but she couldn’t remember if she’d seen him earlier today or at another conference. She turned her attention back to Dr. Trague.

      “It’s Dr. Pallas, right?” he interrupted again.

      As soon as he said her name, she knew. “Mr. Treadwell.”

      He laughed, a deep chuckle of warm humor. “I’m flattered you remember me. And it’s Dr. Treadwell now.”

      “Yes, of course.” Trepidation bubbled up, and she forced a deep breath. “You’re here for the conference?” Of course he was. Now who was stupid?

      “How bad would it be if I told you I was hoping to run into you someday?”

      “You…You knew I would be here?” Fear knocked in her chest.

      He shook his head. “No, I’m here for the conference. You just walked past me.” He pointed behind them to a group of young physicians talking amongst themselves. He waved at one young man who was looking at them. “I had to come say hello.”

      She nodded as a myriad of emotions raged within. He was every bit as attractive as she remembered, perhaps more so. His gaze was still intense, but his eyes had creases from laughter and late nights.

      “I should apologize for my brashness all those years ago.” His tone was conciliatory. “I do hope you’re doing well.”

      He was clearly at ease, and with his tactful decorum, Phaidra allowed herself to relax. She could make small talk.

      “Yes. And you? You’re doing well?” She found herself hoping all was in fact well with him.

      He nodded. “Thanks for asking.”

      He filled her in on a couple of the students who she’d helped out, people she no longer knew the names to the faces, but she nodded as he spoke. Her mind drifted back to the morning she’d told him to get out of her office, and bitterness burned on the back of her tongue.

      “You’re not listening to a word I’m saying, Dr. Pallas.”

      She shook her head, dislodging the regret of what could’ve never been. “I’m sorry. My mind just wandered.”

      “You don’t even remember any of these people, do you?” He frowned, his gaze direct, the same look he’d given her all those years ago.

      She found herself smiling ruefully. “No, not really.”

      “Well, I guess that is to be expected. You only had us as a group for a few weeks.” He trailed off.

      “I remembered you.”

      “Yes, that’s because I made myself unforgettable.” He snorted in mock deprecation.

      She laughed. “Yes, you did that.”

      “I really am sorry for being rude.”

      “Not rude,” she said, correcting him. The twinge of sadness curled around her heart. “You were just persistent.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever. It was bothering you, and I should’ve seen that and been more respectful.”

      “All water under the bridge now, Dr. Treadwell.” There was no sense in wishing for a past or present that could never be.

      “Jamie. Please, call me Jamie. And, yes, it is.” He stared straight ahead and then frowned. “Isn’t this guy the most pretentious idiot you’ve ever listened to?”

      “Yes. I don’t think there is anyone in here listening to him.” She checked her watch.

      “So, what else is on your schedule today, Dr. Pallas?”

      They compared schedules for several minutes, discussed the risk of corrosion of stainless steel in joint replacements, and when he asked her about her plans for later in the week, Phaidra smiled sadly.

      “I fly out tomorrow night. I have patients on Thursday.”

      He nodded with understanding. “And where are you practicing now?”

      “Phoenix. You?”

      “Still in Seattle. All of my family is there. It makes it hard to leave when every other week means a family get-together.”

      She shook her head. “I have no idea what that is like.”

      “No?” He measured her. “It’s loud. Really loud. But lots of fun.”

      Both were silent for a moment, and Phaidra thought of how he’d accused her of having no fun. And years later, that hadn’t changed.

      “Have you been travelling much?” Jamie’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Travelling? No. Why do you ask?”

      “Just wondering. What about hobbies?” he pressed. “Any new hobbies?”

      She shook her head.

      He let out an exasperated sigh and rolled his eyes. “I was hoping to make small talk about your interests, but since you still haven’t been rolling around in fun, do you want to hear about my vacation?”

      “Sure,” she said, but she really wasn’t sure. The longer she sat next to Jamie, the more empty she felt.

      “I went to Greece.”

      “Really?” She turned to him with sudden interest. “Were you doing a mythology or wine tour?”

      He chuckled. “Neither. I was supposed to go to Spain, but my flight got diverted due to weather. When I got off the plane and spent the night in Athens, I decided to stay. It is beautiful there.  Have you been to Greece?”

      She couldn’t see any reason to lie. She nodded. “It’s been many, many years ago.”

      “You make it sound like it’s been hundreds of years.”

      “It feels like it’s been thousands.” She smiled, playing up the honesty as sarcasm. “I guess I really do need a vacation.”

      “It sounds like it,” he said with a wink.

      The lights came up.

      He stood and extended his hand towards her. “It was nice to see you again, Dr. Pallas.”

      His grip was steady but gentle, and the contact was beyond pleasant.

      “Hey, level playing field now,” she told him. “It’s Phaidra, no need to address me formally.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it. “It was nice to see you, Jamie.”

      Despite everything, seeing him had been pleasant.

      “Thanks, Phaidra.”

      She turned to leave and got swept up in the crowd exiting the auditorium. Phaidra did look back and saw Jamie talking with his group. His eyes met hers briefly, and he winked. She couldn’t help the smile.

      When she got back to Phoenix, she admitted feeling disappointed that she’d not seen him again. It’d felt good to connect, even briefly, with another person.

      A few months later, Phaidra was lying in bed, reading an article in the New England Journal of Medicine. The physicians had been very thorough in their research on the use of cryotherapy during intra-abdominal cancer surgery. Impressed, Phaidra looked to see who they were. Her heart skipped a beat as she read the name, Jamie Treadwell. Phaidra attempted to censure her thoughts, but despite being busy, his presence remained in her mind for months.
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      Phaidra was walking down the hall in Demeter’s Memorial Hospital when someone reached toward her.

      “Dr. Pallas?” Dr. Allen said.

      She turned toward the chief of general surgery at Demeter’s, and her eyes dilated with surprise when she saw Jamie standing next to him. She’d been expecting a new surgeon on the team – Dr. Simonowitz had retired four months ago – but never had she imagined.

      “Dr. Pallas, I wanted to introduce you to Dr. Jamie Treadwell.” Dr. Allen nodded toward the familiar image. “Dr. Treadwell is going to be joining our surgical oncology team.”

      Jamie extended his hand. “Dr. Pallas. What a pleasant surprise.”

      He grinned, his eyes alight.

      She laughed. “Jamie, it’s nice to see you.” She took his extended hand and shook it. “What on earth are you doing here?”

      “You already know each other?” Dr. Allen interrupted.

      Phaidra nodded, having forgotten about the chief, and then said, “Dr. Treadwell and I know each other from Seattle.” Panic seized her; she’d have to lie. There was no way her age would support the truth. “We both, uh, were in school there.”

      She shot a look at Jamie, pleading with him to not contradict her.

      “University of Washington,” he said and raised an eyebrow at her.

      “What a pleasant coincidence. I hope you worked well together there.” He glanced back and forth between the two of them. “I hope you’ll work well together here.”

      “Of course. It will be nothing but a pleasure to work with Dr. Pallas again.”

      She just nodded, her mind whirling.

      Dr. Allen shifted his weight. “Well, Dr. Treadwell, shall we continue our tour?”

      “How about if I finish it for you, sir?” Phaidra was suddenly anxious to have a conversation with her former student.

      Dr. Allen looked surprised, undoubtedly because Phaidra never volunteered to interact with anyone. “Are you sure it’s not an imposition?”

      “I’d appreciate the opportunity to catch up with Dr. Treadwell.” She kept her gaze on Dr. Allen.

      “Well then, all right.” Dr. Allen looked at Jamie, who just nodded at the older man.

      Phaidra watched Dr. Allen’s portly figure till she knew he was out of earshot.

      Not knowing what she would say, Phaidra turned to Jamie, and the words came out, “We need to talk.”

      His eyes met hers, and with no evidence of surprise, he nodded once. “I’m sure we do.”

      They walked through the hospital, Phaidra silently playing out the different scenarios in her mind. How did this happen? Should she move again?

      She pulled him into an empty dictation room. “What are you doing here?” Her voice punctuated her concern.

      “I’m not sure what you mean?”

      She took a deep breath, trying to calm her innate panic. “What brought you to Phoenix?”

      He laughed. “I imagine the same thing that brought you. I took a job here. I got tired of the rain and cold. I wanted to see the sun. The cost of living is less here. There are any number of reasons to be here.” He paused and looked at her. “What brought you to Phoenix, Phaidra?”

      How did he do that to her? “I-I had an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “Phaidra?”

      His voice stopped her, and she turned to face him. Her eyes were wide, and the fear thrumming through her crawled into her expression.

      Jamie took a step towards her. His voice was low. “Don’t…Don’t run away. Please, Phaidra? I didn’t know you were here … I won’t say anything. I promise.”

      She just stared at him. “I don’t know…what you…mean.”

      How could he know? What did he know? It’d been countless years since someone disarmed her like this. She squashed the memories before they could surface any further.

      He nodded. “Let’s go outside for a minute.”

      Phaidra was aware of his hand on her elbow, aware of the warmth of his touch, bewildered that through the panic, she was so aware of him. Twice more, she shook her head as if to clear it.

