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PROLOGUE


    I grew up in a family that embraced religion; they respected and revered it above anything else. My mother and father were devout followers of Duna, the preeminent and only Eusebian god, and taught my brother Jasper and me about the prophecies, prophecies that had been handed down to our people for thousands of years. Prophecies that promised us freedom from the Alphas, and peace that would be unbreakable. My parents yearned for the day when the Promised One would appear and defeat Python, signaling a new beginning.


    My father had been at the Temple the day Phos was dedicated as a baby, long before Jasper or I was ever born. He told my mother he’d seen Duna’s son. He knew without question that this baby would grow up to be the savior of us all.


    My father never lived to find out that Phos died a martyr, not a savior. A criminal, not a king.


    My mother was on her death bed when Jasper brought her the news that Phos had been killed in the Great Sea, and using every bit of strength she had left, she whispered, “It’s as Duna said it would be. It isn’t over…it isn’t over…”


    Like my mother’s body, my faith died slowly. It weakened little by little after she died, until one day, our most sacred holy day, I refused to go to the temple. Why worship a god who had taken my parents from me and allowed his followers to be subjugated by a people that treated us like swine? Our god must despise us, not love us. But what had we done to offend him? And though I loved my brother, I never pretended to pay any attention to his sermons and prayers when he too became a believer in Phos. His faith was his way of coping. Without it, he had no hope.


    There’s only been one thing that has given me hope – the legend of the doma.


    The doma is a gift – or some might say a power – that was given to my family ages ago, when the Moonbow first appeared. My ancestor, Asher, was one of the first Eusebian Oracles, and one of the last to whom Duna spoke directly. At least, that’s what we’re brought up to believe.


    The legend goes that Asher was woken one night by a cold wind and a thunderous voice from heaven. That voice, the voice of Duna, called him up to the headlands above the Great Sea. Endless bolts of lightning ripped through the sky, and the rain was so sharp and the wind so fierce that Asher feared for his life. He ducked into a grove of olive trees and waited. After a few minutes, he listened as the wind faded to a whisper and the rain softened to a gentle shower. He carefully stepped out beneath the open sky and saw the full moon hanging valiantly and the storm clouds dissolving to nothingness in the stars.


    “Asher…” called the voice. Then he turned from the moon and watched in awe as the fingertips of Duna began to paint the arches of the first Moonbow, one by one, onto the smoky black palette of sky.


    Duna instructed Asher to write down what was happening, but Asher lamented:


    “But, my King! I have not a stylus, nor a tablet to do what you say!”


    Asher’s heart was heavy with longing. He so desperately desired to describe what he saw that he tore his garments and he sunk both hands into the soft wet earth. Feeling something materializing in his right hand, he pulled it out and was astonished to see a stylus wedged between his fingers. By the light of the Moonbow, he marveled as a mound of mud beside him transformed itself into a coarse loaf of tablet clay.


    It was the first doma. And with it, he recorded the prophecy of the Moonbow, that it would no longer be seen again until his son, Phos, had defeated Python in the Great Sea, winning victory and freedom for all of us. Duna told him that from that day forward, the line of Asher would carry the colors of the Moonbow in their gifts.


    For Asher, the tablet he pulled from the earth turned from ochre to bright red, symbolizing the first arch of the Moonbow. Asher could make tablets from any part of nature he wished, be it grass, or sand, snow, or salt. And with them, he obediently recorded what Duna told him to for the rest of his days. Much of what he wrote are the prophecies and parables that have been repeated to me since the day I was born.


    Not everyone in my family is an Asher, as those with a doma are called. Duna revealed that only one child per household would manifest a power the year they became an adult, which in Eusebian culture, is age eighteen.


    My grandmother’s gift represented the fifth arch of the Moonbow. With it, she could produce enough water to fill seven pots using only a single drop of liquid. Her doma supplied enough water for her family and neighbors during the drought, back when my mother was still a baby. None of her children, not my mother, nor her two younger brothers, received a doma. It was believed that the gift belonged to their baby sister, my aunt Corinna, who disappeared while she was still a girl. Most believe she was kidnapped by a Pythonian, but no one ever knew for sure. Eusebians are commanded by the Oracles to keep the Ashers’ identities concealed from the Alphas lest someone try to take advantage of the doma, or destroy it, but I’m sure there have been mistakes…perhaps accidental, perhaps blatant.


    Jasper didn’t receive a doma, and he was twenty-one when he died. I turned eighteen eleven months ago, and still I am waiting to see if Duna has remembered me and kept his promise. If he has, maybe then I can avenge my brother by killing my master…his murderer. And after that, maybe I can have my life back. Time will tell. Either way, my master’s days are numbered, a fact that motivates me to wake up and serve him each morning, far more than does the fear of encountering his ruthless whip.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    



IRIS


    The pyres seem peaceful on the water, rocking gently in a cradle of cobalt waves. If I were a foreigner walking far off, I would think fishermen were merely casting their nets on a temperate evening. But I know better. The Sea of Enochos is not a place for catching fish, but for burning men alive.


    Strapped to floating piles of wood are my brother and four others, all helpless, yet each one perfectly still in their final moments of life. Those gathered around me on the pebbled shore shiver as the clouds collide and sink slowly like shrouds around the condemned. But I do not shiver, because instead of cold air on my skin, I feel sharp arrows of heat shooting through my veins. Anger and hatred boil deep inside my heart and bubble up as sweat on my brow and lip. All I can do to restrain myself from shouting out in my brother’s defense is clench my fists so hard that my nails bite into my skin.


    A small vessel appears like a phantom before the pyres. The cloaked executioner upon it stands tall and lifts something into the air with his right hand. He ignites it for us all to see…the torch. Its orange flame, boldly illuminating the place of death with each haunting flicker, sends a chill down my spine. I shiver like the rest.


    The executioner wields the hungry torch and strikes the first pyre with a harsh unfeeling grunt. Within seconds, the wooden heap is engulfed in a torrent of flames. The crowd begins to murmur until abruptly silenced by the horrific din of wailing as the next three pyres catch fire.


    My brother’s is the last. I cannot see his face, only his silhouette etched into a cloudless patch of sapphire sky as the executioner’s torch draws near to him.


    I kneel down and scoop up a handful of pebbles from the water’s edge and cup them tenderly in my hands. My brother and I collected thousands of these stones together as children, never tiring of their smooth round shape and splendid hues. Most of all, we had treasured the ones made of jasper, the blood-red rock for which he was named.


    Jasper…


    Furiously, I throw the pebbles into the sea and cry out as I return my gaze to the shadowy pyre. The torch reaches out to it, and so do I.


    I fling my body into the frigid water and begin swimming toward him, but not with the desire to save him. No, I want to join him, to bind myself beside him and perish with the pebbles beneath me.


    The last thing I remember is the feeling of ice in my blood.
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    I jump to consciousness, coughing uncontrollably as if ridding my lungs of the bone-chilling salt water that was flooding my nightmare. I snatch the jasper pebble from under my straw mat and hold it tight to my chest.


    “Get up!” rasps a voice.


    I look up to see Niobe, my master’s favorite slave, swaying over me wearing a dead burgundy fox around her shoulders.


    “Acheron requests you,” she says. The strong smell of wine on her breath wafts toward me.


    “It’s not morning yet. Can’t you see?” I say, pointing to the darkness filling the small window of my chamber. “His needs are yours to see to now.”


    Niobe’s smile fades. Proudly lifting her chin, she spins around unsteadily, revealing the leather cords of Acheron’s favorite whip falling from her fists. She turns her head to look at me. “Don’t make it worse for yourself, Iris,” she whispers. “The punishment will be over quickly if you don’t fight it this time.”


    “Wait!” I shout, pulling my cloak around me as I rise to my feet. “What wrong have I done?” I demand.


    Niobe steps forward into the doorway. “You haven’t done anything. It’s what our people have done. I’m sorry.” She leaves me in silence, and I know I have no choice but to follow.


    Overcome by a sudden rush of weakness, I lie back onto my mat and close my eyes, savoring just a few moments more of painlessness, and yet pining for the flames of the pyre...


    I’ve been whipped and beaten countless times since Acheron dragged me out of Enochos’s grasp three years ago and made me his slave. I swore to myself that I would never forgive him for my brother’s death, or from stealing death from me. Perhaps it is shameful, but I am not ashamed to admit that I have imagined taking my own life, with noose and with knife. But I have never attempted suicide. Though my brother and parents are dead, I know that killing myself would break their hearts. Life, my father taught, was a gift. We didn’t choose when or how to begin it, so neither should we choose when and how to end it.
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    Acheron reclines on a wooden couch adorned with bits of gold, tortoise shell, and ivory. He lifts his head from the lilac feather-stuffed pillow supporting it and plucks a slice of pork from a silver stand nearby. Dropping the morsel onto his tongue, he casually waves for me to come closer.


    The stone floor beneath me is covered with small pieces of glass, some winter-gray, others emerald-green. It forms a mosaic ribbon which weaves its way from the cypress door to the marble terrace overlooking the River Styx flowing just beyond the open wall.


    The Styx, legend tells, is the boundary between this world and Abussos where the spirits of the dead wait to be reborn. It is forbidden to swim or sail the river because the waters, the Alphas say, bring a fatal curse to any mortal trespasser. Jasper told me he slipped and fell into it while hunting a stag along the dew-drenched riverbank one morning and was nearly drowned by a creature he couldn’t see.


    “I called out to Duna, and then it released me,” he swore.


    I thought perhaps Jasper’s imagination had gotten the better of him, but now, as I gaze at the flawless river I walk upon, I wonder if the Styx truly did seal my brother’s fate so long ago…


    “You don’t want to die a miserable death like your poor brother, do you girl?” Acheron asks, picking a cluster of crimson grapes from a platter Niobe offers him.


    Only once in three years has my master spoken my name. He asked for it the morning after he kidnapped me from the execution as Niobe pushed spoonfuls of lentil soup between my lips.


    “Iris,” I replied.


    “Iris,” Acheron repeated with a wry smile. “Esteemed goddess of the rainbow! Messenger between us lowly mortals and the omnipotent deities that dictate the trifling affairs of men,” he said, bowing with mock adoration. “How marvelous it is to make your acquaintance.” He reached down, took my hand, and kissed it softly.


    “Niobe, I must commend you. You’ve done a fine job nursing our honorable guest back to health. Perhaps the gods will crown you Healing Goddess of Hypothermia, should Iris be so gracious as to utter your name on Olympus.”


    “My family never believed in such fantasies,” I said.


    “A true Eusebian…” Acheron said, drawing out the words with equal parts curiosity and disdain. “I’ve always wondered at a people who could so easily scoff at the ancient myths, the gods and their silly stories, and yet worship with unrivaled piety a creator who has left his followers to endure in servitude, completely powerless…”


    Niobe placed a cup of wine in my hands and rose to face Acheron. “Duna did not abandon us,” she said dauntlessly. “Phos has come and suffered, and the Moonbow appeared, just as the Oracles said it would. We won’t be slaves forever.”


    “Dearest Niobe,” Acheron whispered, stroking her cheek. “The moment I think you’ve discovered some sense you say such stupid things.”


    He removed his hand from her face and then slapped it hard. “I would like breakfast now, my darling.” Niobe bowed her head meekly and rushed out of the room as Acheron turned his attention back to me.


    “Tell me. Do you believe the Moonbow to be the promise of freedom as the Eusebians do? Surely you must know, Goddess of the Rainbow…” he said, sardonic laughter betraying his reverence.


    Without pausing for an instant to craft a preserving lie, I spoke the truth. “I’d sooner believe that I am as you call me, master.”


    I present myself to Acheron who has risen to the edge of the couch to retrieve a napkin from the far side of the silver pedestal.


    “Eusebian rebels seem to be growing bolder by the day,” begins Acheron. “Killing Alpha sentries, stealing their horses, inciting chaos in the streets… It pains me to think of you or dear Niobe behaving so barbarically.” He takes my hands in his, looking at me with a pauper’s pitiful eyes. “Do you wish to betray me, girl?”


    Betray? Am I that obvious, I think. I fight to keep my lips from smiling. In fact, betraying Acheron is my greatest wish, closely following the wish to kill him in cold blood.


    My failure to respond aloud replaces the false suffering in Acheron’s face with raw, virulent fury. “Niobe, bring me my whip,” he commands, wiping his mouth. He stands and impatiently snatches the whip from Niobe’s hand. “Have you gone deaf, goddess? Answer my question!”


    He begins pacing, madly whipping the mosaic floor with every drunken step. “Do you wish to be tied to a pile of willow branches, set on fire, and have your flesh eaten away, your ashes left for fish food as your brother’s were?” He stops just inches from my face, tilts my chin up toward him, and waits for my answer.


    I feel Niobe’s hands behind me removing my cloak. “No master, I don’t want to betray you,” I say, careful not to grimace at his foul-smelling breath.


    “Good, goddess. I wouldn’t want it for you.” He spins on his leather boot, then stands motionless, letting silence commence my punishment.


    The first lash across my shoulder blades knocks me to my hands and knees.


    “You must never speak a word – not even a whisper – of rebellion. No running around stirring up the masses like those heathen rats,” Acheron barks, bringing the whip down again, and again, and again…


    Face down on the glass river I feel warm streams of blood start to surface on my back. “You shall not be so ignorant. You will know what the punishment is for such stupidity before you sneak away…little… Eusebian…rat!”


    Acheron’s breathing accelerates and I count seventeen strong strikes until at last his strength gives out. The lashings weaken.


    I hear him stumble back onto his couch and take a swig of wine. “I rescued you that night from the madness of the execution. The scars will fade in time…unless your loyalty fails your conscience.”


    As if sealing the threat, Acheron splashes his wine onto my throbbing wounds. My open flesh drinks it in and I cannot stop my tears.


    “Stand, goddess!” Somehow, with head spinning and limbs shaking, I rise as red rivulets trickle down my legs. Acheron holds his right hand in a fist across his chest. “As a proud Guardian of Petros, I salute you!”


    Acheron sneers at the drops of blood falling fast onto the floor. “Niobe will clean up the mess. And when the time is right, you will clean up hers.”


    Coughing pitifully, he sits again, tosses the whip aside, and kicks his feet up onto a pillow. “Now fetch some water. My throat has gone dry.” With that, his eyes close and he’s swallowed into sleep.


    From the watery periphery of my eye, I watch Niobe scurry out of the room. Perhaps she knows it is only a matter of time before the floor beneath her becomes stained with her own Eusebian blood. Perhaps she knows that the Oracles are fools, that her hope is vanity, and that the Moonbow is nothing more than white light entering rain.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    



CARYA


    The clay water pot feels like a granite boulder in my trembling hands. I stop on the side of the street to rest, and as the world seems to curl up like a shadowy scroll before me, I sit and begin to wonder about the severity of my wounds. I reach under my tunic and gingerly slide my fingers along my side. I shudder to feel the steady flow of warm pulsing life exiting my body, and I know the damage is more severe than Acheron intended.


    Squeezing my eyes, willing my vision to right itself, I begin to hear gleeful laughter falling from the treetops of a walnut orchard nearby. The laughing stops as someone leaps out of a tree and lands with a light thud a short distance away. Quiet footsteps bring with them the intoxicating aroma of lavender, mint, and lemongrass, and I manage to smile as the presence begins to speak:


    “Iris! Iris – a rainbow burned at midnight!


    Why have your colors faded - all of them, but red?


    Iris! Iris! Bleeding in the moonlight!


    How could he do this to you – any worse, you would be…dead…”


    Her tinkling voice trails off. Sniffling, she wraps her hand around three of my fingers and cries softly on my shoulder.


    “Carya,” I say. “Carya, it’s good to see you.” I realize that I can’t see Carya at all, and yet my imagination paints her beautifully in my mind’s eye… a teenaged girl clothed in robes dyed blue like a deep sea’s waves…a coronet of pearls atop a head of waist-long auburn waves…sky-blue eyes that shimmer with starlight and purest tears.


    I met her when I was just eleven, and felt like I was looking at an older sister. My hair is auburn like hers, but instead of wavy and full, it is board straight, pitifully thin, and reaches just below my ears. Acheron chopped it all off one night while he was drunk, and afterwards laughed at how boyish and ugly I looked, “sure to be a spinster, should I ever grant you the opportunity to marry,” he said. My eyes, though blue like Carya’s, are not blue like the sky’s, at least not always. I’m told they change from looking light as the noonday sky to dark as dusk, depending on my mood. I haven’t seen them sky-blue in years. Carya is also small-boned and thin like me, but I imagine she has more muscle than one might guess, like I do.


    Carya is a nymph, immortal for all I can tell. She and dozens of others like her populate the dazzling stories of gods and heroes that captivate the wide-eyed youth of Petros. But all children grow up and learn to question the magic, the mystery, the myths they once loved so much, the princesses and warriors they wished to become. Even I believed the nymphs to be mere inventions of blind poets and bored sailors…until I was met face to face with Carya.


    My vision slowly returning, I can see Carya untying a round silk pouch from her belt. I reach my hand into my own girdle and search for my jasper stone, something Carya gave to me the night I met her and that I’ve kept close to me ever since. But my hand resurfaces empty.


    “Why did you give it to me? The stone I keep under my bed?” I say breathlessly, hoping with all my heart that the only possession I have in the world is safe within my chamber.


    “Shhhh…” she replies, and then dips her fingers into her pouch, places the contents in her palm, and then spits into it.


    “Now is not the time to ask questions, but to mend.


    I was not sent to linger, but to your wounds attend.”


    I don’t persist, perhaps because I know that doing so will have no effect on this unflappable creature, or perhaps because my master has taught me well never to challenge those in authority. As Carya nudges me to lie prostrate on the ground, I wonder why it is I’m allowing a thirteen year-old girl to have her way so easily. After all, I’m older than her now.


    As I feel Carya fold up my tunic, I begin to rock from side to side and kick my feet defiantly, like a toddler refusing medicine. But the mixture of herbs and saliva she applies to my back and legs all but paralyzes me with instantaneous relief, and I remember that Carya is something much more than a girl, much more than an Alpha or Eusebian.


    “New skin, perfect and pink, like the rosy dawn tomorrow,


    In time you can be healed of your doubts, your fears, your sorrow.”


    It starts to rain and Carya lifts me up effortlessly, and I follow her eyes as they look directly above us where the Moonbow now hangs, its omniscient eye now illuminating each delicate raindrop.


    “Jasper, red as blood and Moonbow’s highest band,


    Carry Jasper with you in your heart and in your hand.


    Remember the bow still shines after darkest days are done.


    Remember hope will follow you into bright orange desert sun.”


    Lowering my eyes to meet hers, I see only the walnut trees standing still as sentries at their posts. For a minute longer, I let them protect me, and let the Moonbow fill me with the foreign feeling of hope.


    Hope. The word means nothing to a slave. But to a slave who is also a child of Asher, it means everything.
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    I make it to the Okeanos River without a single twinge of pain and leap eagerly to the water’s edge where I have my fill of the sweet, untroubled stream. Then I remove my sandals and sit on the bank, trying to ignore the fragrance of Carya’s remedy still seeping into my skin, and the sheen of the river reminding me of the Moonbow’s presence.


    Wiggling my toes in the water, I hear a loud splash upset the waves, followed by another…and another… and another… To my left, I count six people reveling in the moonlit ripples and spot two others standing guard close by on the shore– all of them likely bandits and orphans, given their tattered clothes, young, boisterous voices, and the undercurrent of defiance that fills them.


    I can’t help but look up to the Moonbow and whisper Carya’s name, wishing she would appear one more time and tell me if I’ll receive the doma or not. If I’m still a legitimate heir despite the distance I’ve kept between myself and Duna.


    For a moment, I imagine myself joining these outlaws right here and now. Smashing Acheron’s water jar against the trunk of the nearest willow tree and stomping the shards to pieces beneath my feet. Waking up each morning never knowing where or how I’ll feed myself that day, or where I’ll sleep at night. Forgetting my name and accepting a new one, or none at all. And letting the memories of my family, my home, and my childhood become dim and disjointed, like the fragments of irretrievable dreams.


    The Moonbow is fading, and so is my patience with myself as I entertain daydreams of a different life, a coward’s life; I cannot simply run away, not as long as my master still breathes.


    I banish Carya and the doma to the dungeon of my mind and get to my feet, dragging the water pot with me. I turn to dip the jar into the river, but a bone-crushing grip seizes my shoulder, and I know… I’m not going anywhere.
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    CHAPTER THREE


    



AMBUSH


    My other arm is swiftly clenched, and I’m spun around so fast that I drop Acheron’s pot, sending it rolling toward the river. I try to yank myself free, desperate to jump after it, but my efforts are useless; my captor is a Giant, nearly twice my height and with more strength than all of his friends combined, I’m certain.


    “No use getting soaked over a little water jug now, is there?” he says, watching me seethe as the jar glides onto the waves.


    “It was my master’s,” I growl through gritted teeth.


    The Giant shakes his head mockingly, making a sympathetic clicking noise with his tongue until the wandering object finds its way into the hands of one of the bathing bandits who holds it up triumphantly, then signals to us with the harsh call of a heron.


    “I’ll be dead in the morning if I return without it,” I say, jerking fiercely in a foolish effort to salvage my only chance of survival.


    My captor tightens his grip and grins at me like a lion with a mouse trapped under its paw. “Who’s to say we won’t kill you tonight…Iris…?”


    Every muscle in my body tenses as I watch the four outlaws in the Okeanos swim toward us, alerted to the smell of fresh meat. These must be the rebels – the heathen rats – Acheron warned me about during tonight’s bloody chastisement.


    “How do you know my name?” I ask, silently cursing Carya for deserting me, leaving me with nothing more than worthless riddles and a mended body, ripe for breaking again.


    “Being an orphan doesn’t make you invisible. We’ve seen you in the marketplace. A sad lonely Eusebian girl we thought dead long ago, like her brother…”


    The Giant releases me and withdraws into the shadows as the others encircle me, their helpless prey.


    “Duna smiles on us!” shouts their leader, a wild-eyed, tan-skinned young man no older than me with a shaven head and a ragged scar on either cheek. Pacing toward me, he drops the water jar, sending it skidding to my feet. Staring at it stunned, I hear the Giant shout:


    “Aren’t you going to pick it up? After all, it belongs to your beloved master!” The din of jeering this incites is nearly deafening. Pressing my forefingers firmly against each ear, I can think of nothing else to do but yell back.


    “He is not my beloved master!” I scream, vocal cords straining. The leader strikes his hand sideways through the air, silencing his pack. “I am a slave. I – ”


    “I know who you are. A wretched slave to the Guardian Acheron, yes. But more than that. You are the sister to a far more important man. A man who died honorably for his people,” the leader says, unsheathing a small knife from his belt. “You’ll soon find out if he finds you honorable.”


    The leader charges me, his iron blade poised to kill within seconds. I do as I did on countless – needless – occasions under Acheron’s roof: draw a deep breath in and squeeze my eyes shut until I see tiny specks and swirls swimming behind my eyelids. At least this will be over sooner than a whipping, I think.


    No sound is heard, only that of my heart beat begging for mercy. But I won’t speak up on its behalf; if Carya hasn’t arrived to plead for my life by now and the doma continues to elude me, then who am I to question whether my destiny is to die right here at the reckless hands of miscreants.


    All at once I hear the low rumble of thunder, smell the sweetness of Juniper trees, feel the cool kiss of a raindrop on my temple – one last sensation before I’m killed and a pool of orphan blood stretches like a shadow into the life-giving river…


    “Wait!” The voice does not belong to Carya. I open my eyes to see the outlaw leader frozen mid-stride, like a prowling wolf alerted to the sound of another rivaling huntsman. I can see him bristling.


    Another man steps into the circle, stopping in between me and my newfound adversary. “What is it, Tycho! You’re supposed to be standing guard!” the leader yells, his tanned face reddening with rage.


    “Can we not use this girl, Lysander?” The protester speaks in a loud whisper, as if trying to keep his motive secret, as if I might dissent were I to hear it.


    Before I can consider why this stranger is intervening – and more than that, whether I want him to – he turns abruptly and shoots me a look, interrupting my thoughts with dark eyes, stern and unreadable. As he comes closer to me I see clearly why he’s been assigned the role of watchman. Though not a Giant like the guard whose hands could have snapped my arms like twigs, Tycho is broad-shouldered and tall, towering over his superior who glares up at him like a spoiled child. If circumstances were different, I might smile envisioning Tycho throwing the boy onto the opposite bank like a discus. But instead of smiling, I squint, making out the grotesque tattoo of a spotted serpent curled up on the underside of Tycho’s right forearm, signifying sworn allegiance to Python, the only real god the Alphas and Eusebians agree exists.


    I’ve heard some say that the gods and goddesses of the Alpha myths are as alive as we are, but that they were overthrown by Python millennia ago and enchained deep within the bowels of Petros. If this is true, I wonder why Carya and her kind have not been captured as well. Perhaps that explains why she isn’t here now; she fears Tycho would carry her away into the heart of the Great Sea to be sacrificed into the waves of the underworld…


    “Would you kill Acheron?” I jump at Tycho’s words. The idea of killing my master thrills me, and yet I stand speechless. How would I do it…


    “Answer him, Iris!” commands Lysander, obviously consenting to his guard’s clever suggestion.


    “I…I…I’m not…” My words catch in my throat.


    The leader lets out a slow impatient sigh while the six outlaw-dogs around him begin to snarl.


    “Kill her! Kill her, Lysander!” I hear one howl. “Acheron will have us all strapped to pyres within a week if you don’t!” The other outlaws shake their fists and shout in agreement as Lysander tosses his knife from hand to hand, back and forth, back and forth, back and forth...


    The images conjured by the mention of Enochos are enough to loosen my tongue and unshackle my feet; no Eusebian, no matter how malignant, will burn there because of me. I step forward, and the riot and Lysander’s restlessness die down until all I hear is the far-off screech of a Barn Owl.


    “Acheron will have us all killed sooner or later…” I begin.


    Before the bandits’ muttering can reach a murderous crescendo, Lysander whispers into Tycho’s ear.


    “Let her speak!” Tycho bellows. Lysander whistles for the Giant and quickly points at me with his knife.


    Moments later the sentry is looming over my shoulder, and my second chance is granted with a curt nod of Lysander’s head. “Choose your words carefully, girl,” he says, his knife still staring at my heart. I touch my chest nervously and turn to face away from the ready weapon.


    “I said Acheron will have us killed because he hates Eusebians more than anything. The only reason I am still alive is because Acheron takes pleasure in punishing me,” I say.


    The only reason Niobe is still alive is because he delights in deceiving her, speaking tenderly to her, coddling her until she believes he truly loves her. But what he truly adores is hearing her sob until sunrise after he tells her she holds as much worth as the entrails of the swine she cooked for his supper.


    I decide not to mention Niobe, hoping she will be spared from a similar ambush of her own.


    “He was the one who ordered my brother’s execution three years ago,” I continue. “Five Eusebians were burned alive because they were servants of the high priest. Because they begged Acheron to stop the pagans from sacrificing in the Temple – ”


    “And your master demanded one-hundred thousand drachmae from the Temple treasury instead,” Tycho interjects. “When Eirene got word of it, the whole city sent a beggar’s basket around on his behalf.”


    “To raise money for the poor, poor Alpha Guardian…” Lysander chimes in with a thespian’s lamenting wail.


    “Acheron couldn’t stand being made a mockery of,” Tycho finishes the story, the one I would die a hundred times to rewrite and bring my brother back. I look up at him. Able to read his eyes this time, I see in them what I have not perceived in a mortal’s face for years…compassion. “I am sorry, I – ”


    “Sorry? Why are you sorry?” Lysander interrupts crossly. “You had nothing to do with it. The only one who should be sorry is her as long as she continues to wash the feet and take the lashes of her brother’s murderer!” He lunges toward me and laughs as I shrink back from the knife like a tendril from winter’s touch. “What is your answer, slave!”


    “I will kill him,” I whisper.


    “Speak louder!” shouts Lysander.


    “I will kill him!” I exclaim. As I shout, I feel familiar tingling in my veins again, and seconds later, the same burning arrows I felt coursing through me the night Jasper died, only worse. Much, much worse.


    I feel every eye on me, each one waiting to watch me try in vain to run away or recant my declaration. But the heat grows hotter and settles in the palms of my hands. “Stop…” I whisper to myself. “Calm down.” I take a deep breath, but it does no good. My hands feel like they’re going to explode. I cry out in pain and shake my arms as though they’re covered with vicious bees.


    “What’s wrong with her?” I hear someone say.


    “She’s crazed! Look at her hands!” shouts another.


    I look down at my palms. They’re glowing orange with fire. The tips of my fingers are red as irons in a furnace.


    “It’s a doma,” Lysander whispers. He lowers his knife and carefully backs away from me.


    I turn toward the river and violently try to throw the fire out of my hands.


    It works. Two fireballs, the size of my fists, sizzle and hiss through my skin, then soar through the air, arcing over the water like shooting stars and landing with a crackling roar in the center of a Juniper’s trunk.


    “You’re an Asher!” Lysander says with an awe-struck grin spreading across his face. “Why didn’t you say so?”


    I blow on my hands and look up at the dumbfounded faces staring back at me. “I didn’t know I had the gift. Until now.”


    I feel like I’ve just stepped into a dream. To be sure it isn’t, I turn and look back at the fire burning across the river. The Juniper has become a lantern flickering in the darkness.


    “Looks like you have your chance. To have your vengeance,” says Lysander.


    He looks up into a shaft of morning light piercing though the armor of trees around us, then fiercely throws his dagger into a willow ten yards away. “Another gift for you,” he says pointing after it.


    With a whistle, he sends all of the outlaws scattering into the remaining shadows. He starts after them, but turns, remembering something. I gasp as I watch him punt Acheron’s water pot into the middle of the river. “Don’t worry, Iris. He won’t need it anymore,” he smiles.
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    I hasten back to Enochos, hoping to make it to Acheron’s house before both daylight and reason catch up with me and pull this knife from my shaking fist, forcing me to stop and consider this newfound power. As I run, I wonder how I created the fire at Okeanos. Was it formed as a response to feeling threatened? Angry? Afraid?


    In my mind’s eye I replay my brother’s pyre going up in flames, then Acheron’s drunken grin flashing in the smoke. Hot needles prick my skin from the inside, sending streams of heat from the tops of my shoulders all the way down to my knuckles. That’s it…Hate.


    I soundlessly push my way into the courtyard surrounding Acheron’s house through a small door, the one nearest the entrance into the andron where he spends most of his time, listening to poets, hosting a symposium, punishing his slaves… It is where I left him last night, locked in a slumber of wine and wickedness, unwittingly drawing his last breaths.


    I pull my cloak over my head and make my way to an open window where I crouch and wait for my breathing to slow and my heart rate to settle. I can’t lose control. Not now. It feels as if time has stopped, standing still just long enough to see the slave girl become an assassin.


    I step into the andron and approach a crumpled body lying upon the mosaic River Styx. A body whose head has blond hair that’s been unevenly cut by Acheron’s knife. I run to her, to Niobe, but I’m too late. A whip is wrapped tightly around her lifeless throat.
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    



HUNTER


    I try to summon the fire. I want to burn down this place and incinerate every trace of Acheron’s existence. I feel the heat inside me, beating in my heart, burning in my lungs, but it isn’t the same. I turn my hands over and see only pink flesh still cooling from their exhibition at Okeanos. I grit my teeth, close my eyes, and flex every muscle in my body, trying so hard to conjure the doma that I make myself lightheaded.


    Why isn’t it working?


    I wander back into the courtyard, every muscle cramping, my head swimming, and slide down the rough mud brick wall, and weep for Niobe.


    After what feels like hours, I open my eyes and watch the pale blue haze of morning light creep closer, like an ominous Enochos wave. Suddenly I feel as though I’m back in that icy sea and that at any moment, Acheron, the gallant Guardian, will hook his arm around my flailing body and force me onto shore. Only this time, he will not view me as a harmless, able-bodied slave girl worth saving, but as an expendable, untrustworthy Eusebian deserving death.


    I wonder what Niobe did to provoke him; it could have been anything. Perhaps she spent one too many minutes ridding the mosaic river of my blood, or spoke heedlessly of the Oracles and the Moonbow’s promise as she did three years ago. The next possibility makes my blood run cold…


    Could it be that Niobe spoke in my defense, once again wrongly believing she had won his favor and the right to speak freely? I never considered Niobe a friend. She resented any woman to whom Acheron showed affection, whether actual or pretended, especially one whose life he’d saved. But she was no enemy either. Had she been, what would have prevented her from slipping hemlock or mandrake into my soup the night I was brought in, brain and body numb from hypothermia? I was on the edge of death, and she chose to pull me away from it. What would have kept her from whispering lies about me into Acheron’s ear, feeding his suspicions that I had been corrupted with revolutionary ideas?


    When I was helpless, bleeding on the floor, she didn’t look on with satisfaction. She fled the room, aghast at the sight of her sister Eusebian suffering at the hands of a charming tyrant. I’m almost sure of it. Niobe had allowed her mind to rip the mask from Acheron’s face, revealing the coldness of his eyes, the poison of his silver tongue, the cruelty of his kiss.


    I hear the wooden gate creak open and the rustling of the groundskeepers as they enter to begin another day, just as they did yesterday and the day before, and the day before that. Alphas all of them, they’ve never known suffering at Acheron’s hand; they’ve merely stood by stoically and watched his wrath fall, hard and sporadic like hail from a thunderhead, before returning to their precious pomegranate trees and dainty trellises of bougainvillea. I try not to despise them. It isn’t their fault that I am Eusebian, “a daughter of Duna,” and they are Alpha, children of a petty pantheon of lost immortals who have inherited their ancestors’ lust for power.


    Before the servants notice me and, I fear, report my whereabouts to Acheron, I navigate around the house on hands and knees until I am well hidden beneath the shade and foliage of a flowering myrtle.


    Clip-clop, clip-clop, clip-clop. My heartbeat mimics the sharp staccato rhythm of horse hooves pounding the cobblestone path outside the wall. I know only one person who travels on horseback.


    “Good morning, Darius,” I hear Acheron say, using a sickeningly blithe tone only an unfeeling murderer could be capable of after strangling a slave. “I’ve been called to Eirene for the day. Clean up the mess inside after you’ve pruned the olive trees, and tell the girl to wait for me in the andron when she returns.”


    I don’t linger another moment. I make my way, low like a lizard, to the entrance nearest the slaves’ quarters and quietly trespass into the chamber I shared with Niobe. The pungent smell of leeks, onions, and celery simmered together fills my nostrils, and I feel my belly begin to ache for it. As I survey the room in search of the food, a flash of red catches my eye.


    There, shimmering in a sliver of sunlight upon a bronze spoon, is my jasper stone. I must have dropped it during my nightmare last night. Acheron had strict rules about slaves’ possessions. The only things we were allowed to keep were the clothes on our backs and sandals on our feet. The jasper stone, luckily, was small enough to fit inside my sandal while I worked and stay wrapped under my fingers as I slept.


    I fall down before the tiny red rock as though it were a recovered relic atop a temple altar, then carefully draw it to my heart.


    “That’s the last time I leave you behind,” I swear to it. And then I begin to cry again when I think of Niobe, whom I also left behind. I try to tell myself that there was nothing I could do to stop Acheron from killing her. Nothing, that is, without the doma.


    If only I had received it last night! My eyes burn with tears once more. “I could have stopped him… I could have killed him!” I nearly shout.


    In the corner of the room, below the window and away from the light, is the lentil soup contained in one of Acheron’s finest black bowls. It depicts two persimmon-colored women standing at an upright loom, busy turning raw wool into cloth. I hold the lukewarm vessel to my face and take in its earthy aroma, then fetch the spoon and gingerly dip it into the broth. As I bring the spoon to my lips, I notice a crabbed inscription etched vertically into the bowl above a basket full of yarn: ἀδελφός…Sisters.


    Niobe, my Eusebian sister, is nourishing me, bringing my soul and body back to life as she did before; but this time with intangible sustenance far more invigorating than lentil soup alone. Clasping the jasper stone and filling my belly with her final gift, I resolve that every fiber and thread of my life will be woven with one unwavering purpose – to watch Acheron melt head to foot in the volcanic heat from my hands.
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    The fever is ready to release my mother’s broken body from its torturous hands – one ice-cold, the other fire-hot. My brother surrendered to sleep hours ago, but I stay close by her bed near the window, trusting the moonlight to keep me awake.


    As if spiraling down from the ceiling above us, a cool breeze sweeps through the room, and at once I feel peace settle upon me like a mantle. My mother’s groaning ceases completely; was it not for a smile appearing on her pale, cracked lips, I would think her dead.


    Lifting my eyes from hers, still closed, I see something peculiar forming low in the midnight sky. First, a faint arc of silvery light with a misty sheet of rain falling through it, then seven transparent ribbons of color materializing one by one beneath the first. I close an eye and hold my thumb and forefinger to the bow, creating a frame around the portrait, perfectly aglow with brushstrokes, barely golden.


    If only I could pull it into the room with us and let my mother hold it, just for a while, I thought.


    “Mother…” I whispered, as if a tone any louder would chase away the Moonbow, or worse, dissolve the serenity it was casting over us.


    “Iris…” I felt the color escape my face as I turned to see the source of a young girl’s voice, just like mine only sweetened with poetry.


    There she is, a goddess-like nymph standing in the room’s single shaft of light, arrayed in royal robes and the soothing scents of springtime herbs. She takes a step toward me and smiles up at the Moonbow. Somehow, I know without question that this intruder is a friend.


    “ … Iris, Child of the Rainbow,


    I am Carya, sent by Duna. I’ve known you from afar.


    Take heart, Iris, gaze upon the Moonbow,


    Your mother flies beyond it, passed the furthest star.


    Hear me, she is well now, free from fever’s pain,


    A promise for you, Iris: you can be with her again.”


    The nymph spends the rest of the night kneeling at my side, sometimes weeping with me, other times softly humming. All the while, I struggle to let my mother go, battling to believe her spirit has soared through the Moonbow’s arches as Carya has promised.


    As the sunrise climbs out of the distant hills, Carya embraces me and places a smooth red jasper stone in my hand, whispering:


    “Red, the color of courage, of passion, strength, and love.


    Jasper will point the way to the Moonbow’s light above.”


    Before my lips can part to ask the meaning of the strange gift, Carya has already vanished.


    After the sun finishes transforming the Moonbow into ordinary sky, Jasper walks in and takes Carya’s place beside me. He folds his arms on the bed and buries his head into them, sobbing. Not sure what else to do, I do what Carya did and cry alongside him.


    “Why didn’t you wake me?” Jasper asks just as the morning chorus of birds stops singing.


    I can’t speak. My focus is fixed on the emptiness of the indigo horizon.


    Noticing my restless fingers rubbing Carya’s stone between them, Jasper sighs with pity. “Remember what mother said, Iris. It isn’t over.”


    “Did you see her?” I ask him before I lose my courage.


    “Who?”


    “The girl. Carya. She was just here before you came in. I think she’s a goddess, Jasper.”


    “You were just imagining, sister,” he says. The time he takes to think about his words tells me he feels sorry for me. “Our minds… Well, they can play tricks on us. And there’s no such thing as goddesses. Those are just made-up Alpha stories.”


    “No, Jasper!” I say, gripping his wrist, not wanting to be talked to like a child. “She’s real. She gave me this.” I hold out my other hand for him to see the stone. “It’s jasper, like the ones we used to find on the beach.”


    Jasper sighs and scratches his forehead. “We have boxes full of those, Iris.” He lowers his hand and wraps his arm around my shoulder, drawing me into his side. “I love you. I thank Duna we can comfort one another.”


    Of course. He thinks I’ve taken a stone from our collection and have fancied it an enchanted keepsake from a mythical goddess.


    As Jasper gently takes our mother from the bed, I swear never to speak another word to him about Carya – partly because I don’t want to be thought crazy, and partly because I fear that I am.
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    I’m startled awake by the strident screech of a hawk flying somewhere above me. I squeeze my hand around the jasper stone and carefully roll onto my back, which feels significantly better that it did last night…thanks to Carya. “See, Jasper. I’m not crazy,” I speak to the sky, hoping my brother hears me.


    My eyes flutter open to see a vulture pecking at a carcass just an arm span from where I lie. I jump to my feet and amble toward a small ravine, lest it think that I, too, am something to be scavenged.


    I trudged all morning through the rocky hills enclosing Enochos until my wearied legs refused to take me any farther. When I kill him, I will also take his horse. I smile at the thought. At the rate I’m traveling, it could be weeks before I make it to the Eusebian city of Limén where I hope to find work. If I want to kill Acheron, I will have to keep myself alive, and I don’t want to steal or kill for food if I can help it.


    I peer into the stream and scan the face looking back at me. No longer a vulnerable orphan or a defenseless slave, I see the capricious visage of a liar, a thief, a fugitive, and yes… an assassin. I will become anything I must in order to avenge my brother and the other innocents who have died to satisfy Acheron’s black-hearted whims. And I won’t need the doma to help me.


    I hear a low-pitched growl and watch the water waken with ripples creeping across it from the opposite shore. My gaze leaves my reflection’s eyes and meets those of a gray wolf; his slight yet powerful paws have already begun advancing toward me. It is easy to judge from his long, scrawny limbs and protruding ribcage that he won’t leave any part of me behind for the vultures…if he has his way.


    He stops seven feet from me, standing stiff-legged and tall. When he sees me reach for my knife, he crouches and curls up his lips, revealing six sharp incisors ready to tear open my throat.


    Staring into the wolf’s golden eyes, I try to imagine that I am face to face with Acheron. I anticipate the thrill of walking away from his dead body without turning back. No regrets.


    The passing of a cloud over the midday sun sends a shadow over our battleground, and a swell of confidence through my body. I initiate the charge with a long lunge and an extended hand tipped with the solitary blade, daring my enemy to attack. He points his ears and barks quietly, perhaps humored by my modest display of bravery. In the next second, he is six feet in the air and my arm is outstretched as high as it can reach. Every muscle and sinew in me remains rigid and unmoving as I wait with suspended breath and unblinking eyes for the animal to descend.


    As the darkness of his body falls over me, I thrust my dagger up into his underbelly, and together we collapse into the shallow riverbed. I lock eyes with the beast as his eyes soften and mouth closes. He whimpers as I retract the knife and roll him off of my chest.


    Though my father was a tanner, we never saw the animals alive. I’ve never killed anything…at least not on purpose. Years ago I once hurled a spotted stone at the nest of two barn swallows I’d found under a bridge near my family’s house, curious to see if the mother bird might sit upon it like one of her eggs. The rock struck her glossy blue wing and she warbled wildly until her male companion joined her side. All at once, as though I’d been buried by an avalanche propelled by my own voice, I felt what it was to regret.


    Overwhelmed with shame, I ran home as fast I could, my throat tightening as I tried in vain to restrain a surge of tears. Jasper could barely understand me as I begged him, in between heavy, inconsolable sobs, to bandage the broken wing.


    “You must be careful, Iris. Had she been a larger animal, she would’ve defended herself, and then you might have been the one in need of mending,” Jasper warned with a facetious smile. But there was truth in what he said, and I thought to myself I wouldn’t harm another creature unless it first threatened me.


    I’m glad I don’t have to stab the wolf again. Within a few seconds, his whimpering stops and his belly stops rising. I drag him by the hind legs onto shore, then walk back down to the water and wash my hands and knife.


    Before I leave, I peer into the water. And though it’s unrecognizable at first, I know the face looking back at me by the pain and weariness that encircle its dark blue eyes. It’s the face of the woman I will be until my journey is done – this is Hunter.
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    CHAPTER FIVE


    



RUNAWAY


    By nightfall I make it to the Port of Ourania. Unlike Enochos, home to the executioner’s lonely vessel and the few combustible pyres of criminals, Ourania’s waters are crowded with cargo ships and fishing boats bringing everything from wood and wheat to squid and silver into the arms of the bustling harbor. Only a half circle of sun sits on the soft, flame-orange horizon, and yet sailors and dockworkers scurry like nocturnal ants, carrying load after load to and from their assigned crafts.


    I stop and sit on an empty crate and heave the dead wolf off of my burning shoulders. I’ve been tempted countless times to stop and skin him, making my journey easier, but I talked myself out of it, thinking it wise to keep him as he is so that I can handily prove my skill when I find a tanner to work for. I also hope that it can serve as a reminder – to myself and to others – that I can fend for myself.


    Setting my limp and lifeless trophy on the ground, I’m suddenly struck by a nausea that feels strangely like sea sickness, and I realize I’ve traveled nearly fifteen miles today with nothing more than Niobe’s lentil soup to keep me moving.


    “You must be starved!”


    My empty stomach leaps into my throat as I jump at the deep voice calling to me. I hear the stranger chuckle at my reaction, and as I turn angrily to face the irritant, I’m met with the likeness of a hideous serpent stained into the olive skin of a muscular forearm. I follow its forked tongue up to the familiar face of Tycho, the outspoken outlaw who found it prudent to deem me a Guardian’s killer.


    “I didn’t mean to startle you, my lady,” he says, his smile fading at the sight of my furrowed brow framing exhausted eyes.


    I look over my shoulder, then back at Tycho with a feeble shrug.


    “Expecting someone?” he asks.


    “No. I was looking for this lady you speak of,” I joke, with immediate regret. I can’t let this stranger get too close. He’s a Pythonian who has seen the doma I possess. It could be very valuable to him…


    “What else am I to call you? Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt?” he says, pointing at the dead wolf at my feet.


    “That’s funny. Most people believe that I was named to honor the rainbow goddess.” Most…except for Jasper…


    My gaze drifts out to sea, and with my mind I create a faraway world of the wine-dark water, remembering the day I first beat Jasper in a hundred-yard foot race through a field of wildflowers.


    “I’d say you are swifter than Iris of the Rainbow, sister!” he’d exclaimed, hands on his knees as he caught his breath.


    I watched as his earnest eyes searched the multi-colored meadow beneath us until they settled on a favorite; he picked a purple flower from the earth, shook off the dirt, and examined the specimen proudly. “Now…this is what you are named for,” he said, tucking the Iris blossom behind my ear. “All of the beauty of the rainbow bursting out of one little girl, just like papa said.”


    “I don’t think much of the gods, my lady. But you’ve got a pretty flower named for you.” My reverie is shattered as I jump once more at Tycho’s words. Does this Pythonian know my thoughts?


    “I don’t mean to scare you.” He pauses, as if contemplating how he might ease my nerves, and then extends his right hand for me to grasp. I stand to take it, trying not to focus on the python’s beady black eyes staring up at me from Tycho’s arm. “Don’t mind him, my lady. He doesn’t bite,” he jests with a broad, dimpled grin that I can’t help but find disarming.


    I check myself, recalling the countless times I was warned as a child never to fraternize with a Pythonian:


    “Beware the venom of the Pythonian mark.”


    It is said that the dark god’s disciples can be as quick to draw blood as they are to offer aid. I think of Tycho interceding on my behalf, stopping Lysander from sending me to the River Styx to join Niobe as her soul floated toward an afterlife I’m terrified to face. He offered help, even saved my life, and now he slithers onto my path again, full of wiles and lethal fangs.


    “You’re a servant of Python. It’s your bite I should be wary of,” I say, lowering my hand and returning to my seat. Tycho’s eyes turn with sadness to the sea, and I wonder what troubling memory the quiet waves conjure in his mind’s eye, what depth of evil his devotion to Python has led him to.


    “You think I don’t know what your tattoo means? I want nothing to do with you,” I announce tersely. Hoisting the wolf around my shoulders, I turn and make for the nearest cargo ship, one being filled with bushels of barley, beans, dates and figs.


    “Wait!” Tycho’s voice shouts the word with the same measure of boldness and desperation it possessed one day ago, when it seized Lysander and prevented an orphan’s homicide. He was determined to keep me alive then, and now I sense it was purely to advance a nefarious mission, perhaps to sacrifice my doma to his god, or offer me as a priestess to be clothed in white and stripped of virtue.


    I stop and stand still for a minute, spending every second of it listening to the logic that scolds my halted feet and urges me to keep walking, to forget this Odysseus, this sly deceiver, and hurry onto the boat before he can utter another word. But I turn in spite of myself, ready to spit out the honeyed words he’ll speak, to avert my eyes should he flash a smile that would put handsome Achilles to shame.


    But he doesn’t speak. He doesn’t smile. He only skims the sand with his topaz eyes and begins twisting his left hand around his tattooed forearm, as if trying to strangle the ineffaceable serpent.


    “I may have to chop off this arm,” he says, giving a half-hearted laugh. I return his good humor with a frown and expel a dissatisfied sigh.


    “I renounced my vows to Python nearly a decade ago. I give you my word,” Tycho says, the deep timbre of his voice pleading with me to believe him.


    Discerning the suspicion on my face, he continues. “I was – am – a Eusebian also. Perhaps not an orthodox one,” he laughs. “I always wanted to know more about good and evil and where it all came from, to go deeper, beyond what the old stories tell us. I guess you could say it got me into trouble – for a while, at least.”


    Not caring to hear Tycho’s testimony of prodigality, nor about any spiritual epiphany, I take a deep breath and look restlessly toward the ship.


    “And like your brother,” Tycho continues, changing the subject to appease me, “I wanted a better life for our people, wanted to do everything in my power to drive the Petrodians out of Eirene and win our freedom.”


    “What power?” I say, unable to keep the snide remark from sliding off my tongue.


    “Exactly, my lady. I had none. I have no doma,” he jokes. I must not look amused because he clears his throat and proceeds as though he never mentioned my gift. “But I found someone who claimed to have all the power in the world,” Tycho says. “And he was willing to give me access to it if I only served him and accepted his mark.” He releases his forearm and looks past me to the cargo ship. “It’s getting dark. That trading ship is headed to Limén. And it appears to be carrying plenty of food. Was I right when I said you must be hungry?” I nod. My stomach churns, and I begin to salivate as I imagine biting into the sweet, pulpy flesh of a fresh ripe fig.


    “I’m famished,” I reply, feeling my empty stomach twist itself into an intolerable knot, punishing me for neglecting it so long.


    Tycho approaches me and lifts the dead wolf from my back and places it on his own. “Come on then, my lady. We can use your friend here to pay our way!”


    “I can’t sell the wolf,” I say, my voice losing strength with every breath. “I have to use it to get work.”


    “You can’t get work without having some food first,” Tycho reasons. “And there will be other wolves for you to kill.”


    His smile slams the door on a likely trap, and I follow him to the dock. Even if I am being led away to be made a slave again, I am too tired to turn away for caution’s sake, too hungry to care.
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    The captain was pleased to accept the wolf carcass in return for passage and supper aboard his ship. He laughed that I had not skinned it yet, but I didn’t mind; I was simply glad to be rid of the weight and stench of it. The helmsmen greeted Tycho like they were all old friends, and indeed, they seemed to regard him as one of their own and promptly enlisted him to help ready the oars and sails. Before they could ask me any questions, I sneaked away to the bow like a stowaway and ate voraciously of olives and figs until my stomach could hold no more.


    Groaning, I lie back on the boat and rest my hands on a full belly. Staring up at an ill-boding blanket of cloud cover, I feel reason and good sense returning to me, and I silently scream to myself:


    How weak you are! You’ve joined yourself to a Pythonian, and perhaps a whole ship of them. If you die tonight, no one could say you didn’t deserve it.


    “Please, Tycho…don’t tell us that pretty girl you brought along is your sister…” I hear one say.


    “She’s mine if she isn’t!” another shouts.


    My cheeks begin to burn with both embarrassment and rage, and I rise to hear what Tycho might say.


    “Yes. She is my sister,” he answers. “And she’ll be treated with respect.”


    Grumbling and laughter emanate from the deck as the sailors assure him no harm will come to me, then go on about their business until finally oars are grasped and Poseidon prayed to for safe voyage, a ritual of superstitious sailors, no matter their religion.


    Moments later, Tycho taps me on the shoulder. “You can sleep in there,” he says, pointing to a small tent two yards behind me. I must appear dubious because he crouches to me and adds, “I’ll be right here. No one will bother you. I’ll wake you when we’re in Limén.”


    “I can take care of myself,” I say, wishing my hands would warm just enough for him to see them glow.


    “All right, then,” is all he says.


    I wait a few minutes after he leaves, then settle into the sackcloth shelter. Quickly, I am lulled to sleep by the ship at sea before regret can collapse this cocoon of safety, as fleeting as it may be.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    



LIMÉN


    Tonight my dreams are spared from the pyres of Enochos. In its place, the Alpha tale of an ill-fated goddess lifts itself from somewhere deep within my psyche, from a forgotten fragment of my childhood spent beside my Alpha schoolmates who danced and sang her story as if it were a wedding march. It’s the legend of Persephone, one of Zeus’s daughters whose beauty caught the lustful eye of Hades, god-king of the underworld.


    “ … He wanted her as his queen, and he called to her by name.


    Beside the glowing narcissus, she plucked irises of blue,


    And when his chariot rode past her, their dainty petals flew … ”


    After Persephone’s abduction, her mother Demeter forbade the earth to produce its bounty. The world would hunger and wallow in winter as long as she was without the daughter she loved more than life itself, more than immortality...


    “The seeds made stubborn did not grow; oxen curved their plows in vain,


    Cruel famine brought no sacrifices, and priests’ tears brought no rain.


    When Zeus perceived this in his heart, he sent Iris down below,


    But not even heaven’s aid could melt Demeter’s heart of snow.”


    Neither mighty Zeus nor Hades could contend with Demeter’s wrath. But Hades could outwit her. Before he allowed his bride to be ushered back to the realm of mortals, he nourished her with fruit grown in sun-starved orchards, plucked by bloodless hands.


    “But with the pomegranate seeds, Hades sealed her infernal reign,


    For when spring wilts and cold winds blow, she is his queen again.”


    Persephone had seeds of hell itself inside her. And so she was destined to dwell below the earth for one third of the year. During her absence, the earth was forsaken, plagued with barrenness until the day she would emerge like a shining white lily in spring.


    The dream wounds me with memories of a past that is not my own. I long for Persephone. I sense my soul reaching out to her as though she were Jasper upon the pyre. If I were a goddess, I would turn Petros into a bitter wasteland until he returned from the underworld. If Zeus truly did exist, I would implore him every hour of every day to intercede and end Hades’s heartless reign before he could destroy another life or curse another world.


    But Zeus does not exist. And Duna has been more foe than friend. At least the Alphas have come to see that their myths have no more substance than the funereal dreams of an orphan slave. My people insist their prophecies are true, that their deity cares for them. They gasp prayers into the air and swear that they are heard. Some, like Jasper, are so deeply deceived that they revere the Moonbow as a symbol of Phos’ victory over Python in the Great Sea seven years ago.


    In my dream, I look out through Demeter’s eyes as she sways back and forth on an ocean of fading blue irises, a Narcissus petal from her daughter’s hair dangling from her hand. I can feel her heart aching, eyes burning as her gaze penetrates the cloud cover. She is yearning to pray. She wants nothing more than to call upon heaven to save her from her misery. But she dares not; she knows nothing worthy of prayer lies beyond that wall of sky. Nothing could be more futile than waiting for answers from an unseen god or aid from his unknown army. So she will tear her eyes from Mount Olympus forever and exile herself to this gray, grief-stricken sea...


    “Mighty Poseidon! Brother of Almighty Zeus! I beseech you! End this storm!”


    The melody of my night song shatters as I awaken to the sound of the captain howling like a crazed wolf at the sky. I find myself in hazy twilight, trapped between slumber and the waking world as the shards of the myth continue to pierce me, and my eyes open up to another nightmare.
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    I peek outside the tent as two great arms of lilac lightning seize the sea just a hundred yards from the ship. I wonder if Duna could see my dreams; perhaps he’s punishing me for recanting the faith I followed blindly as a child.


    Staring out into the storm with Demeter’s stubbornness coursing through me, I stagger out of the tent onto slick wet wood to let the Eusebian god get a better look at his rebel orphan. I slip and fall several times as I make my way to the opposite edge of the boat. The thunder vibrates inside my chest as I watch rain, wind, and flashing light thrash against each other, pushing the wrathful waves ever closer to my clenched, unyielding hands. I hear the captain bark orders through the downpour and the frantic feet of the crew scurrying and sliding behind me. Some mutter curses, other shout out prayers, but the storm only grows fiercer.


    “What do you think you’re doing?!” Tycho takes me by the shoulders and pulls me away from my defiant perch.


    I feel my tongue pressing hard into the roof of my mouth, fighting back a torrent of tears, and I cannot free it to offer him an answer. The truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing. Only that I want to know why Duna has taken away everyone I love and why I’m still here, alive and alone with nothing but nightmares and a doma that is of no good to me.


    “You’ll die out here,” Tycho grunts as he yanks me back by the wrist and in one swift motion throws me over his shoulder.


    I kick and punch and scream and flail, but Tycho ignores me like a bull ignores a fly buzzing around its horns. And now, as a bounty hunter returning dutifully with his prisoner in tow, Tycho thrusts open the door to the captain’s cabin, turns around, slides me off his back like a wet winter cloak, and sets me down on the last dry deck of the ship.


    “Like I told you earlier, I’ll wake you when we’re in Limén,” he says, shutting the door.


    A few moments later, I crawl quietly toward the door, but am stopped by the sound of a key locking me in, keeping me safe from the roaring waves that tempt my wandering spirit.
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    From under the door, a long faint line of yellow light points itself at me like the tip of a sword, and I cannot help but notice that even warm morning sunshine, welcomed by most, can remind me of death. I roll through the diaphanous blade, stretch my arms, and then remember where I am. I jump to my feet and begin pounding my fists against my prison door. Seconds later, I hear the key inside the lock, smell the salty air, and feel my lungs expand in longing for it.


    Tycho opens the door and presents his palm, occupied by a plump, purple fig. He takes it in his other hand, twists off its stem and offers it to me, his idea of an olive branch, I assume.


    “Never touch me again!” I yell. “I told you…I can take care of myself!” With that, I pinch the fig between my fingers, split it open, take a bite, and step out into a blinding brightness.


    “The ugliest storms make the most beautiful mornings, don’t they?” I hear Tycho say. Did he even hear me shout at him?


     I slowly open my eyes and see the sailors busy unloading the ship and sweeping the deck, smiling and carrying on - last night’s terror already long forgotten. “We arrived an hour ago. I thought it best to let you sleep a while longer.” Tycho pats me on the shoulder, then jumps over the side of the ship and onto the dock. He pushes a wooden ramp against the ship and waits as I clumsily stumble down it.


    “You’ll have your sea legs soon enough,” Tycho laughs.


    Thanks to yours, I’ve lived to see another morning, I think, and I try to discern whether I feel grateful to him, or resentful. I suppose I will have to wait and see what Limén holds for me before I can be sure…


    “I don’t intend to board another boat again if I can help it,” I say. I untie my sandals and carry my wobbly legs as fast I can toward the white, glowing shore, then plunge each foot into the sparkling sand and drop onto it like a child introducing herself to snow. I remove the jasper stone from my girdle and hold it up to the iris-colored sky. It fits there perfectly, a radiant red queen for the glorious gold sun.


    I admire these regal spheres until a wind pushes a cloud across the sun. I lower my stone, reminded of Carya’s last words to me:


    “Remember hope will follow you into bright orange desert sun.”


    Has hope followed me here to Limén, this Eusebian land on the eastern edge of the desert wilderness?


    Before I can begin to wonder what that meddlesome nymph might have meant with her riddle, Tycho drops my sandals at my side.


    “What do you suppose you’ll do now?” he asks.


    I slip the stone back into its pouch and put on my sandals as I try to conceive a response that will relieve him of the curious pity he has for me.


    “If you must know, I’m going to find work,” I say, rising to my feet. Tycho searches my eyes, unsure of the confidence I’m trying hard to project with unblinking eyes, a slight upward tilt of my chin, and easy, even breaths. “As a tanner, like my father.” Tycho looks down at his right arm, then back at me with eyes darkened by the unknown memories that lurk behind them.


    “Your papa taught you well. Never trust Pythonians…no matter what they do,” he says. He takes my left hand in his and leans over it with a kiss. “You’ll be in my prayers, Iris.”


    I nod just once, and off he walks without another word.


    As I watch him disappear into the crowd, I tremble and gaze at the dome of the desert sun. What if this Pythonian, my mysterious protector, was the “hope” of which Carya sang? If Duna does exist, and his messenger-nymph had indeed delivered a message to me, I have judged it wrongly, rejected it willfully, and cast it away without even saying thank you.

  


  
    [image: 1-moonbow]


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    



MESSENGER


    I float aimlessly through Limén’s streets like a disembodied spirit journeying along the Styx, but without the underworld ferryman to guide me to my destination, I don’t know when or where to stop, and feel as though I might haunt this place forever. The streets are crowded with shouting merchants, braying donkeys being prodded and laden with goods, and busy slaves, some buying fine frocks of every shade, others honey-drizzled pastries, ceramic jugs of wine, and silk slippers.


    The sight of shoes reminds me that I haven’t been floating. On the contrary, I have walked more than twenty miles in a matter of days. I look down at my own dust-covered feet, my toenails caked with mud, and the deteriorating sandals that have rubbed raw my heels and ankles. I promise myself that the first thing I will do when I earn my first drachma is buy a sturdy pair of boots, the kind the actors wear in tragic plays to increase their stature.


    The edge of town isn’t far, I tell myself. Just make it to a tannery. It won’t be far…


     I continue on, one tiresome, sore step at a time until the sunlight’s departure and the emergence of shadows awaken my consciousness; a few seconds later, the strong, familiar whiff of a dead animal gets my attention.


    I turn to see an old man, a tanner no doubt, trudging slowly toward the street’s lonely end, a mound of dried animal skins stacked on either shoulder. His hair is gray and nearly gone, his frame wiry, but not weak. As if sensing my furtive examination of him, the tanner turns slightly to the right, and I see a slight, twinkling eye that reminds me of my father’s. Half-driven by my desperate need for food and work, half-driven to meet a man so much like my father, I hurry after him.


    “Sir! Sir!” I call out, then join him at his side. He seems unsurprised by my sudden appearance and continues on at a steady pace, as if passing the time with an old friend.


    “Hello, girl. Welcome to the city.”


    “Hello,” I say slowly, mimicking the mellowness of his voice. “How did you know I’m not from Limén?”


    “I’ve lived here all my sixty-eight years and walked up and down this street more times than I know how to count. Yours is the only strange face I know,” he says, pausing to skim my face a few seconds to make certain it’s foreign to him.


    “Well it won’t be strange to you any longer. My name is Iris. I’m a tanner’s daughter from Eirene.”


    “A tanner, you say? Well, you’re no stranger indeed,” he says, eyebrows forming a pleasant arch around his sky-blue eyes. “I’m Gennadius, a tanner also. But I’m sure you knew that.” He shrugs his shoulders and tilts his head back toward the load of work he carries.


    “May I help you, Gennadius?” I ask, holding open my arms to receive half of the skins. He stops walking and takes a good look at me, this time to discern not my identity, but my intentions.


    “Are you trying to get work from me, girl?” he asks.


    “Yes, sir. I know tanning is not a woman’s trade, but it’s the only one I know. I can show you.”


    “Well…the smell of urine and animal brains hasn’t turned you back yet…” he says, looking to the solitary house ahead, half a mile removed from the last home lining the broad road behind us. “In fact,” he adds with a sniff. “I think I smell a bit of the trade on you!”


    I decide not to explain his shrewd observation lest that lead to demands for more information than necessary, so I take the skins from his right shoulder to prove my stomach for them. The tanner smiles in amusement, and at his silent gesture of acceptance, I am surprised to find that I am, in fact, tremendously grateful for it.
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    Gennadius leads us around his tiny home to an even smaller tannery, which isn’t nearly far enough from the household to keep their noses safe from the fetid fumes. I suppose they, like my family and me, have grown accustomed to the indecent aroma of animal excrement and decaying flesh. The human body has wondrous ways of adapting to cruel conditions; staying upright without vomiting in the midst of this repugnant hovel is no exception.


    Inside the tannery sits sleeping a diminutive woman of full, raven hair interwoven with subtle strands of white. The largest pieces of colorless hair frame a face so brown and worn that it resembles the leather her trade produces. Before her feet are two large circular vats, one filled with water and new skins to be softened, the other waiting for our latest delivery.


    Gennadius nods toward the empty vat and proceeds to submerge his skins into them. I do the same, as quietly as I can as not to disturb the mistress who looks as though she could sleep until summer.


    “Aspasia, wake up, my sweet!” Gennadius shouts. “We have a guest!” His wife slowly opens one eye, not at all startled by our intrusion. My family and I always slept like babies; surrounded by the stench of death, the thought of thieves never crossed our minds.


    Gennadius walks over to his wife, takes her by the hand, and helps her to her feet.


    “Aspasia, this young lady is a tanner’s daughter. Her name is – ”


    “I know who this girl is. I told you she would be coming, Gennadius,” the woman interrupts with a honey-smooth voice that seems to sing. Then she turns to me. “Carya told me you were coming.” She begins walking toward me with the glad smile of a grandmother who has known me all of my life.


    “Carya?” The question leaps out of me like a lamb from a thicket. Why is that nymph chasing me?


    “That is, of course, if you’re the girl with the jasper stone…” she says, her voice sliding down along with her gaze, which fixes itself on my girdle.


    Unsure if the old woman is a prophetess, a witch, or truly the friend of my childhood comforter, I decide it’s best to say nothing and leave before she reads my thoughts…learns about my power. I meet Gennadius’s eyes, and with a simple nod try to convey the overwhelming thankfulness I feel for the unearned trust and the warmth of home, however brief, that he gave to me.


    As I turn for the door, I feel a gentle hand on my back and am reminded of Acheron’s whip.


    “The maiden told me your wounds may still need tending to,” Aspasia says.


    “I have to go,” is my stern reply. “My parents taught me better than to keep company with a sorceress. I must say, it’s very clever of you to concoct your potions and cast your spells out here. I’m sure the stench turns everyone else away.”


    “Gennadius, bring some ginger, cinnamon, and calendula.” The words hardly escape Aspasia’s mouth before her husband leaves us for the healing herbs. “Iris. Look at me, child.” I turn around and look into her large jade eyes, surrounded by deep lines of inviting laughter. An enchantress’s eyes would be empty of joy and without color; hers are full of both. “You mustn’t go. The reward is great for a fugitive’s captor,” she says.


    “And how am I to be sure you aren’t out for that reward?” I ask with heightening suspicion. I will not be bewitched by this Siren’s song. “How can I know that you aren’t a Pythonian witch who has learned of me from some plume of smoke or pool of water under a full moon?” Aspasia’s smile fades.


    “I am no witch. May no one ever think me so, Duna,” she implores, looking up through the ceiling toward her god. She lowers her eyes back to mine and takes my hand. “You have good reason to believe that I am untrustworthy, I know. But you must believe…not everyone is your enemy.”


    I hear the door open behind us followed by the slow footsteps of Gennadius. As if sensing the tension in the room, he lightly kisses his wife’s temple and places in her free hand a leather pouch that smells wonderfully of spices. Then he slips a golden calendula flower behind her ear and whispers, “Perhaps you should tell the young lady the message.” Aspasia nods, taking the flower from her ear. She twirls it carefully in her fingers before drawing it to her nose, breathing in its vibrancy.


    “My husband and I are followers of Duna, child. By his providence, he found it right to send his servant Carya to us with a message. A message for you.”


    “Carya has given me messages herself!” I exclaim. “Why doesn’t she deliver this one?” I too look to the ceiling, opening my arms in invitation to my timid nymph.


    “Shhhh…Iris…” With merely two words, my blood is cooled and my pulse slowed by Gennadius’s dove-like voice. “When I was a boy I knew the adventures of Odysseus and the labors of Jason and Herakles by heart. I knew them so well that my imagination would often lead me through the woods where it created Cyclopses, Calypso’s island, the Cretan Bull…” he chuckles as the boyhood scenes parade past his mind’s eye. “I was the bravest warrior, the most renowned hero in all of Limén,” he grins, playfully placing his right hand over his breast in solemn salute to his youthful fantasized feats.


    Aspasia wraps a bare brown arm around his waist and finishes his thoughts. “Carya is not a figment of your imagination, child. You never dreamed her up, never followed her into a forest planted and watered by Alpha myths and legends. She is as real as we are. And Duna wants you to know it!” She points at me with the calendula’s rich green stem and waits for my response.


    I pull the jasper stone out of my pouch and cup it in my hands. Closing my eyes, my thoughts travel back to the darkness of last night and the swirling chaos of my dreams; then, bleeding out from those, the nauseous, unfading images of Jasper’s body burning on the pyre and Niobe’s glassy eyes staring back at me from Acheron’s mosaic river.


    Do I want truly want vengeance? The question arises not from my brain, but from somewhere deep inside me, calling out like a lost voice echoing against the cold black walls of an unexplored cave. Despite my upbringing, and my inherent regard for life’s sanctity and Eusebian honor, I know my answer.


    Yes, yes, I want to kill Acheron! I answer back to that unidentifiable echo ascending from my soul. And that is all I must know. That is the first step I must take toward avenging my brother, Niobe, and all the others Acheron has slain.


    “I will listen to the nymph’s message,” I say, opening my eyes to the modest gleam of a sun ray blessing the tannery with ironic sweetness. Aspasia smiles, takes Gennadius’s hand, then softly pushes the flower behind my ear and cups my chin in her wrinkled palm.


    “Jasper red as blood, healing flower orange as fire,


    Your desert journey shall be paved with stones of black desire.


    The one you left on the Limén shore was sent to spare you from the knife;


    Near the amber scrolls it shall be your turn to speak up for his life.”
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    CHAPTER EIGHT


    



AMBER


    The calendula flower, cheerful as a springtime blossom can be, falls from my ear and drops to the floor. I follow after it, sinking to my knees as the thump-thump! thump-thump! of my heart intensifies. I think back to the beautiful blue barn swallow whose wing I fractured as a senseless girl, how I led Jasper to the bridge so he could bandage her and scooped her out of the nest; I felt her fragile heart pound at so furious a pace, I thought she would die from panic. “Shhhhh….shhhhh…I’m only trying to help you,” I cooed.


    But she never settled down. Not until the bandage was removed, the cage unlatched, and she was free to fly again. Now here I sit, a frightened bird who, even in benevolent hands, cannot quiet itself to be succored.


    I smell the cinnamon and ginger as Aspasia makes her way to my side. She sets the leather pouch on the floor and pulls it apart with her bony, branch-like fingers.


    “I will put supper on the table,” Gennadius says, then respectfully exits so that my back may be exposed to absorb Aspasia’s medicine.


    “I – I don’t think I have much of an appetite,” I say, my head aching with a flood of fears, of frustration, certainly, but more than that, of awe. I quake at the indisputable evidence of an all-knowing god, reigning high above the Moonbow, who, for reasons confounding and unknowable, has chosen to speak to me, an orphan, a runaway, a huntress tolerating this world just long enough so that one last kill can be made.
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    My lacerations freshly covered with Aspasia’s salve, I sit comfortably at the tanner’s table before a meager bowl of porridge and a disproportionate mound of almonds and walnuts.


    I stir the piping hot porridge with a seashell spoon as Aspasia pushes into my elbow a miniature jar of cinnamon. “Thank you…” I say, unsure of its use.


    “You put that on your porridge, Iris. It’s better that way,” Gennadius says, happily sprinkling the spice into his own steaming bowl.


    “It’s good for your wounds,” chimes Aspasia. “And eat the nuts, Iris. They will help you sleep.”


    “She’s right,” says Gennadius. “I nibble on a handful every night and scarcely ever hear the noise outside.”


    “What noise?” I ask, munching on an almond. “There’s nothing around. I bet I could hear a pin drop out here.”


    “The Soukinoi,” says Aspasia. “You haven’t heard of them?” I shake my head as the alluring scent of cinnamon begins to arouse my appetite. “Oh…well, you may not have heard their name, but you know who they are.”


    “I’ve been a slave for three years, my lady. Kept behind walls, only released long enough to fetch water and buy bread.”


    “Carya revealed to me that you met them at the Okeanos River a few nights ago,” says Aspasia, pouring water into my cup.


    “‘Met’ is hardly the right word,” I say. “I was captured by a Giant and nearly stabbed to death by a band of outlaws! I suppose Carya left that part out.” Gennadius snorts, trying to restrain his laughter. Aspasia calmly takes a sip of water.


    “You’ve been through more than we could possibly comprehend,” she says. “I know that good and well. I don’t know why Duna has chosen us to take you in, give you his message, feed and shelter you for who knows how long. But he has.”


    “Did Carya tell you anything else about me?” I ask, wondering if she knows that I’m an Asher.


    “Only what her message said. That you’re headed to Ēlektōr.” Aspasia draws a deep breath through her nostrils, and as she releases it, pulls something from her lap with a clasped hand. She reaches over the table and places in its center a golden, oval-shaped gemstone the size of a dried apricot.


    “What is that?” I ask.


    “Amber,” she replies. “It’s where the Soukinoi derived their name…from the Alpha legend. Ēlektōr is their fortress in the desert.”


    The myth of Helios and his son Phaeton is a popular Alpha dirge. I often began to weep as I passed by the sound of it being played on the kithara at Alpha funerals; the lamenting melody accompanied by woeful – and yet harmonious – sobs made me mourn for a deceased soul I never knew. I have always marveled at the power music has over the human spirit, at its ability to turn time on its head and with one song send captivated minds back to hours of insufferable sorrow… and with the next, to evanescent moments of unbridled ecstasy in which all the world seems to glisten, basking in a mist of sublime satisfaction.


    I hum the tune quietly and listen to my memories sing the words:


    “Phaeton, boy born shining,


    Child thirsting to climb the sky.


    Phaeton, boy born pining,


    Your ambition made you fly.


    Upon the chariot of the sun you filled history with your name,


    For you lost control of the fiery steeds and died in scorching flame.”


    “Yes, you know ‘Helios’s Lament’ quite well, child,” Aspasia says, smiling softly as I murmur the last words aloud: “And died in scorching flame.” Tears rise quickly from the bottomless cistern of my soul as I think of Jasper, my innocent brother, who also died in scorching flame…


    “Do you know the rest of the story?” Gennadius asks. I wipe my eyes, shake my head, and blow on a hot spoonful of porridge to distract myself from my emotions. “Dear, why don’t you explain?” Aspasia takes a breath, then draws the piece of amber back into her hands and peers into it as though it were a sacred artifact, a prize awarded by Helios the Sun God himself.


    “The legend goes that after Phaeton’s death, his mother and sisters searched the world over for his tomb,” Aspasia begins, stroking the stone like a sleeping cat. “And when they found it, they stood around it and wept. For four months they wept.


    “At the end of their mourning, they tried to leave, but could not take a step. They were as trees, rooted to the earth, and poplar trees they became, hardening fast with bark from head to foot.” Aspasia pauses and holds up the amber for me to see. “This is what their tears became. Solid amber.”


    I reach for the amber, then look to Aspasia for permission to handle it. She nods. As I examine the fossil, I imagine that it truly is a remnant of the goddesses’ tears, translucent, tangible symbols of age-old human suffering… And then I remember that the goddesses were not human at all, if they even existed. What I hold in my hand is nothing more than resin, an oozing secretion that was fortunate enough to avoid the disintegrating effects of sun and rain.


    “A tragic story,” I say, returning the stone to Aspasia. “But Phaeton and his weeping trees are a made-up Alpha tale. What have they to do with the Soukinoi you spoke of?”


    “Soukinoi is the ancient word for amber,” Gennadius says, with the didactic air of a schoolmaster. He rubs his gray, bearded chin, contemplating what to say next. But instead of speaking, he reaches over and takes his wife’s hand.


    “Our son was one of them,” Aspasia says, squeezing Gennadius’s fingers and the amber stone simultaneously. “He brought the stone to us the night he told us he was leaving. He said –” She takes a deep brave breath, releases her husband’s hand, and wipes her eyes before proceeding. “He said the Soukinoi had stolen the scrolls of the Eusebian Oracles at the Temple in Eirene…for safe keeping, he’d said. The most sacred passages, all the prophecies, are sealed in – ”


    “Inside the amber,” I answer. “So they call themselves Soukinoi after the scrolls?”


    “Yes,” Aspasia nods. “They say the Oracles and we, the followers of the Hodos, have wrongly judged the prophecies and are unfit to protect them from Eusebian delinquents or Alpha thieves.”


    My brother was among the Hodos, that is, the Way, a Eusebian sect birthed seven years ago after the report of Python’s defeat by Phos in the Great Sea spread like a fever through the countryside and city streets, imbuing pedantic old philosophers and cynical young heathens with faith in their forgotten god.


    Jasper told me that Phos’ sacrificial death would liberate us from the evil of Python and transform all of Petros into a new world, an indestructible, unconquerable, peaceful and eternal elysium called Adamas… But most Eusebians, and I am one of them, are not blind. We still see the baleful works of Python rippling out of the Great Sea like the venom-tipped tentacles from a monstrous squid. We have heard the howling of Harpies at the midnight hour, the screeching of a sphinx on starless nights, and see the hoof-shaped scars of Centaurs imprinted on the hands and feet of Eusebian children.


    If Phos was victorious, why do the innocent still suffer?


    “Our son joined the Soukinoi because he believed in their cause; he died fighting for it,” says Gennadius. “Our friends saw his body strapped to the back of an Alpha horse parading through the streets of Eirene.”


    Aspasia begins to weep.


    “He was just a boy,” her voice cracks. “A boy who thought himself an Achaean bound for the shores of Troy. He had a hero’s heart, our son.”


    “What is the Soukinoi cause?” I ask.


    “They are planning to wage war against the Alphas. At least, that is what they claim,” says Aspasia. “They recruit young Eusebians like the outlaws you met at the Okeanos. And like you…” Aspasia and Gennadius both look at me wistfully, sadness burning beneath their eyes, and I wonder if their minds have transformed me into a vision of their son.


    “I believe your son was a hero, Gennadius,” I say. “I’m sorry he’s not here to join us tonight at your table. And, forgive me, but I think the Soukinoi are brave for standing against the Alphas.”


    “Brave men must also be wise men,” Gennadius replies. “The Soukinoi terrorize for the thrill of it. They are stabbing people in the streets just for repairing Alpha sandals or selling them bread. “It is madness.” He strikes his fist on the table and furrows his brow, just as my father did when addressing matters he considered idiotic, reprehensible, or unjust. “Madness,” he repeats.


    “Iris, you were nearly murdered because you were enslaved by an Alpha. Don’t you see? They don’t do this out of honor, but hatred!” Aspasia says.


    “It isn’t true,” I whisper.


    “What did you say? I am an old man, girl,” Gennadius says, using a ragged voice as he cups his hand over an ear.


    “I said it isn’t true,” I say louder. “I met a Soukinos who saved my life…twice. The first time at the Okeanos and then again on the ship that brought me here.”


    “Yes. Tycho,” Aspasia says.


    My heart skips a beat, and I can barely utter, “How do you know him?”


    “Everyone in Limn knows of him. He was once a Pythonian, and then, Duna knows why, chose to join the Soukinoi. He became the outlaws’ most notorious cut-throat. Praise Duna that he isn’t any longer,” Gennadius says. “He was responsible for the slaughter of dozens of Eusebians.”


    “He still is an outlaw,” I object. “He was at the river just two nights ago, when he saved my life.”


    Gennadius and Aspasia exchange glances, and then linger in silence, as if waiting for me to break it.


    “What is it?” I demand.


    “Iris, that night was Tycho’s last as a Soukinos,” Aspasia says. “She didn’t tell him why, but Carya asked him to endure one final mission. And now, wherever he is, he knows the reason – to rescue you.”


    “I could have rescued myself. I have…” I pause, silently debating whether to tell them about the doma.


    The amber stone begins to glow, and tingling chills begin to cover my arms as I am reminded of Carya’s words to Aspasia. I remember my imminent journey to the Soukinoi and their “amber walls”…to Tycho and his imperiled life. And I am warmed by the thought that as long as these prophecies ultimately lead me to the cesspool where I will scatter Acheron’s ashes, then I will embrace each one with an Oracle’s adoration.


    Without warning, the warmth inside me grows feverish. The chills on my arms disappear in an instant and sweat glistens in their place. I open my hands just slightly to see them glowing yellow like the amber stone.


    “Are you all right, child?” Gennadius asks. “She looks ill, dear,” he says, placing a hand on Aspasia’s arm. “Maybe it’s the porridge…”


    “I’m…I’m fine,” I lie. “I just need to sleep, I think. You’ve been very kind to me. I’ll see you in the morning.” I lie again. I have no intention of staying here through the night. I am determined to make it to the Soukinoi fortress and join others like myself, others who want what I want, who will appreciate what I’m capable of. “Thank you for supper.” I slide my chair back and stand, pressing my burning palms into my tunic, hoping they’ll burn again when the time is right.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    



CENTAUR


    Aspasia was wrong. The almonds and walnuts don’t help me sleep. I sit on my bed, facing the window and running my fingers along the blade of my Soukinoi dagger. I stare at the rustic weapon, transfixed by it as it flickers, dancing in a silky stream of moonlight pouring through the window. I wonder how many lives it has taken since leaving the blacksmith’s hands. I wonder how many lives it will take in mine, or if I will even need it.


    Before my imagination can carry me into a crimson-colored nightmare, I hear a loud shout outside the window. Soukinoi, I think. The child within me, pitiable wraith that she is, wants to dive into the corner and cower until her brother comes to assuage her fears with strong arms and soft singing. But the avenger in me, less a girl and more a hunter with each passing hour, wants to test the caliber of my courage, to prove whether I am truly ready to join the ranks of the Soukinoi or if I’m still a worthless wanderer, self-deceived by a head full of heroes’ tales and a heart of intractable anger.


    I fetch my cloak, resolved to either hunt down the source of the shouting voice or venture into the desert, to Ēlektōr, as Carya’s prophecy said I would.


    I tiptoe through the house, careful not to wake Gennadius and Aspasia, though both of them snore dreadfully beneath a bundle of linen blankets; it is obvious why they’re never stirred by the ruckus outside.


    I step onto the empty street and turn westward where the young waxing moon hangs low over the quiet homes of Limén. No shouts, no snoring, only misty rain and roaming cats darting in and out of alleyways. I turn around and gasp at the sight of the Moonbow towering untold miles above the mountains. Each of its seven arches seem to pulsate with a life all their own, a vibrant heart beating, silent but strong, within the body of sleeping sky.


    “Come and get me you stinking swine!”


    The taunting shout of a young girl’s voice leads me to the tannery, the stench of which is made more nauseating by the presence of a Pythonian Centaur stalking the premises like a half-starved mutt.


    I duck behind a large pot, which thankfully lacks its usual malodorous liquid, and aided by the Moonbow’s brilliance, study the miserable beast for whom the folk stories do no justice. In the songs and nursery tales, Centaurs are almost always accurately portrayed as savages and drunkards, but the description of their physical appearance is surprisingly sparse; perhaps the imagination is left to wonder because, if given the facts, young children would never sleep at night.