      They walked out into the heat of mid-day. The sun was blinding. She could see him squinting, small creases at the corners of his eyes. His skin was darker than it’d been in Seattle. His hair cut shorter than she remembered, the curls making it unruly.

      Phaidra felt a tug in her lower abdomen.

      “Phaidra?” His voice was warm.

      She met his eyes. “Jamie, I’m sorry. You caught me off guard, something that rarely happens.”

      “I would believe that.”

      She smiled ruefully. “Yes, you know I’m a control freak. Sorry.”

      “No worries.” He paused. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      “So, can I ask you something?”

      She nodded, wondering which question it would be.

      “Why don’t you want Dr. Allen to know that you were a preceptor up in Seattle?”

      Of course he’d caught that. “Please don’t tell him. I don’t want to have to do that again.” She made a face. “I really suck at it.”

      “Actually, you were fantastic. You challenged us the most, forcing us to learn and to think. But, if you don’t want him to know… okay.”

      There would be more questions, and she raised her brows in anticipation.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I’m just wondering what other questions you have.” Because there was no way he was blind, and he definitely wasn’t a fool.

      “None.” He said the single word with such resolution and meaning and then exhaled.

      In that moment she knew he wouldn’t expose her. And warm tendrils of trust and acceptance—something she hadn’t felt for hundreds of years—blossomed in her chest. And she smiled. “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was the beginning of a tentative friendship. They happened to bump into each other, at first randomly and then with some planning. Phaidra, still being cautious, kept their interactions limited to the hospital.

      But one Friday afternoon, while Phaidra and Jamie were in the cafeteria, having lunch, Phaidra absently pushed her food around. Truthfully, she was more interested in the company than the food, but she wasn’t sure how or what to say. Could she take that risk again?

      “So, I don’t think he’s going to make it,” Jamie said as Phaidra tuned back in to his words.

      “Who? I’m sorry, who are we talking about?” She looked up from her plate, confusion wrinkling her brow.

      “Are you not listening again?” he chided, but the reproach was merely a tease.

      “Sorry, my mind was wandering.” She gave a small smile, a slight blush stained her cheeks.

      “I was talking about Mr. Dennison, but it doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “What has you so preoccupied?” He reached a hand across the table toward her, briefly touching her hand as it pulled the fork through the mashed potatoes.

      “Nothing, really.” She wasn’t going to admit exactly what she’d been wondering.

      “Nothing? I don’t believe that.”

      There was something about the way his head tilted that made her heart lurch.

      “Not today,” she said, giving him a smile. She wasn’t sure how to navigate these waves of emotion. Attempting to mask it was all she could hope for.

      “Phaidra?” He said her name like a pleading question—one that had such hope.

      Uncertainty gripped her. Not about what he was going to say. She’d been reading people for years, and the look on Jamie’s face was one she knew. What made her heart stop was her lack of certainty. They’d been at these crossroads before, only then she had better resolve—better boundaries—and no regrets.

      She stood up and stammered, “J-Jamie, I’m sorry. I just realized the time. I’ve got to go. I have to get back. I’m sorry. I’ll call you next week.”

      She was out the door before he could finish his reply.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Phaidra woke early but remained in bed. She hated to admit it, even to herself, but she wanted him. She hadn’t craved another person’s attention or affection like this since . . . Robert . . . no, Galen. She felt the pull of attraction to Jamie even when he wasn’t there. She invented reasons to see him, talk with him, be near him. And she thought about him excessively.

      She’d spent so much of her life, thousands of years actually, shutting people out. She’d even forgotten what it was like to feel lonely, but suddenly, she knew. She knew. And the knowledge, the awareness of life passing her by made her sad and empty.

      Phaidra took a deep breath and fixed her resolve. She would change. She could do it. The risk was intimidating, but Jamie . . . He would be worth it. She would start living today.

      She rode the elevator up to her office with anticipation. She walked in, a smile on her face, and greeted her staff each by name. She was surprised at the look of shock on every one of their faces. It was the same in the operating room; the nurses struck dumb as she attempted to interact with them, not just give orders.

      Hmmm, maybe I really have been a monster, even now.

      By midday, doubt crept in.

      Phaidra sat in the hospital cafeteria, eating meatloaf smothered in some sort of nameless sauce. She recognized the sound of his steps as he approached the table. All of her resolve, her confidence in her plan, died as she felt her mouthful of food congeal.

      “Dr. Pallas?” His voice was light and warm, infused with laughter and life.

      She looked up into his dark eyes and swallowed her rehearsed words with the meatloaf.

      “Dr. Treadwell.” Her stomach lurched.

      He slid into the seat across from her with a plate heaped with noodle casserole.

      “Why the glum expression? You look like you lost your best friend,” He said with a wink.

      She stared at him, wondering at his words. Wondering at his playfulness. Second guessing the friendly banter. Was there meaning behind it, or was it just his personality? She knew he was well liked by the nurses and other staff. Maybe there was nothing more to their friendship.

      “Hey…” His voice dropped. “It’s okay. I’m still here.” He smiled at her as he picked up his fork. “At least, I’ve always assumed that I’m your best friend.” He looked around the cafeteria. “I’m the only one you ever eat with, so I’m your best friend, right?”

      “What? I thought you picked up on my masochistic side. I enjoy torture.” She was nervous, and it came out in sarcasm.

      “You’re saying that our friendship is torture?” He smiled, not missing a beat.

      “Just like the rack.”

      “Yeah. Like a ball and chain.”

      She got butterflies in her stomach with the reference.

      The banter was light, and Phaidra relaxed. It was only when she knew she had to leave that she felt the twinge of nervousness return.  “Jamie?”

      He was gathering his dishes back onto his tray, so he wasn’t looking at her.

      “Do you want to go get dinner tonight?” Anxiety made her palms sweat.

      “Yeah. What time do you want to meet?” He put the last napkins on the tray and then looked at her. “Do you mind if we go somewhere? Not that I don’t love this cafeteria, but…” He pointed at the congealed food peeking out from the napkins.

      She smiled. Whether he meant to or not, she loved that he’d made it his suggestion. “That would be great. Where do you want to go?”

      He shrugged. “There’s a little taco shop about five minutes from here, Oscaritos. The fish tacos are unbelievable.”

      She nodded, her smile widening. “I know Oscaritos. Say, sixish?”

      Jamie’s smile was so strong his eyes were practically beaming. “I’ll see you then.” He started walking across the cafeteria to dump the tray when he turned back towards her, “Phaidra!”

      Her gaze met his. “Yeah?”

      “I knew I was your best friend.”

      She couldn’t help smiling back. “Ball and chain!”
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      The baskets held paper napkins, the remaining pieces of tortilla, and a few shreds of cabbage from the tacos. Their Styrofoam cups were empty, and Phaidra sat spinning the ice with her straw.

      “Phaidra?”

      His voice broke her reverie. Her thoughts pulled back to Jamie, to the moment she was in. She smiled and met his eyes. “Yeah?”

      “May I ask you something?”

      She could smell the anxiety rolling off of him. “Of course.”

      He took a deep breath. “Let’s go for a walk, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      He walked slowly to the door and held it open, waiting for her.

      They strolled down the busy street in silence. Phaidra wondered what Jamie would say, hoping that he would open the subject of them, nervous that he wouldn’t. The silence held tension, making her feel raw and sensitive. Jamie cupped her elbow as they crossed the street, his touch a balm to her nerves.

      When they stepped into a condominium high rise, Phaidra turned to Jamie and asked, “What’s the plan?”

      Her voice held steady, which she felt was quite an accomplishment considering they were most likely at his home.

      “I thought we could talk here. The lobby is almost always empty.” He pointed to a secluded alcove just off the lobby.

      They made their way to the overstuffed chairs.

      “Do you remember the first time we met?” Jamie asked.

      “When you were in medical school.” She smiled at the memories. “I remember. You were so obnoxious.”

      “I was trying to get you to notice me.”

      “Is that what you call it? I noticed you all right.” Phaidra laughed.

      “I know what you’re saying. I was a bit forward, but it was one of those carpe diem moments.”

      She looked at him quizzically. “Have you always lived your life that way?”

      “Hey, it’s not like you get a do-over.” He smiled, but the anxiety didn’t leave his eyes.

      “No, you’re right. No do-overs.” In a hundred years, would she still feel the same? She still mourned Robert and Galen, but the ache dulled with time.

      “I’ve been asking myself – what am I going to regret…” His eyes met hers, and he continued, “You know, there aren’t many things I regret doing, more things I regret not having done.”

      Déjà vu. Phaidra thought about his words. In fact, she did not regret her relationship with Robert but how she’d fled without giving him any opportunity to get over the shock. If she’d gone back, would it have been different? Her thoughts turned to Galen and her friendship with Djedefre. Her regrets were that she couldn’t save them, that she hadn’t spent more time with them. She nodded, the epiphany coming almost as a surprise.

      “You’re right, again.” She considered this man, so much younger than her but, in many ways, much wiser. The feeling in her chest blossomed for him.

      He shifted in his seat, and Phaidra noticed his nervousness.  A desire to assure him overwhelmed her, and without thinking, she reached out and put her hand on his knee. “What? What are you trying to tell me?”