    From his rust-colored hooves to his rubicund face, this half-man, half-horse creature stands over eight feet tall. His shaggy sorrel coat is matted and patchy, a result of the warming weather and an indolent disregard for baths. His shoulders and withers are darkened with perspiration, his heaving flanks washed white with foam, and from the ample girth of his belly, I hear the repulsive gurgling of an appetite that never wanes. Almost camouflage against his body is a leather strap buckled around his midsection with an empty scabbard attached to it; I wonder if a sword is meant for it.


    Above the equine shoulders, the Centaur is a man from waist to head – albeit, a man who looks as though he’s been cursed with unequaled ugliness by the mischievous goddess, Aite. His chest and arms, though undoubtedly strong, are covered in curly chestnut hair that sticks together in greasy clumps of dried sweat, dirt, and bits of food. His fingernails, uncut and coated with soil, remind me of an eagle’s talons. His head is completely shaven and, surprisingly, without bump or blemish…save for the Pythonian tattoo. Positioned behind the Centaur, I can see only the fat black line of the serpent’s meandering tail tracing along his spine up onto his scalp.


    “Up here!” The girl’s voice cries out like a banshee from the roof of the tannery. As I turn my head I hear the Centaur grunt and paw the ground as his attention also shifts to Gennadius’s shed.


    The front of his face now visible, I see the Centaur’s narrow, deep-set eyes and make out the serpent’s triangular head and its hissing tongue trailing down the length of his misshapen nose. The creature whinnies wildly, his stallion-like madness now provoked, and takes off galloping around and around the tannery, his tail thrashing harder with every dizzying turn. I wrap myself like a barnacle around the pot and slide around it until I am tightly wedged between it and the tannery’s brick wall and can see nothing but an unending line of jagged mountain peaks barring the way to wilderness.


    I hear the clamorous sound of the Centaur’s hooves landing on the thatched roof above my head and out of view. He snorts three times, then speaks in a guttural voice and with a crude, unfamiliar accent that scrapes at my ears.


    “A clever rat, you are,” he says. “You’ve done this many times before, haven’t you. Stealing Centaur swords has become a little game, has it?”


    “My favorite game in the world, right after ostrakinda,” the girl replies coolly.


    Ostrakinda… I had forgotten that game and how much I loved to insist to my brother and his friends that I be allowed to play it with them.


    “You’re too little, Iris. You’ll be smashed like a bug,” Jasper would say.


    “I’d rather be smashed like a bug than pent up like a bird inside with mother dicing onions,” I’d pout.


    I can see Jasper now, sighing and then smiling at my stubbornness as he took from his tunic the oyster shell for which the game was named. “Then you’re on my team. You stay with me.”


    I smile now remembering how elated I became at the sound of those words. I would take my big brother’s hand and join his side as teams were chosen, one called “Night” and the other “Day.” One side of the shell was smeared black to represent Night’s team, while the stainless side symbolized Day’s.


    My brother would toss the shell into the air, and the team whose color struck the ground faceup took off in pursuit of the other. Captors, when tagged, were made Centaurs who then carried the victors on their backs as they chased down the remaining foot soldiers. My favorite part was towering above the rest of our playmates, I latched onto Jasper’s back, he upon the back of his make-believe Centaur shouting “Turn right! Over there! Behind that Juniper!”


    “You and your little rodent friends are collecting our weapons for your pathetic revolt, are you?” the Centaur huffs, his voice growing louder as his hooves advance across the roof.


    “Do you know what ostrakinda is, half-breed?”


    “A game. You just said that. Do you think I am a moron?!” the beast yells.


    “Well if it is all right with you, I would like to play it with you now!”


    I now regret having taken this seat among what has proven a most unlikely theater; it’s doubtful the comedy presently unfolding will end with laughter and applause. I consider how I might sneak away, hoping that a role has not been written for me. I decide to stay put, fearing that a sudden move might mark my accidental entrance onto the bizarre moonlit stage spread out above me.


    “Here!” the girl continues. A few seconds pass before I hear the sound of an object hitting the roof with a soft thud; I know it is an oyster shell. “Night! That means you’re it, half-breed! Come and get me!”


    I hear the Centaur dig his fore hooves into the roof so hard I fear it might collapse beneath his fury. Carefree as a foal, the girl whinnies, launches the sword from the roof, then springs off of it herself, landing beside it, just three yards from where I hide. As soon as her feet hit the ground, she crumbles onto her knees and cries out in agony.


    Where is the family that once comforted her? I think.


    The Centaur makes his move. He leaps from the tannery and lands beside her, his pugnacious pest. Savoring each moment before he will surely trample and break every bone in her body, he approaches slowly, and then begins circling her like a corpse ready to be scavenged.


    “You won’t scamper off so easily this time. Let’s see…I’ve had fish bones, dog bones and wolf bones,” the Centaur smacks his lips. “But never have I had a Eusebian girl’s bones in my soup. I hope they don’t make me ill the way your face does.” The girl tries to stand but falls helplessly and begins to crawl toward a non-existent refuge somewhere in the distance.


    I feel the hair on the back of my neck bristling and my fingers tightening around my dagger. It might be time for me to intervene and try my hand at playing the apò mēkhanḗs theós – drama’s grand “god from the machine” who is lowered to the stage by a crane with the task of resolving the mortals’ conflicts.


    “I’ll just need that sword of mine before I can cook my supper…” boasts the beast, who then ducks his head and begins his charge.


    “No! Please!” cries the girl, as loudly and as desperately as she can. To my surprise, the Centaur stops, and I begin to move, inching out of the shadows so the light can reveal how fearless, or how hopeless, I really am. I stare down at my hands, willing a fire to catch inside them, but they insist on remaining damp and dark in the rain.


    “What is it - you have a few last words you’d like to say to the Moonbow over there?” the Centaur says.


    “It isn’t worth it. I’m hurt, and I can barely lift your sword anyway,” the girl says, turning onto her back and throwing the sword a few scant inches in the sand, separating her wounded body from hell-shod hooves.


    “Mighty Soukina…You should have killed me when you had the chance. That will cost you.”


    As the Centaur steps toward her, I shut my eyes and fling my dagger as hard and as fast as I can toward his lower half. I hear a terrible yelp and open my eyes to see the Centaur fall onto his haunches with my blade protruding from them like a pin in a pomegranate, and I wonder how he felt it at all.


    “Pssssst!” I hiss. The girl looks at me, jumps to her feet, and with two arms hurls the heavy sword in my direction. A clever girl indeed…


    Next, the sprite sprints to the blade stuck in the Centaur’s backside and yanks it out, eliciting another earsplitting wail from the beast. The girl runs to my side, her windblown yellow hair and peach, cherubic cheeks masking her devilish bent.


    “What took you so long?” she asks, jabbing me in the ribs with the butt of my knife.


    With no time for questions, I lift the sword with two hands, point it at the Centaur, and remind myself that this isn’t a game. The losers don’t shake hands with the winners, then wash up and return home for dinner.


    “I can wield this sword just fine, Centaur,” I say. He looks at me suspiciously and limps toward me. “I didn’t have to miss with the knife. I very easily could have sent it flying into the base of your skull, right through that serpent’s tail,” I lie.


    “And why did you show such mercy, might I ask?” snarls the beast, mockery replacing the hunger on his lips.


    “Because you have something I want,” I say. “And I am willing to spare your life for it.”


    “And what do I have that you could possibly need,” questions the Centaur.


    “Four legs. I need them to get me to the Soukinoi fortress. Then I will let you go.”


    She elbows my side and whispers, “I’m going with you.”


    “You should go home and stop playing Soldier,” I reply, yanking my knife from her hand.


    “Ēlektōr is my home,” says the girl. “And I know how to get there.” I squint at her skeptically and tap my dagger against my thigh. “Fine,” says the girl, reading my uncertainty. “If you wish to be stranded out in the middle of the desert with a Centaur who will likely eat you alive when he gets hungry in a few hours, be my guest!” The girl curtsies indignantly and turns to walk away.


    “Wait!” I call out after her. She turns back to me, hands on her hips. “You can come. But I’m not responsible for looking after you.”


    “I look after myself,” she yips.


    “I can respect that,” I smile. “I do, too.”


    The Centaur doesn’t say a word. He paws his hoof into the ground.


    I lift my dagger to my face, poised to throw. “Go ahead. Try running. I can tell you want to.” The Centaur tosses his head and neighs bitterly at the Moonbow as it shines upon his misfortune.


    With the sword’s tip I draw a semicircle in the sand. During my years as Acheron’s slave, I learned that Centaurs give their word by finishing the circle offered them. The penalty for dishonoring the oath is abandonment by his herd – his family.


    “Hurry up, half-breed! You’ve heard her terms!” shouts the girl.


    “I have already broken the Centaurian Oath once,” says the Centaur, in a purely human voice. “That’s why I am here chasing down petty thieves, schoolgirl thieves at that.”


    “In that case, Centaur, you can be sure the punishment will be far more severe should you break the oath a second time,” I say.


    The Centaur shakes his head, swats the rain with his tail, then lowers himself onto his front knees and leans forward. “I doubt it can get much worse,” he says. “I have disgraced my entire kind by bowing down to the likes of you.” And with that, he stretches over the semicircle and completes it with an uncontrollable grimace.
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    CHAPTER TEN


    



OASIS


    You’d better start explaining yourself before I change my mind and take my chances in the desert without you,” I whisper to the girl as we ride atop the Centaur, Limén fading behind us, a mirage glimmering in the awakening haze of desert heat.


    “You wouldn’t return to the old man if you knew what was good for you,” she replies, eyes straight ahead, tone as flat as the barren terrain before us.


    “And what does that mean?”


    “You told Lysander and the other Soukinoi that you would kill Acheron. Did you?”


    “How do you know about that,” I demand.


    “I told you already – I’m one of them. And I was there.”


    “So you know…”


    “About your doma? Of course I do.”


    “How did you find me? Do you have a doma for following a person’s scent? Or maybe you’re part canine?”


    The girl snickers like a child. “No! But I have something better.” She turns to me and lowers her head as if to whisper. “A Gryphon!” She shrieks the word as loud as she can and crazily bats her arms, causing the Centaur to trot ahead nervously and my anxious blood to warm.


    “Careful. You don’t want to upset me,” I say, placing her hand on my pulsing forearm. Her eyes and smile widen with curiosity. “And Gryphons don’t exist,” I add.


    “You’ll see. She was released to track you, and found you at Ourania. Then she brought me to Limén to hunt you down.”


    “You rode a Gryphon here?” I laugh at such a ridiculous-sounding question.


    “I didn’t swim or fly here myself.”


    “If the Gryphon is real, why didn’t it just kill me back at the port?”


    “She’s a secret,” the girl whispers. “We don’t want the whole world knowing she’s not just a myth. Anyway, stop changing the subject. Acheron is still alive. It was my job to kill you back there.”


    I think of Gennadius and Aspasia. They probably woke up just minutes ago and walked into my room to invite me for breakfast, only to find my bed disheveled and empty. I can see Aspasia’s green eyes widening with worry and welling with tears, and Gennadius’s old callused hand clenching hers before leaving to brew for her a consoling cup of tea.


    “Incredible…Your job to kill me…” I laugh, my concern for my forsaken hosts diminishing in the wake of this brazen child’s audacity. “If it had not been for me, you would be inside this Centaur’s belly instead of on top of it.”


    The girl and I begin to bounce up and down as the Centaur chortles.


    “Stop it!” I demand, kicking his sides. He whinnies and trots a few yards until his laughter subsides.


    “My ankles were never broken. Did you fail to notice?” the girl says, lifting her legs and pointing her toes as she turns her feet left and right for me to see. “I knew you were following us. I could see you from the roof. So I decided to test you.”


    “You risked your life just to see if I would save you?” I ask.


    The girl slips her hand into a large pouch fastened to her girdle and reveals from it the end of a dagger’s sheath. She pats it proudly. “I was ready to kill him if I needed to. Then you,” she grins.


    I slide back a few inches, trying in vain to distance myself from this cunning child-warrior who has made me into a fool. I feel the Centaur laughing again, but I don’t stop him this time. I deserve every bit of his glee-laced ridicule.


    “Don’t be so upset. You have nothing to worry about now, Iris. You’re one of us,” the girl assures me. “Why didn’t you kill him?” she asks, her tone more somber now. “You had the perfect chance…”


    “It wasn’t perfect!” I protest. “He had just strangled his favorite slave and left her body lying in the andron like a pile of soiled laundry.” The bolts of heat shoot through me. Hot yellow halos glow around my palms. “He’d always been suspicious of us because we are Eusebians. She set him off. And I was next on his list.”


    With that, the halos break apart, giving way to searing red flames. The Centaur freezes, the girl ducks, flattening herself over his shoulders, and I scream, extending my hands toward the mountains. The spheres of fire, bigger than before, crisscross each other in midair and emblazon the sky with twin trails of blinding light.


    “Impressive!” snorts the Centaur.


    “And that didn’t happen when I tried to destroy Acheron’s house,” I confess, watching the fireball dissipate in the distance.


    “You could have killed him with your dagger,” the girl counters. “If you want to be a Soukina, you’ll have to learn the value of sacrifice,” the girl says with the sober conviction of a soldier. I have no doubt but that the lofty line is a Soukinoi dictum instilled in her the day she ran away from home and joined the desert rebels.


    “You can’t be older than twelve. – ”


    “I’m fourteen!” she snaps.


    “You’re still a child, far too young to be stealing Pythonian swords and assassinating slaves like me.”


    “I haven’t got a choice, do I?!” I feel heat radiate from her body as she elevates her voice in outrage. “Children like me must fight the Alphas because older, wiser Eusebians like you are too afraid!”


    The girl’s words simultaneously sting and sadden me. I am pained by the reality that for the past seven years, I have been a coward, a compliant slave to the man who murdered my brother to assuage his injured ego. But I am also grieved as what little sympathy I have left lurches in my heart for the teenaged outlaw sitting in front of me, a girl who likely will not live to see her next birthday.
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    Hardly any more words are spoken for the duration of our journey. The few that are concern the single oasis the girl promised we would reach soon enough, “after we forget what water tastes like.”


    When the Centaur sees it, he starts to lope as swiftly as his tired muscles will allow and sends me sliding off his hindquarters onto the hot sand where I sit for some time while my cohorts cackle until their dry throats give out and they take off into the water.


    “You tried to kill each other a few hours ago, and now you frolic together like Poseidon’s sea nymphs?!” I yell after them, but they pretend not to hear as they splash and swim from shore to shore, getting their fill of the refreshing pool.


    As I walk toward the water, I see on the other side what I think first to be a mirage, but the more I blink and the harder I squint, the more distinct it becomes – an Alpha army on horseback, headed straight for us.


    My survival instincts overpowering the impulse to run, I throw aside the sword, untie my sandals, and dive into the water which I then begin to lap rapaciously into my mouth. When common sense returns, I climb out, wring my chiton free of as much moisture as I can, and look up to see the Centaur bounding out of the water, clearly alarmed by the wall of riders on the horizon.


    “Where are you going?” the girl calls after us, floating like a sun-soaked cloud on the surface of the water. I point toward the coming cavalry. She swims to shallower water, stands up, and beams at the horde as if it were a festival parade passing through.


    “Let’s get out of here! If those are Pythonian, I’ll be dead and you’ll be made slaves or left stranded here!” shouts the Centaur.


    “It’s Titus!”the girl proclaims and then rushes onto dry land and stands waving her arms beneath one of seven palm trees that form a green ring of life around the oasis.


    “Titus is the Soukinoi general,” the Centaur says to me. “If you grant that the rebel rats have an army…” he smirks.


    I point the sword at the ground in front of the Centaur. “Kneel,” I say. Rolling his eyes, the Centaur obeys.


    “What now. Are we going to run to meet them, your new family?” he asks. I slap the back of his arm, weary of his sarcasm. “I fear to go too fast. You might fall off again.”


    “Stop it, Centaur! I don’t know ‘what now,’ but you’re in this with me. That was the deal,” I say, swinging onto his back.


    “The deal was that I would get you to the fortress,” he corrects me. I look out at the fast-moving army, the walls of wilderness around us, and realize that he’s absolutely right. He could run back to Limén, save his own neck, and I wouldn’t be around to tell his Centaur kinsmen that he’d betrayed me. “But I’m not that fast,” he adds. “I think I’ll take my chances.”


    The Centaur takes me to the girl, and there we stand in silence, waiting expectantly for the arrival of a general who may waste no time demanding our execution.
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    “Good afternoon, princess. I’m sure glad to see you. You know how your brother worries.” The Soukinoi general dismounts a majestic gray mare dotted red with freckles. Titus is well over six feet tall, at least fifty years old with tan, weathered skin, high broad cheek bones, and the militant bearing of a man who is neither amused nor surprised by anything. He takes the reins and leads the horse to the girl who throws her arms around its neck. “You should have taken her with you.”


    The girl releases her horse. “I would not have risked her being stolen and sold to some Alpha Guardian. Not in a million years!” She kisses the mare’s muzzle. “I apologize for causing my brother concern. But I was delayed by a Centaur...”


    Titus eyes the Centaur and walks closer toward him. “Well now we know where that heinous odor is coming from,” Titus says, sending a wave of laughter rippling along the first line of roughly forty soldiers. “Alexa, I don’t know you to be so merciful. Pray tell, what did he do to fall into your good graces?”


    “He did nothing. The slave decided to negotiate with him,” says the girl, pointing an accusatory finger at me as though I had committed some dastardly crime. Titus spins in the sand to face me.


    “It only makes sense,” says the general, looking at me with a stiff, inscrutable countenance. “She was negotiated with at Okeanos. As were some of the most courageous of all Soukinoi warriors,” he continues, almost at a whisper.


    He walks over to me and stands within inches of my face. I look up and find copper-colored eyes that are not filled with hostility as Lysander’s were, nor vainglory like the girl’s. “I hope you are ready for what lies ahead of you, Iris,” he whispers.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    



ĒLEKTŌR


    It is the longest, blackest night I’ve ever endured. So hushed is the desert and so distant the stars that I put my hand before my face and clap three times to make sure I have not gone deaf and blind with lunacy. The Centaur on whom I ride begins to trot; evidently, he is easily spooked.


    “Don’t get antsy now. Get some sleep and we’ll be there before you wake up,” I hear a soldier say. I see his silhouette turned toward us, and I nod my head.


    “Yes, sir,” I reply. And at the mention of sleep my head becomes heavy as a millstone. I decide not to inform the Centaur that I’ll be napping, and the second I let my chin drop to my chest, my family steps into my dreams…


    The four of us sit on the windswept cliffs overlooking the Great Sea, not far from our tannery in Eirene. My father, his back to the water, reclines on a limestone rock while Jasper, my mother and I sit facing him on a woolen, sandy brown blanket littered with crumbs from our midday meal.


    My parents are young and ravishing in the summer sun. My father’s beard is thick and black, my mother’s fair face the envy of Aphrodite. My brother and I are the happiest of children, our skinned elbows and bruised knees souvenirs from our many treks up and down this mountain, sometimes to buy salt or find dung for our father’s work, but mostly we run where our imaginations lead us – to the enchanted isle of Circe, the harrowing maze of Theseus and the Minotaur, the wooden horse of Troy, the lair of snake-haired Medusa, and when a fishing boat is left unattended, the god-built Argo of Jason.


    My father places a hand over his brow to shield his eyes from the sun, and then winks at me.


    “Iris, are you ready to begin?” he asks.


    I nod my head excitedly and then rummage through a basket until I find it – a cork mask my father carved for me after accompanying Jasper and me to our very first play not long ago. From the first act to the fifth, all I could talk about were those masks, some contorted in ghoulish, unnatural expressions, others pristine, placid, and painted with pastels. Some featured pointed ears and red satyrs’ horns curving backward, others were topped with gilded laurels. But all transformed the amphitheater into a fairyland rife with Cyclopses, sea monsters, warriors and witches. I was hypnotized by the masks and insisted to my father that I must have one so I too could become dauntless, dazzling, colorful, crafty, simply by donning a thespian’s mask.


    The mask I hold in my hands has not been painted yet, nor does it have horns or a chaplet with which to adorn my head. It is ordinary, nondescript, without frills or emotion, “suited for any adventure of the stage,” my father had said. I place it on my head and go to him, eager to enact whichever drama or comedy he orates. But rather than standing to take his place as the leading hypokrites – “the one who interprets” – he smiles warmly and whispers, “It is your turn to perform.”


    I shake my head. “No, papa, I don’t know the story! I don’t know my lines!” I say vehemently. My father places a hand on my shoulder.


    “I know, my dear. You must improvise.”


    Before I can argue further, the mazarine sky turns menacing over the ocean, churning ferociously in smoky whorls of black and gray. As if breaking through a dam, a deluge of rain is released, bringing with it forceful winds that push me onto the gravel-laden ground.


    “Stay here, on the rock,” my father says calmly, pulling me up. He stands and makes his way to Jasper and my mother who are hastily packing up our perfect picnic scene.


    “Wait! Wait for me!” I cry out, but my voice is swallowed by the squall’s unforgiving gusts. I try to remove the mask, but no matter how hard I twist and pull and pry, it doesn’t budge. I look up toward my family and see them leaving, each running with a basket over their heads toward home.


    “Don’t leave me!” I yell, vocal chords straining to send the words flying on the wings of the wind. But the wind is pitiless, my voice weak, and though I can’t feel the warmth of my tears through the rain or hear the sound of my cries through the storm, I know that I am weeping harder than I ever have. In fact, to this point in my life, I have never known the kind of soul-deep suffering that can fill the body, from breath to bone, with the bitter cold of the moon’s dark face…


    My family now hidden somewhere beneath the canopy of fir trees covering the mountain, my gaze rises to the only face left before me – that of the moon’s, smiling boldly into nature’s belligerence and the eyes of a deserted child. Then, before this child’s eyes, the moon’s surface begins to undulate, morphing into a winter-white pond quickened by the bashful light of spring. I stare into it, mesmerized by the rise and fall of these impossible lunar waves, and watch as the waters recede, rolling away into blackness until nothing remains but a disk of smooth obsidian…a mirror…


    The wind quiets, the rain softens, and I abandon the rock, anxious to see what the moon is reflecting, to see if it will reveal my family rushing back for me now that the storm has ceased.


    But what I see shining inside the iridescent orb is my own masked face! I see my hands slapping at it, tugging desperately to tear it away and throw it into the ocean, but as I pull, the mask begins to take on the color of my flesh. It’s coming off! It’s coming off! I think. But as I stand and watch, waiting for the mask to liquefy and fall like rain onto my feet, I am sickened by the image the moon is unveiling.


    “No!” I shout. “Go away! Stop it!” But the face doesn’t stop; it mimics my every syllable. It is my face, the wicked face of Acheron.
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    I jump out of the dream with an audible gasp, startling the Centaur who curses under his breath.


    “You enjoy your sleep, your highness?” he asks facetiously.


    I pat my face with my hands, comb my fingers through my hair, then pull out the jasper stone and press it to my lips.


    “Centaur, I never thought I’d be so happy to see you,” I say. And I mean it. Before that dream, never would I have fathomed that one day I could feel relieved to be sitting atop a begrimed and barbaric half-breed while roaming through an utter wasteland in between ranks of armed rebels. But life often proves we don’t know ourselves as well as we’d supposed; what we couldn’t possibly conceive of at daybreak can be our reality by dusk.


    “Are you happy to see this?” says the Centaur, his hairy finger pointing ahead.


    The solider who spoke to me last night was right. While I slept, the Centaur had carried me all the way to the Soukinoi fortress – at least, I assume it is their fortress because it is the only structure as far as the eye can see. It doesn’t look much like a fortress at all, but rather appears to be the dilapidated ruins of an Alpha temple.


    Six massive limestone columns rise elegantly to a mildly pitched wooden roof. The old temple’s façade is made of marble and features what surely was once a spectacular frieze of gods and heroes engaged in war, which, as the esteemed Alpha thinkers said long ago, has “always existed by nature,” and is “king of all of us.” I’m sure it was the sculptor’s intention to portray not only the gore and glory of war, but its inextricable presence in the ages, one that not even the greatest of peacemakers or wisest of sages will ever be able to banish. At the mercy of the Eusebian revolutionaries, however, the tableau is degraded to a canvas, its supernal faces marred by the hate-filled Soukinoi with garish colors of paint.


    At Titus’s command, the soldiers break formation. Some dismount and talk amongst themselves, others ride freely past the temple, whooping wildly until they are out of sight, lost behind a cloud of sand and a blinding sun.


    “Welcome to Ēlektōr.” I look down to see Alexa holding out her hand. “Your weapon.” I hand the sword to her.


    “That would be my weapon,” the Centaur says.


    “Half-breed, you own nothing!” Alexa says sharply, raising the sword to his throat.


    “Don’t hurt yourself, girl,” the Centaur laughs.


    “Titus!” Alexa calls, lowering the sword and shaking her weakened arms one at a time.


    Not a minute later, the general approaches. “Are you all right, princess?” he asks.


    “Have this sack of scum put in a cell. He vexes me…” she says, cheeks reddening, jaw tightening.


    Titus gives an obedient nod and unsheathes his sword. “Come with me,” he orders the Centaur.


    “I kept my oath!” the Centaur shouts. “I am free to go!”


    “He’s right,” I say, unable to keep out of it. “We had an agreement. He was to get the girl and me here, and then I would permit him to leave.”


    “And who do you think you are…” Alexa says, her volatile eyes homing in on me like a hornet. “What makes you think you have the right to permit anything?!”


    “I gave him my word. As a Eusebian. If that means anything here…”


    “It means we don’t make deals with Pythonian parasites!” she screams. “It means we know better than to believe a word they say. The second he’s back in Limén, he’ll tell all his Alpha friends where we are. All it takes is a few left-over ribs or a piglet runt to bribe a Centaur.”


    “Any fire in those hands of yours?” the Centaur growls at me.


    “And to you, princess, your word means trick and deceive until you get your way. Sounds Pythonian if you ask– ”


    “That’s enough,” Titus stops me. “I didn’t come here to moderate moral disputes, but to do as I’m told. Come with me, Centaur.”


    The Centaur turns his head toward me. “Looks like your ride is over,” he says, then kneels for me to climb down. I do so reluctantly.


    “You’re lucky you’re being kept alive, half-breed!” yells Alexa.


    “I’m so sorry,” I whisper to him. He looks down at the ground and paws at it, this time not out of ire, but uneasiness – he’s afraid.


    “I bet you’ve got sweet bones,” he says wryly.


    “Sweeter than the girl’s,” I joke.


    The Centaur gives a hoarse laugh as he takes his place beside Titus, whose sword is raised, ready to prod its captive to his confinement.
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    



OATH


    Before I humiliate myself by shedding a tear for the Centaur, Alexa pulls on my cloak.


    “Come on. We’re going to meet Diokles,” she says.


    “Who?” I ask.


    “My brother. Our leader.”


    “The one who ordered you to stalk me…and to kill me if you had the chance?” I ask, incredulous.


    The girl laughs. “You may want to make a good impression. Don’t say too much.”


    I follow her up the temple steps, past rows of bronze incense burners and through the colonnades, straight to the east-facing door of the cella, opened just enough for the admission of necessary sunlight. She presses her forefinger to her lips.


    “Shh!”


    I roll my eyes and then fix them on the once-hallowed earth below, where spotless animals had been sacrificed and votive offerings bought and sold by devout Alphas decades – if not centuries – ago, before their leaders decided to disown their gods, relegate them to bedtime fables and theater farces, and govern by their own wits.


    Though I don’t know which gods of the countryside – the Theo Nomio, as the Alphas called them – this temple once honored, I know that they are far from here, perhaps patronizing more pious realms of Petros. Or then again, maybe they truly never did exist at all, except in the minds of the ancient dreamers who sought to answer the riddles of the world, harness the unknown forces hovering above and flowing through it, and with luck, find favor with them.


    “Come from the four winds of the earth, O breath.


    Breathe into these dead that they may live again.”


    A raspy, unctuous voice echoes against the walls of the cella, reciting words every Eusebian child memorizes before their mouths can form them.


    “So I gave the oracle as you told me.


    And breath flew in from the winds and brought life to the dead.


    And they all stood up together, a great army of Duna.”


    This is one of the most famous and most cherished Eusebian prophecies; it foretells the resurrection of the spirit and will of our people, and a promised liberation from those who have oppressed us for so long. It seems that whoever is speaking believes the oracle’s fulfillment to be close at hand.


    “Let’s go!” Alexa whispers.


    We walk slowly into the gloomy inner chamber. Strangely, I feel no angst entering the presence of the man who has been expecting a positive report of my death. It seems that any natural, sensible desire to flee has been superseded by my curiosity to meet the one responsible for galvanizing so many of my people, and threatening the lives of many others. But then, even if I did try to run, how far would I make it before Alexa or another of her comrades flung a knife or sword into my back? Probably no farther than the marble effigies of warring heroes carved into the temple pediment. And no matter if they are nothing more than stone renderings of beings sprung from the arcane crevices of men’s minds, I still do not wish to die a deserter’s death before them.


    Alexa shuts the door behind us and motions for me to join her standing still against it. The cella is dark, illuminated only by a few small terracotta oil lamps flickering along the perimeter. At the farthest end of the room is a small niche in the wall, about three feet high and no wider than me. The speaker stands beneath the lamplight and continues to read:


    “Then you will know that you are my people, and


    That I am Duna, your God.


    You will know what I have spoken,


    And that I have done it.”


    The speaker turns so that I can see his profile. If not for his position under the light, he would be invisible, a spirit’s voice haunting his unmarked sepulcher. His gaunt face is heavily lined, his expression austere, shoulders stooped, and the top of his head completely bald and speckled with spots from the sun. What is left of his hair has been collected into a long braid which forms a wispy gray rope down his back. He wears a thick brown robe, so long that even his feet are covered. When he turns toward the niche, I see that he holds before him a large tablet of amber, the sacred text he’s been reading from encased within it.


    A second man joins him at his side, kisses two of his own fingertips, then touches them to the amber. The speaker bows slightly, kneels before the niche, and pushes the tablet into it. Then he sits back onto his heels, and with arms outstretched along the floor begins to mumble inaudibly.


    “Peace.” The speaker this time is the other man barely perceptible in the lamplight, a man much taller than his elder and with a voice much more resonant. His hair is blond and wavy like his sister’s, but cropped short above his ears. His eyes, however, are bigger than hers, and bright cerulean, the color of the Great Sea on clear summer days; they are eyes that pierce right through me.


    “Peace,” I repeat, unsure if silence would have been the safer response. But the leader smiles and motions for Alexa and me to come nearer.


    “Sister,” the leader says to Alexa as he bends over to embrace her. “I was up all night long with the priest praying for you. I declared a fast until you returned safely.”


    “I’m sorry, brother. I can explain everything if you wa – ”


    “Shhh…” he says, and kisses her forehead. “No explanation is required. All that matters is that you’re home now.”


    Alexa wraps her arms around her brother’s torso and squeezes him tightly; then, as if remembering the nuisance standing behind her, she quickly drops her arms and shoots her eyes back at me. “Brother, do you not wish me explain her?” she asks.


    “This is Acheron’s slave?” he asks.


    “Was,” I say, surprised at how much the correction feels like a reflex bursting from my lips. My antipathy toward Acheron seems to be intensifying by the hour…


    “Do not speak to my brother unless he asks you to!” Alexa hisses. Her brother smiles and places both his hands on her shoulders.


    “It’s alright, sister,” he says. “I can respect her eagerness to disassociate from her master – former master,” he grins, flashing an ivory smile that could only be rivaled by one other person I know…


    The thought of Tycho’s dimpled grin makes me remember Carya’s warning to me through Aspasia, that I would find him near the amber scrolls and speak up for his life as he spoke up for mine. But I have heard nothing of Tycho since I sat at Gennadius’s table, and I hope with all that I am no rumor of him emerges, because I haven’t the slightest idea how I could defend him – and more importantly, if I would even dare to try.


    The burden I carry assures me that I have no debts owed to anyone, not even to the man who saved my life. All I have is a chance to avenge my brother and the others who have perished at Acheron’s hand. And I’m going to take it.


    “My name is Iris, sir,” I say, trying pitifully to redeem my first impression.


    “I’m Diokles, leader of the Soukinoi.” He extends his hand, and I take it.


    A palpable silence hangs in the air between us as he continues to grip my hand, not hard, but not softly either, just enough to make me feel vulnerable and hope that his moods are not as erratic as his sister’s. I keep my eyes on his, careful not to look away like a cornered animal.


    Finally, he lets go.


    “It must have been terrifying being a slave to such a monster,” he says. “Never knowing when your next whipping might be. Wondering if the next lash will be the last thing you feel…” I nod my head and bite my lip, fighting to resist the stinging memories of midnight beatings and the smell of wine and blood mingling on my lacerated body. “You must be very brave,” he says, and then slides a knife out of his belt. “Antipater, you may leave now!”


    The old priest slowly peels his arms off the floor and pushes a skeletal hand against the wall as he gets to his feet. His feet make a shuffling sound as he moves like a sloth toward the door. With a groan of exertion he pulls open the door and lets himself out of the cella and into an abrasive rectangle of sun. I close my eyes until the door is shut, which seems like an eternity as I wonder why the priest was told to leave…and why Diokles holds a dagger in his hand…


    “My sister doesn’t spare just anyone,” Diokles says. “Whether she’ll admit to it or not, her intuition told her to test you, and to bring you here.”


    Alexa stares at me blankly, apathetically. Did she really see something valuable in me back in Limén, or was she simply satisfying her thirst for adventure, or indulging her curiosity about my gift? I may never know, but it doesn’t matter anyway. All she wants is to please her brother; that much is clear.


    “Lysander wanted to kill you because of your loyalty to Acheron,” Diokles goes on. “I sent Alexa to kill you in case cowardice got the better of you, which it did.” I open my mouth to refute his opinion, but think better of it and bite my tongue. “And both times you have escaped death. I cannot believe that such luck is merely coincidence.”


    “I want to kill Acheron. I missed my chance because – ”


    “Because her doma didn’t work,” Alexa says casually, as if she were referring to a farmer’s obstinate ox or a builder’s broken hammer.


    Diokles’s eyes light up. “You’re an Asher? You must have just received your impartation.”


    “And what makes you say that?” I ask, discomfited by his shrewd assumption.


    “The fact that you obviously don’t know how it operates,” he answers. “But I can show you. Do you want to master it?” His lambent eyes dance under the dim yellow light.


    I want to avenge my brother, I think.


    I answer loudly, calmly, “I’ve heard you’re planning a revolt, and I want to be a part of it.”


    “Yes, at the Feast of Therismos in Eirene just a few days away. Acheron will be there, along with all the Guardians. And together we will deliver them to Hades, won’t we, sister?” he says, squeezing Alexa’s shoulder. She jumps up and down, clapping her hands, tickled by the thought of massacre.


    “I have my own armor, Iris,” she says. “You will be very jealous.”


    But I’m too excited to be envious. I’m no longer chasing a dream; I’ve been given a guarantee – a time, a place for my hunt to reach its climax.


    “Alexa, the jar,” says Diokles. Alexa turns, disappears into the darkness, and returns moments later holding a cloth and a clay jar. Her brother closes his eyes and repeats from memory:


    “‘The man who holds contempt for the judge or for the priest who stands ministering to Duna shall be put to death. You must expel the evil from Petros.’”


    “Give me your right hand.” he says, opening his eyes. I give it to him and he turns it palm up, resting the knife blade in its center. “Ah. The power is here. I feel it.” He smiles at my hand, then slowly begins wrenching my forearm until I hiss in pain and my agitated veins rise to the surface, pushing my flame-hot skin against his hand.


    He jerks his hand back fast, and the knife falls with a sharp ping onto the floor; he shakes his hand cool before picking it up and taking my hand again. “Full of fire, are you, Iris?”


    My heartbeat accelerates and I can feel my hand start to sweat inside his grasp. He already knows what I am and what I have, and I know there’s no turning back, no changing my mind. The prophecy said you would end up here, I hear a voice whisper to me from within. You mustn’t fight your fate.


    “Do you swear to focus the energy of your doma on destroying our oppressors?”


    “I do.”


    “Do you swear never to use your doma against one of your Soukinoi brethren?”


    “I do.”


    “Do you swear to follow the orders you are given without deviation?”


    “I do.”


    Diokles picks up his dagger and stares into my eyes as he drags the blade across my palm. And I don’t flinch. I’ve known pain much worse than this.


    Alexa holds the jar below our hands. I tilt mine, watching the wine-red blood spill into it, feeling the throbbing flesh, and letting my lips form a smile as I envision Acheron’s life emptying into a vessel of my own.


    “It is done,” says Diokles. “Welcome, sister.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    



PROMETHEUS


    Alexa sits beside me at a sandstone table while we wait for breakfast with at least a hundred others gathered inside this mud brick tavern. The air is thick, the musty smell of barley porridge permeating the cramped space and causing the biggest and hungriest of the Soukinoi to restlessly spin their swords on the earthen floor and throw their daggers into lines of crude wooden targets that wrap the walls. Alexa drums her fingers along the table, humming a made-up melody as she munches on a sweet-smelling piece of fruit.


    “The men and women eat together?” I ask her, counting seven other women at our table alone.


    “We aren’t Alpha,” says Alexa. “We’re a family. Didn’t your family eat together?” I nod and feel myself relax a little as I sit back in my chair. Alexa reaches across me and takes two dry, pitted dates from a ceramic tray and dips each one into a honey-filled amphora on her left. “Here.” She places one in my hand as she sinks her teeth into the other with a sportive smile.


    As I thank her, the men in the room begin to whoop as the cooks, four matronly, well-fed-looking women, burst out of the kitchen, each carrying a shallow, black-glazed bowl of porridge. The noise elevates, and it becomes clear that the tables cheering the loudest are served first. The cooks rush back into the kitchen and return again, pink-cheeked but cheerful, with hefty bowls overflowing with barley bread, figs, and olives. I look down at my plate; not a centimeter of it has been left uncovered by food.


    From over my shoulder, a man pours water into my cup. “Eat as much as you can. You’ll need your strength.” The voice belongs to Titus, the Soukinoi general.


    “Thank you,” I say, taking a drink. “Strength for what?”


    “Titus, it’s supposed to be a surprise!” Alexa whines, brow knitted, bread crumbs bouncing off her lips.


    “I think I’ve had my fair share of surprises lately,” I say. Titus’s cheek twitches.


    “I think you’ll find that Soukinoi life is a continuous stream of surprises,” he says.


    “Don’t ruin it for her! Go on!” orders Alexa, shooing him away like a gnat. Titus takes a breath, retaining his composure against the girl’s insolence, and walks away.


    “I took the oath,” I say to Alexa. “See! Why must I be surprised?” I raise my hand, wrapped in a blood-stained bandage, and steady it in front of her eyes as she swallows a fat fig whole. She starts to choke.


    “Didn’t your mother teach you to chew your food before you swallowed it?” I joke, enjoying her bout of discomfort.


    Alexa coughs until the fig is regurgitated and strikes a fluffy biscuit on her plate.


    “And didn’t yours teach you not to ruin appetites by waving your bleeding wounds around during meals?!” she retorts. “I was choking because that disgusted me.” She flicks the tender slice in my hand.


    “Whatever you say…princess,” I say with an impertinent bow. “Will your majesty ever forgive my boorish, provincial manners?”


    Alexa turns to me and takes my hands in her lap, and squeezes them until I wince.


    “Listen well, sister,” she starts. “You know I care nothing for manners, only that my brother’s soldiers have enough with which to show some respect. Just because you said a few words and spilled a few drops of blood doesn’t make anyone here trust you. Our trust has to be earned.”


    Alexa throws my hands off her lap as the high-pitched sound of sword blades clanging against each other silences the tavern. We both turn to see Titus standing on the centermost table, sheathing his sword and returning the other to its owner seated below.


    “Thank Duna he has given us another day, my brothers and sisters!” he exclaims. The Soukinoi clap and cheer, then begin beating the hilts of their daggers against the tables; here the weapons seem to serve a double function as extra appendages.


    “Now let’s get on with it! Everybody out except for all psiloi!” Titus yells above the din of energized warriors.


    The men and women here may love to revel, but they are not unaccustomed to submitting to authority; we’ve all lived under the Alphas’ boots for too long – taking orders is in our blood. But as I look around at my fellow Soukinoi, I can sense the boiling in their veins, almost hear their fervent heartbeats becoming more rapid, and it strikes me that this entire desert compound is nothing less than a cauldron of that emotion, growing hotter and hotter and bubbling more and more until the day it overflows with scorching violence, making room for a new kind of blood, a free blood…


    I push back my chair from the table and stand to leave. Then, taking my cue from the others around me, I collect what bite-sized morsels are left on my plate and stow them into my pouch. Alexa elbows me in the ribs.


    “Not you,” she says. “You’re part of the psiloi!”


    Psiloi are skilled skirmishers who fight only with daggers or shorts words. Creating chaos is their specialty. Certain I have no choice what my station is to be here under Diokles’s jurisdiction, I take my seat again without debate.


    After the crowd funnels out of the tavern, Titus steps down from the table and stands before the ten of us who remain. He places his helmet on the nearest table and pulls from his belt a tightly rolled papyrus scroll and begins to open it slowly, carefully, as if his fingertips might cause the fragile thing to burst into flames at any moment.


    “What is that?” I whisper to Alexa.


    “He’s going to tell us what our mission is. I don’t know why he needs one of the old Alpha scrolls to do it, though,” she says, well above a whisper.


    The other psiloi, uneager to indulge the general’s desire to read from a rotting manuscript that reeks of pagan lore, begin to murmur.


    Titus clears his throat. The murmuring stops.


    “Diokles gave express orders that this be read to you before your next mission,” he says.


    “This scroll records one of the first Alpha myths to ever tarnish this world with its noxious lies and blasphemy. It is perhaps the last copy in existence. We keep it here not to honor it, but to revile it. To let it remind us of the evil against which we war. To fan the flames of righteous anger within us lest they be extinguished through carelessness and complacency.”


    Titus’s eyes look straight into mine, then move from psilos to psilos seated around me, kindling the embers within each one of us.


    “Read it, Titus!” shouts Alexa. Her fellow fighters drum the table in unison, their fires raging once again.


    Titus shuts his eyes and bows his head.


    “Almighty Duna, your name means Power, and we acknowledge that all the might and strength and power we possess flows through your hands to ours. Take these fictitious lines of evil and use them to produce in us an unquenchable thirst to avenge your holy name and restore goodness to our land.”


    His eyes open and fall upon the scroll. He begins to read:


    “Prometheus, great Titan god, a prophet of guile and grace,


    You took pity upon humanity and defied Zeus to his face.


    When you brought fire down from heaven, you supplied mankind with power;


    The moment history crowned you Hero became your darkest hour.


    For Hephaestus chained you to a cliff, and then did Zeus deliver


    A ravenous eagle to attend your side, gnawing always at your liver.”


    I watch Alexa as her mouth hangs agape, its corners pulled slightly upward into a puckish smile; I’m sure the gruesome image is one she’d love to see up close…


    Titus lifts his eyes and begins rolling the scroll back up again.


    “I won’t go on,” he says. “There isn’t any need – ”


    The psiloi interrupt his words with dissenting groans, craving more of the macabre mythic tale. I find myself joining in, hoping to hear how terribly poor Prometheus was made to suffer…and if he was ever given pardon.


    Is the Alpha’s Zeus a god of forgiveness as our Duna is said to be?


    “Nor is there any time!” Titus yells.


    The grumbling trails off as all eyes watch our leader walk to a shadowy table in the corner and retrieve from it a small clay tablet. He carries it back to us, protectively holding it against his chest so that our curious eyes cannot pick out a single letter.


    “I read to you of the grim fate of Prometheus because that is the fate our judge has sentenced for a traitor close to our midst,” explains Titus.


    Our silence urges him to go on.


    “This man is a priest at an oasis eight miles north of our station here. His beliefs and those of his followers stand in direct opposition to our own.”


    The hilts of knives begin to beat thunderously against the tables.


    “They want us to lay down our swords and devote our days to prayer. They want us to tame our tongues and speak only of a nebulous peace that never comes. They want us to avert our gaze from injustices and blasphemy and pretend none of it exists...”


    The psiloi cannot contain their indignation and begin to hiss and bellow curses. Some stand in their chairs and drive their swords and daggers toward the sky, ready to journey north at this very moment.


    “Who is this man?” demands Alexa. “And what is his fate?”


    Titus opens his mouth to answer, but hesitates, staring down at his boots. Then slowly, he looks up and turns the tablet toward us, revealing the name of the Soukinoi’s next target:


    Ειρηναίος.


    “Ireneus is his name,” he says, quickly ridding his lips of the words like rotten food.


    The noise dies suddenly. Every sword and dagger lowers. Even Alexa sits still, and speechless, and I wonder what it is I’m missing.


    “Ireneus?” questions a psilos to my left. “He’s a Eusebian, a great – a great student of the Oracles…” His sentence stumbles, then fades into a dead end of confusion.


    “Yes. It is the same man,” confirms Titus. “With this mission, Diokles desires to make it known that the Soukinoi will not tolerate heretical leaders, not even those who are among our own people.”


    Titus looks at me again. From beneath his tough soldier’s shell, I see the faraway look of sorrow emanating from his copper eyes. Perhaps he cannot be surprised, but he can be moved, even if it is only to pause and consider the cost of war, to let his heart be rent, just for a second, as he realizes how easily, how insidiously, it can turn a people against itself.


    His eyes still on mine, Titus discloses the rest of Diokles’s plan:


    “Our judge commands that our most recent oath-taker, Iris, unleash the traitor’s punishment: a Gryphon to rip Ireneus limb from limb.”


    “Are you surprised?” Alexa whispers.


    I have no response for her, only a vacant stare produced by the lukewarm emptiness floating in my veins - neither hot nor cold, neither impassioned nor antagonistic. I feel only stagnant ambivalence, the sense of being swept into the action of a dream, the battles of which I’ve been content to experience vicariously through unconscious specter’s eyes, but must now don armor for, and find out it is no dream at all.

  


  
    [image: 1-moonbow]


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    



GRYPHON


    Apsilos named Lycus is assigned to lead our mission. We follow him in somber silence up the Serpent’s Path which winds laboriously from the desert floor to the imposing peak of Ēlektōr’s summit four-hundred meters above. I was told by Alexa that the plateau itself is the Soukinoi fortress. The temple, she said, “is retribution for the Alphas. They defiled the Temple in Eirene with their unclean sacrifices; we will create catacombs of theirs, filled with the bones of their Guardians.”


    My blood races as I think of Acheron, whose bones I will soon bury there.


    An hour into the ascent, I hear the shrill, ear-splitting sound of an eagle calling from the heights above. We all press our fingers against our ears, but the cacophonous song of the Gryphon still slips through.


    “Hear that, Iris?” yells Alexa. “She beckons you!”


    “Why doesn’t your brother have the apostate priest tied to a stake right here? That wretched sound is torture enough!” I yell back, my head feeling as though it could explode if the piping notes continue much longer. The other psiloi laugh until a cascade of wind comes rushing down the mountain.


    Lycus trudges on, holding his cloak before him as a shield. I feel coarse grains of sand begin to hit my face and pull my cloak up as well, sacrificing my ears to the Gryphon’s unbearable keening.


    At last, we reach a massive wall made of unwrought limestone boulders. In its center is the threshold to the fortress, a stone portal measuring at least ten feet wide and ten feet high. Above the lentil stretches a long slab supporting a triangular relief of two stone gryphons that face each other with unfurled wings and frightful wide-open beaks. Two watchtowers stand across from one another on either side of the gate; a pair of sentry eyes looks down on us from each one.


    The sentry closest to the gate signals to some unseen guard below, and moments later the giant double door opens. Lycus nods at the guard above and in we go, closer to the thing emitting those accursed shrieks. But as we enter the gates, the Gryphon goes silent, perhaps placated by the discovery that the ten psiloi it spied half an hour before are not trespassers, but unannounced guests.


    The plateau is a small city unto itself, replete with storehouses, pigeon coops, barracks, an armory, and cisterns filled with rainwater. Around us, hundreds of Soukinoi men and women go about their duties like diligent bees buzzing about a hive. A group of women gathers water and returns it to their living quarters between the walls surrounding the fortress. Teenaged boys covered in coal dust carry mud bricks and hammers into a nearby smithy, while younger brown-skinned boys sit atop wooden crates chiseling arrowheads in the sun.


    Just half a mile from the gates lies an immense palace that is situated strategically on the westernmost edge, overlooking the desert like an impenetrable cloud bank hovering high on Mount Olympus. Staring up at the palace’s courtyard walls, I notice the rounded iron dome of a colossal structure perfectly resembling a birdcage.


    Cages that big do not exist, I think.


    Then I see a gigantic, piercing yellow eye press itself firmly against the bars to get a better look at its visitors, and suddenly I am thankful for whoever forged that gargantuan cage.


    We enter the courtyard and regard the ancient winged creature, one of the few still soaring the skies of Petros, and doing the bidding of both Python and the Alphas’ most powerful men. But now, I see, even a few bold Eusebians have managed to conscribe one for their own clandestine purposes.


    The Gryphon must be no shorter than twelve feet. Its two rear feet are like a lion’s, tawny, broad, and heavy-looking, while its forefeet are that of an eagle’s, vivid orange and tipped with black, razor-sharp talons. The animal sits motionless upon a wooden platform that stretches the length of the cage; all that moves is its tufted, leonine tail hanging below the platform, swinging languidly from side to side in a smooth, hypnotic rhythm.


    Lycus and another of the psiloi, the strongest of the bunch, step forward and stand to the right of the cage’s enormous log which serves as a latch across the door frame.


    Please don’t open that.


    “Great Gryphon, I am Lycus, captain in the Soukinoi army of Diokles!” Lycus announces, bowing his head in obeisance to the formidable bird.


    The Gryphon’s tail ceases its swinging as two charcoal wings start to twitch and rouse out of their dormancy. The creature cocks her snow-white head toward Lycus, and I watch as a thin, translucent membranous lid slides across each of her eyes; when the lids recede, the bird expels a blaring shriek that reverberates inside my chest and creates goose bumps on my flesh. I lean against the wall as the Gryphon’s wings break away violently from its body, the full span of them cut short by the cage’s rattling bars.


    Not to be made a mouse of this hostile half-lion, Lycus lifts his chin and places his hands on a cage bar. The Gryphon tilts her head curiously and jumps down from the platform onto the lowest level to inspect this brave interlocutor. Her hooked yellow beak slowly descends upon Lycus’s hands and presses against them…a subservient kiss…


    The eight of us stand in a line along the wall, not talking, not even Alexa. All of our eyes are locked on the awesome animal and the privileged colloquy she appears to be having with our captain. Though the bird doesn’t speak, she seems to register every word Lycus says, responding with an intelligent nod of her head, an excited flutter of her wings, a favorable wave of her tail.


    After a few minutes, Lycus motions to the stout psiloi standing nearby and together they lift the log and drag it forcefully away from the door frame.


    The Gryphon pounces out of her lair like a lion, then takes to the skies like an eagle, gliding and diving and drifting through the bright blue dome of Petros, relishing her freedom from iron bars. I wonder how she came to serve the Soukinoi, and why she chooses not to fly back to her former territory and leave us, the desert zealots, without our foremost weapon.


    Perhaps she enjoys being the weapon, I think.


    As the Gryphon makes her descent, I am convinced that my hypothesis is correct. As she lowers her head, arches her wings, and reaches her talons for the sand, she lets out an exhilarated shriek, and I know that I am looking not upon an enslaved animal made to murder against its will, but an amenable assassin who lives to savor the taste of death.


    One of the psiloi at the end of our line pulls the sack off his shoulder and carries it toward the Gryphon. The bird, evidently familiar with this particular soukinos, leaps toward him, causing him to jump back in fear.


    Before his shaky fingers can pull open the bag, the Gryphon’s beak is plunging into it, edaciously removing slimy strings of sepia-colored earthworms and eating them whole. I cringe as I see the scale-covered, white and black body of a viper drop from the writhing cluster of worms. It slithers only a few feet toward the nearest shadow before the Gryphon’s paw thwarts its escape with a hard, merciless stomp. Her beak whips the snake off the ground, swings and shakes it like a child’s plaything, then swallows it down with a satisfied cackle.


    “I’m supposed to control this animal?” I whisper to Alexa beside me. She points her finger toward the eastern wing of the palace, and I see Lycus and his helper emerging from it, their arms draped with thick leather straps and a metal, basket-like device filled with holes.


    I give Alexa an inquisitive look, but, clearly amused by my show of ignorance, she offers no explanation, only smiles haughtily.


    The Gryphon chirps happily as she sees Lycus and the strong psiloi approaching her. She retracts her claws and lowers her head onto the sand as if in surrender to our puny army. The two men begin pulling the metal apparatus onto the Gryphon’s face, and I realize that they are muzzling her. They attach the leather straps to either side of the muzzle and slide the reins over the monster’s neck. Then Lycus turns to me.


    “Iris. Today you are the Gryphon’s keeper,” he says. “This is her first mission in a very long time. You should feel honored.”


    I don’t move a muscle. I don’t make a sound. Not until Alexa pushes me forward.


    “Wha – what am I to do, Lycus?” the words tumble out of me.


    “The Gryphon knows what to do. All you must do is pretend you are Athena, goddess of justice,” he smiles. “We will meet you there to take care of the others.”


    The psiloi laugh as Lycus bids me come closer. He kneels, interlaces his fingers to form a step for my foot, then helps me onto the Gryphon’s back.


    “And hold on tight.”


    I take the reins as Lycus yells, “Away!” sending the Gryphon lunging up and into the air and my body backwards, sliding toward the tip of her right wing.


    “I said hold on tight!” Lycus calls out.


    The Gryphon screeches and tilts right until she is nearly perpendicular to the ground, her flight frustrated by the full weight of my body hanging onto her feathers. Knowing better than to look down, I pull and kick and claw my way back up, settling myself in between her shoulders.


    The Gryphon rights herself and continues climbing, climbing, climbing, higher and higher like Icarus speeding toward the sun. And when I think of how Icarus met his end, dead in the sea with melted wings, I shut my eyes.


    After a few seconds, I am calm enough to open my eyes. I look down and see the desert shrinking below me, the fortress shriveling to the size of a sandcastle as a pure blue curtain of sky envelops me. The shouts of the Soukinoi quickly evanesce within the voiceless bliss high above the world, a region reserved solely for the freest of creatures, the ones whose messages to each other and the rest of creation are transmitted through song. I hear only the wind singing to me now, whooshing over my head and shoulders, pulling my skin tight against my face as it intones the rhythm of the Gryphon’s dipping and rising.


    I release the reins, close my eyes again, and stretch out my arms, imagining them to be mighty Gryphon wings, imagining myself to be free of my allegiance to anyone or anything…save for the unbreakable oath to avenge my brother.
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    



KILLER


    We reach the Oasis of Éleos far before the other psiloi who travel behind on foot. The Gryphon takes us to a secluded aerie she knows high upon a rose-colored mountain. I slide off her wing and move carefully to the edge of the cliff for a better view of the misty waterfall and lush green haven below, all of it atwitter with the lively pips of sandpipers and wood warblers. The Gryphon lies down in her nest, shuts her eyes, and bows her head. Eat, sleep, fly, and kill. That is the life she knows.
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    It isn’t until I hear the harmonious sound of singing voices climbing toward us that I realize that I, too, have been sleeping.


    The Gryphon’s wings clap open as she jumps to her feet and alerts me with a deep, guttural growl, softened by the muzzle enwrapping her jaws. I raise my hand at the Gryphon, signaling her to be quiet, and creep slowly across the crunching nest until I reach a boulder to hide behind, letting my heartbeat slow to match the soothing cadence of the chorus below.


    Phos, son of Duna, creator of light, giver of love,


    You dove into Petros’ sea of plight, stepped out of the streams of life above.


    Phos, son of Duna, defeater of Python, sender of hope,


    You set the Moonbow in our skies; your grace transcends our finite scope.


    Phos, son of Duna, you were obedient unto death,


    We will praise and serve you until our final mortal breath.


    Obedient unto death.


    The line rolls over me like a wave as I think of Jasper singing the same song the last time we were together, just days before his arrest. We’d spent the afternoon visiting the graves of our parents, graves that were marked modestly by the violet bouquets of irises we carried there week after week throughout the spring and summer months.


    Obedient unto death.


    Even then, before my brother’s execution and my own enslavement, I had trouble making sense of those words. I couldn’t fathom how a divine being so powerful could be slain…or how his infallible father Duna could allow it.


    “Phos gave his life willingly, entered into the abyss of the Great Sea so that you and I never have to,” Jasper had tried to explain to me after I’d asked him where he thought our parents’ spirits had gone…if anywhere. “Mother and father rejoiced at the Moonbow’s appearing. They knew Phos was who he claimed to be. I feel I’ve been called to share the good news with all of Petros, Iris. Wherever Duna leads me. Beginning with you.”


    I can see his face so clearly. The way his tranquil gray eyes smiled as he spoke. The soft blue circles beneath them formed by sleepless nights spent on his knees in prayer alongside others like him.


    “I always pray for you, my sister. I always will,” he’d said.


    I know little of Ireneus, but his shared beliefs with my brother are enough for me to know that I cannot have a hand in his death.


    The singing stops on the path below. A man yells, then yells again:


    “Gryphon! The Gryphon!”


    I turn to see the Gryphon facing the noise with wings pulled high and rearward, forming a black feathered wall that blocks the sun and draws all eyes to hers, which now glow luminously with an infernal spark that sends my hand straight to my dagger. But what can I do to her?


    Don’t do this, Gryphon!


    “Ready your weapons! Ireneus, your sword!” I hear the voice command.


    The Gryphon’s head lowers, her burning yellow eyes boring into my skull. With just one look, I can read her thoughts, and I don’t doubt she can read mine…


    I want to be rid of this monster and hand her reins to another psiloi, one who is desensitized to this barbarism, to the ruthless judgments of non-existent gods come to life.


    Sensing my trepidation, the Gryphon hops toward me, wild eyes pleading with me to remove the muzzle, to get on with this mission and make a meal of this traitorous priest, Ireneus.


    The footsteps grow closer. They will see me soon, and what then?


    Let the Gryphon do her work, I think. Prolong this anymore and you will both be dead before nightfall.


    “Who are you?” I hear a voice ask me.


    I turn to see the long slender face of an old man looking down at me, eyes filled with concern. He steps around the boulder, holding up his sword with both hands toward the Gryphon. I can see by his flowing white robes and multicolored turban that this is none other than the priest.


    The Gryphon furiously flaps her wings and half flies, half jumps from one side of her nest to the other.


    “You’re safe now,” says the priest, lending me a hand and helping me to my feet.


    Three of the priest’s disciples arrive and catch their breaths. They too raise their swords to the Gryphon and eye me with suspicion.


    “Who is she?” one of them asks.


    “That’s the Gryphon of Diokles! We must kill it, master!” shouts another. “The girl is from Ēlektōr!”


    Ireneus looks at me questioningly for a moment, then places his hand on my shoulder and whispers for only me to hear, “Daughter, would you like to come with us? It isn’t too late.”


    “Do you swear to follow the orders you are given without deviation?” Diokles’s words materialize in my mind like a sudden patch of fog. I know that to harm the Gryphon, or impede her, will surely mean my own traitor’s death.


    “Please,” I whisper. “Run now. As fast as you can!” I start walking backwards toward the Gryphon, waving the priest away with hands that grow hotter by the second.


    The animal rushes to me and throws her neck down at my feet, begging me to free her. I place my fingers over the bronze muzzle and let them hover there, watching the back of the animal quickly rise and fall with each turbulent breath, and waiting for I don’t know what. I look up at Ireneus, who slowly begins to back away.


    “Do it, Iris!” It’s Alexa’s voice. But I don’t know where it’s coming from. “Release her!”


    Knowing Lycus and the others must be close by, I unfasten the muzzle and am thrust back into the nest as the Gryphon bolts past me and charges the priest, her curved talons reaching toward him, then knocking him into the boulder with a bone-breaking thud.


    “No!” With my scream flies a single fireball from my right hand. It zooms like a flash of white lightning toward the beast, missing her head by inches, then slams into the boulder, forming a foot-long fissure and filling it with smoke. The Gryphon turns to me, her yellow eyes ablaze, and pipes her displeasure with me in loud, scraping squawks. I press my wrists to my ears and feel the intense heat of my hands encircling my head, chastising me for missing my mark.


    Shuddering, I watch as Ireneus’s body goes limp like a ragdoll, white robes crumpling as he slouches and falls to his side, sword slipping out of his right hand into the dust.


    Ireneus’s three followers run at the Gryphon and wave their swords like mad men, then make threatening jabs toward the bird’s tree-like legs.


    “Alexa?!” I yell. The Gryphon cocks her head at me. The men stop and look at me, bemused, then quickly glance around them and resume their fighting stances.


    Where are the others?! I think.


    I stand up and begin to walk around the nest’s perimeter to see if I can spot the other psiloi somewhere down the mountain. But after only a few steps, the Gryphon’s wings pop open again, this time forming a warning, a barrier, to keep me locked inside her lair.


    She lets out a high, victorious shriek and ducks her head toward the ground. I watch in horror as Ireneus’s unconscious body is dragged away by the bloodthirsty scavenger. Shutting my eyes and covering my ears, I try to ignore the outcry of the three left standing, but after a minute or less, their shouting stops.


    I open my eyes, but there is nothing to see, only Ireneus’s sword half-hidden in the boulder’s shadow. I go to it and pick it up, then cautiously step around the rock and gaze down the mountain until the weight of what I see takes the air out of my lungs and steals the ground under my feet.


    There, in the midst of the sun-bathed path, lie the four blood-soaked bodies of Ireneus and his disciples being pecked and prodded by the Gryphon’s crimson beak.


    I hear myself scream as I will myself off the ground and dash back up the path toward the aerie. If I try to run elsewhere, I fear the Gryphon will warn me no more, and then it will be my entrails she’s feasting on.


    “Iris! Girl, where are you going?” I turn to see Lycus shouting at me from below, just a few feet from the Gryphon who pays him no mind as she continues to gorge herself. “You can come down now!”


    I make haste down the path, carefully gripping Ireneus’s sword and averting my eyes from the carnage of the Gryphon’s kill. Waiting for me are all ten of my fellow psiloi who synchronously lower their heads in respect, even Alexa.


    “What have you got there?” asks Lycus, looking at the sword.


    “It belonged to Ireneus,” I say.


    Lycus looks pleased and begins to say something when Alexa interjects.


    “I didn’t think you had it in you!” she says. Then she turns to the others, pumps her petite fist in the air and leads the group as they cry out:


    “Victory rewards the brave! Victory rewards the brave!”


    I smile, but it is by no means a proud smile or a thankful smile, but a troubled one, a primal reaction formed by agitated nerves and twitching muscles. I hurry toward Lycus whose greedy arms and triumphant eyes reach out for the martyr’s sword.


    “Well done,” he commends me, taking the sword. “We looked for the priest down at the oasis and feared he might have migrated back west toward civilization.”


    “He asked me if I wanted to go with him,” I confess, my voice devoid of emotion, though my soul feels thick with it.


    “You made the right choice,” he says.


    Alexa skips over to join us and takes me by the hand, her blond hair and pretty, nymph-like smile the perfect façade to mask her nefarious nature.


    “Now I know,” she chirps, “you truly are a sister.”


    “Where were you earlier?” I ask. “When I called for you.”


    “What do you mean? I’ve been with Lycus and the others taking care of the rest of Ireneus’s men,” she says.


    “But I heard you up on the mountain. You yelled at me to let the Gryphon go. I heard you...”


    Alexa looks at me as though I’ve become the Hydra and sprouted eight heads.


    “Sister, I assure you it wasn’t me.” She puts her hands to my cheeks. “You feel a little warm. Perhaps you’re becoming ill... You have a weak stomach, perhaps?” she grins.


    “Alexa has been with us, Iris,” Lycus attests. “I would wager the voice you heard was your own conscience speaking to you. And you did right to listen to it.”


    I feel my stomach tighten, my lip and brow become dotted with sweat as I hear another voice, an inner voice, whispering clearly:


    You are listening to fools!


    A gray tunnel quickly encloses my vision, growing darker and darker until all light and every sound are sucked out, and all I can feel is the profound sensation of dread paralyzing my body and tormenting my mind.
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    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    



INTERVENTION


    I wake up inside a sandstone cave, one of dozens that honeycomb the mountains surrounding the Soukinoi camp. Alexa and five other women are curled up close together like cats against the walls, their weapons heaped one on top of the other in the middle of the space. I feel a damp cloth pressed against my forehead and notice a half-empty cup near the wall on my right. I pick it up and detect the spicy scent of ginger root, and I wonder if it was Alexa, my new “sister,” who tended to me after my world went black atop the mountain.


    My stomach is no longer in knots, my face no longer perspires, but the ache in my soul still persists, and I fear it will linger until the fresh images of the Gryphon’s slaughter dim in the remotest recesses of my mind. Or, perhaps, until I become callous toward the sight of such brutality and learn not to question the means by which we obtain victory.


    “We make war that we may live in peace,” I whisper to myself, hoping these words of a long-dead Petrodian sage will restore mettle to my mind, and zeal to my soul so the doma will operate as it should.


    I crawl to the cave’s edge and lean against the wall, watching the purple cloak of night tear into pieces, breaking apart beneath the fiery touch of sunrise.
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    Water has never felt so wonderful. Not even in the desert when my throat was parched and my light skin burned. As I wade in the hot pool inside the bathhouse, I shut my eyes and try to imagine the filth and guilt and blood of yesterday being washed away from my body. The temperature of this pool is too scalding for most of the Soukinoi, but to me, it feels perfect. I feel purged…cleansed. The inner aching ceases.


    I lie on my back on top of the water and let the feeling of weightlessness lull me to the verge of sleep. I hear the muffled conversation and splashing of horseplay of the Soukinoi in the pools adjacent to mine, but I am content not to fraternize or talk of last night’s killing. All I want to do is let my memories of the mission slough off from my skin like a layer of grime and sink to the bottom of this pool.


    “Soukina!”


    As soon as I finally feel at ease, I am jolted out of my daze by a man’s resounding shout and the sound of his sandals slapping across the stone floor.


    “Iris, care to join us?”


    Above me stands Diokles with an amused look on his face as he waves at the three men accompanying him to pass by, one of whom wears a sackcloth bag over his head…and a Pythonian tattoo on his right forearm…


    “Uh, yes – yes, sir!” I say, standing to my feet and nervously twisting the water out of my heavy hair.


    “You did well yesterday. I pray the ordeal wasn’t too much for you to endure.” He says, his sardonic tone indicating that he knows I was ill.


    “I’ve endured worse,” I reply, fighting the urge to cast a glance at the tattooed man. “I think the Gryphon and I could become great friends,” I lie. In truth, I would rather meet Acheron’s whip seven straight nights than consort with that loathsome beast again.


    “Very good. You have surpassed my sister’s expectations. And that is no small feat,” he grins. “Here, let me help you out of there.”


    Diokles moves to the pool’s steps, bends forward and extends his hand.


    “Thank you,” I say, letting him pull me out. “I hope I have surpassed your expectations as well.”


    “You will find that my expectations are never exceeded, sister. No Soukinos I have ever trained has proven as passionate, as unflinching as I,” he says, still gripping my hand, his head close to mine as he stares into my eyes as if waiting for me to recoil.


    But I don’t. I stare back stubbornly with as much fervor as I can muster, feeling the solacing droplets of water covering my skin evaporate one by one into the sultry air of the bathhouse.


    “You can consider that a challenge,” he smiles again as he releases my tingling hand, then strides off toward the others bathing and merrymaking nearby.


    I follow after him and sit on the nearest corner of the crowded colder pool, letting my legs dangle casually in the water, hoping that the tattooed prisoner presently being escorted to Diokles’s side is nobody I know.


    “Soukinoi!” shouts our leader.


    Stillness ripples through the bathhouse. The carefree chatter fades to curious whispers, and then to steady breath upon the waves. Diokles waits until every last echo has died to proceed with his announcement.


    “Many of you know the man standing here before you. Although, to call him a man is to elevate him high above his rightful rank among Duna’s hierarchy of creatures, for he is no more than a maggot, a traitor to Python, a traitor to us… A true man would have made up his mind whose side he was on by now, wouldn’t you agree, soldiers?!”


    The bathhouse erupts in a discordant blend of booing, laughing, hissing, applauding until Diokles raises his hand and presses a finger to his lips. Without saying another word, he inches closer to the covered man and swiftly pulls the bag off of his head with such force that the prisoner loses his balance and falls headlong into the pool.


    I hear Alexa’s shrill, girlish laughter ringing out over the crowd, and then a collective gasp as the man emerges from the water, pushing his black hair back from his eyes.


    Tycho!


    My first impulse is to slide into the pool and conceal myself among the small sea of soldiers. My warm body stings as it’s plunged to the throat in ice-cold water. I wait for myself to adjust to it, but I never do; the stinging subsides, but I’m still left shaking. I’m completely scared stiff. I can almost sense the temperature in the bathhouse rising ten degrees as blood runs hot and muscles tense.


    It takes several minutes for the hellish sounds of a viper’s nest to hush and for the riled waves to ebb again. When they do, Diokles motions to his two guards. They swoop down on Tycho like eagles, grab him by his underarms, and then lean back, planting their feet firmly as though dragging him up out of the water will require all their strength.


    But Tycho needn’t be forced. He calmly helps himself onto the edge, stands, shakes his sandals, takes his place between the guards, and looks out into every eye he can find to connect with. He’s clearly not ashamed, and curiously, not afraid. I hear the sentries grunt, expressing their displeasure in finding that their prisoner hasn’t got any fight in him. At least not anymore.


    “A peacemaker is what he may prefer you to call him!” resumes Diokles. “But again, we would be flattering this man, this once-fearless warrior, by granting him such a…diplomatic title. We shall call him what he truly is, what he was all along: a worthless, spineless parasite.” Diokles spits on Tycho’s toes. “For he has, to this moment, used impressive cunning to feed off of a false allegiance to both Python and the Soukinoi!”


    Tycho’s lips remain closed, his gaze set steadfastly upon his accuser.


    Has he gone deaf?! Why doesn’t he defend himself? I think.


    But I think again: What good would it do if he did…


    “Each of you!” Diokles shouts. “Hold out your right hand.”


    The sound of whishing water fills the space as each of us pulls our hand fast out of the pool and wait, like servants, for further instruction.


    “Turn it over and look down at the line drawn across it. No matter how faint or fresh it is, no matter if you received it one year ago or yesterday, that is the scar that commemorates the day you swore your oath here, the day you heard me speak these words:


    “‘The man who holds contempt for the judge or for the priest who stands ministering to Duna shall be put to death.’”


    I unwrap the bandage from around my palm and see that an ugly scab has formed. Soon the wound will scar and I too will bear a permanent mark of loyalty, just like the rest of the Soukinoi. Just like Tycho, just like the Centaur. The only difference between the Soukinoi and Pythonian emblems is that the former is forged with a knife and a little blood, the latter with dye and a sharpened stick.


    As I stare at my hand I remind myself that the oath I made in that pagan temple is a means to an end. A necessary rite. The reason I am here is not to get involved in quarrels about war, religion, or politics, but to stay sharp, act brave, and keep out of Diokles’s way until I am led to Acheron.


    You cannot let Tycho die as you let Ireneus! A voice inside me – my conscience? – startles me. My eyes jump back to Diokles and the man who saved my life.


    “This man Tycho is guilty of breaking his oath. He will be stoned at the temple steps at dusk,” Diokles says in such a matter-of-fact fashion that I am almost reminded of…


    No, not Acheron. Acheron kills without just cause! I reason.


    It isn’t just to let your friend die, a voice says again.


    I feel my soul warring against itself, one side rallying my wits to hold back and play dumb, the other appealing to my heart, something I wish I couldn’t feel.


    The voice is soft but clear, subtle but undeniable as it reminds me of Carya’s prophecy to Aspasia:


    “…it shall be your turn to speak up for his life.”


    My heart jumps into my throat, followed by a stream of words that I can’t possibly suppress a moment longer.


    “Wait! Diokles! Wait!” I climb out of the pool and run to our leader’s side before anyone can stop me.


    “Iris!” I hear Alexa gasp as the rest of the Soukinoi look on in astonishment.


    “Diokles, forgive me, but Tycho is the one who saved me from Lysander. He is the reason I am here. If I have not proven myself a worthy recruit, then please, take his life. And punish me as you see fit for what I know you consider unforgivable brazenness and – ”


    “Stop this!” shouts Diokles. His echo repeats the command several times as he turns his back to the Soukinoi and walks slowly closer to me, his hands interlaced behind his back, his teeth clenched together as he whispers:


    “You don’t know anything about me. But know this. I will not tolerate having my authority publicly undermined by a woman who thinks herself Duna’s gift to us just because she survived a single mission!”


    I cannot keep my eyes on his, and look down as I mutter a pathetic apology and try to hold back my tears like a scorned child.


    “Look at me, Soukina,” Diokles says with a softened tone. “I think you are very brave. But do not forget your place. There is a fine line between courage and stupidity.”


    Diokles turns back to the crowd who has begun to dry themselves off and wring out the water from their garments. I glance over at Tycho but his eyes are closed, his lips moving.


    “Tycho showed mercy for our sister, Iris,” Diokles says. “I too will show mercy and allow him to live here and render to us his knowledge and skills as a warrior and strategist.”


    The Soukinoi mumble, and I see Alexa’s eyes widen with incredulity.


    “But!” continues Diokles. “Should he retaliate, try to flee, or should he speak one word of peacemaking or voice one dissenting opinion about our operations here, he will be stoned.”


    Diokles returns to my side and puts his hand on my shoulder.


    “And she will die in the same manner as her first target, the priest Ireneus.”
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    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    



RENEGADE


    I looked for Tycho in the tavern at breakfast, but he was nowhere to be found. I spent the morning ascending the mountain, and by noon I was still wandering about the plateau, ducking into the dwellings hidden between the walls, bothering the blacksmiths as they stoked their fires with billows and beat their hammers against metal. I didn’t care if I was intruding into their homes or disrupting their work – I have to find Tycho, and I’m not even sure why. To thank him for saving my life? Maybe. But I know deep down what draws me to him is utterly indefinable: it’s the mystery concealed in the sun-streaked pools of his eyes, the serpent tattoo now symbolizing his worst regret, the peace he possessed as Diokles pronounced his death sentence, the way my veins stir with a different kind – a pleasant and benign kind – of heat when I think of him for too long…


    “I don’t know where he is, but I wish he were in Hades!” was one man’s gruff reply at breakfast.


    The mere mention of Tycho makes most people’s lips curl in disgust before they spit or curse his name. Others shrug their shoulders insouciantly and go about their business; even if they had seen him, I’m sure they wouldn’t tell me.


    Finally, I arrive at a small, abandoned-looking assembly place located at the southernmost end of the fortress and spot Tycho kneeling there along the highest tier of plastered benches. His eyes are closed, head slightly bowed, still as a clay statue left to dry in the sun.


    “Tycho!” I call out to him. But he doesn’t move. “Tycho!” I repeat. This time, all I hear in response is the distant, hungry howl of the Gryphon.


    Instantly, Ireneus and the three picked-apart, blood-drained bodies of his disciples flash before my mind’s eye. I race up the tiers toward Tycho, hoping the exertion will circumvent the formation of another haunting image, that of vibrant red ribbons of torn-apart flesh falling from the Gryphon’s beak: the remnants of my mangled body, dissected at the order of Diokles.


    “You must be starved!” I shout at him, wondering if he’ll remember causing me to jump with those words the day he surprised me at the Port of Ourania.


    Tycho doesn’t jump. He’s heard me calling. He opens his eyes after a few seconds and acknowledges my presence with a tired smile.


    “And you must have found the work you were looking for. As a tanner, if I recall correctly?”


    His smile struggles to linger a while longer, but soon disappears, replaced by a heaviness that fills his eyes; it’s as though each one contains an anchor connected to the deepest layer of his soul, and he is unable to cut them loose and sail beyond them.


    “I almost began assisting a tanner,” I start to explain. “In Limén.”


    Tycho turns to me and searches my eyes, and all he can say is, “My lady…”


    Those words crawl over my skin like a scared spider. I am no more a lady than Alexa, a girl who thrives on mischief, and with a bloodlust to rival the Gryphon’s.


    “Why didn’t you stay there?” Tycho manages, his question sounding more like a plea for me to travel back in time to Gennadius’s tannery, stay put in the shadows until the time comes to defend myself – and only myself – and forget the Soukinoi altogether.


    “The girl who appeared to you gave a message to the tanner’s wife. She told me I would come here. And that – that I would speak up for your life like you did for mine. Did I have a choice?”


    “We all have a choice,” he says, anger welling in his voice. “Duna sees your heart. He knows what losing your family and serving Acheron have done to it...”


    Tycho clenches his jaw, then looks to the sky. I follow his eyes and watch the white puffs of clouds floating above us, like giant breaths caught in a clear, cold day.


    “He is outside the clouds, Iris. He is beyond the Moonbow, beyond time,” he continues, his anger carried away into the clouds. “The prophecy didn’t send you here. Duna knew you would follow your heart.”


    “Your desert journey shall be paved with stones of black desire,” I say, slowly repeating the verse of Aspasia’s prophecy as it moves forward from memory to mouth.


    “The tanner’s wife told you that, I suppose?”


    I nod.


    “You would have been safe there. The prophecy could have been different,” says Tycho, standing and dusting the sand from his knees.


    “I don’t want to be safe!” I say as Tycho makes his way down the shallow tiers. “Where are you going?!”


    “You want your brother to have vengeance. You want to kill Acheron. I know, Iris. And I know it is foolishness. I’m going to Eirene, and you are welcome to come with me.”


    “Now who is foolish?!” I yell as I run after him. “Did you hear Diokles this morning, or were you still under water? You will be stoned and I will be eaten alive by the Gryphon if we try to run away!”


    Tycho stops and turns to me, then waits for a moment as if deciding whether to say:


    “I want to show you something.”


    He continues walking around the limestone wall until we come upon one of Diokles’s chief guards slumped against it. His ghost-pale skin and half-opened eyes indicate that he isn’t napping. And when I see the dark red spot soaked into his thigh, I know without question that he is dead.


    My eyes grow wide. My heart flutters as I battle the impulse to flee and report the murderer or stay and hear him out. I take a deep breath. I decide to stay.


    “I prayed that he would spend his last minutes repenting before Duna. Sometimes the moments preceding death are the only ones men take to think on things that matter…” Tycho says, bearing the same look of compassion that he had at Okeanos when he described Jasper’s death to Lysander and the outlaws...as he saved my life…


    “Why did you have to kill him?” I demand, frustration squelching any feelings of affection and causing my voice to quiver.


    “Diokles sent him, Iris. He wanted me to kill him.”


    “What? You’re not any making sense!” I say, feeling my muscles warm with exasperation.


    “Mercy was never his intention. He wants me dead, but not now; now he has another idea in mind.”


    “And what idea is that?”


    “He wants to prove to the rest of his followers that he was right about me and that you were wrong….that I am a traitor, a Eusebian-killer…”


    “You were defending yourself,” I say, putting the pieces together in my mind.


    Tycho doesn’t answer, but instead leans over the soldier and gently closes his eyes with the palm of his hand.


    “Be in peace,” Tycho whispers to him.


    “Diokles sacrificed one of his own sentries just to set you up?” I ask, wanting to be told differently. But I know that I am right, and Tycho knows I don’t really need an answer.


    “His men will find him within the hour, and then they will arrest me and make a public spectacle of me, an example of what becomes of renegades.”


    I wait for Tycho to continue and surmise what they will do with me. But he only looks out over the wall in silence.


    “And me?” I ask, a tear rolling down my cheek into the corner of my mouth. The saltiness, the unmistakable taste of vulnerability and brokenness, signals more tears to fall. “I will be like Prometheus, and Ireneus, men who never brought harm to anyone!” I finally admit, collapsing to my knees as hot tears flood my eyes and burn my face with fear.


    “If you are truly a Soukina, then you shouldn’t feel guilty about what happened to Ireneus. Just as Diokles won’t shed a single tear over the loss of one of his most trusted and loyal soldiers, a man who died a senseless death because his leader covets men’s respect to the point of obsession.”


    “Diokles understands the value of sacrifice,” I say, but the sentence feels foreign on my tongue; I quickly realize I am quoting Alexa’s words to me as we rode through the desert on the back of the Centaur, when she reproved me for not risking death to kill Acheron. To her, and the rest of her brother’s army, an unfinished task is far better than a task left untried.


    “A high price must be paid if we ever want to be free from the Alphas,” I say, wiping my tears and crawling into a narrow net of shade being cast from the wall. “I don’t deny that it is often hard to accept, but – ”


    “Iris,” Tycho says softly. “Do you really believe that a thousand angry Eusebians can so much as puncture a hole in the armor of the Alphas?”


    “You did,” I answer, my curiosity piquing. “What happened to you?”


    Tycho takes a deep breath and rakes his fingers through his hair.


    “I wish I had time to tell you,” he says. “But we aren’t safe here.”


    “You aren’t safe here,” I correct him. “I will tell Diokles that you’ve killed his man and deserted us, that I found the body but you were already gone.”


    Clap… Clap… Clap…


    Tycho and I spin around like startled sheep to face whatever wolf has cornered us. There, looming over me, with a hand on his sword and a smile on his lips, is the general Titus.


    “A clever plan, young Soukina,” he says to me. “If only it would work…”


    Watching my red, tear-stung eyes fill up again, he turns his attention to Tycho.


    “Tycho, good to see you, old friend!”


    If I didn’t know better, I’d think him genuinely pleased to see his conscripted comrade.


    “I regret that I missed your induction this morning. I was pleased to hear that you’ve lived to see another day,” says Titus.


    “And you,” Tycho says, extending his hand.


    Titus removes his hand from his sword and shakes Tycho’s hand.


    “Poor Patroclus,” he says, regarding the dead soldier.


    Then he looks at me with a loud sigh, like a father ready to chide his recalcitrant child. But he doesn’t ask me anything.


    “Go, Tycho. The young Soukina will stay with me now.”


    Tycho walks over to me and lifts me to my feet and lightly pulls me out of the shadow. He places my hair behind my ear and whispers into it, “You will be all right.”


    Though there is no breeze, I feel chills rising on the back of my neck. My mouth opens, my lips begin to move, but my mind is void of a response.


    “Trust me.”


    With those words, Tycho squeezes my hand, brings his cloak over his head, and begins his escape from Ēlektōr.