      She scooted to the edge of her seat, and they sat knee to knee. She was anxious, too. All of her feelings coalesced into clarity; she wanted him…she wanted him to want her, more than just a friendship—she loved him.

      Looking down, he picked up her hand and then met her eyes. “Do you know, I think this is the first time you have reached out to touch me.”

      Phaidra gave him an awkward smile and started to withdraw her hand. Jamie held it tighter.

      “No. Don’t pull away.” He wound his fingers through hers. “Phaidra? Why do you make it so hard to get close to you?”

      She hesitated. Her epiphany still fresh in her mind, she would not let life pass her by. “I have only been close to a few people in my life. It isn’t easy, and it hasn’t ended well.”

      “Phaidra,” he chastised her gently, “we’ve all had those experiences.”

      “Not like this.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago, and…” she trailed off, uncertain how to finish.

      He took a deep breath. “Can I just ask you…Do you…Phaidra…” He stood up, sat back down, and took her hand back in his. “I really like you, Phaidra. I would like to try . . .”

      He leaned forward, and Phaidra watched as his expressions vacillated. With his touch, she felt a tightness in her chest, and as he struggled for the right words, she leaned forward and brushed his lips with her own.

      He pulled back in surprise. “Ha. You do like me.”

      A smile spread across his features, joy in his eyes, and he leaned back in. Their lips touched again, softly at first. He teased at her lips, and then she could taste him, sense the adrenaline that sang through his body, and she reveled in him. His hands twisted in her hair, pulling her closer. Sitting across from him was too far away. She pulled him closer too, tugging on his shirt, her hands grasping at the tautness of his muscles through the thin material.

      “Phaidra?” He pulled away but leaned his forehead to hers, their breath still mingling.

      “Hmmm?” Her hand came up to touch his face, his cheeks, his lips.

      “What happened?” There was awe in his voice.

      “What do you mean?” She pulled back further to look into his eyes. She was still breathless from the kissing, and she ached to be closer to him.

      “You’ve always kept your distance.”

      “You’ve always tried to get closer.”

      “I…I couldn’t help it.”

      She laughed.

      “Remember that first time in the coffee shop? You seemed so…familiar to me, like I knew you. And, even when I knew I didn’t know you, I knew I wanted to.” He smiled at her.

      “Is that why you were stalking me?” She smiled, teasing, giddy with his love; the laughter came easily now.

      His hand reached out, and his fingers stroked the side of her face. She let him, enjoying his caress.

      “Can I tell you something?”

      She nodded her assent.

      “You know how we all have life changing events.” His voice lost some of the playfulness, and his eyes were serious as he spoke. “When I was seven, my father died. He was working in a shipyard, and there was an explosion. I remember the surgeon coming out after trying to save him. My mom and I were in the waiting room, and the doctor led us to a private room to tell us that he died. I was in shock as the words came out of her mouth. Now I understand what she was saying: his lacerations were deep, and when they opened him up to assess the damage, his aorta had been punctured. He bled to death in the operating room. She explained it all and apologized for not being able to save him. Then, she held my mom while my mom cried.”

      Phaidra’s smile froze as Jamie spoke.

      Jamie continued, “That doctor saved my life that day, though. My mom was flighty at best. She would get a notion to work and take a job for a day or two. It never lasted long. My dad was the only stability I had. When my mom finished crying, that doctor asked my mom what she was going to do. Of course, my mom had no plan. She then helped my mom come up with something that would keep us both safe. Naturally, it took me years to realize it and more years to appreciate it. But, I decided that day, or maybe the next, that when I grew up, I was going to be a surgeon just like that doctor.” He smiled at her. “Isn’t it funny what motivates us?”

      “So, I remind you of her? That doctor?” The story sounded frighteningly familiar. Could it have been?

      “Oh, I don’t remember what she looked like really. I mean, maybe you look like her. My memory is that she was extraordinarily beautiful. As are you.” He stroked her chin with his thumb. “No, it wasn’t your looks.” He paused momentarily before continuing. “It wasn’t just your looks.”

      She gave him a skeptical look, and he fumbled momentarily. “Okay, at first I was attracted to you. Who wouldn’t be? But that’s not what really got me.” He touched her lips with his fingers. His eyes focused on her before glazing over as he went back into his memories. “It was that first day in surgery. Remember that guy who died? When I saw you with his family… You held the woman, and for a moment I was seven years old again, back in the hospital watching you hold my mother. It was that moment that I fell in love with you.”

      He shook his head at the memories. When he looked at Phaidra, he saw the expression of shock on her face. “What? What did I say? Too soon to tell you I love you?”

      “I thought you grew up in Nebraska?” Phaidra asked, her emotions whirling. She was unable to mask her anxiety, and the question sounded like an accusation.

      “I did.” Jamie looked confused with the turn in conversation. “But my dad was in the Navy, and before he died, we lived in Bremerton. My mom’s family was in Nebraska; that’s where we moved.”

      “Bremerton, Washington?”

      “Yeah. Phaidra? Are you okay?”

      “What was her name?”

      “Who’s name? The doctor’s?”

      When Phaidra nodded, he was silent for a moment while he thought. Then he continued, “I don’t know. Does it matter?” He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away.

      Phaidra sat down. “Jamie Treadwell.” She spoke his name deliberately, and then pulling from her memory, she continued, “Debbie was your mom?”

      “Deborah. Why? Did I tell you that?”

      With a deep breath, she continued, “Your father was Cooper Treadwell. I remember.”

      “I don’t know why that matters, but yes, that was his name.” His face became puzzled as her words registered. “How did you know his name?” He moved closer as if he could sense her anxiety. “What’s up? You’re acting really…weird.”

      Phaidra’s smile was grim. “If you think this is weird… I think I’m going to give you the shock of your life.” She would have to tell him eventually, and she’d already made her decision.

      Jamie looked at her, studying her features.

      Phaidra glanced around the lobby, but it was, just as he said, deserted.

      Jamie sat and waited for her to say something. When Phaidra said nothing, and the pause became uncomfortable, Jamie took a deep breath. “What is it? You’re starting to worry me. This isn’t going anything like… Did you know my family? Is that what this is about?”

      His concern and confusion was palpable. Phaidra knew he was questioning the possibility of his own statement. She took a deep breath before starting. “Jamie, do you believe in… mythology?”

      Jamie shook his head. “I know some people believe, but that’s not really my thing.”

      “Yeah, I guess I should have known that,” she muttered. He never even said their names. “Well, let’s pretend that there is some truth to the Greek myths.”

      “Greek myths? As in Hercules and Zeus?” His features twisted. “What’s going on?”

      Phaidra held up her hand. “Just humor me.”

      “How much truth?” Jamie asked, scooting back. He gripped the chair’s arms and grimaced.

      “A lot.”

      He shook his head. “Are you going to tell me you’re a god? Because that’s not funny.”

      “No, I’m not.” Her voice was weary, tired.

      “Good.” He exhaled in relief. When the silence became oppressive again, he prompted her with, “But?”

      “But…” She took a deep breath before continuing. “Twenty-five years ago I was a surgeon.” She paused, the truth would sink in.

      He laughed. But it was shaky, no humor. “I don’t understand. How is that possible? You look like you could be twenty five years old.” He shook his head. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      At least he hadn’t run off. She took a deep breath and forced herself to continue.

      “Twenty five years ago, I was practicing medicine in Bremerton, Washington at Olympic Hospital. I was on duty the night they brought your father in. I remember your mother, her dark hair and hazel eyes. I remember the little boy with big eyes that looked so serious and so lost. I remember.”

      “This isn’t possible. I don’t…” He stood up and sat down and stood up again. “You’re trying to tell me that you’re the surgeon that couldn’t save my father? You’re saying that was you?”

      “Sit down, and I’ll explain it to you.” She waited, and when he was seated, she scooted her chair up so that if she leaned over, she would be able to touch him. She deliberated for a minute before asking, “Do you want to stay here while we have this conversation, or would you rather go up to your place?”

      She wanted him to feel safe or at least as comfortable as possible, considering the story.

      “It doesn’t matter…” He stopped midsentence as he processed what she was saying, suddenly understanding.  “Oh. Yeah. I promise not to make a scene if we stay here.” He took another shaky breath and continued, “Even if you tell me you’re really a monster.”

      “You said we all have life changing events to our story,” she started. “Here’s mine. My grandfather was a shepherd in Greece many, many years ago,” she began softly. Her voice was soothing, similar to when she was speaking to a worried patient. “One summer when he took his flock up to graze in the highlands, he came across a beautiful woman. He was surprised to see someone so far from civilization and even more surprised when she called him by name. He was mortal and, as such, was very, ah, let’s say susceptible to the influence of deity. He didn’t know who the woman was, but the next year, he found out he’d fathered a child with her. That child was Phoibe, my mother. Phoibe married my father, Isaak Pallas, but another suitor was angered at having been refused. He came the night I was born and killed my parents. He also cursed me.”