    And suddenly, I have words to say, my first prayer since the day my brother died:


    “Duna, please…watch over him.”
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    



EXECUTIONER


    I feel strangely subdued as Titus turns my shoulders to the north and leads me in silence toward the summit’s gates. Surely Tycho would not save my life twice only to leave it in enemy hands...


    What do you know, Tycho? What makes you trust the general?


    “Trust me,” is the fruitless reply I receive again and again as I mull over the few things I’ve learned about Tycho and Titus, two men who have shown me inexplicable kindness amid a people who consider such a virtue to be anathema, a deplorable stain in the fabric of their uniquely Soukinoi ideals.


    Tycho was once a Pythonian servant, and once a valuable Soukinoi soldier. Now, it is made plain by his constant prayers and a baffling concern for me, a bullheaded, blood-spilling orphan, that he is an unabashed follower of Duna, and one who has come to view a Eusebian revolt of vengeance and terror as a sinful, and indeed a futile enterprise.


    It is much more difficult trying to decipher exactly where Titus’s loyalty lies.


    The enigmatic eyes of the general couldn’t stop my soul from feeling an unexplainable connection to his own the moment I met him. His advice to me in the tavern to eat as much breakfast as I could seemed a cryptic allusion to my forthcoming mission. And his last words to me, “you’ll find that Soukinoi life is a continuous stream of surprises,” were perhaps the most mysterious of all.


    “You’re making me suspicious, Soukina,” Titus says as we begin our descent down the mountain.


    Just then, the Gryphon begins her wailing demand for supper, and I am happy to be distracted by an opportunity for conversation.


    “I’m making you suspicious?” I ask with a laugh. Has it not crossed his mind that it’s quite possible I have found his actions of late to be a bit peculiar?


    “You’ve been following me, docile as a pony, for nearly an hour and haven’t whinnied a word,” he says, turning and looking at me with a charming half smile.


    “I know better than to be anything but docile, sir,” I say. “You needn’t be suspicious. You can even confiscate my dagger if it would make you feel better.”


    I smile as I unsheathe my knife and hold it out for him to take. He laughs and waves it away, then goes totally still, his face and body appearing so pallid and frozen that I wonder if he will faint.


    “Are you all right?” I ask, sheathing my dagger and stepping slowly toward him.


    Titus takes a step backwards off the path and crouches there, holding a hand to his heart as rays of setting sun pour color back into his face. Then, with his other hand he reaches into his belt and pulls something out of it, but promptly forms a tight fist to conceal whatever it holds.


    A knife? Hemlock?


    “What? Am I to die here? Right now? … Tell me!” I implore.


    “No, Iris. Listen to me…” he says calmly, standing back up again. “This is all very new to me; I haven’t been quite sure how to handle it. And now, it’s affecting my health!”


    “Handle what?” I ask.


    “Let’s keep moving. Idleness will only draw attention.”


    I follow as Titus continues leading us down the mountain, lifting his chin and nodding curtly to a pair of soldiers, each riding a stolen Alpha stallion up to its new home.


    “I had a dream a few days ago after my prayers in the temple. Actually, I don’t remember ever falling asleep…all of it seemed so real…Have you ever had a dream like that?” he asks me.


    “A dream, no. A nightmare, yes,” I reply, anxious to reach the end of his revelation.


    “I was by myself in the cella when it happened. I saw a bright flash of light, and then a girl appeared in the midst of it. I thought at first it was Alexa, but when the light faded away, I saw it couldn’t be. This girl had auburn hair, and splendid robes that were –”


    “Deep blue, like the sea,” I say, not the slightest bit surprised. I look around the barren slope to see if the elusive messenger is here now, waiting for me with another riddle to sing or a stone to give. But all I see are Diokles’s men below, scurrying about his makeshift palace like rats around a nest.


    “Yes. So you do know her! You do know Carya! I haven’t lost my mind!” he exclaims, almost bounding forward in his relief. But he swiftly contains himself and lowers his voice to whisper, “I thought it was a dream, but she gave me something.” He looks down at his fist. “I still have it.”


    I reach into the pouch around my waist and pull out my own gift from Carya.


    “I presume she has a message for me,” I say, rubbing the jasper stone between my fingers, waiting for the right moment to bring it into the light and corroborate his encounter.


    Titus scratches his head. “Yes…but, like I said, this is – this is extraordinary!” He says, tilting his head toward me and talking from one side of his mouth. “Everything she told me would happen has happened.” He pauses as an actor would to ensure he’s got the audience’s attention. “First she told me Tycho had been captured by Soukinoi in Limén. Then she said that during his final mission as a Soukinos, he had saved the life of the girl I found in the desert – you, of course – and that I should give you a message if you intervened for him the day he was returned here to Ēlektōr. And you did.”


    Titus stops on the path and turns to me, anticipating a question, or a gasp of disbelief, but I keep walking, kicking pebbles as I go along, and contentedly breathing in lungs-full of cool evening air.


    “She must be a goddess, this Carya,” Titus starts again, thirsty for discussion. “But there is no such thing. That much I know.”


    I smile a little at the mystified general. Never would anyone suspect that he, a stalwart, flinty, and unflappable soldier, was at this moment seeking religious insight from a mildly educated orphan recruit.


    “Is something funny, Soukina?” he asks. I shake my head and press my lips together, erasing my smile.


    “No, sir. It’s just – well, never mind. Carya is a nymph,” I say, getting back to the subject at hand.


    “A nymph!” he repeats, as though he misheard me. “Like the berserk ones in the Alphas’ stories, draped in fawn skins and running around the woods with pine-cone staffs? The ones who raised Dionysus in a cave before he grew up and became a god of wine and abject debauchery?” He chuckles, “Carya is one of those?”


    I realize I’d never thought it through. All this time, I’ve been blinded to the stark contradictions surrounding my ideas of Carya’s identity. Since the day I met her in the moonlight near my mother’s death bed, I have called her “nymph.” But according to Eusebian prophecy, such creatures are, at best, nothing more than imaginary froth, and at worst, harmful distractions, inconspicuous diversions from the one true, unequaled god...


    “I don’t know,” I confess. “I suppose I don’t know what else she could be.”


    “Call her a messenger,” Titus says, employing his authoritative tone. “We demean Duna’s servants by likening them to maniacal pagan shrews.”


    “Fair enough,” I say, respectful of the man’s convictions. “Now can you relay the…messenger’s message?” I remember to add, “Please, general?”


    “The hour I prayed for a clear sense of Duna’s vision for my life here, my purpose here, I’m given a visitation with a goddess – er, a messenger – that I cannot deny, and that you have confirmed! Forgive me, but my mind is rather muddled, Soukina. I never thought our Creator would insinuate himself into a soldier’s affairs, least of all mine.”


    “Please. Just try,” I urge him, ignoring his sentiment. “You don’t have to remember every word.”


    The general sighs loudly and slows his pace, thinking silently and then mumbling unintelligibly over Carya’s rhymes. And then confident, crisp, coherent words come forth:


    “Below amber lies the emerald arc among the Moonbow’s hues,


    A color of life, a stone of growth, a new beginning if you choose.


    Forgive and be forgiven, take the green gem held nearby,


    In the hand of the one who held the torch, and watched your brother die.”


    A few long moments pass as the message sinks into my skin, slips into my veins, and circulates through my body like a virus until it reaches my heart, gripping it, twisting it as I do the same to the hilt of my dagger. Maybe this time I will have the courage to use it.


    “You killed my brother?!” I scream, not caring who might hear. Titus doesn’t try to quiet me, but sadly hangs his head as though a heavy yoke were around his neck.


    “It seems you and I worked for the same man,” he says.


    “Acheron…” I spit the name from my mouth like a poison.


    “He offered me more wealth than I have ever known to be his bodyguard, promised me my family would always be safe as long as I kept him safe.” Titus begins walking again as his memories wash over him. “One night while he was away, his house was burned to the ground, by arsonists or accident, no one knows. The next night…” he stops and gazes out at the peach-colored clouds painted across the horizon. “My wife and two sons were killed, tied to their beds and burned alive. From then on, I was Acheron’s executioner, made to listen and watch as men, women, and countless innocents were consumed with fire...”


    Titus turns away from me, his shoulders heaving up and down as he cries to himself in silence.


    I wait for the swell of wrath to rise up in me at any second, for lava-hot anger to send me running toward the executioner and stabbing him a hundred times – no doma needed. How I have waited for this moment! How I have longed to seize revenge like a jewel-encrusted chalice and fill it until it overflows with the blood of all who destroyed my life and oppress my people. But now that the moment is here, I am overcome not with rage, but with empathy.


    “Perhaps I should have taken your dagger when I had the chance,” says Titus, mustering a laugh as he eyes the weapon in my hand.


    Titus goes to his knees, surrenders his sword on the ground in front of me, and lowers his head, ready to receive whatever blow I have in mind for it.


    “I won’t defend against it. I deserve justice,” he says. “My only request…Make it quick.”
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    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    



EMERALD


    General,” I whisper, half baffled, half relieved that I cannot kill him. “When did you leave?”


    He looks up at me with surprise.


    “Pardon me?” he says.


    “When did you leave Acheron? And stand up, sir. I can’t do this,” I add, sheathing my knife and pushing his sword back toward him with my sandal. Somehow, the desire to kill, to avenge, has been summarily dissolved, replaced by unexpected feelings of pity, sorrow, and of kinship for the general.


    “Your mercy will not be forgotten,” he says, rising and taking his sword. “You are truly your brother’s sister.”


    “You didn’t know my brother!” I retort, my skin prickling instantly with indignation, but the temperature of my blood doesn’t shift.


    “I left Acheron the morning following your brother’s death. I’d heard him and the others of the Hodos who died that night speak in the streets on several occasions,” he says somberly. “They spoke of Phos, the Light of Petros, and the peace he gives to anyone who believes that he is who he said he was, and that he died for us. Diokles was looking for more recruits. And I was looking for a purpose. Much like yourself.”


    “Phos didn’t give my brother – or his friends – any peace!” I say, bitterness burning and closing around my throat. “He brought them to Enochos and stood back as they suffered. And you have no idea what I’m looking for!”


    I spot an Acacia tree to my right and walk briskly to it, eager to rest my feet and steal a moment of solitude. Titus kindly keeps his distance as I collect a handful of seeds and store them up for later. I remove the jasper stone from my girdle, kiss it and clasp it tight as I lean my head against the tree and gaze at the rising moon peering over the desert, a lustrous pupil within a silken socket of clouds.


    And then I think of Carya’s song to Titus: “The green gem that is near…”


    “General!” I call. He turns to me and I wait for him to come closer.


    “Soukina, we should go now. Diokles is expecting me,” he says.


    “Expecting us, you mean.”


    Titus doesn’t have an answer to give, no reassuring words or even a well-crafted lie to offer. He only stares at the ethereal eye as it shines the beneficent light of heaven over our darkness.


    “I know that you must deliver me to him,” I say as I stand, noticing the fresh, redolent smell of rain wafting down from a dense caravan of clouds hanging low above our heads. “And I still don’t want to kill you.” I grasp Titus’s shoulder, and as he looks in my eyes, I know that he believes I mean it.


    “You can trust me, Soukina.”


    “That’s what Tycho said,” I say as my mind dispatches another prayer for my friend. “He hasn’t betrayed me yet.”


    The clouds release a few sprinkles of rain, each tiny splash on my forehead admonishing me to continue walking before the imminent downpour…or perhaps before Diokles suspects that his general is now following the orders of a nymph-like servant of Duna.


    “Now I trust you to tell me more about the green gem you’ve got in your hand,” I smile.


    “That’s right,” remembers Titus. “So this means you have forgiven me, then?”


    “Excuse me?” I ask.


    “Carya said the gem becomes yours if you forgive me for what I did at Enochos.”


    I answer only with a deep breath and a silent curse. What does forgiveness have to do with anything?


    “I would pay any price to undo all the wrong I’ve done, Iris. I would give my own life. I am sorry,” he pleads, the words spilling hastily into the air as though they’d been trapped for lightless ages, left suffocating inside his soul.


    Forgiveness. The last person I forgave was my own mother just a few days before her spirit left this world, driven away by the fever that had taken my father from us.


    She had emerged from her delirium, her cough and chills had subsided, even the rosy rash on her chest appeared fainter. She asked Jasper to carry her up onto the roof to enjoy the sunshine one last time. No sooner had we gone up than her coughing returned. But she refused to be taken inside.


    “I’m not dead yet!” she said. “I feel like I’m lying halfway inside my tomb while in that room.”


    So Jasper and I reclined alongside her and welcomed the sound and sight of any bird or breeze or butterfly that could brighten the shroud of death that was draped over us.


    When a friendly moth with dusky white wings alighted on her shoulder, I said with the cheeriest tone I could muster, “Those are drawn to the light, mother. Maybe it’s a sign that you’re going to be well!”


    She reached over to me, took my hand, and after a brief coughing spell replied, “Or maybe it will help draw me to the light…” She smiled as the moth took flight once again toward the tops of the poplar trees, fading like a ghost as it climbed on toward the sun. “When the time is right,” she added, kissing my cheek.


    “I miss you!” I cried out, my hopeful countenance evaporating at the thought of her spirit following the path of the moth.


    “She’s right here with you, Iris,” Jasper said, watching as she pulled me onto her lap, her baby girl again.


    Then why does she seem so far away? I remember thinking, as I wrapped my arms around her neck and buried my face in her hair, hoping that if I wished hard enough I could send us back in time, back to when I was a baby and the world was just beginning…


    “I want to ask something of you both,” she said.


    “Anything, mother,” Jasper replied, walking over to sit at our feet.


    “I ask that you would forgive me.”


    “Mother, what on earth for?” Jasper asked, his face blanched with bewilderment.


    “For not being here to watch you both grow up. For not being here to see you as a beautiful bride, Iris, a mother, a great explorer like you’ve always wanted to be. For not being here to see you become the leader and teacher Duna has called you to be, Jasper. I pray that he lets me see pieces from above. Who knows, maybe there’s a cloud with my name on it, where I can lie and look down on you both any hour of the day!” she said as I crawled off her lap and cried as silently as I could.


    “Oh Iris, don’t be sad,” she said. “I’m going to see your father soon, and I know you’ll have lots of hugs and kisses for me to deliver to him, isn’t that right?” Reluctantly, I nod my head and find solace in the daydream of my mother and father united again in a utopia free of fevers and tears and lives cut short.


    “That means you have forgiven me, then?” she asked, just as Titus has today.


    Jasper and I shouted an enthusiastic “Yes!” in unison, and together we sat on the roof until dark, forgoing sleep and supper to stretch out the day, to freeze time, if it were possible. And at her insistent request, we described for our mother every detail of the dreams we had for ourselves, dreams none of us could have imagined would be snuffed out by death, slavery, and a desert of rebellion.


    A blue bolt of lightning flashing over the mountain brings my attention back to the man asking for my forgiveness.


    “I could lie you know,” I say with a smirk. “I could tell you that I forgive you just so I can have the stone.” But I am fooling no one. The relief I observed on my mother’s face when Jasper and I released her of the burden of guilt she bore impressed me greater than I ever realized. I learned that forgiveness is a finespun sort of phenomenon, possessing a quality I can only describe as magical. I felt that as I gave it to my mother, I was receiving for myself something equally precious.


    “You could,” concedes Titus. “And you would have no one but Duna to judge you for it.” He gives me a wink, but I know there is a warning in his words.


    “I should – I should be angry,” I stammer, my feelings of frustration hindering my tongue just as it has my logic throughout this tedious trek down the mountain.


    Forgive the man who killed your brother? How foolish can you be!


    “The only reason I am in this forsaken place is because I know that Diokles will lead me to Acheron and set our people free,” I say, speaking the words like a dispassionate orator reading from a scroll. “And here you are, the man who set fire to Jasper’s pyre; I should be ecstatic!” The words come out effortlessly now. “Why can’t I kill you? What don’t I feel one iota of anger when I look at you?! I forgive you, general.”


    And I feel it. Forgiveness enchanting me, calming me, cleansing me. I force one foot in front of the other as the wind blows, carrying in the storm from the distant sea.


    “Soukina,” he says, following after me. “You love your brother, don’t you.”


    “More than anything.”


    “When my wife and sons were alive, I lived to love them, protect them, and make them proud. There were many times I walked away from battles and laid aside offenses simply because I knew it pleased them, because it is what they wanted. Do you understand?”


    I nod, knowing undoubtedly that Jasper would be proud that I have let forgiveness win. My brother gave the clothes off his back, the meat from his table to anyone in need of it. After he devoted himself to the Hodos, he was routinely mocked, ostracized, and imprisoned for his beliefs, but never once did he speak of vengeance or utter a single syllable of complaint; rather, he rejoiced in his sufferings. “I give thanks that I have been found worthy to suffer disgrace for the name of Phos,” he’d say.


    It was when I heard him speak words so incomprehensible, so absurd-sounding as those that I questioned whether he or I was adopted. On the nights I was whipped by Acheron, or given only crumbs off his plate for supper, my mind alternated between dreaming of life with my family on the limestone cliffs, and longing to be sucked into the Styx and released from my misery. I had nothing to smile or sing about, and giving thanks was done only out of fear and compulsion when Acheron pointed to emaciated beggars on the street and demanded of Niobe and me, “Are you not grateful that I have saved you from such a fate?”


    “I can see Jasper smiling now,” I say to Titus. “But I think there is more to my tolerance of you than you realize,” I say.


    “And what is that?” he replies, his eyebrow lifting with curiosity.


    BOOM!


    The patience of the storm has run out. Thunder rolls across the sky, covering the moon and saturating everything below it in a pale, green, gossamery tint. The light rain that had been for us a refreshing mist transforms into a torrent of icy water and relentless wind that sends us retreating down the path to the temple where Diokles is waiting.


    As we pick up our pace, I feel Titus place in my hand what can be none other than the green gem. I cannot wait; I stop only for a moment and carefully open up my palm to get a peek of Carya’s promise to me: a perfect emerald oval, no larger than a pomegranate seed, and filled with a brilliance that, indeed, I’ve only beheld in the Moonbow’s arches.


    I secure the emerald in my pouch along with my jasper stone, one a token of forgiveness and flourishing life, the other a symbol of strength for storms, both above and within, and of hope for the breaking day.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY


    



APOLLO


    We make it to the temple, out of breath from the storm’s fierce chase. The sentries at the steps salute their general and direct us toward the cella, its door cracked open allowing the spicy smell of laurel incense to drift out of the blackness.


    I follow Titus into the room and make out Diokles’s silhouette lying supine on the floor. His fingers are spread wide, the whites of his eyes almost aglow in the dark as his lips move soundlessly and his body jerks in startling convulsions. I nudge the general’s side.


    “What’s happening?” I whisper. Titus doesn’t answer me, but steps toward Diokles.


    “Diokles,” he says. “It’s General Titus with the young Soukina.”


    Diokles doesn’t respond but continues to writhe like a man underfoot of the Minotaur.


    “A…poll…o…” Diokles groans in a fearsome voice, his arms and legs flailing in all directions. “Speak to your oracle…”


    Diokles’s body goes rigid. His lips tighten and eyes close as he takes a big breath through his nostrils and exhales with a horrifying wail that seems to make the lamplight grow dim with fear as all warmth escapes the room.


    I feel Titus’s lean into me as he turns to leave. I follow him out, shutting the door securely behind me.


    “What was that about?” I ask Titus as we make our way a safe distance from the cella onto the portico.


    “Believe me when I tell you, I have never witnessed such – such insanity,” he says, shaking his head, evidently ashamed of his leader’s frenzy.


    “He said ‘Apollo’,” I think aloud. “An Alpha deity, god of prophecy, healing, and the sun. Eusebians pray to Duna alone.”


    “How do you know so much about the pagan gods?” asks Titus, trying hard to conceal his suspicion.


    “Acheron had many scrolls. And I had many idle hours while he was away,” I confess, remembering the long summer afternoons I sat beneath a myrtle tree, sacred to Aphrodite, and read and read again the myths of the conniving gods and the heroes of old with whom they meddled and spawned the hemitheoi, half-gods, like ravishing Helen and matchless Heracles.


    Had Acheron kept in his library a single Eusebian scroll about the true Creator and the patriarchs of our faith, I would have read it a thousand times instead of filling my head with pagan filth and heresies, a pastime that would have earned me thirty days in the tannery kneading dung-soaked animal skins with my bare feet.


    The longer I learned about the wars, the affairs, the murders and lies of the Alpha pantheon, the more I wondered if such evil truly was the product of men’s imaginations, fantasies no more real than the disjointed dreams and dreadful chimeras that disappear when light hits our eyes.


    What kind of mind could conceive of these atrocities? I’d asked myself.


    Apollo, the lyre-plucking god of music and a friend to swans and dolphins, was also a vindictive murderer whose bow slayed innocent children and whose pride hung a musician of lesser skill from the limb of a lofty pine, flayed him, and let him dangle until dead.


    In another story, Apollo tried to seduce the princess Cassandra. As a youth, the maiden and her brother spent a night in his temple. As they slumbered, enchanted serpents of the god entwined themselves with the children and used their wily tongues to flick the gift of soothsaying into their ears. Years later, she visited the temple again. But this night, she was not met by magical creatures but by their master, the destroyer-god himself. Apollo tried to seduce the nubile princess, but she refused him, provoking the wrathful deity to curse her prophecies so that no one would ever believe them, a curse that led ultimately to her murder at the hands of a jealous queen.


    How could anyone love this god enough to find him worthy of offering bloody sacrifices and throwing men from rocks for the god’s good pleasure? How could Alphas worship a god who makes sport of tormenting helpless mortals?


    But it occurs to me… Apollo and the other gods were never loved – they were feared. There was a time when a man or woman would do anything to appease or win favor with the gods, even let their newborn infant burn within the belly of a brazen bull while they drowned out its screams with drums and dancing.


    The recurring question of whether it was merely gifted storytellers – with nothing more than human experience to inspire them – who invented the grisly Alpha myths and the abominable rituals of their religion continues to itch at the back of my mind. Maybe Diokles has the answers I’m looking for…


    “You did not take me by surprise, my friends.”


    Titus and I glance at one another and slowly turn toward the cella from whence the honeyed words ooze toward us. In the midst of the portico stands Diokles, sparkling white from head to toe, magnific as a marble statue. Even his wavy locks are light as ocean foam, but his eyes are still cerulean as they ever were, the striking color of the sea below a sky indwelled by the sun god…


    “Apollo,” I whisper to myself.


    “Apollo, you say?” asks Diokles, a hand cupping his ear as he takes a few steps forward. “You are correct. But I am not the god. I – ” He quickly pivots around and back again, surveying the portico for any guards, then grins at us like a misbehaving child gloating in his defiance. “Come with me. I will tell you everything.”
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    I feel I have no other choice but to follow the general as he obeys his would-be emperor. We return in silence to the cella, and I try hard to suppress the visions of serpents and the hissing sound my mind insists is flowing from the lamps around the room.


    Those are only made-up myths, Iris. Not one word of them is real, I tell myself.


    “Come. Sit with me,” says Diokles, his tone uncharacteristically calm, his manner unusually relaxed.


    We follow him to the front of the cramped, cave-like room near the niche that houses the sacred scrolls. I sit down, stretch out my legs, and lean back with a deep breath, feeling so at ease that even the sudden drop in temperature lends itself to my restful state as I stare at the godlike leader and marvel at a glistening light, like a living fire, dancing across his marble skin. My eyes move slowly over to Titus who stands at attention against the wall.


    “Good general,” says Diokles. “Do make yourself comfortable. There are guards outside, and… we’re in the middle of a desert!” he laughs. “Let’s not be silly!” I join him in laughter until Titus finally sheds his soldierly demeanor and takes a seat on the cold stone floor. But he doesn’t crack a smile.


    “You know something of Apollo, do you, Iris?” Diokles asks nonchalantly.


    “Only a little,” I reply, looking around the room for the source of the strong laurel scent, but I see no reflective sheen of an altar. “I know that the laurel tree is a symbol of Apollo, consecrated by him after one of the maidens he pursued became one, just to escape him.”


    “Yes. And the spattering of Apollonian worshippers that are left still burn its leaves as offerings to him,” Diokles adds. “General, do you smell the laurel fragrance of which I am sure the Soukina is reminded?”


    Titus nods, “Yes, sir.”


    “And do you think that I, your Eusebian brother and sworn rebel against the Alpha tyrants, am one of his worshippers?”


    “I couldn’t say, sir.”


    “You couldn’t say.” Diokles gives a condescending smirk. “But I suppose I too would be sitting there emulating the manner of a stupefied eunuch if I were as unenlightened as the rest of you.” Diokles turns to me with an apologetic, downward tilt of his chin. “Soukina, forgive me – you are a rarity. Your knowledge will make the truth much easier to accept.”


    Diokles stands up and walks in front of the niche. His statue-like skin regains its normal, olive complexion as he bends down and reaches into the niche, pulling out an amber tablet.


    “The hallowed scrolls,” he says, “have their place. But they are just threads, just a small, almost imperceptible segment of wisdom within a tapestry much grander than I ever imagined!”


    I lean forward and sit cross-legged like an enraptured child, intrigued beyond measure to hear more of this mystery, to learn of the things which have been hidden from me, and perhaps from everyone who has been too distracted to notice, or too prideful to learn.


    “Do you want to know more?” asks Diokles, taunting me.


    “Yes sir!” I reply without hesitation.


    “Sir, I should leave. I have training to – ” begins Titus.


    “You will stay!” Diokles barks. “It is time you heard the revelation, general. I will need military men of your caliber to also have at least an elementary grasp of what and who we’re really fighting for.”


    “Who, sir?” Titus asks.


    “So you do want to know,” smiles Diokles. Titus remains seated, but cracks his knuckles nervously until a deep breath calms him down.


    Why is he being so odd? I think. But I feel too content, too disconnected from any care to concern my thoughts with him for more than a moment.


    Why are you being so odd? An inner voice asks. Again, I don’t pay the words any mind but keep my wide eyes fixed on Diokles.


    “I am Eusebian as each of you are. But we can also be more, much, much more,” Diokles begins again. “The Alphas are no more special, no more favored by the gods than we. But they were, at one time, the recipients of esoteric knowledge – because their eyes were opened, their spirits attuned to the will of watching immortals.”


    “So the myths are true?” I ask.


    “Their origins are true. And that is all that matters. There is a grain of truth in every myth, but their intended function is to forever remind us of what’s always been around us: powerful entities with the ability to help us ascend to greater heights and achieve our full potential, or to destroy us should we resist.”


    “And Python, then?” Titus asks. “Does he serve himself, or Apollo?”


    “Apollo and Python are one,” Diokles says coolly, as though the answer was obvious.


    “Then he is an enemy of Duna, sir. We cannot serve him!” asserts Titus as he stands in protest.


    “Shhh…Calm down, general. I was once groping about the darkness like yourself. I was skeptical, too, the first time Apollo appeared to me in this cella.” A blinding flash of light shoots across Diokles’s skin. “But he has made all things clear to me.”


    Diokles’s voice is low, peaceful, free, welcoming as the ocean waves that lapped the cliffs beneath my home in Eirene.


    “Please tell us more, Diokles. What things did the god tell you?” I ask.


    Diokles smiles, turning his back to us. “I would like to tell you, sister. And perhaps I shall. But we mustn’t get ahead of ourselves.” He stands idle for a moment, then violently stretches his arms wide like Gryphon wings and spins around with a beastly snarl.


    Titus and I watch as Diokles’s blithesome expression melts from his face like cocky lcarus’s waxen wings when he flew too near the sun. His golden eyebrows narrow. A swarm of shadows creeps out from the walls and begins to brood over his face, sucking the color from his eyes and replacing them with wide black spheres of onyx. He whips his head toward Titus like an owl who’s spotted a mouse, then points a finger at me.


    “First, young Soukina, we have a bit of business to discuss,” Diokles says, his voice deep and cavernous. “General, tell me where you found our brave young warrior. Was she with her friend?”


    “Sir? Her friend?” Titus’s feigned confusion even convinces me that he is unsure what his master means.


    “Come now, general. Was she with the one for whom she so courageously risked her life? The one for whom she continues to risk her life?”


    “With Tycho, sir?” Titus says, sounding only a little less muddled. “Yes, sir. I found her at the southern wall just after – ”


    “I care not for any wearisome details, general. I know that the traitor killed Patroclus. He was no match for Tycho. And now he will be stoned as I said he would be, and the girl will be in the Gryphon’s jaws by sunrise. Speaking of the Gryphon…” Diokles presses both forefingers contemplatively to his lips and faces the wall. “Did you know she has a name?”


    “No, sir,” I reply.


    “She has a very beautiful name, one fit for an Asher like yourself. Corinna… Perhaps you know it?”


    Corinna. My mother’s sister who went missing when she was just a little girl.


    It’s impossible… Isn’t it?


    The silence is deafening. The eerie, dreamlike peace I’ve been immersed in sinks into the floor and recedes into the roof, leaving me wide awake, trapped inside a wolf’s den. I feel the color drain from my face, my heart beating fast, pumping fire through my veins.


    “What have you done to my aunt?!” I try to yell, but my lungs feel weak. All my energy is concentrated on forcing the doma to work. It must work!


    “Iris, don’t overreact,” Diokles says, still turned away. “I see you clenching those unruly fists of yours. I only granted her wishes, helped her master her wings and learn to fly. Well you know this – you’ve experienced it! Quite a gift, isn’t it? Apollo was gracious in bestowing to her a form better suited to her disposition.” He turns to me with a nauseous smile.


    “She does more than fly, sir. She’s a killer,” says Titus, his jaw set, his voice oscillating between tones of rage and sadness.


    “She was always a killer, general. She’d been a vagabond for decades, killing for food, for self-preservation… Her whole life had been spent fleeing from Pythonians who sought to sacrifice her for their own selfish gain. But Apollo had greater plans for her, and he entrusted me with the task of helping her realize them. And now she is unrecognizable to the other, misguided Pythonians. Those without the vision for the coming age.”


    “Selfish gain…” I growl. “And what you’ve done to her, turning her into a monster, stealing her humanity and keeping her locked inside a cage, is not for your profit?” My arms sting with the surge of fire. My palms start to tremble as they secrete tiny yellow bubbles of heat. “What you would do to me you would do expressly for your selfish gain!”


    Feeling the fire boil, ready to unseal my skin and send flames speeding toward their target, I raise my hands toward Diokles, but they immediately collapse back down to my thighs under the weight of an invisible force, a freezing gust of wind that causes my sweat to crystallize and my fingertips to shrivel and darken till they appear as wizened grapes hanging dead at the ends of my hands.


    “What are you doing?” I cry out, my breath like smoke in the numinous wall of winter around me.


    “I am sorry, Soukina. I wanted to teach you about your doma, as I taught Corinna about hers. I wanted you to have the pleasure of killing Acheron in Eirene. But, I’m afraid you will not receive the truth, or the vengeance, you are seeking. Alexa will be very disappointed. You showed such promise…” Diokles turns back to Titus. “The traitor is in the prison?”


    Speak, Titus! my head screams, causing my temples to throb.


    “Tycho escaped,” Titus says, rushing to my side as I fall to the floor, shaking and coughing as I did the night I was pulled from icy Enochos by Acheron, a man whose evil I once thought unsurpassed.


    “And no one has gone after him?!” Diokles yells, his eyes completely overcome with smoldering blackness.


    “No one was with me. I can dispatch the psiloi now. Just don’t hurt the gir – ”


    “There will be no need to dispatch them now, general. Time is up.”


    Diokles steps out of the room and leaves the door open, the warm, fresh air and bright light too tempting to resist…


    My body finally thawing, I break away from Titus before he can say a word, and follow Diokles out the door. I tiptoe as quietly as I can in the opposite direction, then start to run across the portico, faster and faster, wishing my doma would manifest, that wings would sprout from my shoulder blades, or that heroic Pegasus would swoop down from the clouds and carry me back to Limén, back to Gennadius and Aspasia.


    But I have no such fortune. Waiting for me at the edge of the temple are six armed guards on horseback, with nothing but sheets of rain and not one shred of hope between us.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    



ESCAPE


    I didn’t struggle as they arrested me and bound my hands behind my back. I didn’t scream as they began pulling me along behind them with a rope around my neck like an animal headed to slaughter. I didn’t cry out for Titus to rescue me or for Diokles to have mercy.


    All the way to the Soukinoi prison, my eyes were transfixed by the Moonbow, barely distinguishable within the dampened light of the moon; I doubt the others even noticed it. But I did, because it, or more likely its creator, has proven worthy of searching for in the vast expanse of heaven. Since I first witnessed it at my mother’s death, it has been a constant shadow, a silent companion, one I chose for so long to denigrate and ignore. I see now that it is no shadow at all, but a reflection of something true, something eternal, something Jasper understood and prayed for me to embrace as well.


    Held aloft in the dark chamber of night by a phantasmal web of wispy clouds and timid stars, the Moonbow, too, seemed trapped in a prison cell. Every arch, from the scarlet first to the violet seventh, appeared pale and oddly distant from one another, almost as if they were being pulled apart, unwelcomed by this oppressive sector of Petrodian sky stretching over Ēlektōr. But seeing it there, even if it seemed but a ghost of its usual form, was an ineffable comfort to me. And as I was dragged into the rose-colored cave and made to watch as Titus was flogged and beaten until his eyes swelled shut and the sandstone walls around us were covered in his blood, I clung to the jasper and emerald stones and whispered another prayer:


    “Duna, if it is possible, spare us from dying here. And let me make it to Therismos. Let me kill Acheron.”
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    I finally put the stone back into the pouch and welcome a light westerly wind greeting me from the mountaintop, hoping it will coax my eyes to close and my restless mind to dream. But I cannot sleep. How can I when all around me is the sight of spattered blood, the sound of Titus’s moaning, and the noxious smell of –


    “I had a feeling you’d be joining me.”


    The low voice rises out of its cell like a miasmic vapor. As it itches my ears, I see the speaker’s shadow, which comprises a man’s head and torso, but the body and hooves of a horse.


    “Centaur…?” I whisper.


    “What gave it away?” he snorts, pawing the floor and swishing his tail.


    “I had a feeling you’d be dead,” I said, wrapping my hands around the iron bars and looking to my left, then to my right where a guard sleeps against the wall, a bronze key hanging from his neck.


    “Diokles told them not to harm me,” he says.


    “Why not?”


    “I’ve been trying to figure that out since the day that yellow-haired urchin had me locked up in here,” he says, then steps into the moonlight, his chestnut coat just as filthy and his face just as hideous as I remember. “And I think I’ve come up with the answer,” he says.


    “Oh yes? And what answer is that?”


    “I’m simply far too beautiful to kill,” he answers with the ugliest crooked grin I’ve ever seen. “Centaurs are nearly an extinct species. Diokles rightly won’t stand for a creature as rare and exquisite as I to perish.”


    “I think you are absolutely correct, Centaur,” I laugh, stopping only when the sleeping guard rouses and in a sleepy stupor barks:


    “Quiet! Or I’ll cut off your ears!”


    The Centaur winks at me and tugs on his ears, and I return to my mat on the floor and pray once more for the impossible.
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    I must be dreaming. My surroundings are the same, and Titus still groans, but the smell of the air is different. While it had once been polluted with the Centaur’s stench and the metallic scent of blood, it is now infused with the smells of lilac and citrus, sweet harbingers of spring. The moon is gone, sunken into the crepuscular sea of twilight, and yet I make out a faint blue halo of light just outside the cave walls that intensifies with every inch it draws nearer.


    “Prayer is the thread that never breaks,


    Blue is the form that your answer takes.


    It is time to leave this desert of schemes,


    And the man bewitched by vile dreams.


    Go into Eirene when these bars are broken;


    The command of Duna has been spoken.”


    I know without question it is Carya who sings and animates this brilliant blue orb; I can almost see her auburn hair and crown of pearls shining within it like waves transformed by the sunset.


    The tinging sound of a sword being pulled from its scabbard shakes Titus awake. He raises both fists as he stumbles to his feet and tries to look around the cell, but his eyes are blinded by welts and purple bruises.


    “Iris?!” he shouts. “Are you here?!”


    “I’m here!” I reply in a whisper. “Be quiet!”


    I rush to the bars and breathe a sigh of relief when I find the guard is somehow still asleep. Turning back around, I see the blue halo forming itself, from top to bottom, into the leaf-shaped blade of a sword. It floats slowly through the spring-smelling air and stops before the prison bars where it begins to pulsate with spectacular beams of light, the colors of which I’ve never seen before.


    Carya’s invisible hand positions the sword’s glowing tip on the center bar and drags it across the row of iron, sending silent sparks of blue and white into the air like a bouquet of exploding stardust.


    The Centaur approaches his bars just as the sword starts to fade into a hazy afterglow and mouths the words, “What was that?”


    He and Titus sit down, but I remain standing, keeping my eyes steady on the bars where I discern a clean, minuscule line bisecting each one.


    Now what, Carya? I think.


    And then something compels me to grab hold of two bars, just below the perfectly straight line sliced across them. The Centaur cocks his head at my peculiar conduct, which he probably thinks a rather feeble attempt at escape.


    “Shh! Shh!” I say.


    But it’s too late. The guard’s eyes flash open and the phantom sword vanishes before touching the final bar.


    I pull on the bars in my hand as hard as I can, but am thrown backwards by the force of my effort. My jaw drops at the sight of the two iron bars resting on the ground in front of me.


    “Well that was a neat trick, whatever that was!” the Centaur says. “Aren’t you the lucky one!”


    I close my eyes and pray for one more “trick.” Then, faster than I can think, I lift a flickering hand to the Centaur’s cell and watch as a spray of flames glitters its course across the bars, causing the beast to buck and whinny with fright.


    “Settle down, Centaur!” Then I make a pulling motion with both hands and watch as the wisps of smoke wafting out of them mingle with the blue, left-over light of Carya’s sword, forming a vaporous mural as it eddies upward into the cold, dank air.


    The Centaur obeys my mimed command and tugs on one bar, only slightly, sending it to the ground as though it were nothing more than flaxen thread unraveling from a spool.


    “What sorcery!” he exclaims, kicking up his heels. He then proceeds to break off every bar faster than I can stand up again.


    “Thank you. Thank you, Duna,” I whisper under my breath.


    I jump as Titus arrives at my side and begins pulling off our bars while the guard watches helplessly, his face awash with a dumbstruck impotence that I almost pity. He doesn’t even bother unsheathing his sword.


    “What’s the matter, soldier? Gryphon got your tongue?” taunts the Centaur.


    The guard doesn’t answer, but gapes at Titus in disbelief. The Centaur yanks the key from his neck.


    “Now a Centaur’s got your key, you old poltroon,” he says, waving it in the air before sliding it around his own neck.


    “General…your eyes,” the guard says, pointing at Titus’s face as the general flings the final bar to the ground.


    I look up to see the general’s copper eyes shining brightly as thought they’d never been beaten at all. In fact, he looks as though he’s just awoken from a rejuvenating nap.


    “Phulax, perhaps you are not as strong as you think,” replies Titus.


    I catch myself unwittingly imitating the sentry’s bewildered expression.


    “Come on then,” says Titus, stepping into the corridor separating our cell from the Centaur’s. “You too, Centaur,” he adds gruffly, then strides out of the prison.


    The Centaur furrows his brow. “It seems the general has traded his sanity in return for his eyesight,” he says to me.


    I laugh briefly and then wave at the Centaur to go ahead of me.


    “Wait,” I say.


    I go to the Centaur and lift the key from around his neck and toss it to the confounded sentry who is crouching over the broken bars, examining those still intact, and scratching his head as he mutters incoherently to himself.


    “We are leaving Ēlektōr, Phulax. I think you would be wise to do the same. Unless of course you can think of a good story that might persuade Diokles not to pummel you to death with those bars.”


    Phulax’s head half nods, half shakes in acknowledgement of my words as he rubs the useless key between his fingers.


    “Thank you,” he whispers.


    Then, without question or objection, the Centaur and I follow Titus out of the caves and into the wake of my answered prayers.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    



REVELATION


    Though it was well into the morning hours, I never noticed the sun peek over the eastern mountains or lift one ray of light to salute the day; it was as if Duna had his hand on it while whispering to the dawn, “Not yet, not yet…Stay asleep a while longer…”


    And although sinister storm clouds followed us and threatened to break loose with erratic rumbles, the only rain we endured was what was needed to fill our water jars and wash the dirt from our faces. I began to assure myself that the thunder was nothing to be afraid of; perhaps it was the voice of Duna, a lion in the heavens, roaring to remind us of his presence while warding off Diokles’s men.


    I don’t know when, but somewhere between the sands of Ēlektōr and the streams of Eirene, Titus set me on the Centaur’s back so I could rest. And in between the starlit mountains, beneath the bashful sun, and atop a beast who has become to me more friend than foe, I had the sweetest sleep – no nightmares, no flashbacks, no disquieting dreams...only ardent emanations of gratitude rising up with every slow, contented breath.


    I awaken to the trickling sound of water skipping over rocks and the Centaur’s hooves knocking against them. He begins pawing the floor of the stream, stirring up the silt as he cools his legs and underbelly and rids his body of the foaming sweat that covers it.


    I swing my right leg over the Centaur’s side and slide into the water, and then plop down into it, splashing the general next to me.


    “I didn’t dream it,” I say, looking up at him. “Your eyes really were healed. It was Carya, you know. She sang in our cell before you woke up.”


    Titus kneels down and cups a drink of water in his hands.


    “It felt like hot fingertips were touching my eyelids. But when I opened them, all I saw were the bars on the ground in front of you. It was all a miracle, wasn’t it?” he says. Clearly he isn’t fully convinced that our escape wasn’t a dream, or perhaps a hallucination induced by the incense filling the cella.


    “I can think of no other explanation,” I answer. Titus pats me on the shoulder.


    “It’s good to be out of there. Now just promise me you won’t do that again,” he says.


    “Do what again?”


    “Yeah. Do what again?” interrupts the Centaur as he snags a floating branch and begins to chew on its yellowish green leaves.


    “You know very well you weren’t yourself inside the temple. I could see it in your eyes…you were under his spell,” Titus says.


    “I – I don’t know,” I confess. “I felt like I was in the presence of a god, of someone – or something – that could tell me anything I wanted to know, and anything anyone wanted to know, for that matter. I was in a state of complete peace.” I stand from the water and begin walking toward the bank.


    “I’d be willing to wager that aunt of yours once felt the same way,” Titus mutters to himself, but I hear him just the same. I pray silently that Diokles was lying about Corinna, that the Gryphon has always been a Gryphon, not a wayfaring woman who let herself be welded into a weapon, a wanton pawn…


    How similar we are, my aunt and I. Orphans, both of us. Ashers alike. Carrying an untamed burden that could prove either a blessing or a curse. Drawn to Ēlektōr, to rebellion and anarchy, like wild bees are drawn to rhododendrons, unaware that the nectar they drink is lethal. The only difference between us is she had no one to warn her. No loved ones’ prayers to follow her. She drank the poison, and, it would appear to me, for the price of her soul.


    “Then how did you end up in prison if you think Diokles to be Apollo incarnate?” the Centaur asks, following me into the spotty shade of a strawberry tree.


    “What do know about Apollo?” Titus asks the Centaur.


    “The Pythonians worship him as their coming king – the long-awaited savior of the world,” the Centaur says in a sonorous, singsong voice as he lifts his arms and wiggles his fingers at his sides.


    “You say it as if you don’t believe it,” remarks Titus.


    “Of course I don’t believe it!” snaps the Centaur as he rears up onto his hind legs and combs the tree for berries. “The gods! The gods!” he says, dancing around like a comedic actor hungry for applause. Then he stops, his visage taking on a look of humorless intensity.


    “If you hear nothing else from a Centaurian brute, hear this,” he begins. “The gods do not exist. I have served Python all my life. Have I ever seen him, ever heard his voice? Not once. And no one has. He is made up. Just like your great Duna. All the gods compose a made-up mythos meant to make us think there is something out there. That life has meaning.”


    “I wouldn’t be so quick to mock what you do not understand,” advises Titus. “If it wasn’t for Duna empowering Iris, you would still be in that cell counting the hundreds of fleas jumping off your mangy hide like rats off a sinking ship.”


    The Centaur can’t help but laugh at the general’s joke. “I still haven’t figured out that trick…” he says to me, itching the serpent tattoo on the back of his sun-burned head.


    Titus rolls his eyes and hands me a half dozen berries from a low-hanging branch.


    “In answer to your question, Centaur,” I say in between bites of the sweet, succulent fruit, “I ended up in prison because I fled the temple after Diokles announced my death sentence.”


    The Centaur begins to caw wildly and flap his arms like wings. “The belly of the Gryphon too much to stomach, eh?” he jests. “The guards at the prison were looking forward to it!”


    “Why didn’t you lie, general?” I say, ignoring the Centaur’s imbecilic behavior, fresh nutrients and sleep now stimulating my thoughts. “Why did you tell Diokles the truth, that I was with Tycho after he killed Patroclus, and that he was able to escape? You knew the truth would mean my execution…” I throw the rest of my berries on the ground, my appetite disappearing as my suspicion grows.


    “Did you want me to die, Titus? Perhaps you would have gained special favor with the gods and a great reward from Diokles for offering me, ‘the girl who can make gem-bearing goddesses appear’ for sacrifice to Python…or Apollo…whomever!” I shout.


    “Have you so easily forgotten what Tycho told you?” Titus says calmly.


    Trust me… His comforting voice whispers in my mind. I shake my head at Titus.


    “I remember,” I reply.


    “I didn’t tell you all that Carya told me that night she appeared to me in the cella and gave me that emerald,” Titus says as the Centaur gathers my rejected berries and pops them into his mouth.


    “Go on,” I say. “There are no secrets now, general. We’ve come too far.”


    Titus nods and closes his eyes, concentrating to remember the rest of the messenger’s words.


    “‘All Petrodians are drawn to darkness; their pride shuts out the light,


    Iris must see the truth for herself, then make a choice to fight.


    If to prison you are taken, do not become downcast,


    For Duna shall be there in your midst; and no affliction long can last.’”


    Titus looks at me with a mixture of remorse and unrepentant resolve as he waits for my response. I turn from him and sit down against the tree. Staring off at the Centaur who smiles at a butterfly poised delicately on his forefinger, I marvel at the picture – the startling profundity – of pure, innocent beauty visiting the ugly, iniquitous, and outcast.


    “What faith you have in the riddles of a nymph,” I say softly.


    “No, Soukina. What faith I have in Duna,” he answers. “I didn’t know the future. I didn’t know for certain that we would be delivered alive from that prison, but I made a decision to believe what Carya said.”


    “And why didn’t you tell me all of this before, when we were coming down the path from the fortress?”


    “Would you have followed me to the temple had you known my plan was simply to let Diokles cast his judgment and feed you to the Gryphon?” Titus replies.


    You know you wouldn’t have, my mind tells me.


    “I suppose I would have fled,” I say.


    “Yes, and gotten yourself captured and killed within minutes.”


    “I didn’t have the faith you did,” I admit. “I suppose that’s why I was so easily entranced by Diokles. And why Corinna was…”


    “What I have learned, Soukina, is that each revelation we obtain in life, no matter how small, brings a burden along with it – the burden of a personal response. We can take the revelation and act upon it, gain wisdom from it, or we can walk away from it and trust that we are our own best counselors, our own gods.”


    “I believe I’ve had a revelation, general. And I know my response.”


    Titus smiles. “I would very much like to hear it.”


    I take a breath, and breathing out declare, “Killing innocent people should never be a means to an end. Even if Diokles dies, I will never return to Ēlektōr.”
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    While Titus and the Centaur slept, I prayed with my eyes wide open and admired the sunlight shimmering like diamonds dancing along the stream, basked in the bath of its rays splashed on my neck and face, and listened to the jangling song of a nearby bunting interspersed with a warbler’s harmonizing bursts.


    I’d felt the sun, seen its light, and heard birds sing almost every day of my life, but today seemed like the first time I’d experienced any of it. Somehow the light shone a little brighter the moment I started to pray. The sun’s warmth felt more like the presence of a most loving entity. The birds’ duet sounded like a paean unto heaven. And somehow I felt that I too played a part, if only by virtue of my presence.


    Duna, only you can bring justice to my brother. All else has failed me. I place myself as an instrument – no, a weapon – in your hands.


    The hours seemed like minutes; if not for my mission still left undone, I would have been content to stay in that place forever. But as the birds stopped their singing and retired to their nests, the Centaur and general awoke, and together we strode toward the Eirenian gates, toward the festival where I will see Acheron again, and where he will be burned alive as Jasper was. And my hands will be the torch.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    



THERISMOS


    Once inside the city, we are greeted first by the agora. This tremendous marketplace is as busy and vivacious as it was when I left it three years ago, the night I followed my arrested brother and his captors seventy miles south to Enochos. Merchants and craftsmen stand before their booths selling a cornucopia of goods, ranging from odorous leeks and garlic to perfumes, honey jars, and figurines. Other artists and potters work diligently at their stations beneath the stoa, a marble and limestone porch lined with august Ionic columns, the spiral, scroll-like capitals of which suggest its appeal to creative hands and studious minds alike.


    The only thing that is different from the way it was three years ago is the disapproving looks the general and I receive from our fellow Eusebians, repulsed by the sight – and smell, no doubt – of the Centaur. We pretend not to notice, and I laugh to myself as the Centaur nods his head and winks at each of the women that pass by.


    “It’s a good thing I cleaned myself up in the river, isn’t it?” he says to the general and me as he strokes his stubbly chin.


    “That reminds me,” Titus says, hastily pulling a short rope from his belt. He loops it around the Centaur’s neck, ties a tight knot, and begins to lead him through the street. “It looks suspicious to have you roaming free, accompanying a pair of respectable Eusebians,” he jokes. “Just play along, will you?”


    The Centaur snorts and rolls his eyes. “With all due respect, general, you will owe me as many sausages and honey cakes as I like for the rest of my days.”


    I soon begin to notice that up and down the wide street, behind and between every booth, young boys and girls run with sunshine bouncing off the apples of their smiling cheeks as they merrily wave myrtle and willow twigs.


    “What’s going on?” the Centaur asks.


    “You have been away a while, haven’t you,” Titus says. “Everyone is preparing for Therismos.”


    “The Feast of the Harvest,” I add.


    For every Eusebian, children most of all, it is the happiest time of the year. Though I haven’t celebrated the Feast in years, just seeing the children gamboling about spontaneously sends a child-like thrill and a bittersweet ache through my body…


    Jasper and I couldn’t wait for the arrival of autumn when our father would wake us up before dawn and lead us into the sleepy evergreen forest where we’d forage tree branches, sticks, and leaves until lunch time. All afternoon we remained outside, using the materials we’d gathered to build a booth for us all to dwell in throughout Therismos. Meanwhile, our mother enjoyed the solitude of her hearth as she cooked a seasonal soup of squash, cabbage, and garden peas and baked a dessert of sesame and poppy seeds, hazelnuts and honey which formed a texture and taste so divine that my mouth still waters at the thought of it.


    The first morning of the seven-day feast, our father would summon my brother and me outside the new shelter and recite the poem he’d written when Jasper was born to illustrate the reason why we celebrated and slept in the primitive shelter; we couldn’t run amok inside of it until we listened…


    “It happened thousands of years ago, in a far-away winter land,


    Our ancestors fled a tyrant’s rule, guided by light from Duna’s hand.


    They marched toward this fair and fertile coast, freed forever from whip and chain,


    But they feared the giants that dwelled here – how fast their faith in him did wane.


    Duna was angered by their mumblings, and made them wander forty years,


    ‘Til the doubting generation died, and took away with them their fears.


    But all the while, he provided, sent them fire and bread each day,


    And they slept sound inside their shelters, until called to set out on their way…


    When they saw the walls of the giants, not a one did cower or quake,


    For a Man of Duna came to them and said the city was theirs to take.


    In obedience they trumpeted, never raising a sword or shield;


    At sound of blast and sight of faith did the entire city yield.


    The walls shook and crumbled to the sea; our weary feet would no more roam,


    As we now celebrate our harvest, we remember our former home…


    Within those huts, underneath the stars, we felt forgiveness, tasted grace,


    And that is a story of stories that no one shall ever erase.”


    It is when my attention is caught by the cheerful witt-witt! of a swallow perched atop the cornice crowning the stoa that my longing for childhood is dismissed. I suddenly ask the question:


    “Do you think Tycho is inside the stoa, general? Perhaps we should go search for him. He’d like to know we’re all right.”


    “Tycho…I know that name,” says the Centaur.


    “I’m sure you do. He is – was – a Pythonian like you,” I reply.


    The Centaur’s eyes stare ahead blankly as his ruddy complexion grows pale.


    “Oh no. He was a Petrodian of a different sort. I was nothing more than a bad-tempered child compared to the likes of Tycho. He was one of the few men whose evil made me think perhaps Python really does exist.”


    “What do you mean? What has he done?” I ask.


    “I don’t think the general would find it appropriate for me to divulge the details to an innocent young woman like you,” answers the Centaur.


    “I’m not innocent!” I argue. “I am responsible for the deaths of four Eusebians whose only crime was not bowing to Diokles. Their blood is on my hands, Centaur. I am no better than Tycho.”


    “Nor am I,” interjects Titus, turning to us with watery eyes. “Had I not been such a coward, I never would have sent the psiloi after Ireneus, and I certainly wouldn’t have assigned you to the Gryphon.”


    My heart tightens, and I clench the general’s arm.


    “It’s all right, general. What is important now is that we aren’t cowards anymore. I’m sorry I brought up the past. It doesn’t do any of us any good,” I say.


    The general nods his head and clears his throat, reassuming a soldierly stance.


    “Thank you, Iris. And the Centaur is right. It will not benefit us to hear of Tycho’s past either. No matter what egregious crimes or heinous acts is he guilty of, he has been forgiven by Duna. He serves him now.”


    “You make the man sound like a faultless priest!” the Centaur remarks.


    “That’s it!” As the words exit out of my mouth, my legs carry me like wings to the ancient heart of my homeland beating within it: the Eusebian Temple.
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    I feel like Icarus as the wings I’d imagined carrying me across the agora melt like wax when I come to what is known by Eusebians simply as the “bathing place.” How could I forget…


    The bathing place is a rectangular rock-cut pool fed by the waters of the Maqor Spring which flows into it from the city’s two main aqueducts. Before anyone can enter the precincts of the Temple, they must be immersed in the pool as a ritual act of purification.


    On the final day of Therismos, my family and I would come here along with all of Eirene and patiently wait our turn to step into the pool. As we waited, our father reminded us to ponder the past twelve months and silently list the things that had made us spiritually unclean. “You will go into it a peasant, and rise out of it a queen,” he encouraged me. Meanwhile, the Alpha guards looked down on us all with derisive eyes and supercilious smiles, their full armor and puffed-up chests reminding us, the vanquished “peasants”, to remember our place.


    Back then it was difficult for me to name the wrongs I’d done; I was well-behaved most of the time, obeyed our teachers and studied my lessons, and hardly ever told a lie. Even as slave to my brother’s murderer, I did my duty without disdain. But my actions since the night at Okeanos, when I gripped a Soukinoi blade, belie my innocence. I realize now that the darkness I’ve brought to this world was within me all along. I could only repress it for so long after my life fell into ruins.


    Today, as I stare into the crystal waters and the hunter’s eyes reflecting back at me, my mind is flooded with the turbid profusion of my trespasses. From defying Duna to his face in The Great Sea to delivering a tortuous death to guiltless Ireneus, I fear there is not enough water in all of Petros to make me pure again.


    “Stop tarrying, Iris!” The voice like Alexa’s that I heard on the mountain top with the Gryphon shouts inside my head. “Forget about Tycho. Do what you came here to do!”


    “Acheron,” I whisper, slowly stepping foot onto the pool’s first step.


    “Can you hurry up, please?” I hear a child’s voice ask from behind me. I turn to see a red-headed girl holding her mother’s hand.


    “I’m sorry. She’s a bit eager to get to the festival,” says her mother.


    “The festival!” the voice returns. “The Guardians are at the Temple during the festival – Acheron is at the Temple!”


    My heart rate quickens. My hands sweat. My mouth goes try. I take a deep breath and lower my other foot onto the step.


    “She’s very polite. My apologies for making you wait. I haven’t been here in a while,” I say, noticing that an endless line has formed behind them. “Here I go!” I smile at the girl, then dive headlong into the pool with a splash, no longer fretting about the state of my soul.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    



INDIGO


    I scurry around the periphery of the Eusebian Court, jumping carefully from one shadow to the next, trying my best to ignore the white-robed figures of the priests whose imperturbable demeanors and humbly bowed heads sicken my stomach with thoughts of Ireneus. Each one carries armfuls of large red branches and sickle-shaped willow leaves to be placed around the holy altar where it is said Duna first breathed life into man. It is also the place on which a band of vandalizing Alphas once scattered the carved-off hooves and chopped-off tails of dead Centaurs as blasphemous sacrifices to our “silly, jealous god.”


    It was for beseeching Acheron over the unclean offerings that my brother and the others were murdered. Rather than putting an end to the desecration, my master ordered one-hundred thousand drachmae from the Temple treasury instead, an amount it would take a Eusebian nearly four lifetimes of labor to earn. The city retaliated not with force, but with mockery, matching the offenders’ crime; they sent a beggar’s basket around the agora to fill with coins for our presumably impoverished Guardian. Little did they know what the price would be for such impudence: the bodies of five of their sons, burned alive on Enochos, a sea filled more with ashes and tears than water.


    “Iris!” a voice calls out from the immaculate columned aisles. But when I turn, I see no one.


    I continue walking through at a brisker pace, gripping my dagger as though Acheron could present himself at any moment.


    You’re very close now, Iris. Be ready…the voice inside me warns.


    “My lady!” It isn’t Acheron at all.


    Tycho.


    I begin to run towards the sound.


    “Tycho? Where are you?” Now I am in the sunshine, standing in the midst of the unroofed court, hoping my mind is not playing tricks on me.


    My eyes skim the clusters of families around me. It appears every man has either an arm wrapped around his wife’s waist or a child atop his shoulders.


    Where is he?


    I feel a hand rest itself on my shoulder. I look at it and see that it is nearly completely covered by a long white, priestly sleeve.


    “My lady,” whispers the voice.


    I turn to see Tycho, his broad smile gleaming in the noonday sun.


    “You answer to it now,” he says.


    “It’s what you insist on calling me. I suppose I’ll get used to it one day,” I smile back, surprised by just how happy I feel to see him.


    “You’re – you’re a priest?” I ask him, as he takes my hand in each of his and squeezes it so tight that I think my fingers will break.


    “It’s my disguise,” he says. “A rather good one, don’t you think?”


    I laugh. “Yes. I thought I was being haunted there in the colonnade.”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to follow you inside and make anyone suspicious. Congregating with Soukinoi is not a priestly duty, you know,” he winks.


    “I’m not a Soukina anymore, Tycho. I can’t bear to think about what might have happened had I stayed there a day longer.”


    Tycho’s smile fades from his lips and rises into his eyes where it lightly traces the topaz inside them, like sunlight framing the clouds.


    “Thank Duna,” he sighs, his enlivened eyes looking heavenward. “Come with me,” he says, lessening his grip on my hand as he pulls me after him.


    “Wait. What about Titus?” I ask, looking frantically around the court for his tanned face towering above the others, or for the Centaur’s tail swatting irritably at the air. “And the Centaur…” I whisper, remembering that Centaurs are prohibited from the Temple’s inner courts.


    “Meet me at the woodshed just over there in three minutes. Trust me,” Tycho says. And I don’t ask another question.
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    The woodshed, situated at the northeastern quadrant of the Eusebian Court, was completely empty. The priests consigned to menial tasks had finished sorting the good willow wood from the detestable, and all that was left were forsaken piles of discarded, worm-eaten branches judged unfit for the altar.


    I waited for Tycho only a few moments. As he approached I listened to him quietly singing along with the priests assembled somewhere I could not see, somewhere above me like wood nymphs hidden in the trees. The timbre of the priests’ voices harmonizing with harps, lyres, cymbals, and flutes was unlike anything I’d ever heard before, as if their music had been traveling tirelessly through the dissonant eons of time, destined to arrive here in this Temple at this very moment…


    “How great are your works; we remember all that you have done,


    You set us free from bondage and gave us hope of a Promised One.


    Those who sow tears today shall reap joy and song tomorrow,


    We trust you, Duna, our eternal King, to rid us again of sorrow.


    Unless you build our walls, we labor here in vain;


    Hear our prayers, heal our land, and restore us once again.”


    This song was one of many sung every year on the final day of Therismos to express thanksgiving to Duna for freeing our people once before and for faithfully providing an abundant autumn harvest ever since. But I couldn’t help but notice how Tycho changed the words, albeit ever so slightly:


    “You set us free from bondage and sent us your Promised One.”


     Most Eusebians consider Phos just another charlatan, another failed pseudo-christos, or “anointed one.” But not Tycho.


    I didn’t have to ask him why; I knew the reason is that he, like Jasper, believes Phos was the one of whom the Oracles spoke and the priests sing. Phos’ death in the Great Sea was the greatest paradox in of all Petrodian history. His defeat was, to Jasper and the other disciples, an everlasting and irrefutable victory…over iniquity, over sickness, over evil, over death.


    And yet here I am, a guilt-stained Eusebian woman infected with an all-consuming lust for vengeance because of the cold-blooded Alpha Guardian who took my brother’s life.


    Where is victory?


    When I step into the Indigo Chamber behind Tycho, I spot one man who appears to have been waiting for me, ready to answer such questions as that. But unlike Diokles, the skin of this learned man neither dances with the energy of mystic vapors, nor sparkles with the capricious anointing of Apollo. His face is deeply wrinkled and ashen, like thin papyrus starting to decay, and his gait is stiff and slow, yet not without dignity as he holds his shoulders back and deftly adjusts his turban, at the front of which is fastened a flower-shaped plate of pure gold.


    “My dear,” he says to me, with the rich, orotund voice of a much younger man. “Welcome to Eirene. Tycho tells me it’s been three years since you’ve been home.”


    Home. All this time I thought I didn’t have one; all the people of my home are dead. And who knows what’s become of our house and the tannery; both have probably been burned to the ground to purge the air of its putrid smells. But then again, this city is my home. It is as much a part of me as my family, and the earth on which it is built cannot be destroyed – not by any man, at least.


    “It is good to be home,” I smile softly.


    “Iris, this is Anatolius,” says Tycho. “He has graciously given me sanctuary here.”


    “And for you,” adds the priest.


    Anatolius turns and leads us to the front of the room, above which a giant silk cloth of indigo hangs and traverses the width of the chamber, rolling like a wave as a passive breeze sails across it.


    This indigo “veil” as it is called, is said to represent the perennial barrier between Petros and heaven, between man and his creator. Each year on the Day of Katallagé, or, “reconciliation,” the high priests take down the veil, sprinkle the blood of the purest lambs and bulls upon it, then carry it into the Eusebian Court where they hold it by its corners, and, along with all of Eirene, plead with Duna to forgive them for another year of falling short of his holiness.


    “We hide not our transgressions; we lay each one at your feet,


    To mingle with the blood of lambs and with your justice meet.


    Look favorably on our contrite hearts, forgive us, and make us new,


    So that when fire falls and flood waters rise, we can run once more to you.”


    “I’m sure Diokles has already sent his assassins for both of us,” Tycho says to me. “I haven’t stopped praying for you and the general since I last saw you at Ēlektōr.”


    The general…Where is Titus?


    “I have asked one of the attendants to bring food for you, Iris. I assume you are hungry?” Anatolius asks.


    My stomach growls in response. Somehow the task of escaping the desert and reuniting with Tycho had distracted me from hunger, but now, all I can focus on is my body’s need for rest and a solid meal. But first…


    “Where are the others? General Titus and the Centaur?” I ask.


    The high priest and Tycho look at one another, trying to determine which of them should answer.


    “The Centaur isn’t permitted on the Temple grounds, I’m afraid,” Anatolius says. “Not yet, at least. With Duna’s help, things will be changing here, but it will take some time.”


    The attendant enters from the eastern door carrying a plate of bread and meat and melon. Anatolius motions for me to sit in the chair at the center of the Chamber, the only chair in the room.


    “That is your seat, sir,” I say, lowering myself onto the stone ground.


    “Nonsense. Tycho help her up,” Anatolius insists, his eyes twinkling as though he is partaking in some sort of outlawed mischief. But I suppose he is. “I told you things will be changing. Making it permissible for a hungry orphaned woman to be served supper in Duna’s house while sitting in a proper chair is at the top of the list,” he smiles as Tycho pulls me to my feet, the serpent tattoo peeking out of his sleeve.


    I pause for a few seconds more, then proceed to sit in the chair where the attendant is waiting for me. He hands me the platter and then exits the way he came, into the light and music.


    My mouth waters just holding the warm plate from which the smell of wheat arises, an expensive grain that even Acheron only demanded when he was especially inebriated. I want so much to lower my head until it is within mere inches of it and, without reserve, shamelessly break it apart and devour it one fistful at a time. But instead, I struggle to slow down my jaws, savor each bite as best I can, and wait patiently for someone to speak candidly about the status of the others.


    “Between the Guardians and Diokles’s men, the Centaur has only enemies here,” says Tycho. “The general did not want to abandon him in the agora. They’ve gone somewhere where it is safe for him.”


    “Diokles ordered that the Centaur be left unharmed,” I say, remembering how curious it was – and is – to me that Diokles would let him live, and live painlessly at that.


    “Ah, of course,” sighs Anatolius. “Because of Apollo. He and the other cultists respect the Centaurs– begrudgingly so – because they believe Apollo fathered the very first, Centaurus. But nevertheless, the Guardians will not be so tolerant. Having Petrodian Centaurs running loose during Therismos doesn’t make things easy for them. Better for the city to be as calm as possible so that they can keep a closer eye on us, hmm?”


    “Wait,” I say, nodding thanks to the attendant who returns with a cup of water for me. “Go back to Apollo. Is it true what he thinks? Did the Centaur race descend from Apollo?”


    “Apollo…Python…yes. Those are different names for the same person, the Evil One who rebelled against Duna in the primordial ages before us. The one whose expulsion from Duna’s presence created the indigo void between Petros and heaven, chaos and cosmos,” explains the high priest, his eyes scanning the indigo veil as though they are watching Duna’s hands now laying it heavily between our realms, spreading it out tautly from east to west, separating this cursed rock, this petros, from his glory.


    “The dark ones who fell with him created hybrid beings, beasts like the Harpies and sphinxes. Creatures remarkably strong and full of hatred that would be able to defeat Duna’s son. Python has known his destiny all along, and all along he has been plotting to change it, using the hybrids to terrorize and intimidate, Alphas to tyrannize and dispirit, and even our own people to deceive and confuse.”


    “Even I was swept into his strategy,” Tycho says. “First by taking the tattoo of Python, and then the scar of the Soukinoi.” We each turn over our right hands and examine the dagger’s line drawn across it.


    “When you told me at Ourania that you had been serving someone who claimed to have all the power in the world, you were speaking of Diokles, weren’t you?” I ask.


    Tycho nods. “Yes. The power is from Python. As Anatolius has said, the Evil One is energizing both the Pythonians and the Soukinoi, though neither one realizes it, as I never realized it.”


    “And what about my power?” I ask. “I suppose Python wanted that, too.”


    “You’re speaking of the doma you possess,” answers Anatolius. “The Ashers’ gifts are extremely valuable to Python, and by extension, to Diokles. If the doma is not protected, not entrusted to Duna to nurture and direct, the Asher becomes easy prey for evil to take hold of.”


    “It took hold of my aunt, Corinna,” I say. “She had the gift of flight, and today she is the Gryphon. I’ve watched her tear apart holy men like yourself without hesitation. Her thirst for blood is never satisfied.” My eyes fill with tears and I set down my plate.


    “I am sorry, Iris,” says Anatolius, his voice tender with sympathy. “Python’s forces have always promised Ashers the world in return for their gifts. And for a time, many of them experience wealth and pleasure beyond their wildest dreams. Some, much like your aunt it sounds to me, suffer immediately; their corruptor doesn’t bother masquerading as a beneficent emissary or selfless tutor. Either way, the outcome is the same: Python’s plans are carried out, and the Asher…”


    He doesn’t need to finish his explanation. I know what happens to the Asher who surrenders his doma to Python. I’ve seen it for myself, inside the hollow, vitreous eyes of my aunt who has not an inkling that I am her sister’s daughter, and, if Diokles succeeds, her next victim.


    “It’s good you are here, Iris,” Anatolius continues. “It’s been our prayer, since Tycho arrived, that your power might be placed in Duna’s hands, while there is still time.”


    “Time? Time until what?” I ask, my hands so cold and my heart so heavy that I wonder if the doma is still with me.


    My mind flashes back to the morning I discovered Niobe lying dead on Acheron’s floor. I couldn’t use the doma to devastate his home and deliver a warning; the harder I tried, the weaker I felt. Could it be that Duna was restraining it, protecting me from moving one step closer to a fate like Corinna’s? But hadn’t my fate been to join the Soukinoi and avenge my brother? Now I’m not so sure…


    “Time until the Soukinoi or Pythonians, or maybe both, converge here,” Anatolius says, his gaze drifting out the door. “At any hour. That is what the Oracles foresaw.”


    “Diokles told me they were planning an attack here,” I say, my words sounding weak, garbled, and far away, as if I’m speaking from the bottom of the bathing place or the farthest reaches of an Ēlektōr cave. “To destroy the Guardians.”


    “No, Iris,” Tycho says, coming near to me. “They want to destroy us. Acheron, the Python worshipers, the Soukinoi... They all want to obliterate Eirene to make way for their peace-bringing ruler. They want to stamp out any trace of Phos and his disciples, starting here. Starting with us.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    



TESTIMONY


    Outside in the Eusebian Court, everybody dances and twirls to the sound of pipes, drums, and tambourines. The children wave purple banners over their heads and hop up and down and side to side when they can’t keep the rhythm. Daring entertainers do back flips, juggle fruit then flaming torches, stealing the breath of both young and old - but all I see in the spectacle is a shadow of Enochos…the five burning pyres and the smoke of their slaughter.


    Tycho and I sit together just outside the Chamber door and stare in silence at the florescent euphoria pulsing around us like a sky designed by children’s dreams. The colors, the music, the dancing and jubilation…the longer I watch, the more heartsick I feel. They are all ignorant of the darkness buried far below the surface of the Alphas’ hubris, their disgust with Eusebian piety, the darkness that transcends even the indigo chasm cut between Duna and Petros, and the rivers of catastrophes still flowing from it. I have only heard the faintest whispers of the Evil One’s plan, and this limited knowledge alone makes me shudder.


    Perhaps it is best that they don’t know, I think. Yes. If I were here with my parents and with Jasper, all of us healthy and unharmed, I would prefer not to know of doom and destruction and malevolent plans. And even if I was told or heard rumors in the air, I would probably keep on dancing.


    My gaze shifts to Anatolius making his way across the court toward the nearby Maqor Spring, carrying a golden flask at his chest. When he returns, there will be a libation of water and a prayer for rain as the people recite the words:


    “We draw water from your wells of mercy, sip life from your springs of salvation.


    We give thanks for the rainfall in dry, desert places, the harvest amid desolation …”


    “How do you know Anatolius?” I ask Tycho, my mind trying to distract itself from the ominous verse of the Oracles.


    “I was told to come here and find him, before I met you at Okeanos with Lysander.” Tycho begins, his eyes watching the priest’s white robes disappear down the steps of the western gate.


    “Who told you to find him? Carya? I know she told you to go with Lysander that night, even though you had already recanted your vows to Diokles in your heart.”


    Tycho runs his hand through his hair, something he does when he’s nervous or unsure.


    “Tell me, Tycho. Why can’t you trust me? I followed you here, didn’t I?”


    I loosen the pouch on my girdle and pull out the emerald stone.


    “Look,” I say, spreading my palm for him to see the resplendent gem. “Carya instructed the general to give this to me only if I forgave him for executing my brother. She said it symbolizes a new beginning for me. I want to find the new beginning, Tycho.”


    Tycho lowers his hand from his head and places it on mine. The warmth of our fingers interlocking surges up my arm and into my cheeks; I turn my face away from him.


    “The prayers of your family go before you, Iris. They’ve led you all this way because Duna heard them and he honored them – he honors them still.”


    I turn my face back toward his and smile as a gentle wind blows against us.


    “And I do trust you,” Tycho continues. “But the answer to your question…I’m not sure you will believe it.”


    I frown and slip my hand away from his. I’ve seen so much; how can he think that I am a skeptic now?


    “Phos appeared to me, Iris. Days before I met you, I was traveling to Enochos intent on killing the ‘weak ones,’ as Diokles called them – any Eusebians who were followers of the Hodos, who believed that Phos was Duna’s anointed son. I was being used by the Evil One, yet again, to destroy my own people, one mission at a time. That is how much he hates us.”


    My mind swarms with questions, but the first flies out of my mouth like an angry wasp:


    “Acheron killed followers of the Hodos. He murdered my brother. Diokles kills them, too?! You killed them, too?!”


    You can’t trust anyone, Iris. Not even Tycho, the voice inside me hisses, the voice that speaks for the unrelenting side of myself still dominated by wrath.


    I start to stand, but Tycho gently grasps my arm.


    “Please, Iris. It is true, and I am sorry, but you must understand that Diokles does this because he is deceived, as I was deceived. He schemes and kills and terrorizes because he is a servant of the Evil One; he believes Apollo will soon reveal himself and reward him for his faithfulness in the coming age. The Hodos stand in the way.”


    “How can a few religious Eusebians stop an immortal god from claiming dominion?” I scoff, watching Anatolius’s attendant pick up a fair-haired toddler and spin her around, again and again, a dandelion floating buoyantly in the stream of a summer breeze.


    “It isn’t our beliefs that can stop him. It’s our oneness with Duna because of Phos. Because we have accepted that his sacrifice has cleansed us, we carry the power that raised him within us. And that is what the Evil One fears. He trembles every time we assert that power, every time we speak with the authority of Phos. I could feel the darkness inside me shrinking in panic when I heard his voice that night…”


    “When you heard Phos, who died seven years ago?” I ask, unable to bridle my mordant mood.


    Tycho takes a deep sigh.


    “I thought Phos was dead, too. But he isn’t, Iris. That is something we must all believe by faith.”


    “Faith? He appeared to you! If he’s so powerful, why doesn’t he appear in the agora or here at the Temple and show us he’s alive himself?!”


    My emotions will not allow me to sit here a second longer. I get up and storm into the Chamber, glad to find it empty and silent, save for the whispering indigo veil undulating in the vault above me. I stand beneath it, close my eyes, and calm my breathing.


    Acheron. Find Acheron!


    The voice is growing louder.


    You didn’t escape from your master and come all this way to be softened by some sanctimonious proselyte! You are stronger than this!


    I look up into the veil, now a sheet of midnight sky in the dreary absence of sunlight. Just this morning, I felt as though I was one of the exultant birds singing around me, a bunting perched on her limb, eagerly coaxing the dawn out of its slumber, a dawn promised to bring the culmination of my mission. But now, in the surreal stillness of this Chamber, I feel like a much lowlier animal, an ant perhaps. A resourceful, obdurate creature that collects, carries, and constructs, spellbound by its own skill, enamored by its brawn, impelled by its own shortsighted ambition.


    The ant is “its own best counselor, its own god”… The words of Titus silence the vociferous demands of the inner voice.


    “I’m not a Soukina,” I say aloud, just as I said it to Titus earlier today.


    “Then what are you?” I can hear him reply, the thought of it almost audible.


    “Iris.”


    It’s Tycho, but I keep my back to him and stare at the Chamber’s west-facing door, resisting the voice in my head commanding me to barge through it and do what I came here to do.


    “Iris, please listen to me. You asked why Phos doesn’t appear to us all, and the fact is I don’t know,” Tycho says. “What I do know is that Duna chose to place him in my path, the path of a man who scourged and murdered innocent men, imprisoned their wives and children, and sold many of them as slaves to the Guardians simply because of their faith.


    “For three days I saw nothing but darkness because the light in which he appeared to me was too brilliant for human eyes. It struck me with death and life all at once. I felt what it is like to be separated from Duna for eternity, and it is something I would never in a million years wish on my worst enemy. It was unbearable, unescapable. I saw the blackness of the world with neither physical nor spiritual sight. That a man such as I could be touched and changed seems sufficient proof that Phos is he who claimed to be, does it not?”


    “Anatolius trusts you. I find that in itself to be miraculous,” I admit.


    “Yes. Reluctantly,” Tycho laughs a little. “Phos told him I would come here. It was he who laid his hands on me the night I regained my vision. I was reborn that night.”


    I vividly remember the night Jasper came home, “reborn.” He hadn’t been intercepted on the road by Phos as Tycho was, or healed by one of Duna’s messengers like I was. He had merely been eating lunch on a hillside not far from the Temple when a man began to testify to the circles of families and friends gathered on the grass.


    This man had once been called the Striks, named so after the savage owl of Alpha myth that disemboweled its victims and relished the blood of infants. The ghost story circulated that this Striks had incarnated itself into a deranged Eusebian man who noiselessly stalked the streets of Eirene, picking up the scent of the most unsuspecting souls, mewing at their doors like a neglected cat, and then cutting them down with sharp, sadistic claws before they could glimpse his face. Just before dusk, he’d return to the tombs outside the city where he would cut himself with stones, sniveling and shrieking through the daylight hours until he could hunt again.


    The Striks said that one day he saw Phos a great distance away, and the evil inside of him thrust him out of the tombs, took control of his limbs, and sent him running full speed in his direction.


    “What are you doing here, Phos, son of almighty Duna? I beg you, do not torment me!” the Striks whimpered.


    “What is your name?” Phos asked not the Striks, but the force that possessed him.


    “My name is Phalanx,” boasted the Striks. “For we are many. We are an army that has claimed this body!”


    “But the army of evil within me was no match for the power Phos carried,” reported the man, no longer a monster, but an honest blacksmith, a husband and father.


    “Had it not been for the scars that covered his body,” Jasper said, “no one would have believed that he was the same man. Phos won the victory over Python in that man’s life, Iris. I believe he has won such victory for all of us.”


    And so Jasper’s life was changed forever because he had faith to take this man at his word, to believe that he truly had been delivered by Duna’s son. And as I stand here, listening to the story of yet another transformed Pythonian, I know that I must make a choice, not just to believe, but to accept.


    But before I can utter a word to Tycho, a trumpet blasts from the Temple pinnacle overlooking the city. Ten quick, reverberating bursts: a call to arms, a call to retreat.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    



INVASION


    Go…that way!” Tycho shouts, pointing at the western door. I turn and run across the Chamber, push the door open with a grunt, and stand paralyzed by the sight of hundreds of Eusebians fleeing the Temple and flooding the broad street below toward the agora.


    “Come on!” Tycho pulls on my arm and heads north along the edge of the colonnade in which he found me. He sheds his white robes as he walks, revealing his plain, brown, threadbare tunic and the conspicuous serpent tattoo.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, trying my best to keep up.


    “To stop Anatolius from giving the libation. He’ll be the first Diokles comes for.”


    “What about Acheron?”


    But Tycho doesn’t hear me. Or at least he pretends he doesn’t.


    My heart jumps as a flock of doves takes flight from the roof above us, their pounding wings momentarily masking a much more terrifying sound…that of siege engines rolling across the bridge through the golden Chrysos Gate.


    “The Soukinoi have battering rams?” I ask.


    “Politics is a perplexing thing, a machine unto itself,” is all Tycho says, leaving my mind to wonder if and how Diokles, who allegedly loathes the Alphas as much as I do, is subsidized by the Guardians, by Acheron…


    I see Anatolius in the distance, walking unhurriedly through the gate with the flask of freshly drawn water in his hands. The trumpets blast again. The tree trunks swinging from the siege engines slam into the corners of the Temple walls again, and again, and again, the unremitting rhythm replacing the merry flutes and jovial lyres with a dark, portentous refrain.


    Children cry until they are scooped up by their families and carried away to safety – wherever “safety” is – but the high priest continues on with even, purposeful steps toward the Temple altar. His attendant who served me supper runs toward us, white sleeves flapping like the wings of the flustered doves that escaped from the Chamber roof moments ago.


    “What is it?” Tycho asks the attendant, though his attention is fixed on Anatolius. He slows his pace to listen to his answer, but only slightly.


    “Anatolius pleads with you not to come any further. He sends this message:


    ‘I hold forth the water like the word of life that has been shown to the world and written on our hearts. I rejoice in this day, in knowing that by Duna’s grace I have not run this race in vain. Rejoice with me as my life is poured out as an offering to him, just as your continued service shall be a sweet-smelling sacrifice high above the Moonbow.’”


    “Anatolius…no…” whispers Tycho, his eyes closing as the rumbling of the battering rams ceases, and the first wall starts to fall. “Tha – thank you,” Tycho mumbles to the attendant. “Go now. Find your family and take them to the aqueduct. You’ll be safe there.”


    The attendant hesitates, but one more look of urgency from Tycho sends him on his way. I watch as he disappears under the portico.


    “You should go wit – ” Tycho begins.


    “You know I won’t,” I say, my eyes darting back and forth from the Chrysos Gate to the trembling eastern tower presently giving way to the engines’ loud, unyielding blows.


    Acheron is here, Iris. Be patient. Be alert! the voice warns.


    As I grip my dagger, I feel the doma’s heat returning, flooding my body, then watch as a squadron of at least two hundred war horses trot into the court, their helmeted riders holding either a flaming torch or a steel javelin.


    No sound except the jingling of heavy coats of mail and metal-fringed kilts is heard as the cavalry surrounds the inner Court of the Priests on all sides, the Court Anatolius has resolved never to leave.


    Tycho and I take off running.


    We dash through the portico, duck into a passageway that I assume only a few are privy to, climb up a pitch-black winding staircase, and finally find ourselves on a high rooftop of carved cedar overhanging the Court below. Tycho drops to his knees and elbows and crawls on his belly, grabbing hold of the roof’s spiked edge, tipped with gold.


    “Anatolius! Come down from there, you fool! The festival has ended, or haven’t you noticed!”


    I join Tycho and peer over the roof to see the horses funneling one by one into the Court and forming dense, impenetrable rows around the altar. At the center of the altar stands Anatolius, the golden flask held steadfast, sparkling in his hands like a tiny beacon beside a stormy sea; I watch Tycho’s eyes yearning to approach the beacon, to save Anatolius, but the sea is unnavigable. There is no way to him.


    A man robed in purple dismounts his gray dappled horse and marches up the ramp affixed to the altar. His blond head is crowned with a gilded wreath.


    Diokles.


    “Anatolius, I do not take pleasure in being ignored!” he shouts.


    But Anatolius doesn’t turn his head to acknowledge the would-be king. He approaches a silver cup and begins to pour in the libation.


    “When the sun sets, we’re leaving the way we came, before they burn the Temple,” Tycho whispers.