      “Okaaay.” He drew the word out. “So, you’re saying that your grandmother was a deity as in a Greek goddess?” He looked at her, his disbelief begging her to contradict what he was saying. When there was no response, he continued, “And this suitor, any chance he was deity?”

      Phaidra nodded.

      “Are you going to tell me who they are?”

      “For the sake of your safety, I’d rather not tell you.”

      “Seriously?” Incredulity was in every fiber of his being. He stood up and ran his hand through his hair. He stepped away from the chair as if to start pacing but caught himself after two steps. He returned to the chair and sat down.

      “I’m deadly serious.” Her voice was tight.

      “Ah, all right. So, I’m going to suspend my disbelief for a… minute… and pretend that this makes sense.” His head shook back and forth as he spoke. “So what is the curse? That you’ll live forever?” He smiled although his eyes were wild.

      “What if I told you I will live forever but that I turn into a monster once a month?”

      “Phaidra,” he admonished, his medical background kicking in. “Most women turn into a monster once a month.  Believe me, that’s a curse for everyone.” His face fell, and he leaned forward almost begging her, “Are you playing a practical joke on me? Because…” He glanced around the lobby. “This is… really not funny… at all.”

      “Jamie, I turn into the Sphinx.” Her voice was clipped and curt, all humor gone.

      He blinked and then his eyebrows pulled down. “The Sphinx?”

      She sighed. “Yes.”

      “Um, okay.” His hands turned palms up as he continued, “So, once a month, you turn into… a lion-bird creature thing?”

      She nodded, but said nothing.

      He continued, “And you’ve been alive for a long time, like hundreds of years?”

      The look on his face was one of pure skepticism.

      She shook her head and corrected him. “Thousands of years.”

      “Zeus and Hera.” He collapsed to the back of his chair.

      “I’ve been alive for thousands of years,” Phaidra whispered. Should she have trusted him with this much? She knew it was the only way for their relationship to grow, but still…

      “You know I’m freaking out?” His eyes were wide, but his voice was subdued.

      “I know. It kind of makes you question your sanity.”

      “Uh, kind of makes me question your sanity, Phaidra. If I didn’t know you as well as I do, I’d make some phone calls.”

      She sighed. “Who do you think they’ll believe? I’d deny the conversation, and you’d be the one who looked crazy.” She said it matter-of-factly, her instinct for self-preservation taking over. “Jamie, I’m sorry. It’s a lot to take in, and I know it sounds crazy. I wish it were a funny joke with a punch line, but it’s my life.” She sighed and offered him a sad, apologetic smile. “And it’s the truth.”

      He stood, his tanned skin ashy and jaw unhinged, and backed away from her. Like Phaidra was a leper.

      “I-I’m s-sorry,” he stammered. “I’m need a little . . . I need to think about . . . this.” His voice cracked. “I need to go.”

      Without waiting for a response, he strode to the elevator. Phaidra sat in the alcove and watched as the elevator doors slid shut. She remained there, waiting, hoping he’d come back. Minutes and then hours ticked by. After darkness settled, Phaidra gave up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

          Threads and Legends: Seattle

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Phaidra made arrangements for a long overdue vacation. That’s what she told herself. What she told her staff and the hospital was that there had been a family emergency. She flew out the next morning for San Francisco. After renting a car, she took her overnight bag and drove south to Half Moon Bay.

      She sat out on the balcony of her small suite and listened to the ocean break. The sound lulled her, but sleep eluded her. An unrelenting ache permeated her chest. When she finally dozed, she woke slicked with sweat, her heart racing. She’d spent so much time wanting, but she was powerless to make love happen. Coupled with the helplessness from Galen’s death, fighting with Lykaios, Robert yelling at her, and Jamie walking away, the desperate need threatened to break her. She ran up and down the beach, sometimes three or four times a day, all in hopes of physical exhaustion allowing her the escape of unconsciousness. But she was strong, too strong.

      After three days, Phaidra surrendered her wishes to Artemis. The waning moon disappeared as thick fog rolled in, and she strolled down the beach letting the ocean water wash away the heat on her skin, wishing it was as easy to free the anguish from all those years ago in the cave: the loneliness, self-loathing, and the hurt of refusal.

      With the crash of the next wave, Phaidra heard Jamie call her name. She smiled at the hallucination, tapping down the hope that came with the delusion of her heart.

      “Phaidra?” Jamie called again. “Are you here?”

      And then he materialized as if from nowhere.

      Shock held her fast, and she was afraid to blink for fear that he’d disappear. He smiled, and strode toward shore, wading into the water to close the distance.

      “You’re here,” she said, wonder spreading through her like sunshine, only infinitely better.

      Jamie pulled her to him and wrapped her tight in a hug. He kissed the top of her head, and spoke into her hair. “I have a confession.” He pulled back and looked her in the eye. “I’m no good without you.” His eyes filled with tears, and he blinked, letting them roll down his cheeks, now dusted with several days of growth. “I can’t make any sense of what you said, but, I don’t care. Gods, if you were Medusa, I’d let you turn me to stone, Phaidra. I-I need you. I want so much to be with you.”

      He ran his thumb over her lower lip, and his eyes heated. He threaded his hands into her hair, coaxing her to him. But when his lips hovered over hers, he murmured, “Please tell me I’m not too late.” The movement made his lips brush against hers. “I’ll love you for all of my tomorrows—if you’ll please let me.”

      Phaidra inched up onto her tiptoes and kissed him. Blinking through her tears, she said, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” He laughed as he scooped her up into his arms and twirled her in circles, spraying them both with the salty water. He set her down, letting her body slide down his, igniting a fire of desire within her.

      “Let’s go to your room,” he whispered. “Or I’m going to make love to you here on the beach.”

      Phaidra smiled, her heart so full she thought she might burst.

      He spun her, and she laughed, releasing her carefree joy to the wind. He dipped her, and pulled her back to him, kissing her again. Then he dropped to a knee and said, “My darling, will you please marry me?”

      She nodded, tears flowing, and then the emotions she’d kept locked tight broke free and racked her body. And Jamie held her close until the tension left her body, and she felt weightless and sleepy.

      But the next morning, the ache of her wings grew, and she knew her time was close. They drove into San Francisco and had a priestess of Aphrodite perform the rites. But after a night and a day in bed, she knew she’d run out of time.

      As they sat on their hotel bed, eating ice cream and cookies, Phaidra set her spoon down, unable to enjoy the decadent dessert. She’d waited too long. At first light, she would change, and he needed to know. He deserved to know.

      “Hmmm?”

      The bliss on his face made her chest tighten.

      “I need to talk to you–” She paused, anxious about the topic. “–about my curse.”

      His face pinched briefly and then smoothed out. “What should I know?”

      “It’s going to happen tomorrow.” The words tumbled out and she waited, holding her breath, for his reaction.

      His brow furrowed and he asked, “What’s going to happen? You mean change?”

      She nodded, too nervous to say anything.

      “Okay? Do I need to do something? Are you going to know who I am?” His eyes widened. “Are you going to try to kill me or eat me?”

      He forced a laugh as soon as the accusation was out, but it was tentative and uncertain.

      “No.” She took a deep breath and asked, “Would you like me to leave so you don’t freak out?”

      “I don’t know. What do you think? Do you look like you?” He was watching her intently, obviously trying to imagine the change.

      “Well, yes. From the waist up, I look like me, but I’ll have eagle wings from here.” She pointed to her scapula, and the boney protuberance that was unique to her became noticeable for what it was. “And from the waist down, I’ll be a lion.”

      “Really? That sounds–”

      “Creepy?”

      “No, I was thinking kinda sexy.” He touched her back where her wings would sprout from. “I would like to see, if you don’t mind.”

      She hesitated a moment. He would see sooner or later, and she may as well get it over with.

      “Okay. It will happen–”

      “As the sun rises?”

      “Exactly.” She smiled, hopeful all would be well.

      They spent the night walking along the beach, both too nervous to sleep. The sky in the east grew pale, and she tugged his hand.

      “We need to hurry,” she said, picking up the pace.

      The pressure built as they hurried toward their room. Jamie fumbled with the key and then flung the door open.

      She rushed past Jamie into the sitting area, wincing. With a gasp, her wings released, ripping her shirt from the back. Her jeans shredded as her legs folded into haunches, and she felt an odd constriction on her feet. Glancing down, she realized she still wore her shoes. With a laugh she leaned forward to slip them off.

      “Whoa. Holy Hades!” Jamie’s voice sounded behind her. “I don’t think . . . I’ve ever . . . Wow!”

      She looked up at him as he slowly walked towards her.

      “Well,” she remarked, feeling sheepish, “we took too long.”

      “Obviously.” He smiled at her and lifted the torn shirt tail.

      She unbuttoned the front and let it slip to the floor and then pulled the shredded jeans from her waist.

      “Do you mind?” She asked, pointing to her bra. There was no way she could reach around her wings to release the strap. Fur covered her from the torso down, making clothing uncomfortable at best.

      “Not at all.” He grinned as he undid the hooks.

      She sat still as he ran his fingers down her back.

      “I can’t believe how soft your fur is.” He continued to stroke at the small of her back. And then his hand moved up, and he touched her wings, his fingertips brushing across her feathers.