    Burn the Temple? That thousands of years of prayer, revelation, worship, and sacrifice could be reduced to dying embers in a single night seems inconceivable. My family has been taken from me, my home is lost, but to my surprise I have felt sincerest comfort in knowing that the place of our traditions and the foundation of our beliefs stands intact. But it seems that even this ancient tabernacle, ordained and designed by Duna himself, is not impervious to Python’s plans.


    Where is the god who led our people here, displayed his power, crushed the giants, imparted his wisdom, sent his son, placed the Moonbow in the sky, who has promised to bring our people peace?


    “Have you gone deaf, old man?!” Diokles jeers.


    “Tycho, we have to do something!” I whisper, twisting my hot hands around the spikes.


    “There is nothing to be done now. He is in Duna’s hands,” replies Tycho, placing his hand on mine.


    “I can help him with my hands…” I say, jerking my hand from beneath Tycho’s. Flexing every finger, I watch each wrinkle and crack of my palm fade into the flush of fire welling up from them. But as I steady my arm and squint one eye, bringing my target into better focus, Anatolius begins to speak.


    “I shall carry out my duties here as long as there is breath in my lungs. I am a humble servant of Phos. It is upon his rock and with his strength that I stand, and I will not be moved!”


    My arm goes numb. My enfeebled fingertips fold in. The Soukinoi shout and curse and shake their javelins. Even when Diokles raises his hand to silence them, they do not stop for several minutes.


    “I am not afraid of you who can destroy my flesh!” yells Anatolius as the din dies down. “No, I fear the one who can destroy both soul and body in the abyss.”


    “It shall be my honor to be the one who sends you there!”


    Diokles shoots his right arm up into the air. I hold my breath as two arrows come whizzing down from the opposite tower, straight into the high priest’s chest.


    Anatolius falls to his knees and lifts his face toward heaven. A hush falls over the Soukinoi as the priest opens his mouth to speak his final words.


    “Behold! The heavens are opened and Phos is standing at Duna’s right side! I wish you all could see!”


    The priest’s declaration, robust and full of vigor, repeats itself in piercing echoes throughout the Court. Diokles covers his ears, but I strain to listen as each word penetrates my heart a dozen times, powerful arrows all their own.


    As the last syllable fades, Diokles removes his hands from his ears and rushes across the altar, drawing the dagger from his belt. But before he can inflict a final blow, the high priest falls onto his side. Diokles spits, pulls the arrows from the body, and holds them up like trophies for the squadron to celebrate.


    As the cavalry cheers, I withdraw from the roof’s edge and wilt against the cold stone door. My useless hands curled into fists, I gaze at the indigo veil of starless sky above me and feel, for the first time, as though I am looking into my own heart – a black, empty, lonely hole that shines only with the light of other spheres, which themselves are but shadows of something far greater…


    Tycho crawls backwards toward me and smiles at the sky. “I’ll see you again, my friend,” he says.


    “Tycho,” I say. “I want to see him again. I want to see what he saw, as he was dying.”


    Without a second’s pause, Tycho whispers loudly, “You can!”


    “But how? We have to leave and the Temple is going to be destroyed. I feel like I’ve become an orphan all over again.” I bury my face in my hands.


    This is not a time for self-pity, Iris! You are becoming weak!


    “No,” I say aloud to the inner voice. “I’m not!”


    “You’re not what?” asks Tycho.


    I lift my head, take a deep breath, and before I can talk myself out of it confess:


    “I began to hear a voice the day I was assigned to the Gryphon. And another voice, a different voice, the same afternoon. Both nudge me in opposite directions – one towards vengeance and rebellion, the other toward…well…I don’t know…”


    Tycho raises an eyebrow as he smiles, “Don’t you?”


    I can’t help but smile back. Even as the battering rams resume and streaks of orange flames set fire to the portico, I am in no rush to desert this temporary peak of refuge. What will it benefit me to leave here with my life without settling my soul?


    “The other voice nudges me toward Jasper. Toward Anatolius. Toward you,” I say firmly.


    Tycho gives a knowing nod.


    “One belongs to your flesh. One belongs to the spirit of Duna. It’s his spirit that convicts us of the evil in our hearts and makes us aware of our unworthiness.”


    “What do I do, Tycho? I cannot sacrifice an animal or purify myself at the bathing place. I – ”


    “Iris,” Tycho stops me as my speech and heart rate quicken together. I take a deep breath and lean my head back against the door.


    “You don’t need to do anything,” he says. “Only declare with your mouth that Phos is Duna’s son, and believe in your heart that he conquered the grave. Then you will become a new creation, born again. That other voice you hear will have no right to rule you another second. With the spirit of Duna, you and I can conquer anything. All because of his love.”


    I shake my head and squeeze back tears, my mind struggling to find fairness in this foreign dogma, my own spirit leaping to accept it with faith alone, the same faith that Jasper had…


    “It’s what the Oracles promised would come and what they longed to see. It’s charis, Iris…grace…an unmerited gift! Phos died to impute to us his righteousness, something we could not earn with an eternity’s worth of sacrifices, rituals, and cleansing.”


    The sun has set but the moon shines just as bright, a holy, radiant spirit filling the desperate, indigo heart.


    “I believe,” I say, listening as walls both within my heart and around this structure start to crumble. Tycho looks around nervously, but only for a minute; he knows there is nothing more important than hearing these words: “I believe that Phos is the son of Duna. I believe that he rose from the Great Sea. He conquered the grave!”


    Tycho has no words. He draws me into his arms and holds me until the destruction comes to an eerie unsettling halt and all we hear are the anguished cries of men and women in torment. We break apart and crawl back to the edge and look down at Diokles watching over three people being flogged by six Soukinoi guards.


    Diokles turns around, raises his arms to his sides as if beseeching a god and cries out:


    “If the fugitives Iris and Tycho are hiding here, they have two minutes to hand themselves over. That is, of course, if they wish their friends to live!”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    



TREACHERY


    Diokles turns his head and mutters something to the guards. They lower their three-thonged whips, wipe their brows, and step aside from the hostages, each one of them collapsed onto their knees, surrounded by a morbid tessellation of their own crimson blood.


    Diokles pulls a rod out of one of the guard’s hands and pushes it into the first man’s shoulder as he barks a muffled command. Diokles prods him again.


    “Gennadius!” shouts the man. “My name is Gennadius!”


    I watch as Tycho’s tanned face turns white as the moon. I feel my blood, deprived of air and frozen instantaneously by fear, run cold. Because there, in the midst of the altar like an unblemished lamb, is the old gray tanner who welcomed me, accepted me, fed me, and warned me of “madness,” madness such as this…


    Though we were complete strangers, I felt as though I was family under his roof. But I know full well that his love flowed not from a bond of blood or an austere devotion to Eusebian morays, but from a fount of faith in the god he served. It is because of this faith and a connection with me, an obstinate runaway who cared for no one but herself, that he is facing death as a cultist’s sacrifice.


    And Gennadius is not alone. Hesitantly, my eyes move past him to make out the imposing, unmistakable silhouette of Titus. And beside him, the long, raven-dark hair of Aspasia, an orange calendula flower tucked behind her ear.


    I shut my eyes, hoping somehow that this is just another nightmare and that when I awake, I will be safe inside the Indigo Chamber with Anatolius and the others, or on the banks of the stream outside Eirene whistling with the birds and watching the Centaur steal the strawberries from the trees.


    But not even Phobetor, the ghoulish god of the Alpha’s land of dreams could envisage a phantasm as frightening as this. I know that written in the darkness and the blood, the smoke and the fire are living, indelible, unavoidable lines of prophecy. I know that I am standing in the epicenter of an imminent fulfillment of prophecy that has not yet reached its apogee.


    “Your holy city has become a blaze, your altar a den of snakes,


    Your holy house, once filled with praise, now in breathless silence quakes.


    Your Courts of worship flow with fire, your children do not sing,


    No trumpet sounds, nor flute, nor lyre…all is hushed by suffering.”


    Opening my eyes, I ask Duna to show me my next step, and for the strength to carry it out. If I am to use the doma, it will be because he commanded it. If I am to suffer, it will be because he has a purpose for it.


    “Iris,” says Tycho, placing a strong hand on my shoulder. “Iris, I will go. Follow me down the stairs and then get out of here as fast as you can. Do you understand?”


    I shake my head. “No, Tycho. He wants us both.”


    Before Tycho can object, I jump up onto my feet and wildly wave my arms over my head.


    “I’m up here, Diokles! Don’t hurt them, I’m coming!” I shout at the top of my lungs, my blood thawing as a surge of boldness I’ve never felt rushes through me.


    I feel Tycho press his lips to my fingers, and a moment later, he’s standing beside me.
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    True to his word, Diokles orders the tormenters to return to their stations the instant Tycho and I show ourselves inside the Court. Exhausted from their strenuous efforts, the men hobble down the altar ramp – as if it was they who had been beaten – and fade into the restive crowd of horses and soldiers; its murmuring, snorts, and clinking armor imply its eagerness to watch our fate unfold. Only two guards stay behind - the ones with the largest arms and the meanest eyes.


    With two quick twitches of his hand Diokles summons us onto the altar. I immediately go to Aspasia who is struggling to stand erect, but yet her placid smile appears unforced. She reaches out her hand to me and tries to speak, but Diokles grabs her hair and yanks her back.


    “This is not a family reunion, you carcass-reeking crone!” he yells. “Keep your hands to yourself, or I will have Ariston cut them off!” The guard nearest Aspasia unsheathes his dagger and spins it in his hand with a barbarous scowl.


    “Keep your eye on her,” Diokles orders him. “On all of them!” He then points a finger at Captain Lycus who is seated on horseback below him; he signals to him with a single nod of his head. The captain pounds his chest, kicks his horse’s flanks, and trots off through the rubble of the remaining western wall.


    Where is he off to? I wonder. But I’m afraid I know exactly where…


    “You said you would let them go,” I say.


    “Did I?” answers Diokles, tilting his chin to the sky. “I believe I said I would let them live and not go. You do see the difference…don’t you? Or did I misjudge your intelligence?”


    Diokles smiles tauntingly as he watches my fingers suddenly stiffen with what feels like a jolt of electricity. I hear Tycho exhale a puff of anger from his nostrils. He steps forward, closing the distance between himself and Diokles so none of the soldiers can hear:


    “Let’s settle this like civilized people, Diokles. There is no need to further defile Duna’s Temple. Surely we can agree on that.”


    “Duna’s Temple?” Diokles spreads his arms and spins around as he shouts, “Duna’s Temple has fallen before your eyes, old friend! The time has come for the golden race to arise, and for the glorious comingling of gods and men. The throne of your jealous Duna has been usurped!”


    Diokles drops his arms like clapping wings as a bird-shaped shadow falls over his face.


    A bloodcurdling shriek sends a tremor of fear across the Court. The shadow circles us, spiraling down toward us with every revolution; its wings beat faster and faster, louder and louder, creating a cold, cutting wind.


    Tycho looks up at the destroyer before I do, then draws me into his side and whispers, “Don’t worry. We are more than conquerors. Our king has not forsaken us.”


    I take a breath.


    The battering rams roll forward.


    I let the breath out.


    The last three towers fall.


    I say a prayer.


    The Gryphon lands before us.


    I stare into her eyes, breathing steadily, praying ceaselessly.


    “Iris, I believe you have met my most loyal assassin, your aunt Corinna,” Diokles says softly, smiling as he strokes the creature’s charcoal wing, a wing as long as he is tall. “And I believe you and Tycho were both aware of your fate should you choose to betray me.”


    Diokles turns to his men. “All of Ēlektōr knew the conditions of our deal! I was merciful. I gave Tycho another chance. I allowed you, a good-for-nothing orphan to publicly challenge my authority. And how did you repay me?! You snuck off after the man who pitied you, the hapless slave girl. You were soft. You are both so disgustingly soft!” Diokles removes his knife and throws it into the silver cup fifteen feet away, sending the priest’s pure libation spilling over the altar’s edge to be choked by blood and ash.


    Corinna’s yellow eyes glow. She throws back her head and cackles, filling the air around us with a thick, sulfurous smell.


    “I only muzzle her when she isn’t sure whom to kill,” Diokles says. “But there was no need tonight. Remember, Tycho. Remember, Iris. This was your choice. I had marvelous plans for you. That doma of yours had been chosen by Apollo to…single-handedly, shall I say, decimate the entire Temple. And every Guardian, your master Acheron, one by one… You would have been greater than Corinna.”


    I hear Titus yelling, Aspasia crying, but they are silenced by the sentries within seconds. Diokles turns to the Gryphon, her wings unfurled and talons scraping across the dry stone floor. He parts his lips. She parts her beak.


    “Attack!”


    I shut my eyes and stretch my arms out wide, fiery darts blazing through me, coating my veins with the explosive resin. The hot air stings my throat as I take a deep breath in and let out a hasty prayer for accuracy, followed by a ringing shriek of pain, the fire now blistering beneath my skin. I lift my right hand, then my left,


    And then…a heavy thud upon the altar. A shrill, dolorous wail. A few shuffling footsteps left and right.


    “Who has done this?! Lycus!!!”


    “Iris!” whispers Tycho. “The Gryphon has been killed!”


    I open my eyes and turn to see the beast sprawled on the altar, at least twenty arrows sunk into her flesh. I drop my arms and watch smoke fly from my fingertips like ghosts escaping the pit of Hades, and exhausted, I fall against Tycho’s chest.


    “Let them go!” A girl’s voice calls out among the squadron. “Reveal yourselves!”


    Alexa, don’t do this!


    But it’s too late. All eyes turn to the Naos, the holiest place of the Temple accessed by the high priest just once a year, and probably the last structure to remain standing until it can be plundered of its silver and gold and sacred vessels. On its roof, an archer arises. He turns and lifts his arms to the unseen psiloi behind him. They all stand and direct their attention to the voice calling out from the crowd:


    “Surprised, brother?”


    I watch in disbelief as waves of yellow hair tumble out of a Soukinoi helmet, its rider sitting calmly atop a gray, red-speckled mare. She drops her helmet to the ground and awaits Diokles’s response.


    “Yes, Alexa, I admit I wasn’t expecting my own sister to try her hand at ambush. Especially not against me. But I shouldn’t be, should I. I taught you everything you know about catching our enemies off guard…winning at their own game. Surprise nearly always proves a flawless strategy.” Diokles steps to the edge of the altar and kneels down so his eyes are level with hers. “Unfortunately for you, dear sister, you have also learned much about treachery. I wish Apollo would have warned me of this. But then, perhaps he is testing me. We all must make sacrifices.”


    “That’s just it, Diokles,” Alexa says confidently, urging her horse forward through the motionless rows of soldiers, all watching her approach as though she were the archer-goddess Artemis, or the devious, war-loving Athena striding into battle. “Your loyalty to Apollo has driven you mad. You’ve forgotten who you are. You’ve turned your back on Duna, and your own people!”


    “Silence!” Diokles shouts, his voice hissing and roaring all at once. “I will waste no more time trying to persuade you of what is coming – what must come! It seems your consciousness resists the age of transcendence. All who welcome it shall live on and evolve as gods, like Apollo and the lesser ruler, Duna. But the likes of you, well…”


    Diokles raises his right hand as I’ve seen him do many times before pronouncing a judgment. He looks to the big guard, Ariston. “Bring her to me.”


    Diokles turns back to the Naos and addresses the psiloi, already drawing their bows, marking their target. He then points a finger at Aspasia, Gennadius, and Titus; three guards put knives to their throats.


    “Psiloi, I don’t know what my sister, the deluded princess, has promised you in return for your mercenary services today, but I can assure you that a generous portion of what lies in the Naos, just beneath your feet will be yours. All you must do now is toss those toys aside and come down from there. And stop this foolishness.”


    He waits a moment, and then another, but not a single soldier drops his weapon. All eyes watch as the captain in front strings his bow, wraps it in cloth, then carefully lowers it to his side. When he lifts it again, the arrow’s tip is a ball of fire. The archers behind him follow, and soon the rooftop glitters with defiance.


    “Ah…I see,” says Diokles, his eyes narrowing, his jaws clenching. “This is a matter of morality to you all. You simply cannot break away from the myopic teachings of the old religion and the Oracles’ pompous prophecies.”


    Ariston escorts Alexa up the ramp, but Diokles’s patience is wearing thin. “Sword!” Diokles yells, advancing across the ramp to intercept them. A solider places his sword in Diokles’s hand as he marches past. “All of you thought I would have pity on my own flesh and blood! I confess… I do,” he utters. “I have pity on her indiscretion.”


    “I can’t stay here, Tycho,” I whisper. “Let me…”


    As I speak the words, I tear myself from Tycho’s arms and rip my dagger from my girdle. I race toward Diokles, arms pumping afresh with the doma’s fire, heart pounding with the will to reach him before he reaches her, his own sister, merely a replaceable recruit in his eyes. But in mine, she is Jasper, the courageous martyr. Niobe the strong-willed slave. Corinna the rootless, defenseless Asher.


    I cannot let her die.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    



VIOLET


    Diokles doesn’t hear me coming. How does he not hear me coming? It doesn’t matter. I stay directly behind him, moving swiftly in a soundless blur.


    I slow my pace when I see Ariston fall down dead, a flaming arrow between his shoulder blades.


    “Iris!” Tycho yells.


    I spin around to see Aspasia’s guard charging me, sword in hand. Tycho slams himself into the guard’s side, knocking the sword from his grip. The guard stumbles just enough for Tycho to push him again, this time face up onto the ground beside the Gryphon’s body, which alarmingly now looks no larger than an eagle’s.


    Before the guard can right himself, Tycho pulls an arrow from the bloody mess of feathers and drives it into the man’s throat. The guard’s muscles relax; his eyes roll back into his skull as his head falls with a terrible, gurgling moan. The Gryphon beside him seems to wither, her feathers shedding and falling away from peach-colored bones, bones that I soon see are not bones at all, but pristine skin, the skin of my aunt. Her long hair is auburn like mine, and out of her delicate shoulder blades flutter two wings, as grand as an eagle’s and as violet as the Moonbow’s last arch; a flurry of western wind moves them to appear breathtakingly celestial one last time, as they were always intended to be.


    Tycho returns his attention to me; I watch his eyes widen with terror.


    “Behind you!” he yells.


    I turn and see Diokles wielding his sword, coming straight for me.


    “And where do you think you’re going, sister?” he fumes, the dark onyx spheres once again swallowing the cerulean color of his eyes. “After all I did for you. You were so close to avenging your brother. Isn’t that what you wanted? How you have failed…”


    I hold my tongue and my dagger steady.


    Duna, fight for me. Defend me. My life is in your hands, not mine.


    “Duna had a far greater reason to keep me alive than avenging Jasper.” The words slide past my lips, a revelation too thrilling to contain. “I have failed to become what I wanted to be. And through Duna, that is my greatest victory.”


    Diokles’s upper lip curls into a snarl. He growls, then bares his teeth, transporting my mind back to the hills around Enochos where I stared into the eyes of the gray wolf, my first kill. On that day, I had pretended the wild animal was Acheron. I’d made the first move, thrust my dagger through its heart, and began to imagine how satisfying the sight of Acheron’s spilled blood would be.


    Now, as I stand face to face with a second wolf, this one much more cunning and fierce than the first, I am overcome only by the desire to honorably defend, not vengefully attack. The spirit of “Hunter” has flown away from me; the inner voice has been muted, just as Tycho said it would be. But now another hunter approaches…


    “I’ll make this fair,” Diokles growls as he casts his sword aside. Then he charges me with his dagger raised. The darkness in his eyes now glows red, and I wonder if Apollo is within him now. His knife comes down.


    Duna, I pray.


    I dodge the blow and shuffle backwards, tossing my knife to the ground and letting the fire surface and seethe as hot as it will. I watch Diokles’s pupils dilate at the sight of my flaming right hand; they are simultaneously attentive to it, and distracted by it…


    I rush at Diokles and strike his wrist as hard as I can; his dagger falls and I kick it toward Tycho behind me.


    “Kill him, Iris!” Tycho shouts.


    I wrap my scorching hands around Diokles’s throat and stare into his eyes, watching the enkindled blackness subside. The crystalline color floods his irises again.


    “I don’t want to kill you,” I whisper to him.


    “I don’t want to die, sister,” he replies, his chin quivering as his blue eyes hopelessly search the skies. “I’m – I’m sorry…”


    I start to lower my hands, but as I do, I notice a faint smile dance across Diokles’s lips, a flash of red in his eyes. As he raises his arm, I close my eyes and hold my breath as razor-sharp blades of fire pierce through my fingertips and plunge into his neck. I pull them out again to the cheers of the rooftop psiloi.


    “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice quavering through the ovation of voices and clapping hands. Diokles looks at me with roaming, vacuous eyes, smoke billowing from two black, bloody holes in his neck, as though he’d been bitten by a viper, or perhaps Python himself.


    “You’ve accomplished nothing,” Diokles rasps. “None of you have!” He grimaces and fights the fall to one knee. “The reign of Apollo is coming. And he will crush you all and laugh at death; it cannot touch him.”


    “There’s still time, Diokles. Duna is patient with us.” I whisper the words faintly, as if speaking any louder will make them vanish before reaching his ears.


    He tilts his head and smiles curiously as his eyes begin to flutter and he collapses onto his heels. “What do you mean?” he says, straining to project every searing word.


    “You can have eternal life. Just believe, Diokles. Ask Phos to save you. ”


    “Never!” he shouts, his outrage overwhelming his pain. Then his outrage gives way to death… “It…isn’t…over… Do…you…hear…me…” He spews his last words, his own haunting knell, with wide, bloodshot eyes that churn both with terror and imprecation, and I know he means to threaten me, to threaten all of us.


    “What do you mean?” I say, pressing my hands against his face, trying in vain to keep him alive one minute more. His eyes roll back into his head before he can take another breath.


    “Brother!” I hear Alexa cry out. She runs to him, lying on his back with the implacable mask of anger still clinging to his face. “Brother, what happened to you…” She folds herself over his chest; her sobs fill the Court as Diokles’s cavalry slowly abandons the altar and drifts away like a fleet of ships breaking up in a storm.


    Tycho wraps his hand around mine, then lifts his eyes to the Naos where the archers are waiting, wondering like me, What happens now?


    But Tycho doesn’t have an answer or a command to give them. His lips part, but only a pensive sigh escapes them.


    After a few moments, the psiloi leader aims an arrow at the guard standing nearest to Titus. He backs away without contest, and he and the guard beside Gennadius descend the ramp and follow the silhouettes of soldiers into the upset sea.


    Aspasia reaches out her arms to me and I run to meet her. My eyes fill with tears at the sight of her bruised face and torn-apart flesh.


    “Aspasia! I should never have left you. I’m so sorry!” I cry, holding her hands to my face as my warm tears wash over them.


    “Shhhh, child,” she smiles. “Duna is a wonderful craftsman. He works all things together for the good of those who love him. Broken fragments, broken hearts…all can be mended and made beautiful by his hands.”


    “Even when I didn’t love him, he was pursuing me, Aspasia. I felt him. I tried evading him as best I could…”


    “It is the greatest love, Iris. That is all. The greatest love.” She kisses my forehead, and the kindness of it settles into my spirit; I feel the weightlessness of grace ridding me of my burden, carrying it into oblivion.


    Titus and Gennadius join and pull us close, and together we huddle in reverent silence until Alexa approaches, now an orphan just like me.


    “I prayed,” she says quietly.


    Titus and I exchange glances.


    “What do you mean?” I ask.


    “The day you saved Tycho at the bathhouse,” she explains. “You seemed so brave, and my brother seemed so cruel. The only thing I knew to do was what I’d been taught a long time ago: pray for wisdom. The Oracles said wisdom is better than strength.”


    Gennadius smiles. “That’s right. You had very wise parents for teaching you that,” he says.


    “I would like to find them. I followed Diokles to the desert.” She looks over her shoulder at her dead brother and chokes back tears. “He told me I would be a princess for the rest of my life and would never have to take orders from an Alpha again. He told me a lot of things... I’m sorry about your aunt, Iris. I didn’t know. I promise I didn’t know,” she says pleadingly, her voice shaking as she looks back at Corinna’s body, now draped with a blanket.


    “I believe you,” I say. “He was deceiving all of us.”


    “We will pray that you find your parents,” Aspasia says, touching Alexa’s hand. “And we’ll help. I promise.”


    “I found someone hiding at the bathing place.”


    I turn to see Tycho, and behind him the Centaur, soaking wet and chewing on a piece of wood.


    “I thought I saw something suspicious from the roof earlier,” adds Tycho. “A crate moving through the water and a black tail floating behind it.”


    “And what were you doing there while we were here fighting to survive?” I ask.


    “I thought it best to keep myself scarce when I saw the Guardians running out of the city like shrews out from under a log when the battering rams started rolling in. Besides, who else is going to carry the old tanners back to Limén where the young rascal stole my sword?” He winks at Alexa. She jumps up and runs to him, then swings herself onto his back and wraps her arms around his shoulders.


    “I missed you, Centaur,” she says.


    “Let’s get the general and the tanners to a doctor,” Tycho says. “The journey to Limén can wait another day or two.”


    “Iris,” Alexa says, beckoning me with three bends of her forefinger. I go to her, and she leans in, placing a protective hand to my ear so no one can hear her ask, “What about Acheron? If he escaped with the other Guardians, he can’t be far from here.”


    Without a moment’s hesitation, I whisper my response, “I have been forgiven, having done nothing to earn it. And so is he. I think I will let Duna be his judge.”


    Alexa smiles broadly and hugs my neck. “It’s a new beginning for us, isn’t it?” she asks.


    “Absolutely, sister,” I say, helping her off the Centaur. “Our journey has just begun. And only Duna knows the way.”


    “And how to put that doma to use!” blurts the Centaur.


    “Have you become a believer now, Centaur?” Titus asks.


    The Centaur snorts a laugh. “I may need to witness just one more trick.”


    “Don’t tempt me, Centaur. I might just send a fireball into your skull to knock some faith into you,” I reply with a wink.


    “I think Duna has long ago forgotten about me,” the Centaur says, glancing sideways at the stars, chin tucked and eyes shifting as if he feels unworthy to look upon them.


    “Duna forgets about no one,” Aspasia says, her fingers finishing a braid in Alexa’s hair. Her head bobbing and brow softening, Alexa looks like a child again. I pray Duna will expel the nightmare of Ēlektōr far from her memory. No more swords and daggers. No more manhunts or sparring with Centaurs, unless of course it’s with our Centaur…


    “You know, Tycho,” the Centaur begins, his eyes dropping to the serpent tattooed on Tycho’s arm. He hesitates, then looks up at Tycho and searches his face like one who is examining an estranged friend to make sure he is who he claims to be. “It was you, in all your evil, who made me believe that Python truly did exist. What – or who – else could compel a man to do such unspeakable things? And now,” the Centaur sighs, shaking his head in wonder of his forthcoming statement, “the fact that you stand in the presence of the kindest people I’ve ever known convinces me that I would be a fool not to have faith in a god of goodness. I suppose, Tycho, my fellow Pythonian, your faith has been like a doma to me – a true gift.”


    Tycho takes the Centaur’s arm and embraces him, saying as much with that single gesture as he could with a thousand words.


    “I think there might be hope for you after all, half-breed!” Alexa quips, apparently having discovered a second wind.


    Titus helps Gennadius and Aspasia onto the Centaur’s back, and Alexa follows the four of them down the ramp and onto the street as a soft shower of rain falls from heaven. I leave Tycho to look after Anatolius’s and Corinna’s bodies and make my way to the bathing place.


    Sitting on the pool’s edge I look up at the alabaster moon, a fearless lily blossoming from violet soil. Feeling its presence, I turn to see the Moonbow suspended above the Naos, each arch more vibrant than ever, each one glorifying its maker with its own unparalleled beauty. I think of the colors and the ways in which they called to me…


    Red, the highest band, color of blood and vice;


    I have learned to see within you redemption, sacrifice.


    Orange, like the healing flower, and the burning desert sun;


    Both have power, both hold brilliance, but none compares to the Promised One.


    Yellow for the amber scrolls, prophesying salvation amid our strife;


    Your shimmer is a just shadow in the light of eternal life.


    Green for the stone I carry, a symbol of forgiveness, growth, and mirth;


    But nothing can bring as much happiness as a dying soul’s rebirth.


    Blue, the color of Carya’s sword that cut us free from prison;


    But the greatest freedom I have felt flows from faith that Phos is risen.


    Indigo, hue of an opaque void, the barrier between Petros and glory;


    Its power has been stripped away by the Finisher of our story.


    Now violet: triumphant, royal, reflecting clouds in this bathing place;


    I will emerge boldly from these waters, an orphan found and saved by grace.


    Diokles said it wasn’t over, and as much as I would like to think he was rambling delusions and lies, I believe him. Dismantling Ēlektōr and killing its leader won’t hinder Python’s plan for this realm; there is far too much darkness pervading Petros than can be overthrown by any army, no matter how many domas it may have fighting on its side.


    I will write this story as Asher wrote his, and will leave it for generations to come, so that they may learn and be reminded that evil is not weakened, let alone exterminated, by more evil. It must be conquered with good, and hope must never be lost.


    The End.

  


  
    GLOSSARY


    Acheron: Iris’s master and man responsible for her brother’s death; he is named after Acheron, the river of pain, which in Greek mythology was a stream and swampy lake of the underworld and its god [1]


    Alexa: Diokles’s younger sister; he name is the feminine form of the Greek word alexo, meaning “to defend, help” In Moonbow, Alexa’s name foreshadows her role in Iris’s story.


    Alpha: polytheistic and/or agnostic people who rule Petros; Alpha is the first letter of the Greek alphabet from which the Alphas, the prominent ruling class of Petros, receive their name


    Anatolius: the high priest of Eirene who name is derived from the Greek for “sunrise”


    Asher: ancient ancestor of Iris; his name means “fortunate” and “blessed” in Hebrew


    Aspasia: Gennadius the tanner’s wife; her name is Greek for “welcome,” “embrace”


    Carya: an angelic messenger who appears to Iris; her name is inspired by the pre-classical mythology goddess of the walnut tree. In Moonbow, Iris notes that Carya is heard laughing from the treetops of a walnut orchard.


    Corinna: Iris’s aunt, also an Asher; her name means “maiden” in Greek


    Diokles: leader of the Soukinoi; his name means “glory of Zeus” in Greek


    Duna: sole god of the Eusebians; his name is from the Greek word dunamis, which means power residing in a thing by virtue of its nature [2]


    Eirene: Eusebian city; Greek for “peace”


    Ēlektōr: Soukinoi desert fortress; Greek for “the beaming sun;” also related to elektron, meaning “amber”


    Éleos: desert oasis where a group of peaceful priests dwell; its name comes from Greek word for “mercy”


    Enochos: execution site; Greek for “involved in, liable”


    Eusebian: monotheistic people group of Petros; from the Greek word eusebia, meaning “pious,” “reverent,” and “godliness”


    Gennadius: tanner who welcomes Iris into his home to work; his name comes from the Greek for “noble” and “generous”


    Ireneus: priest targeted by the Soukinoi; his name comes from the Greek for “peaceful”


    Iris: main character of the story; her name comes from the Greek for “rainbow”; In Greek mythology, Iris was the goddess of the rainbow.


    Jasper: Iris’s deceased brother; his name means “jewel” or “gem” in Hebrew


    Limén: Eusebian town; Greek for “a harbor” or “a haven”


    Lycus: leader of Diokles’s; his name comes from the Greek for “wolf”


    Lysander: Soukinoi outlaw leader; his name means “the release of a man” in Greek


    Niobe: a slave of Acheron’s; her names is Greek for “fern”


    Okeanos: stream where Iris first encounters the Soukinoi; its name is shared with the name of the river, or body of water, thought by the ancient Greeks to surround the Earth. In Greek mythology, Okeanos was the Titan who personified this body of water. [3]


    Petros: the world of the story; its name comes from the Greek for a small rock or pebble


    Phos: Duna’s son; his name comes from the Greek for “a source of light” and “radiance”


    Psiloi: In Ancient Greek warfare, the psiloi were unarmored or lightly armored infantry trained as skirmishers.


    Python: evil entity that rules Petros from beneath the Great Sea


    Soukinoi: the Eusebian army of rebels; their names is derived from the Greek word soukinos, meaning “made of amber”


    Titus: the Soukinoi general, named after the mythological Greek Titans who were primeval deities and giants of incredible strength


    Tycho: former Soukinoi; his name comes from the Greek for “hitting the mark”
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    CHAPTER ONE


    



VOYAGE


    The sky was clear, and the sun was so bright and high overhead that their bodies cast no shadows. Iris and Tycho stood hand in hand at the stern of the ship and looked out over the sapphire sea, the sweet smell of the cedar mast and the saltiness of the breeze welcoming them onboard. There had been a time when a sense of adventure would have overtaken Iris as she took in the beauty of the water, the vastness of the horizon, but today she was too weary to feel it…if it was there at all.


    “Just one more time,” Tycho said to her, as if reading her thoughts.


    The words were poetry in her ears. It had been nearly three years since she’d slept in her own bed, hundreds of miles away in Eirene. Their young daughter, now drooling as she slept on a blanket at their feet, had seen more of the ocean than dry land, heard more sailors’ shouts and seagulls’ squawks than nursery rhymes and lullabies.


    Just one more voyage on the small merchant ship and they could go home: home to picnics on the cliffs, festivals at the temple, and suppers at the table of the old couple that had become grandparents to them.


    Iris yawned as she heard the oars drop into the water and the crew become quiet as the captain prayed to Poseidon for fair weather.


    “Miss?” a voice whispered.


    Iris turned to see a young man, more boy than man, looking up at her with round, frightened eyes. “You’re Iris the Asher, aren’t you, miss?”


    Iris nodded as she scanned the deck for eavesdroppers. On a ship full of rough mariners who liked their women weak and docile, a woman with a notorious power had not made her a welcome passenger. But in recent years, people had begun approaching her not with rage and hatred in their eyes, as they would a beast they wished to tame or kill, but with hope and desperation, as they would an angel that might deliver them.


    Since the Feast of Therismos almost a decade ago, the name Iris the Asher had become more respected, and indeed more revered, than Iris the Goddess. In fact, many of the mystics were teaching their pupils that she was an Olympian incarnate, perhaps Hera or Athena, a notion that made Iris shudder.


    Why couldn’t they believe her when she explained that her power was from the All-Powerful, that her gift was from the One who gave life and took life away? All she was, all she had, and all she had overcome, was by the grace of Duna. Every day she prayed that not one pagan sacrifice would be made to a blasphemous statue of her image.


    But apart from the mystics, with their oleander-induced delusions, countless Eusebians and Alphas were listening to Iris and Tycho’s story and accepting their faith as their own. They gathered into the temple courts by the hundreds to hear them, and, yes, to see if they might catch a glimpse of the mysterious fire that dwelled in the palms of Iris’s hands.


    She’d mastered the power of her doma so well that she could conjure a flame as easily as she could blink. If providing an exhibition led to further discussion of the might of Duna and the love of Phos, she would happily acquiesce to the crowd’s wishes. But if she sensed that the crowd just wanted to see a show of sorcery, she’d ask Tycho to talk of his own miracle stories while she stayed hidden in the shadows.


    Iris had seen what unbridled power could do to people. Each day, she prayed for Duna to use her only as a Vessel of the doma, and to forbid her from ever becoming its overlord, or worse, its slave.


    Iris nodded again at the boy, this time remembering to smile. “Can I help you?” she asked.


    Tycho squeezed her hand, a habit of his when he could detect her nerves. He often teased her, saying that for one who could destroy a man with a single flick of her wrist she was awfully skittish around strangers.


    “I am an Alpha, miss,” the boy said, “but I don’t trust Poseidon for safe passage like my father does.”


    “Your father is the captain?” Iris asked.


    “Yes. And he knows who you are, but don’t be afraid. Though he won’t admit it, he fears your power. They all do.”


    Tycho had been right. The reason it cost them one hundred drachmae each time they boarded a ship was not because they despised her, but because they feared her. If the sailors were going to risk their lives spending hours alone at sea in the presence of a presumed goddess, one likely to prove as testy and capricious as the rest of the pantheon, they insisted they be handsomely compensated. Iris couldn’t blame them. If she believed herself to be at the mercy of a fierce deity that could swim beside their boat as a sprightly dolphin one minute, then spring into the clouds and plague them with lightning bolts the next, she would also expect a wage to match any potential peril.


    “Thank you, that is reassuring,” Iris said, expecting that to be all he wished to tell her.


    But he took a breath to say something further, then stopped himself and started again. “Could you…” He almost squeaked the words. “Could you pray for … my father?” He sighed with relief when the question finally escaped his lips. “I heard your letter read in Ourania last year and my life has been changed ever since. I would give anything for him to know the truth as well, but when I told him of the letter, he said that if you had any power, it came from Python, for he is the only god.”


    The boy’s sad gaze dropped to the sea. “My father has a stubborn heart. I doubt he’s capable of changing at his age.”


    “Trust your father in Duna’s hands,” said Tycho, his voice stern, but his expression gentle. “He delights in doing the impossible, like when he helped a teenaged slave girl named Iris overthrow a tyrant,” he said, raising an eyebrow before kissing his wife on the forehead.


    The boy smiled and stared at Iris a moment. She knew he was likely imagining her as that famed warrior-goddess who’d saved the temple from decimation, and mercifully proselytized the heartless maniac who slew his own people for power. But, as everyone knew, Diokles denied Duna to the last, wheezing threats and spewing contempt until his heart had finally stopped beating.


    Surely it had crossed the boy’s mind that his father could very well reject Duna, and die proud and blind like Diokles. While the captain didn’t have innocent blood on his hands, how well Iris knew that sometimes the hardest people to reach were the ones who were noble and good in the world’s eyes, those who slaughtered bulls and rams to appease the gods and beseeched them for all to see.


    Seeing the worry rise as glistening tears in the boy’s blue eyes, Iris took his hand and bowed her head before another care could invade his mind. “Duna,” she prayed, closing her eyes. “Our king and our protector. Thank you for this boy.”


    “My name is Pontus,” he whispered.


    “Thank you for Pontus,” Iris continued. “Thank you for the love he has for his father, the captain of this ship. I know, perhaps better than anyone, what it feels like to be utterly far from you, and yet, at the same time, to sense you chasing after me with a relentless fervor no Petrodian will ever fathom.


    “Duna, I felt the rebellion in my heart toward you burning hotter than my doma, which can incinerate entire forests if I allow it to. So hostile was my soul toward any sort of love, most of all love from the one who allowed my family to die, leaving me an orphan and a slave to a sadistic soldier. But still…” Iris’s voice cracked as she felt the boat begin to glide out from the pier. “But still you pursued me. Still you brought people into my life to give me hope and show me what true love looks like. Still you set the Moonbow in the sky, not just so I could solve its mystery, but so that I might share its meaning with the world.


    “My king, we ask that you would pursue the shuttered heart of Pontus’s father. Use whatever means necessary to melt the ice that covers it. We thank you for hearing our prayer, and we trust you to answer it. Your will be done.”


    “Your will be done,” echoed Tycho and Pontus.


    Iris and Tycho opened their eyes just in time to see a long, slimy black tentacle retracting fast as a snake’s tongue over the side of the ship, and that Charis, their three-year-old daughter, was missing.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    



SCYLLA


    It’s Scylla!” the sailors cried out.


    Iris turned to see them, at least fifty sailors in total, bracing themselves around the mast, holding tightly to the forestays and backstays as all color drained from their faces. They flinched and stumbled as violent movement from the unseen beast rocked the ship, drenching the deck far better than any tempest, and pushing it farther from shore. The pier might as well have been a thousand miles away; no one was brave enough to try swimming back to it.


    Tycho lifted his arms, preparing to hurl himself into the ocean after his daughter.


    Pontus grasped his hand and yelled, “Don’t! You’ll die in seconds.”


    “I know how to swim, Pontus. Let me go!” Tycho shouted back.


    “What’s ‘Scylla’?” Iris asked when her breath finally returned, fire already kindling in her fists.


    “The sea monster, miss,” said Pontus, as he dropped to his hands and knees and crawled toward a tiny hole in the hull. “A legend, or so we all thought.”


    “We never should’ve let her on board,” barked the captain from the bow. “No fortune is worth losing my ship and crew.”


    Iris lifted her hands, a thin haze of flame floating before them. A hush fell over the ship as the men stared, transfixed and terrified, at the fire formed from human flesh.


    “It isn’t your crew it wants,” Iris said.


    She turned away from the crew and captain as the splashing stopped and a shadow the size of a thunderhead stretched across the deck. The first thing Iris saw when she looked up was her daughter Charis, stricken silent with fear inside the clutches of one of the dozen or so tentacles that protruded from the monster’s bloated gray belly.


    Hearing the sound of growling dogs, her eyes traveled up to the mud-colored middle section of the creature and saw that it was surrounded by the heads of wolves, whose sulfurous breath was enough to slay a man. Should that tentacle—now threatening to squeeze the life from Charis’s body—move just inches closer to Scylla’s side, how easily one of those dogs might puncture the toddler’s skull with their sword-sharp teeth.


    Iris decided to first send her fire to them.


    Twin bubbles, gleaming like gold, broke free from Iris’s palms. She softly pushed them toward the six female heads at the top of Scylla’s body, each one a horror of tangled braids, hissing tongues, and haunting, hollow eyes glazed over from eons spent in Hades’ darkness. Every eye followed the fiery spheres as they traveled slowly over the ship’s edge before quickly swelling to triple their size and spewing sparks into the air.