      “You can’t believe how good that feels.”

      “Ha! I was just about to say the same thing.”

      He came around and sat in front of her. His hand touched her face, and then he kissed her. His arm circled around her waist, and his body pressed up against hers. He pulled away just enough to speak.

      “You are the most beautiful creature,” he murmured between kisses. “It’s no wonder there are statues of you all over the world.”

      His hand traced across her collarbone to her shoulder and then down her arm.

      “You’re biased,” she said with a breathy laugh. She was so relieved. No, so much more than that. She was happy—so, so happy.

      “Any man would be,” he replied, and then he kissed her again.
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      Their argument started on Jamie’s fiftieth birthday. They were in Long Beach, just outside of L.A.. For whatever reason, the coastlines were more tolerant of their supposed age gap, and they bounced back and forth across the United States. Jamie had befriended another surgeon in his practice, and he and his wife brought their newborn daughter, Sophie, with them to supper.

      Phaidra had seen babies before, held them, done surgery on them. But something inside of her changed when she held Sophie and looked at Jamie. Suddenly, she wanted a daughter, she wanted his daughter, but she said nothing until they closed the door to their condominium.

      “May I ask you something?” she asked, fear dousing her with frenetic energy. She paced to their bedroom, leaving the lights on as she went.

      He chuckled as he followed behind her, turning the lights off. “You always do, my love. Ask away.”

      But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Instead, she went through getting ready for bed silently. He offered small caresses, but didn’t push. By the time she climbed in bed, his eyes were closed, and the book he’d been reading was resting on the comforter in front of him.

      She closed the book and set it on his nightstand. Taking a deep breath, she turned off the light and whispered in the darkness. “What would you think about having a baby?”

      “That’s not funny,” he muttered. He punched the pillow and then lay back, patting the space next to him. “Come here, darling.”

      She climbed in next to him and, facing him, said. “I’m serious about wanting a baby—your baby.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, he sat up and flicked the light on. “Do you hear yourself? Phaidra, what you’re proposing . . . it would kill you. Right? The rules of the curse haven’t changed, have they?”

      She shook her head.

      Frowning, he said, “I can’t think of any circumstances that would make me want to exchange your life for another.” Brushing her long golden hair behind her shoulder, he asked, “What brought this on? Was it the baby tonight?”

      Phaidra nodded. “Sort of. I just, it’s just…” She paused, not knowing how to continue. “Jamie, you’re getting older, and someday . . . you’ll die.”

      “Wow, kitty-cat. Happy birthday to me.” He laughed, trying to make the tension dissipate.

      But she couldn’t smile. “I’m sorry.”

      She stared at the bedspread, her thoughts bashing through her head.

      “What is it? What’s really going on?” He pulled her into an embrace and stroked her hair.

      His touch soothed her frayed nerves, and she choked out, “I don’t want to live in a world where you aren’t. I’m being selfish, but . . . I’ve lived a long time. And, I’ve never been this happy. Ever. But it won’t last.” She pulled away and looked him in the eye. “You’re mortal.”

      He cringed and held his hand out. “I can’t believe you. You’re telling me–”

      “I’m telling you I want to go first. I’ll meet you in the Underworld. I’m sure there is a way for us to be together there.”

      “So why not wait until you die; then you can come find me?”

      “The only way I’ll die is if I bear a child with my husband.” She looked at him meaningfully. When he didn’t respond, she continued, “Do you want me to wait, maybe another thousand years, before I fall in love again and bear that man a daughter? Then I’ll die, and I can find you. That is if I’m not too in love with my next husband.”

      “That was cruel.” His nostrils flared, and the pulse in his neck thrummed.

      “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings.” She got to her knees and kissed him on the nose, the cheek, the mouth. “I love you.”

      “I’m done talking about this.” He pulled away. “I can’t believe what you’re suggesting.”

      She sighed, but she wasn’t giving up. “Just think about it.”

      He said nothing, and Phaidra got out of bed and turned out the light. After climbing under the covers again, she curled up next to him. Sliding her arm around his still narrow waist, she whispered, “I love you.”

      Turning, he faced her and tugged her closer. “I love you, too.” Resting his forehead to hers, he said, “I love you so much.”

      He pressed his lips to hers and then traced kisses over her jaw and neck, whispering of his love while he showed her how much he reverenced her. When they lay, tangled and glistening, he told her again.

      After he fell asleep, she begged, “Then please let me go first. Don’t make me live here without you.”

      

      The discussion went unresolved for years. Occasionally, Phaidra brought it up, and Jamie listened patiently while she outlined her plan. But when she was done, he adamantly refused to agree to conception.

      They moved back to Washington. Jamie was offered a chief position, and Phaidra thought being close to family might induce him to change his mind. The events were like fuel to the fire, and the arguments about family only became more frequent.

      At his niece’s birthday party, Phaidra kept to herself, avoiding everyone while she watched the children play. Halfway through the evening, she could no longer hold back the tears, and she spent the rest of the party in the car, crying.

      The ride home to Seattle was silent, Phaidra staring out the window at the lights of the other cars. So much had changed, and yet Apollo still owned her. Was it really selfish that she wanted to be free?

      Jamie closed the door, but Phaidra refused to look at him, instead she went to the couch and stared at the black sky.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

      “Not really. You already know how I feel. I don’t think there is anything you can say that will change how I see things. And I doubt there’s anything I could say to change your perspective.” She glanced at him, and her heart turned to lead. With a sniff, she turned back to the overcast night sky.

      “You’re right. I’m probably not going to change my mind, and I would be surprised if something changed yours.” He sighed as he sat down next to her. “Phaidra, I don’t have thousands of years of perspective on this. Just my fifty-four years. And the one thing I’ve learned in the O.R. is that life is fragile, kitty-cat. You’ve got hold on to what you love because it can change in a second.”

      “I know. It’s just . . . I don’t want to be left behind.” Her eyes burned and emotion clogged her throat. “I don’t want to go on without you.”

      “And you think I do?” he asked, wiping her tears. “Do you think my heart could take that?”

      “It’s just so unfair!” She shook her head as the tears spilled down her cheeks, and he pulled her close. Sobbing, she cried as though her heart would break.

      Jamie whispered of his love, while he held her and wiped her cheeks. Desperate, she turned to him, kissing him fiercely. She could taste the salt of her tears on his lips and tongue. She arched into him, sparking the fire of passion, and she feverishly worked at the buttons on his shirt. He moaned, pushing her down on the couch as he climbed on top of her.

      Their caresses fed one off the other, and as she met him kiss for kiss, touch for touch, and stroke for stroke, they found comfort, pleasure, and then ecstasy in the love they had for one another.

      “I love you.” Phaidra whispered into his lips as the universe exploded.
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        * * *

      

      The next new moon fell two weeks after Phaidra’s emotional collapse. She’d planned on flying, and Jamie wanted to go camping. As the day waned, Phaidra struggled to finish packing.

      “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you move so slow, kitty cat.” Jamie walked through the doorway and stood at the edge of the bed. “Do you need help?”

      “No. I don’t know.” She pouted and then smiled ruefully. “Maybe.”

      Jamie went to the closet and pulled out clothes for the two of them. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

      “I just feel so . . .” She brought her fingers to her lips just before she said tired. Jamie’s back was to her, so he missed the shock that ran through her. She quickly smoothed her features and said, “Unmotivated.”

      “Do you not want to go?” He held up matching sleeping bags.

      “No, no. Let’s go. I know how much you’ve been looking forward to this.” She forced a smile, but her mind was reeling. Because she was counting days—just like a teenager who’d had sex for the first time. And then she counted again.

      It was still dark as they drove out I-90 toward Snoqualmie Pass. By the time they reached North Bend, the pressure should’ve been terrible. But . . . it wasn’t. If the sun came up and she didn’t change he would know—and she wasn’t sure what he would do.

      So she told him to pull over.

      “I’ll meet you there,” she yelled as she darted toward the trees, shedding her clothes as she went. Peeking out from behind a tree, she made sure Jamie was gone, and then she retrieved her clothes and started the long walk to the agreed rendezvous point outside of Wenatchee.

      The hike took all day, and Jamie was asleep when she climbed into her sleeping bag. She lay there all night watching him, knowing that even though she’d never meant to manipulate him into making love, he would certainly accuse her of it. And she was just as certain, she would never abort their daughter.

      Before the early morning rays could rouse him, Phaidra kissed her husband and told him she was going to spend the day flying. He murmured a reminder of his love and to be careful, his words tugging on her heartstrings, and she stared at him after he’d fallen back to sleep. His dark hair was touched with silver at the temples, and she couldn’t imagine loving anyone more.

      Swallowing the lump of emotion, she fled into the mountains, but spent the day spying on her husband, her heart overflowing as he prepared her supper. After the sun set, she returned to him.

      “I didn’t think I could love you anymore,” she whispered, rising up on her tiptoes to kiss him. “But every day, I love you more.”

      As they drove back towards Seattle, she stared out the window, wondering how she would tell him, and when.

      Jamie cleared his throat and then said, “You’ve been quiet. Cat got your tongue?”

      She smiled at the pun. “Aren’t you funny.” Resting her hand on his thigh, she sighed before saying, “I’ve been thinking. Did I ever tell you about Priska?”

      He squinted, and his gaze went distant as it did when he was thinking. “Isn’t she the one who raised you?”

      “Um-hmm. I want you to meet her.”

      “She’s still around?”

      Phaidra raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

      “I meant, is she immortal, too?”

      Phaidra smirked. “Yes, she is. She spends a lot of time in Europe, but . . . I think it’s time she came for a visit.”

      “I’d love to meet her. If she raised you, she must be extraordinary.” He wagged his finger and added, “But tell me she’s not going to join your cause to get pregnant. I don’t want you ganging up on me.”

      Phaidra laughed as panic clawed through her. “She won’t. I can promise you that.”
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      Phaidra cut her hours at the office and in the hospital, telling Jamie she was bored and wanted some time to study other things. In truth, she was exhausted and spent much of her time on the couch sleeping or studying aesthetics of Roman art. At least that was what she told Jamie when he asked. She bought several books, which she strategically placed around the condo.

      The next new moon came, but Jamie had a conference, so Phaidra stayed home.

      By week ten she knew she would need to tell him or do something to deliberately deceive him. In three days it would be a new moon. Not only that, but her normally flat stomach was just starting to get round, and the fundus was clearly palpable. If Jamie hadn’t been so busy, he’d likely already know.

      Phaidra lay on the couch, planning. She’d tell him tonight. As soon as she’d made the decision, there was a loud knock at the door. Phaidra pulled herself up off the couch and crossed the room. The knock came again.

      “Yeah, I hear you,” Phaidra grumbled, irritated by the impatience of her visitor. How did someone get past security? Peeking through the peep hole, she squealed and then fumbled with the lock.

      Phaidra opened the door, and there stood a striking Grecian beauty. The woman’s hair was dark, almost black, and was a stark contrast to her light hazel eyes. Her olive skin was fair, and her angular features could’ve made her look harsh, but the long dark hair softened her appearance.

      The two women embraced.

      “I’m so glad you came.” Phaidra started crying before all the words were even out.

      Priska pulled back enough to look at her surrogate daughter. “Phaidra? What’s the…” Her eyes widened. “You’re pregnant.”

      Phaidra just nodded, the tears running unchecked.

      Priska held her but shook her head. “What are you thinking, child?”

      Priska closed the door and led Phaidra to the couch. The two women sat side by side, Priska quiet until Phaidra’s tears ran out.

      “That’s quite a welcome,” Priska said with a sad smile.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to decompensate all over you. I’d planned such a nice way to tell you. I should’ve known you’d know right away.”

      “I know you too well, child.” Priska looked around the room. “You’re still married?”

      Phaidra nodded.

      “You must really love this man.” Priska turned her gaze back to Phaidra. “His name is Jamie, yes?”

      Phaidra nodded again.

      “Does he know?”

      Shaking her head, Phaidra said, “I was planning on telling him tonight.”

      “Phaidra.” Priska let out a long sigh.

      “It wasn’t planned. But I’m not sad about it. It makes perfect sense to me.” Phaidra took a deep breath, “I don’t want to live forever. Maybe you can do it, but I love him. And I’d rather die twenty years before him and see him in the underworld than go another thousand years without him.”

      Priska nodded her head. “I understand. I don’t like it, but I do understand.” She sighed again. “Well, that’s neither here nor there now, right?”

      Phaidra nodded, fresh tears springing to her eyes.

      “Now, now, child. We’ll do what we can. There are some options we could consider…”

      “No, Priska. If you’re about to say something about abortion, I won’t do it. I’m ready. I want this baby even if I only get her for a few minutes; I want her.”

      Again, Priska nodded. “I’m glad you’ve come to appreciate the sanctity of life. You didn’t always feel that way.” She studied the room. “We have some planning to do, but first, you’d better tell your husband.”

      Phaidra sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “I’d better tell him before he meets you. I don’t want him to feel that I’ve orchestrated the whole thing.” She glanced at the clock. “Can I ask you to stay in a hotel tonight and then come by tomorrow to meet Jamie?”

      “Of course.” Priska gave Phaidra a hug and a quick kiss on the cheek. “It’s great to see you. I’m glad you contacted me. I wouldn’t want to miss this for the world.”

      Phaidra wiped fresh tears from her face. “Thanks, Priska. Thanks for coming.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Phaidra got up and saw Priska out. She was standing at the doorway as the elevator doors closed and was still standing at the doorway when they opened a few minutes later.

      Jamie stepped out and gave Phaidra a huge smile.

      “Hello, kitty-cat. How did you know I was coming up?”

      Phaidra smiled back at her husband. “Just luck.”

      “Hmmm. Well, I do seem to have an awful lot of it.” He kissed her as he came through the door. “I’m starving. Do you want me to order out, or do you have something cookin’?”

      “I can make something.” Phaidra closed the door and headed into the kitchen. “What do you want?”

      “Steak. Do we have any?”

      Phaidra laughed. Jamie had gone shopping yesterday and bought two thick New York Strips. “Yeah, I think there are a couple around here.”

      “Good. I’m famished. How was your day today? Anything interesting going on in the world of art?” He chuckled.

      The two of them made small talk while Phaidra made dinner. They sat down together to eat, and Phaidra’s appetite vanished. It was only after Jamie finished his meal that he noticed she’d only rearranged the food on her plate.

      “Darling?”

      His voice drew her attention from the potatoes she’d been scooting around. “I heard from Priska today. She’ll be here tomorrow.”

      His face lit up. “Really? That’ll be great. You’ve looked as if you’ve needed another friend the last couple of months.” He sighed. “I wish you’d come back to work. Everyone misses you.”

      This was it. She took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ll come back to work.”

      He gaped at her, and it took him several seconds to find his voice. “Are you in earnest? I think perhaps, after Priska leaves, you should consider–”

      She cut him off, her adrenaline increasing the anxiety thrumming through her. “Jamie, I have something to tell you.”

      Frowning, he set his fork down and said, “This doesn’t sound good.”

      She looked around the room for help. Finding none, she said to herself, “I should have done this differently.” Phaidra looked back up at Jamie and took a deep breath. “I asked Priska to come help me.”

      “Yes, I figured as much. You’ve seemed despondent, but I’m not going to change my mind.”

      She winced. “Not really despondent,” she said. “I’m tired, a little worried, and a little sick.”

      “Sick?” he asked, blanching.

      Of course he picked up on that.

      “I thought you couldn’t get sick.” His look of confusion turned to one of shock. “Oh gods . . .”

      Phaidra nodded, knowing he’d put it together quickly, if he hadn’t already. “I’m pregnant.”

      “Pregnant?” he gasped. “But…” He was silent, and he flicked the fingers on one hand and then the other, counting. “Oh, no. No, no, no. Oh, Phaidra.” His expression crumpled into anguish. “My love, no.”

      She knelt on the floor next to him, more tears making their appearance. “I’m sorry.” She wasn’t even sure what she was apologizing for, but she hated to see him upset. “Please don’t be mad.”

      “You’re sorry?” He stared at her, his face ravaged by emotion. “Did you…Did you plan this?” His voice cracked with emotion, his eyes wounded with betrayal.

      “No!” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “I would never.” She laughed then, but there was no humor. “I have to admit the thought to go behind your back hadn’t crossed my mind, but it likely would have eventually. I can understand why you would think that.”

      “Oh, baby. No, that’s not it. I just know how you feel and how stubborn you can be.” His eyes lowered to her abdomen. “How far along are you?”

      She smiled, and her face lit up with joy. “Almost three months.”

      “You did hide this from me.” He looked sad, but there was no anger in his features or his voice. “Come here, darling.”

      She climbed onto his lap and kissed him. “I didn’t plan it, but once I knew, I was afraid to tell you. I didn’t want you to suggest terminating the pregnancy.”

      “Oh.” He nodded in understanding. “You know the only reason I’d ever suggest it is because of the risk to you.”

      “I know. But, I’m scared of losing you. And over time, I’ve realized the inevitability of it. You will die, and if I don’t have a baby, I won’t. This is probably not fair to you, though.”

      “No, it’s not. The idea of me being alive and you…not; it makes me feel sick. But, it’s hardly fair for me to demand the same of you.”

      She nodded in understanding and then rubbed her belly. “I want our daughter to know you. I want her to know how lucky her mom was to have found such a man. I know this is asking a lot, but I want you to raise her. Would you do that?”

      The grief lined his face and leaked into his smile. “Of course.” He touched her cheek then her chin. He kissed her softly. “Of course, I’ll raise our daughter. I just…I hate the thought of you…”

      Swallowing back the lump, she said, “Me too.”

      “That’s why you have Priska coming?”

      Phaidra nodded. “I want her to help me get ready, and when the time comes, she can help you deliver the baby. I thought if you were really opposed, I’d have her raise the child. But I’m glad…”

      The reality of which she spoke, wrenched her heart and soul, and a wave of sorrow crashed over her. She choked on the sob racking her body, and Jamie held her tight.

      “Hey, kitty-cat. It’s okay. Nothing’s going to happen today.” He held her until the tears stopped. “I am excited to meet the famous Priska.”

      “You’ll love her,” Phaidra said, followed by a hiccup. She laughed and then added, “She’s fabulous.”
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          Threads and Legends: Seattle

        

      

    

    
      A whirlwind of activity consumed the Treadwell home, the emotions mostly joyful. Occasionally, in a moment of quiet, someone could be found with a heavy heart, but mostly everyone seemed to understand the necessity of saving their heartache for private moments.

      In the last few weeks of pregnancy Phaidra began to fret.

      “We have all of that,” Priska said, waving at the cart. “You’ve bought plenty of diapers, wipes, clothes, bottles, formula, blankets…This girl will want for nothing.”

      “I know. I know. It’s just, I just…” Phaidra choked on the words.

      “Come on, child.” Priska led her away from the cart and then from the store. “Let’s go home.”

      Phaidra’s slight frame had become overtaken with her protruding abdomen, and she waddled out of the store to Priska’s silver Cutlass.

      “You know…” Priska glanced at her sideways. “There’s a conservatory here in Seattle for demigods. Maybe we should go there. Try and seek help.”

      Phaidra heart and expression hardened. “I haven’t had much luck in my interactions with demigods.”

      “I know. But there are lots, and someone may have uncovered something that might be useful.”

      “Useful for whom?” Phaidra shook her head. “There is nothing in this for anyone there.”

      “Not all of the gods or demigods are self-centered.”

      “Really?” Phaidra looked at Priska. “From everything I’ve read and what little I’ve seen, the immortals seem pretty self-serving.”

      “You’re not.” Priska’s response was quick.

      “Yes, I am,” Phaidra’s retort was just as quick. Then she sighed. “But then, you’re not, and you’re immortal, too. I’d like to say anything good I’ve done has been because of you. You know, I don’t know who your immortal parent is. Can you tell me?”

      Priska laughed. “I’m an anomaly all the way around.”  She laughed again before deflecting the attention. “So, you really don’t want to try the conservatory?”

      Phaidra caved. “If you think it might change something.”

      “I think you should give it a try. I’d hate for you to die needlessly.”

      “Everything in me tells me it is a waste of time and I’ll likely regret it. But, I won’t want to face Jamie without trying everything.” She nodded. “Okay, I’ll go; let’s see.”

      “When do you want to go?”

      “Now works for me. I don’t think I’ll ever want to, so…”

      “Yes, I understand.” Priska pulled out of the parking lot, and the two of them drove in silence for the next fifteen minutes.

      They pulled up to a large Tudor stucco in Seattle. There were no signs, no markings naming it as anything other than a home. Despite it being twilight, the circular drive was well lit. The landscape boasted dozens of flower beds, all blooming with roses of pink, red, and white. The air was sweet with their scent.

      Phaidra worked her way to the edge of her seat and pulled herself out of the car. A wide path led from the cobblestone drive to the front steps. Priska rapped on the heavy wooden door.

      Phaidra’s ears picked up the heavy tread of a large person making their way to the door, and she was surprised when a slight girl actually pulled it open.

      “Can I help you?” The young woman could not have been more than ten or twelve. Her skin was pale, and her eyes a watery blue. She had full lips that were incongruous with her otherwise small features.

      “Yes,” Priska’s tone brokered no nonsense. “We need to talk with whomever is in charge.”

      “May I ask who you are?” The girl’s voice was high, liltingly soft.

      “You may. I am Priska and this is Phaidra.”

      “Yes, yes. But who are your parents?” The girl’s eyes hardened with Priska’s evasive answer.

      “That, I’ll not share. But look at me child; you know I’m immortal.” Even as she spoke Priska’s body began to change. It took only seconds before the woman was a young girl, even younger than the one standing at the door. The clothes she wore hung loosely on her now small frame. “You see.” Again, Priska shimmered only briefly and became an adult again.

      “And her?” The girl stuck a finger out at Phaidra.

      Priska shrugged. “She’s with me.”

      “But only immortals may enter.”

      Phaidra knew Priska well. She could see the frustration crease her face, the tightening around her eyes, the clenching of her jaw.

      “What is your name child?”

      “Why?”

      Priska shook her head. “We are here for help. I thought this sanctuary was here for the assistance of immortals.”

      “It is. But you haven’t shown me that she–” Again the finger pointed at Phaidra. “–is a demigod. So until she can prove it, or tell me the name of her parent, I don’t have to let you in.”

      Phaidra’s golden eyes narrowed. “What if I’m not a demigod? What if I’m just an immortal creature?”

      The girl laughed, but there was no mirth behind it. “You are in the shape of a human, not a monster. Besides, there are only a few immortal monsters left. Xan and the other demigods are hunting the bastards. We have no use for them in this world. Everyone knows; you don’t trust monsters.”

      Phaidra turned and looked at Priska. Their eyes met, and Phaidra shook her head once.

      Priska turned back to the young girl again. “What creatures have been killed?”

      The pale thing shrugged. “Most were killed centuries before I was born. The hundred handed, Cyclops, Centaurs, nymphs. They’re gone, or almost all gone. We don’t let them in here anyway. They have no blood from deity, they have no right in the conservatory.”

      Phaidra turned and waddled back to the car. She could still hear the conversation behind her.

      “What about cursed mortals?” Priska asked.

      “Cursed mortals deserve what they get. They have been cursed for a reason. No demigod would help a cursed one.”

      Priska’s eyes narrowed. “That is the rule?” Her voice was hard.

      The pale girl clenched her jaw; she began to shimmer. A heavy set woman with large jowls, full lips, and eyes that were almost lost in the folds of her face stood before her. “That is the rule. Why all these questions? Your friend is already in the car. Is she cursed? Are you trying to help her?”

      When Priska didn’t answer, the girl continued. “Who is your mother? I would have you reported for misconduct. There are rules, and you are not following them.”

      Priska turned and left without another word.

      She could hear the woman’s booming voice. “Come back!”

      Priska got in the car and closed the door behind her.

      “Why didn’t she come out of the house?” Phaidra was looking at the beautiful structure as the obese woman slammed the door shut.

      “Who knows?” Priska shook her head. “I’m sorry Phaidra.”

      “Don’t be. I told you, every experience I’ve had with demigods, with the exception of you, has been awful. That bizarre,” she paused searching for the right word, “encounter was nothing. At least she didn’t try to kill me.”

      Priska’s face was grim. “Yes.”

      Phaidra sighed, sounding as weary as she felt. “Let’s not tell Jamie about this, okay? I… I’d rather he not have to know.”

      “I think that would be wise.”

      So they went home.

      As the days passed, Phaidra withdrew more. She wrote letters to her unborn child, making scrapbooks filled with pictures. She slept less and less and sat quietly on the couch. There was nothing left to prepare, nothing left to do but wait.

      Priska was sleeping in the guest room, and her company was likely all that kept Phaidra sane. Jamie asked repeatedly if he should take a sabbatical from work, but Phaidra refused to let him. His constant company was only a reminder that the end was coming. She finally relented a week before her due date. It was almost like they were trying to cram in the memories, cram in the activity.

      It was no use. Phaidra’s heart hurt all the time.
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        * * *

      

      Jamie had gone to bed an hour ago, and only because Phaidra demanded it. “You’ll be no use if you’re dead, too,” she’d said. “Our daughter needs a parent. At least one parent.”

      He’d relented and gone to bed.

      Phaidra and Priska sat on the couch, talking. The clock on the mantel indicated it was just past three o’clock in the morning.

      “You’ll help him?” Phaidra asked. “Make sure she’s taken care of?”

      “Of course.” Priska stared out the window at the dark sky. “I may not be her mother, but I’ll make sure she’s well-loved and wants for nothing.”

      “That’s not what I meant. You know, I was just trying to bully him into going to bed. You were the only parent I had, and you were wonderful. I… I just want her to have it better than I did.”

      “That is every parent’s hope.” Priska pulled the cream blanket up over her legs. “He’ll be an excellent father. I doubt he’ll need much help, if any at all. Have you explained everything to him? Will he be able to explain it all to her?”

      Phaidra sighed. “Yes. He knows what to say as do you. I think we have all our bases covered.”

      “I’ll find a job here in Seattle this week. I need to find a place to live, too.”

      “You won’t just stay with me?” Phaidra felt the now familiar panic claw at her chest.

      Priska laughed. “Of course I’ll stay for now, you ninny. But after things get settled, I’d better have my own place. Jamie can call if he needs me. I’ll always be available.”

      “Thanks, Priska.” Phaidra’s eyes grew heavy, and she pulled the soft cream blanket up over her protruding belly. “I’ll just take a short kip.”

      The next morning, Phaidra awoke nauseated. Both Priska and Jamie fussed over her, trying to get her to eat and drink. By early evening, when the cramping increased, the three of them realized Phaidra was in labor.

      Jamie refused to leave her side. While Priska made herself busy, the two whispered of their love, their hopes, and occasionally their fears.

      When her water broke, Priska moved in. They’d been uncertain if the baby would be born a sphinx or human. Phaidra had stopped shifting with her pregnancy.

      Shortly after midnight, a single cry announced the arrival of the little one. Priska wrapped her in a blanket and handed the baby to Jamie.

      “She’s beautiful.” Jamie held the little girl up for her mother to see.

      Her skin was the same sun-kissed as her mother’s, golden eyes, and a thatch of honey blonde hair. But her features were softer, and her eyes had her father’s dark lashes and the same curve of the mouth. She cried again just once, the soft wail of a newborn, and Phaidra held her close to her heart.

      “Keep her hidden, Jamie. Don’t let them find her.”

      He nodded, but his wide eyes and trembling lip belied his stoicism.

      “Leto,” Phaidra whispered. “Her name is Leto.” She stared up at him, trying to memorize his features, hoping he wouldn’t forget her. “I love . . .” She choked on the words as tears filled her eyes. “I love you.”

      “I will always love you, Phaidra.” He grabbed her hand, and the three of them huddled together, cuddling and connected. A family.

      Phaidra cleared her throat, and stroking her daughter’s face, she sang, “Little Leto, don’t you cry…”

      Phaidra stroked her baby’s face, hands, toes, and then kissed everywhere she touched. The sky in the east paled, and she allowed herself one breath to drink in Jamie, one last time.

      He was handsome, distinguished now. More silver in his hair than even a year ago. His tanned skin had more laugh lines than worry, and she basked in her love for him. This was the man she loved. He’d made her laugh, cry, and feel more than she’d ever thought possible. And he’d brought her joy—so much joy. The thought of leaving him tore a hole in her heart, actually causing a pain in her chest.

      “Hey, kitty-cat.” He kissed her forehead. “We’re still here—all of us. And you look beautiful.”

      She accepted his kiss and then forced a smile. “I want you to do something for me,” she whispered. “Will you take Leto into the nursery and rock her so I can talk with Priska?”

      He furrowed his brow. “Right now?”

      “Yes, right now. And one more thing; promise me you won’t come back in here until one of us calls you in. No matter what you hear. Please, keep Leto with you in the other room until either Priska or I call you back.”

      “What—”

      Priska opened the door, a wild-eyed look on her face. She looked at Phaidra and then said, “Jamie, take Leto into the other room. I need to–”

      “I know. I know.” He went to the door, but turned back to look at his wife. His gaze pierced her, and his voice was hoarse as he said, “I love you Phaidra. I will always love you—and only you.”

      The door closed behind him, and seconds later, the sun slipped above the horizon. The light in the room swelled into a flash of blinding white, and then Apollo stood at the window, facing out, looking at the rising sun.

      “You, too, chose a mortal. After thousands of years…” He turned and faced Phaidra.

      His beauty took her breath away. She’d forgotten how his chiseled features were perfectly sculpted, and his bright blue eyes captured her gaze. His golden coloring should have been warm and inviting, but his eyes burned with a passion that made Phaidra want to flee, and she sunk into her pillows. The pain in her chest intensified.

      Apollo turned to Priska. “Will you never tire of caring for the cursed?”

      Priska’s eyes were the antithesis of the god’s. “What purpose does this serve? You cannot have allegiance or devotion of everyone you seek. Let the curse die here.”

      “Not until it is fulfilled!” He pointed a finger at her. “You cannot make me change it. I will have her love,” he shouted. “I will have her, or no one else shall!”

      He clenched his hand, and the pain in Phaidra’s chest exploded. She gasped for breath, her body shaking with the pain, and her vision tunneled. She heard Priska scream, but the sound was faint—far away.

      Phaidra would miss so much, but she’d lived so long—and soon enough Jamie would join her. She was ready for the afterlife, so she let go. And the darkness swallowed her.
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        * * *

      

      Priska glared at the god, her hatred ballooning. Not that she could do anything to stop him . . . Phaidra’s wheezing startled the demigod, and Priska looked at the new mother who was seizing. The bloody foam coming from her mouth told of the severity and gravity of the seizure. Priska screamed an obscenity, and rushed to Phaidra’s side, and Apollo disappeared into the morning’s rays.

      But there was nothing Priska could do. She stroked Phaidra’s head, tears streaming while she waited for the inevitable end. When Phaidra stopped shaking, Priska checked for a pulse, disappointed, but not surprised, when she didn’t find one. As Priska wiped up the blood, she sang to the girl who had been her daughter, her family, her world. It was only when Phaidra looked peacefully asleep that Priska went to get Jamie and Leto.
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      “Oh, little Leto.” Jamie picked her up and hugged her to his chest.

      The beautiful girl was almost a woman, her long golden hair fell in a cascade of curls down her back, and her amber eyes were stunning. She giggled in response to the twirling.

      “Your mother would be so proud of you.”

      “You say that all the time, Dad.”

      He set his daughter down on the couch and sat next to her. “Yes, but she would be. You’re growing into a remarkable young woman.”

      “When are you going to tell me about her?” She looked up with those unique eyes. Eyes exactly the same as her mother’s.

      Jamie’s breath caught, and he choked back the sorrow of losing his companion. He’d never gotten over Phaidra’s death, and the hole in his heart still gaped open and raw. As his daughter aged, it became more difficult to pull himself out of his memories and his sorrow.

      Leto went from a cherubic child to the beautiful girl who now sat next to him.

      “You always say when I’m older you’ll tell me about her. But I’m older now, Dad. I want to know about her.”

      He sighed. He would need to tell her soon anyway. He was getting older, well into his sixties now, and despite looking several years younger than he was, he felt every one of those years.

      “I will tell you some of it tonight–

      Leto started to protest.

      “It is too much to tell all at once, Leto. We would be here for months if I told you her whole story at once.” He settled down next to her, but she quickly pushed away to the edge of the couch and then draped her feet over his lap. He smiled as he picked up her foot and started to rub the arch. He’d been rubbing her feet since she was a newborn. As an infant, it settled her when she was crying or colicky, and even now, it soothed her raw nerves.

      “Tell me what you can, and maybe we can do this every night.” She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath.

      “Every night?” He smiled. “I could do that.” And he would. He’d do anything for Leto.

      Because he’d promised her mother he would.
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      Hope: the Sphinx

      Leto: Hope’s mother; also a Sphinx

      Priska: Hope’s “aunt,” tasked with protecting Leto and Hope, demigod daughter of Artemis

      Charlie Davenport: Priska’s employer

      Athan: demigod son of Hermes

      Haley: Hope’s friend from school

      Mr. Stanley: a butcher who is kind to Hope; Haley’s father

      Xan: demigod son of Ares

      Dahlia: daughter of Eris, Xan’s cousin, friend of Hope

      Ares: god of war, bloodshed, and violence; father of Xan

      Aphrodite: goddess of love, beauty, desire, and pleasure

      Athena: goddess of wisdom, courage, justice, skill, warfare, battle strategy, and handicrafts

      Apollo: god of music, truth, and prophecy; twin brother to Artemis. Fell in love with Phoibe and cursed her daughter, Phaidra, when she refused his advances. Hunts Hope and Hope’s mother, Leto.

      Artemis: virgin goddess of the hunt, twin sister to Apollo. Mother to Priska.

      Boreas: god of winter and the north wind

      Demeter: goddess of grain, agriculture and the harvest, growth, and nourishment

      Dionysus: god of wine, parties and festivals, madness, chaos, drunkenness, ecstasy, and drugs

      Eris: goddess of strife and discord, mother of Dahlia

      Eros: god of love and desire

      Charon: the ferryman who carries souls across the rivers Styx and Acheron

      The Fates: three incarnations of destiny, primordial deities who are even more powerful than the Olympians; Atropos (the cutter of life’s thread), Lachesis (the measurer), and Clotho (the spinner) are destiny personified. Collectively known as Moirai.

      The Furies: primordial goddesses of vengeance: Tisiphone (avenger or murder), Megaera (the jealous) and Alecto (constant anger). Daughters of Nyx, sisters to the Fates. Collectively known as the Erinyes.

      The Graeae: three ancient sea spirits who personified the white foam of the sea; they shared one eye and one tooth among them. By name: Deino, Enyo, and Pemphredo.

      Hades: ruler of the Underworld; god of the Earth’s hidden wealth, both agricultural produce and precious metals; married to Persephone.

      Hephaestus: god of fire, metalworking, and crafts; father to Mr. Stanley

      Hera: queen of the heavens and goddess of marriage and fidelity, childbirth, heirs, kings, and empires.

      Hermes: god of commerce, boundaries, travel, thievery, trickery, language, writing, diplomacy, athletics, and animal husbandry; father of Athan

      Hestia: goddess of the home, hearth, and chastity; mother of Obelia

      Hypnos: god of sleep

      Leto: Titan goddess of Motherhood

      Persephone: wife of Hades; queen of the Underworld; daughter of Zeus; goddess of spring growth.

      Poseidon: god of the sea, rivers, floods, droughts, earthquakes, and the creator of horses.

      Skia: immortal creatures from the Underworld

      Thanatos: the personification of death, twin brother to Hypnos.

      Zeus: king of the gods, ruler of Mount Olympus, and god of the sky, lightning, thunder, weather, law, order, and fate.
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