    The monster gave an earsplitting shriek, and the wolves turned their bristling necks and barked, distracted from the child just as Iris had hoped. With the beast’s attention fixed momentarily on the flickering diversion, Iris clenched her fists so tightly that her fingernails drew out drops of blood that worked to kindle the flames all the more.


    She opened her red-hot hands and lunged forward, thrusting out her arms as far as they could reach. A string of fireballs rushed toward the wolves in a blazing blur, silencing each one on impact. Smoke settled over their lifeless heads.


    “Give me my daughter or I’ll rid you of all your other heads, Scylla!” Iris yelled as she pressed her hands into her thighs, trying to suppress the throbbing pain left behind by the fire.


    In perfect synchronization, all six heads spun back toward her. Their forked tongues flashed out and in, smelling the fear of the crew. Their matted braids danced wildly in the wind, and their eyes filled with chilling orbs of light that Iris had seen only once before in the most evil of men.


    The tentacles lifted toward the cluster of repugnant faces, the one holding Charis trembling like an ice-laden branch.


    “I only wanted to see the magic doma for mysssself. I thought it was nothing but a ssssilly ssssailor’s tale,” said Scylla, all mouths speaking together. “A ssssilly tale like Sssscylla,” she hissed. “We monsters must sssstick together, lest hisssstory forget all about usssss, don’t you think, Irissss?” The tentacle flexed, curling in closer to the monster, causing Charis to squeal with pain.


    With no time for them to heal, Iris’s hands birthed two new scorching flames that soared like asteroids straight into the heads’ vile ring. Two of the heads fell limp while the remaining four howled like harpies.


    “You’re just making her madder, miss,” whispered Pontus, but the monster’s hearing was keen.


    “Lissssten to the lad,” the heads screamed, as the tentacles flailed up and down, plunging Charis’s bare feet into the water.


    “Why do you want her?” shouted Tycho. “What’s a three-year-old child to the likes of you?”


    The heads rotated three hundred and sixty degrees as they cackled. “I made a little deal with Apollo. I bring him one of the Hodossss, and he givesssss me back my former form. I oncccce rivaled Aphrodite, I did. Thissss runt wassss a mosssst eassssy catch. I’d better be going back to the pit. The Dark Lord hatessss to wait…”


    And with that, the squid-like creature lowered herself into the sea as flame after flame escaped Iris’s hands. Each one fizzled in the waves.


    “That’s it,” said Tycho, removing his cloak and throwing off his sandals.


    “Tycho, don’t!” Iris pleaded. “I can’t lose both of you.”


    “Iris, have faith.”


    Two tears slipped down Iris’s cheeks as fear and faith waged war within her. Neither she nor Tycho noticed that Pontus was no longer standing at the rail.


    “Where’s my son!” shouted the captain, stepping out from his hiding place behind the mast.


    For a minute or more, not a sound was heard, only the mournful cry of gulls that flew above the encroaching wall of clouds. The clouds were so thick and tight around the ship that Iris felt as if they were being entombed, slowly suffocating inside Apollo’s well-set snare. She grasped the side of the ship, searing the wood with fresh fire still hungry for a target.


    “Duna, help us,” she prayed. “Help Pontus now. Greater are you than any weapon or warrior of Apollo.”


    Crimson water appeared and expanded on the surface of the sea. Iris took a deep breath, resolved not to let it go until she saw her daughter alive. A severed black tentacle emerged and bobbed up and down, a dead snake still fearsome to see. Blood flowed from the tendons that had attached it to Scylla’s gut, and it twitched like a fish on the sand.


    Iris gasped at the sight of Charis’s head popping out of the water, spitting and coughing, but very much alive. Pontus had the child by her tiny torso. He began kicking frantically toward the ship.


    “Turn and hold onto me,” Pontus said to Charis. She obeyed and clung to him like a startled monkey as Tycho threw down a rope and began hoisting them up. The crew, dumbfounded by Pontus’s bravery, simply stared.


    Iris hung over the side of the ship and pulled her child into her arms. She snatched Tycho’s cloak from the deck and wrapped it around Charis, making her look like a caterpillar nestled inside its cocoon. Iris kissed her face over and over, and vowed never to board a ship again. If letters needed delivering, she’d gladly let Tycho be the messenger. She doubted she’d ever let Charis out of her arms again.


    “Pontus!” Tycho shouted, then jumped back as the ship quaked, the rope falling from his hands.


    The captain ran full speed to the stern, and peered over it as a blinding ray of sunlight pierced through the clouds. The waves settled, the whole sea returning to immaculate glass containing nothing but a silver school of mackerel.


    “Where is my son!” the captain’s voice boomed.


    “He saved our daughter,” said Iris, her voice shaking from the panic and pain still seizing her.


    “That isn’t an answer!” When he realized that he indeed knew the answer, the captain turned and slid down onto the deck. He stared up hopelessly at Iris, as if waiting for someone to make sense of what had happened, or to undo it altogether.


    He began pounding the sides of his head and cursing under his breath. “What did she want with him?” he bellowed. He staggered to his feet like a drunkard and yelled into the sea, “Take me instead, you reeking wench! I’ll give you all I have.”


    Charis stirred and turned toward her father. “That’s what he said, Papa.”


    The captain neared the child with a half-curious, half-furious sneer on his lips. “What who said, child?”


    “The boy who saved me,” she answered. “He told the monster to take him.” Charis then laid her head on Iris’s shoulder and began sucking her thumb.


    “You raised your son well, sir,” said Tycho. “He sacrificed himself for our daughter, just as you were willing to do for him.”


    “It was too late for me to do anything,” the captain said. “I was a spineless coward hiding like a rat with all the rest of them.” He motioned toward the crew, who were working at a feverish pace, readying the ship to sail away from Scylla as fast as possible.


    “Scylla wouldn’t have accepted your offer anyway, sir,” said Iris. “From what I understand, you’re not a part of the Hodos.”


    “And what in Zeus’s name is that?” he demanded, nearly spitting in Iris’s face.


    She took a breath, praying silently for patience. “Hodos means ‘the Way.’ You don’t follow the Way of Duna. Apollo—or Python, as you call him—doesn’t trouble himself to capture those who are already on his side.”


    “I’m on no one’s side,” the captain snapped.


    “We’re all on someone’s side, Captain,” said Tycho, stepping forward. “Whether we know it or not.”


    “Do you know what your son was doing before we were attacked?” asked Iris. The captain shook his head, his eyes squeezed closed as if bracing himself to hear what was coming next. “He was praying,” she said. “For you.”


    The captain’s eyes opened, pure crystal tears welling in each one.


    “He wanted you to believe, as he believed, that Duna is the true god. Pontus was following that example of selflessness. You can trust that he has an eternal reward, sir. He did a great thing. A rare thing.”


    The captain’s tears fell uncontrollably.


    Iris and Tycho turned aside, letting him have his privacy as the weight of grief fell down on him like an avalanche. Iris knew the feeling too well. And she knew that no amount of pretty words or consoling embraces could lift it.


    A few minutes later, the Captain heaved a final sob, and uttered his son’s name as tenderly as a father can.


    “I was always hard on him,” the captain said, to no one in particular. His eyes were swollen and bloodshot, his hoary beard wet with tears. His clasped hands shook as the lines in his brow deepened. “He never wanted to be a sailor. Didn’t like the water. But I pushed him…I kept pushing him. He’d only just learned how to swim.” He kicked the ship and buried his head in his hands as rage and regret churned inside him.


    Iris’s heart sank at the sight of him. Overcome with empathy so strong that it mimicked nausea, she placed her daughter in Tycho’s arms. She remembered one of the oracles her ancestor, the first Asher, had written centuries ago: Duna comforts us in all our afflictions, so that we may be able to comfort those who are afflicted.


    “I know words are useless, Captain,” she said, placing a hand on his back. “Nothing I can say or do can make this easier. Your son is a hero, and I pray that one day you’ll be able to celebrate his life as much as you mourn it now.”


    The captain wiped his face and nose, and then smiled when he saw a dolphin laughing up at them from the ocean. “My boy’s favorite animal,” he said. “The first time he sailed with me it was because I’d promised he’d get his fill of them. He never did see a single one, though. Only heard about them in the myths.”


    “He never saw them, but he knew they existed. Like Duna,” Iris mused, watching the dolphin jump and greet two of its pod mates, all chattering together in their high-pitched language.


    “Do you…” the captain began, his apprehension reminding Iris of Pontus when he’d asked her to pray for his father. “Do you think I could come with you into to Limén? If you read the letter there, I mean. I think I would like to hear it.” Instantly, his countenance brightened with a mixture of surprise and relief at his own words.


    Iris watched the dolphins swim away as quickly as they’d appeared, as though their mission had been completed.


    “I would love nothing more, Captain,” replied Iris.


    She was tempted to fetch the scroll now and read it from start to finish before the captain changed his mind, but something told her to wait. Faith, she reminded herself, is not knowledge to be acquired, or even a life-shaking event to be experienced. Not at first. At first it is a seed that can’t be forced to germinate and grow.


    Iris thought of her beloved brother, Jasper, named after the blood-red rock that always hung around her neck and was now pressed to her lips. He had died a criminal’s death, burned alive on a pyre at sea, yet he had committed no crime.


    That night at Enochos was indelibly etched into Iris’s memory. She could recall the sadness, anger, and fear she felt then as readily as she could summon the flames from her hands. Of course she’d been furious at Acheron, the sadistic guardian who’d ordered her brother’s execution. But she’d also developed an intense hatred toward the god Jasper had worshipped so zealously. How could Duna let one of his most devoted followers perish at the hands of an egomaniacal brute? How could he do nothing as he watched an orphan child lose her brother and then become slave to his murderer before the night was over?


    Now, every time she thought back to the night when Python intended to destroy her life, she could see Duna’s invisible hands weaving each and every thread—the good and the bad—into a dazzling tapestry. She thought of the beautiful smooth pebbles she and Jasper used to collect from the shores near their home. Their father had said that the reason the stones were so perfect was because they’d been trapped in merciless waves. The constant tossing, rolling, and rubbing together had polished them with more skill than the pagans’ revered Hephaestus.


    Iris believed that she was such a pebble. Had she lived a carefree life sheltered in some quiet cove, she would be rough, unpolished, and devoid of compassion.


    She left the scroll alone with Tycho, but couldn’t help but recite her favorite oracle of all to the captain before leaving him in peace and scooping up Charis again.


    “Captain,” she began, her voice confident and clear, “the oracles wrote this on their tablets thousands of years ago, inspired by Duna to do so. It has proven true time and again in my own life, and in Tycho’s. I believe Duna wants you to hear it now: ‘Python intended to harm me, but Duna intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done.’”
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    CHAPTER THREE


    



CHLOE


    Chloe Zacharias forced herself to try to see the good in everything. It was a habit instilled in her as a little girl when, at no older than four or five, her mother showed her a rainbow for the very first time. A summer thunderstorm had been busy shaking the windows and picture frames on the wall all afternoon, and while her brother and father were content playing games on the floor, Chloe couldn’t stop crying.


    “Shhhhh, sweet girl, don’t hide or you’ll miss the good part,” her mother had whispered to her as Chloe retreated beneath a threadbare baby blanket.


    “It’s all scary,” Chloe said, curling herself up into a ball on her mother’s lap.


    “I bet there’ll be sunshine soon. And maybe even a rainbow. You wouldn’t want to miss that.”


    “What’s a rainbow?”


    “You’ll just have to wait and see,” her mother said, and winked at her.


    Chloe fell asleep a few minutes later, and when she woke up she was in her mother’s arms on the back porch.


    “Look, Chloe,” her mother had said, pulling the blanket off her daughter’s warm head.


    Feeling a drop of rain from the drip-edge above strike her on the nose, Chloe winced and strained to reach the blanket as her mother set it on the porch swing. “No!” Chloe protested, her body going stiff with antagonism toward the outdoors.


    “Just open your eyes and look at the sky.”


    It was then that Chloe first beheld the majesty of a rainbow, its vibrant bands of color a most soothing valediction after the clamor of thunder and rain. From that day on, she always looked forward to storms for the chance to see rare beauty unveiled. Even if she didn’t see a rainbow, the end of a storm always reminded her of her mother. And she was happy.


    Now it was a crisp fall day, with a few white wisps of clouds in the sky but no threat of a storm. But had Chloe, eighteen years old as of eight o’clock that morning, still had her baby blanket, she’d be hiding under it by now.


    Her aunt Maggie and uncle Travis had been trying to keep the birthday party under wraps all week, but like all other parenting-related activities, surprise-birthday planning was not their forte. On Monday Chloe’s brother, Damian, had noticed the yellow phone book open at the catering section, and answered calls from three different cake companies while Maggie and Travis were “grocery shopping.” Except for a large plastic bag, they returned that evening empty-handed.


    Little clues such as those popped up every day, and Damian and Chloe decided it was best to play dumb. “It’s what Mom and Dad would have wanted,” Damian had said.


    For the life of her, Chloe couldn’t figure out why her aunt and uncle were going out of their way to do something nice for their niece and nephew. Since they’d become the twins’ legal guardians, they’d behaved more like bored babysitters than parents. Damian thought their parents must have written something into their wills about mandatory eighteenth birthday parties for their children.


    Eighteen was a monumental year for Petrodians, one that distinguished them as official adults. In just a few months, Chloe and Damian would be graduating high school and leaving home to make something of themselves, either at the university or in Limén, where they could learn a trade and start earning money in under a year.


    Chloe said to Damian, only half jokingly, that Maggie and Travis were probably in a celebratory mood because they would soon have their house to themselves again. They wouldn’t have to help her with homework, or drive her to doctor appointments when her brother was occupied. Ignoring his own previously stated cynicism, Damian told her to lighten up and enjoy their generosity, whatever the reason for it.


    But enjoying a large group of people she hardly knew, who were presumably at her house to celebrate the day she was born, was a Herculean task for Chloe. That afternoon she watched from her treehouse as thirty or forty of her high-school peers stood around in their various cliques, stuffing their faces with the bright blue, fondant-covered kiddie cake and acting a little too chipper after sipping the pomegranate punch—although she couldn’t blame whoever had spiked it with what she guessed was an exorbitant dose of Nirvána, a psychoactive powder meant only for adults whose social anxiety impeded their ability to work.


    The party’s only chaperones, her aunt and uncle, had been M.I.A. since the party had started over an hour ago, their absence practically asking for their guests to break the law by braying and prancing about like inebriated donkeys.


    Chloe sent a text to Maggie, warning her that the police could have them put in the stocks overnight on grounds of parental negligence, but by the time her aunt had made it to the punch bowl, it had already been drained. At least the evidence was gone.


    Chloe watched as Damian waved a group of guys over toward the dinosaur piñata. After they’d demolished it, they stumbled into the castle-shaped bounce house and let the drugs transform them into juvenile chimpanzees. Chloe rolled her eyes. She might’ve actually had fun at this party were she turning eight and not eighteen—and if the punch wasn’t contaminated. She embarrassed her brother enough without the “relaxing” effects of Nirvána.


    Chloe leaned against the wall on which at least a hundred homemade cartoons were nailed, most of them posted there during her first summer as an orphaned ten-year-old. Starving to escape the ordinary, she’d created extraordinary best friends for herself: a young yellow-haired girl named Rhoda, and Farley, her imaginary dragon. Like Chloe, Rhoda was always alone because, like Chloe, her parents were dead, too.


    Whenever Rhoda was feeling bored or sick or sad, Farley would appear in a puff of smoke, and together the girl and dragon would travel to different places around Petros, stir up mischief, snag a few souvenirs, and then return home in time for dinner.


    Chloe thought she was now too old to have imaginary friends, but she still lived vicariously through the old adventures of Rhoda and Farley, preferring their company to real children her own age. She told herself that Damian had enough social interaction for the two of them. He was the quintessential high-school jock whom every girl wanted to date and every boy wanted to be.


    Chloe, on the other hand, was the invisible nerd that people talked to only when they needed help with an algebra problem. But she knew she had no one to blame for her lack of a life but herself.


    No, that wasn’t true. She could—and often did—blame the car accident that claimed her parents’ lives, and the hit-and-run driver who got away. The first ten years of her life had been an endless daydream, filled with the assurance of safety and sunshine that every child deserves. The day her parents died, a part of her soul crept into an early grave, and every birthday buried it farther down.


    Chloe scooted into a soft sunray and closed her eyes, basking like a lizard in the mild warmth it offered. She watched the colorful squiggly lines behind her eyelids dance and squirm, an activity that helped her fall asleep when her mind was fixed on problems she couldn’t solve. Soon, the cacophony from the party below faded away, muted by the sweetness of an impromptu nap.
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    “I know how to swim, Pontus, let me go!”


    Those idiots are trying to go swimming in a sixty-degree pool, Chloe thought, her eyes still sealed shut, ready to plunge back into sleep. Then came her second thought: Who in the world names their son Pontus?


    “It’s Scylla!” shouted a group of voices, not a single one familiar to Chloe.


    Scylla? Chloe groaned and peeled open her eyes. What she saw took her breath away.


    There was water all around her, and it definitely was not a swimming pool. She’d never seen the Great Sea in person, but judging by the deep-blue ocean waves, this was it.


    She suddenly lost her balance and fell back onto a thick rope. She grabbed hold of it with both hands, only then realizing that she was on a ship that was being tossed like an unruly child’s bath toy.


    “Everyone, get down!” yelled a man beside her, whose white knuckles were holding onto the only oar that hadn’t been abandoned. But a few seconds later, he too was on his belly beside a heap of trembling men as whatever was aggravating the ship continued to splash and spin around them.


    And then Chloe saw it, the thing the unknown sailors had called “Scylla.”


    Chloe squeezed her eyes closed and blinked them rapidly when she opened them again. Her eyes had to be playing tricks on her. She pinched herself. She had to be dreaming. But no matter how many times she squinted or blinked or tapped and slapped her forehead, the terrifying scene stayed put.


    Scylla was like no marine animal she’d ever seen, not even in the discovery shows on TV. It was impossible to say how tall it was because its lower half was submerged in the sea. The upper half was a repulsive blend of dog, squid, and woman. The only normal thing about it was a human child with fair skin and red hair. What wasn’t so normal was that this child was wrapped inside one of the animal’s black tentacles.


    Wake up, Chloe! Wake up wake up wake up! But it was no use; Chloe felt as awake as she did after three cups of coffee. This was no dream.


    Chloe tried to compose herself. She took three deep breaths and crouched down, forcing herself to think optimistically. Just wait it out, she told herself. Once this thing passed by they would get back to land.


    Peering around a broad man hiding behind the mast, she could see three people: two men and a woman. They were standing at the stern, holding their ground. The shorter and slighter of the two men began to crawl closer to the edge of the deck as more commotion rang out among the crew, but it was all a muddled noise to Chloe. Why weren’t they afraid?


    Chloe watched as the woman slowly raised both of her hands, as if to surrender to Scylla. But when the ship became deathly quiet, Chloe knew surrender was on no one’s mind. She watched carefully as the woman’s palms began to glow with yellow-orange light. Chloe’s mouth fell agape as the pair of lights, now pulsing like flames, proceeded to float languidly out of the woman’s hands like miniature spirits.


    “Chloe! Chloe!”


    Chloe’s eyes darted around the ship. Who knew her here?


    “Chloe!”


    She continued to look, but no one was facing her; all eyes were on the woman. More than that, the voice calling her sounded just like her brother’s.


    “Gross, Chloe, you’re drooling,” Damian said.


    [image: paragraph-break]


    Chloe jumped back to consciousness and wiped her mouth.


    Her brother grimaced. “And why are you wet?”


    Chloe looked down at herself. She was back in the treehouse, and indeed she was drenched with water, water that smelled to her like salt. She knew why she was wet, but she couldn’t very well tell Damian. He’d have her committed to a mental hospital before the party was over.


    “It rained while you were in the bounce house,” she lied.


    “Right…” Damian said. “Well, come down now. We’re opening presents.”


    “Be right there. Can you grab me a towel?”


    Damian rolled his eyes and nodded, then started down the ladder.


    Chloe quickly rocked up onto her feet and looked down out of the treehouse. No ocean. No Scylla. She opened her hands; they were rough and red from where she’d been gripping the rope for dear life just moments before.


    Chloe turned to the wall of comic strips behind her, to the big-eyed, yellowed-haired girl and her polka-dotted dragon. “Well, guys, I think it’s time I socialized with real people a little more often. Eighteen years old and I’ve already lost my sanity.”
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    



FANTÁSMATA


    One of the many downsides to being a twin was that people often viewed you as one individual instead of two. For instance, Chloe’s mother had loved dressing her and Damian in matching outfits. Their scrapbooks were full of photographs of the twins in identical onesies, themed birthday get-ups, and wolf costumes that they wore to the Lycaea festival, an age-old holiday that honored the Unknown God. It didn’t matter that Chloe was terrified of wolves or that Damian enjoyed paint on his face as much as he enjoyed fire ants attacking it. They were twins, and twins did things together.


    It was the same when it came to presents. Every year, without fail, two-thirds of their gifts were identical—and they weren’t even identical twins. Far from it.


    Chloe’s eyes were an ordinary shade of blue, but Damian’s were an enviable gray-green that became lighter or darker depending on his mood, at least that was according to Chloe’s unspoken observations. Chloe’s skin was what her mother called “porcelain”; her mother hadn’t lived long enough to watch it morph from porcelain to pimply when Chloe reached puberty. Damian’s complexion, on the other hand, was sun-kissed and nauseatingly flawless, as was his physique. He also had the better hair—thick and dirty blond—whereas hers was stringy and the unfortunate color of turbid dishwater. And it was much too long.


    There wasn’t a sport Damian wasn’t good at, and his lithe, muscular body had prospered because of it. Chloe had tried sports with her brother when she was young, but only because of the common misconception that they were joined at the hip. It was only after throwing an exorbitant amount of tantrums that her parents finally relented and left her to her books and dolls. She wasn’t fat, but she wasn’t exactly the Aphrodite to her brother’s Adonis either.


    After the birthday revelers had said their goodbyes, Chloe retreated to the downstairs office and curled up in her father’s “thinking chair,” a cup of untainted punch from the fridge in one hand and one of her many ho-hum birthday gifts in the other. She started sorting through them and making piles: one for those she’d donate to charity or give to the few friends she had at school; one for those she’d re-gift for her aunt and uncle who’d have no idea they were originally intended for her; and finally, one for those she thought she might enjoy should she ever get struck by lightning and forget who she was.


    “Chloe, you missed one.” It was Damian, sneaking up on her as usual and speaking at an excessive decibel level.


    “Geez, don’t scare me like that!” Chloe said, pressing her hand to her chest.


    Damian tossed her a tiny gift bag stuffed haphazardly with neon-pink tissue paper. “It was on the front porch,” he said.


    “Thanks,” Chloe replied, suspiciously eyeing the bag as though it were booby-trapped.


    “You got a boyfriend now or something?” Damian asked, his whole face crinkling the way it did when he bit into something sour.


    “None of your business,” Chloe replied, sending Damian on his way. One good thing about having a brother for a twin was that he didn’t needle her for info as a sister probably would.


    When she could hear Damian’s footsteps heading upstairs, Chloe ripped the tissue paper out of the bag and flicked open the envelope, inflicting a minor papercut on her thumb. The card read: Dear Chloe, I can only give one of these away. I hope your brother doesn’t mind. I just thought you’d enjoy it more since I know you’re pretty good at O&M. See you in class, Ethan Ross.


    O&M was an abbreviation for “ontology and mythology,” a class everyone at school hated. Everyone but Chloe and, she presumed, this Ethan chap, who she knew next to nothing about. All she knew was that he ran track, was on the wrestling team with Damian, and sketched and wrote what appeared to be poetry during study hall when all the other students were rushing to get their homework done. To Chloe, “athletic poet” was quite the oxymoron.


    Damian and those of his ilk thought O&M was the biggest waste of time. They were probably right. After all, the purpose of the class was to study and discuss the theories about how Petros came into existence, as well as the history of the so-called gods and ancient creatures that once inhabited it.


    There was some compelling evidence to support these theories, but the most prominent and promising archaeological sites situated near Ourania, the Colony of Commerce, had been completely destroyed, literally wiped off the face of Petros and into the ocean by some unknown catastrophe millennia ago. But the mystery of it all is what captivated Chloe the most. It appealed to the ever-expanding side of her that preferred unseen, even speculative, worlds to the real one.


    Chloe put the card aside and pulled a small white rectangle out of the bag. It was laminated with Eirene’s territorial seal of an embossed serpent coiling around a crescent moon, and underneath, in bold black text, were the words: Eirene Museum: FREE One-Day Pass.


    “Huh,” was all Chloe could say. She couldn’t believe she’d finally opened a gift she wanted to keep.


    The week before, a nondescript newspaper ad had announced the museum’s opening. It stated they would be using the museum to unveil artifacts and documents that had hitherto been withheld from the public for certain unnamed and “immaterial” reasons.


    This news, of course, piqued Chloe’s interest, but her hopes of visiting were promptly dashed when she learned that the admittance fee was two hundred drachmae, enough money to buy a nice used car. Why in the world it cost that much to see a bunch of dusty old shards and deteriorating scrolls was beyond Chloe’s realm of understanding.


    She dialed the number at the bottom of the card and found out they were open until six p.m. I wonder if they know anything about ol’ Scylla, she thought.


    Chloe slipped her ankle boots back on, the red patent leather ones she wore on special occasions, and stood at the bottom of the stairs.


    “I’m going to the museum! Going to use the car!” she yelled up at Damian, and was out the door with keys in hand before he could object.


    Her aunt and uncle waved from the living room couch, eyes glued to the TV.
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    Chloe couldn’t wait to get out of the car. She’d been driving for half an hour up Archaíos Peak and already the winding narrow roads were making her feel carsick.


    Continue straight, her cellphone told her in its chipper, albeit untrustworthy, tone.


    “You’re gonna lead me right over a cliff, aren’t you,” Chloe said as large drops of rain began to pelt her windshield. This was starting to feel like a scene from a teen slasher movie. Girl receives gift from psycho peer. Girl stupidly goes alone to remote location. Psycho intercepts girl and—


    A yellow sign interrupted Chloe’s thoughts; it instructed her to turn left onto an unpaved driveway that was barely wide enough for the compact sedan. A few seconds later she found herself gazing up at two white, egg-shaped buildings standing opposite one another with a few pretty cacti and succulents planted around them. Between the buildings was a freshly paved parking lot, the visitors’ section of which was completely empty.


    Chloe gave a resigned sigh as she pulled into it. Psycho lures girl into museum exhibit…


    She turned off the ignition and silenced her phone. She sent a text to Damian: If I’m not home in two hours please send a search party to 3309 Archaíos Road. By the way, what do you know about Ethan Ross? Good or psycho? As she trotted toward the porte-cochère, her phone vibrated with his response: You’re the psycho.


    Unfazed and unsurprised, Chloe dropped her phone into the dark depths of her oversized messenger bag and approached the building. She tried pushing open the door. Locked. Able to make out a woman standing at a desk in the center of the foyer, Chloe knocked until she got her attention. The woman strode toward her, wearing a ruched burgundy wrap dress and a pair of intimidating black pumps Chloe could hear echoing through the glass.


    “Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked behind the closed door.


    “No, ma’am, but I have this.” Chloe pulled the wrinkled one-day pass out of her pocket and held it up.


    “Who gave that to you?”


    “Ethan Ross?” Chloe said, unsure whether his name would gain her entry or banishment.


    The woman pressed a button on the wall and the door slid open. “Welcome,” she said. “You can follow me.”


    “I’m assuming you know Ethan,” Chloe said as her boots clip-clopped across the gray cement floor.


    “He’s my son,” said the woman. “He’s always been interested in ontology and mythology, so I thought this would be a good weekend job for him.”


    Chloe looked around the foyer. It was so sparse and uninviting that it seemed more like a sanitarium than a place of conservation and study. Three of the sloped walls were white concrete and completely bare. The fourth and furthermost wall was entirely glass and stretched from floor to ceiling. Through it, Chloe could see a cluster of wooden benches overlooking the valley below.


    “What does he do here?” Chloe asked.


    “Docent,” the woman said with a laugh. “But mostly he just studies everything. As you can see, there isn’t much of a need for tour guiding.” She pointed to a clipboard on the desk and handed Chloe a pen. “If you could just fill this out. The Fantásmata require it.”


    “I’m a little surprised there aren’t more people here, actually. But I guess it’s cost prohibitive,” Chloe said as she skimmed carelessly over the fine print and signed her name.


    “Exactly. ‘Serious interest only,’ is what the Fantásmata say. I guess if people want to see what relics we have, they’ll find a way to pay for the privilege.”


    Chloe could tell that Ethan’s mother was less than thrilled about the circumstances. “So are you the curator?”


    “Precisely. Technically, I’m an archaeologist. I used to work at the ruins mostly, at the coast in Ourania. I was recently reassigned after this was built.” She looked up at a dropped screen of metal mesh separating the room from the ceiling. In the soft light that filtered through it, Chloe could see sadness spreading like a net across the woman’s face, trapping her.


    She probably feels like a caged bird, Chloe thought.


    “Why did they build a museum if no one can come to it?” Chloe removed her jacket and set it on the minimalist black sofa that composed the waiting area.


    “Oh, people come to it,” the woman said. “I just don’t know who.”


    Chloe stared at her blankly. “That doesn’t make much sense.”


    The woman shrugged and handed Chloe a museum sticker, which Chloe stuck onto the side of her purse.


    “The Fantásmata don’t seem to care whether their rules make sense or not,” came a voice from the back corner of the room, echoing in the open space.


    Chloe turned to see Ethan standing in a doorway that she was certain hadn’t been there before. When he stepped forward, the door sealed itself behind him, returning to ordinary wall.


    “Cool,” said Chloe, feeling like she’d just been shown a magic trick. She was tempted to ask him to do it again. “How many of those doors are in here?” Her eyes searched the walls for traces of hidden switches or camouflaged dials.


    Ethan’s mother smiled. “A few. Thieves don’t have time to search for invisible entrances. Quite clever, isn’t it?”


    Chloe nodded and smiled at Ethan as he extended his hand to her.


    “Happy birthday,” he said.


    “Happy birthday,” she repeated, shaking his hand. “I mean thank you.”


    She gave herself a good hard mental kick. Why was casual conversation so difficult for her? Ask her to talk about how the Olympians overthrew the Titans, or how Apollo slew the Python that guarded Petros’s most powerful oracle and took it over himself, and she was articulate and suave. But ask her to talk pleasantries and make introductions, and her mouth refused to receive signals from her brain.


    “Like your gift?” Ethan asked. “I mean, I guess you do if you’re here, right?”


    Chloe detected a smidgen of nervousness as he ran a hand through his dark hair. Maybe she wasn’t the only awkward one.


    “Sorry I couldn’t come to the party,” he added before she had a chance to answer.


    “It’s okay. Your mom told me you work weekends,” Chloe said. “Fun job?”


    Ethan shrugged and looked to his mother. “Did Mom tell you you’re the first patron?”


    “I’m the first?” Chloe said, pointing at herself incredulously.


    “The first civilian we have on record,” his mother clarified. “The Fantásmata come occasionally—and unexpectedly. I come into work some days and the place is a fortress. I can’t get in. Someone has the master key, and it isn’t me.”


    “So,” said Ethan, “wanna see what the crazies are hiding?”


    Chloe had half a mind to turn and run. The last place on Petros she wanted to be was on the Fantásmata’s bad side. It was obvious they didn’t want just anyone visiting this place. How would they react when they found out a measly civilian had laid her measly civilian eyes on their priceless artifacts? But then again, they had assented to the dispensation of one-day passes, a notion that baffled her even more.


    If she were accused of committing a crime by coming here, surely the court at Enochos would rule in her favor. And if not, she could only hope she wouldn’t be sentenced to anything as traumatizing as the encounter with that Scylla monstrosity.
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    CHAPTER FIVE


    



STRANGER


    Chloe followed Ethan to the part of the wall from which he’d entered. He slowed down to inspect a section, and when he found whatever it was he was looking for he stepped closer until he was mere inches from the wall. Then he opened his eyes wide, and stared. After a few seconds, a door appeared in the wall and slid back, revealing a steel staircase leading down into blackness.


    “I’d spend my time just opening doors if I worked here,” Chloe joked, refusing to succumb to the urge to relinquish her one-day pass and flee. He’s not a psycho, he’s not a psycho, she told herself.


    “That’s mostly what I did on my first day,” Ethan said. “Sort of dried my eyes out after a while, though.”


    Unsure if he was serious or just had a dry sense of humor, Chloe laughed anyway and felt her nerves ease up a bit.


    When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Ethan flipped a switch, flooding the narrow gallery with light. Chloe’s attention was immediately drawn to a humongous fossil in the center of the room. Stepping closer, she saw that it was a footprint, or, more accurately, a talon print.


    “That’s half the size of me!” she exclaimed. “What in Hades is that?”


    Ethan smiled, evidently amused by her enthusiasm—or her ignorance. “Remember the stories about the Gryphons?”


    “You’re kidding me. This belongs to one of the things that pulled Apollo’s chariot and slaughtered Cyclopes? Do you have Cyclopes fossils, too?” Chloe’s heartbeat accelerated. She wasn’t afraid anymore; she was riveted.


    “It’s speculation, of course. But it matches the written record we have. And no. No Cyclops remains yet. I’m not sure that’s something I’d want to see.”


    Chloe kneeled in front of the fossil. She reached out to touch it, but stopped herself.


    “You know what’s even more awesome?” Ethan pointed to another fossil at the opposite end of the room.


    Chloe sprang up and approached the rock, stopping when she made it halfway and could clearly see what it was. “No way,” she said, goosebumps rising on her arms.


    “One of the gryphon’s back feet,” Ethan said. “It has the exact same dimensions as the forward talon. And again, it fits the mythology perfectly.”


    “Wait,” said Chloe, her logic short-circuiting her excitement as she stared at the gargantuan lion paw impressed in the stone. “How do you know it’s not a fake?”


    “Well, first of all, my mom ran every test known to man, including thermoluminescence and radio-carbon dating. And second, the last time someone fabricated an artifact—I think it was an amber scroll—the court sentenced him to death. They made him drink hemlock.”


    Chloe shivered, not only because of the grisly punishment, but because it stood to reason that if the gryphon had existed, then Scylla had, too.


    “So your mom dug all these up?” Chloe asked. She didn’t want to consider a real-life Scylla a second longer.


    “She and her team. They’d been laughed at for years because they hadn’t found anything more than pottery. When they found the fossils and the scroll, the Fantásmata pulled their funding and made them clear the site.”


    “Why? Why would they shut them down as soon as they started making progress?” Chloe asked. But then she remembered Ethan’s remark about the Fantásmata not caring whether their decisions make sense. She couldn’t help but wonder what other fossils and relics were buried. “Have there been any…um…giant squid fossils found?”


    Ethan raised his eyebrows in surprise. Then he laughed. “No, why do you ask?”


    “I’d just like to know if Scylla, the mythological sea monster, ever really existed.”


    “I guess we’ll never know,” Ethan said.


    “I hope we’ll never know,” Chloe muttered under her breath.


    “What did you say?”


    “I said I’d like to see the scroll. You said there’s a written record.”


    Ethan nodded. “Iris’s Scroll, we call it. It isn’t much, but it’s intriguing nonetheless. There’s more to it, my mom said, but the Fantásmata are still studying it on their own.”


    “How do you know they didn’t just dump it all back in the Great Sea?” Chloe could feel herself resenting her planet’s secretive government a little more each minute.


    “That wouldn’t make any sense.” Ethan shrugged. “But I wouldn’t put it past them.” He walked past a display of water pots and weapon remains—which, given the evidence of a gryphon that surrounded it, didn’t interest Chloe in the least—and stopped in front of the back wall.


    Instead of waiting for the high-tech wall to scan his retina, Ethan tapped out a pattern on the surface. The wall stayed put this time, but Chloe’s eyes lifted up as Ethan’s did, and she saw a square of four ceiling tiles fold up. Out of the hole descended a cylindrical glass case with a few torn, discolored pages positioned in a circle around it on plastic display stands. Ethan was right; it wasn’t much.


    Chloe squinted at the unfamiliar alphabet etched into the scroll fragments. “Can you read Próta?” she asked Ethan.


    “I’m working on it. My mom has some of the only Próta textbooks still in print. Studying is another way I spend my time here when I’m not opening secret doorways.”


    “Do you know enough to know what these say?”


    “I can work it out.” Ethan shrugged.


    “Good enough for me.”


    Ethan joined her by the case and pointed to the stand on the far left. “This one talks about something called a ‘Guardian.’ His name is Acheron, and he’s a pretty mean dude. He had five Eusebians executed because they asked him to stop the Alphas from sacrificing in their temple.”


    “What are Alphas and Eusebians?”


    “My mom says that it seems like there were two classes—more like religious groups—back then, at least according to one scroll that got confiscated a long time ago. One class worshipped the gods and goddesses, like Poseidon, Apollo, and Athena, and the other worshipped one god, named Duna.”


    “I wonder when all that changed. Do these say?” Chloe asked, touching the glass with her knuckle.


    Ethan shook his head. “I have a feeling only the Fantásmata know.”


    “What’s this one say?” Chloe gestured to the second stand in line.


    “That one mentions a messenger named Carya. She’s sort of weird, and supernatural, I think. She only talks in rhymes. She heals a slave girl who’s been whipped by Acheron.”


    “Who’s the girl?”


    “Her name’s Iris. She’s the sister of one of the people Acheron had killed. I guess he made her one of his slaves after that. I’d like to know what happened to him. I hope Iris sicked her doma on him.”


    “Her what?” asked Chloe.


    Before Ethan could answer, a loud beep blared from two speakers above their heads, causing Chloe to jump.


    “It’s okay. It’s just the intercom,” Ethan assured her.


    “Ethan, it’s time to come back upstairs.” The voice belonged to Ethan’s mother. “We have to close up for the day.”


    “I’m sorry,” Ethan said to Chloe. “You haven’t heard about Diokles yet. He’s the last person mentioned in these sections. Maybe you can come back since your time was cut short today.”


    Chloe found it refreshing that Ethan referred to these ancient people in the present tense, as if they were living now and he’d just talked with them over coffee. Perhaps they were to him what Rhoda and Farley were to her: imaginary characters whose faraway stories offered solace and escape. It felt good to consider that she might not be the only one who felt the need to escape every now and then.


    “I’d like to see you—it—again,” Chloe stammered. She told herself that Ethan hadn’t noticed her slip.


    He smiled. “I’d like to see you, too.”


    Chloe remained silent, letting his words settle in the air long enough for her to make a memory of them. She’d never been told that before, and the feeling was incomparable, especially because she knew, instinctively, that he meant it.


    “We’d better go,” Ethan said, then he spun on his heel and rushed to the foot of the stairs like he couldn’t wait to be rid of her.


    Men, Chloe thought. They were either liars who didn’t mean what they said, or they were cowards who meant what they said but didn’t have the guts to stand by it.


    Ethan offered to walk Chloe out to her car, but she told him no thank you. He said he would see about getting her another one-day pass, or at least a half-day pass, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath.


    She got into her car, happy to see that the rain had let up and there was still enough daylight to keep her drive down the mountain safe from her made-up, horror-movie scenarios. She put the car in reverse, looked in the rearview mirror, and then screamed as her heart leapt into her throat. Sitting in the backseat, looking back at her in the mirror, was a girl.


    “Who in Zeus’ name are you?” Chloe shouted as she turned to face the interloper. She pulled a bottle of pepper spray out of the console.


    The girl smiled softly and folded her hands, clearly unalarmed by Chloe’s threat.


    “Do you know what this is?” said Chloe. “It’s pepper spray. It burns really, really bad. Get out of my car or I’m going to blind you with it.” This made the girl giggle a bit and twirl the ends of her wavy, auburn hair. “You think that’s funny?” That made the girl giggle even louder, and Chloe began to wonder if she was a bit slow. “Are you deaf?” Chloe said, raising her voice and enunciating each word so much that her jaw popped.


    The girl stopped laughing and shook her head, then she opened her mouth and said,


    “I can only speak what I’ve been sent to say,


    So listen well before I fly aw—”


    “Why are you talking in rhymes?” Chloe interrupted. “Wait. Are you…are you…” She could feel her chin quivering as the answer to her own question was becoming all too clear.


    Carya.


    Was she hallucinating as she had in the treehouse? She pinched herself up and down her arms. She tugged on her ears. She was tempted to spray herself in the face with the pepper spray just to ensure she wasn’t dreaming.


    Then the girl spoke again.


    “Do not harm yourself; you’re wide awake,


    But you must know what steps to take.


    If more of the past you wish to see,


    Take and eat from the walnut tree.”


    The girl held out both fists and opened them. In the center of each ivory palm sat a walnut still in its shell.


    As Chloe stared at the walnuts, she noticed that her car had never smelled so good, not even when Damian had put a wintergreen-scented air freshener in it after Chloe spilled a milkshake in the backseat and waited five days to clean it up. Now it smelled like lemon and lavender, rosemary and thyme all mingled together.


    Before Chloe could ask another question, the girl began to speak again, only this time her voice was louder as she pronounced every syllable with urgency.


    “There’s just one warning you should heed:


    Do not eat of the enchanted seed.


    Take a lesson from Hades’ wife,


    Who descended to hell, though she kept her life.”


    “You’re a funny little thing, you know that?” Chloe turned back toward the steering wheel, where the car didn’t smell so fresh. “Now get out of here before I—”


    Before she could finish her sentence, the image of the stranger vanished from the rearview mirror. The only sign she had ever been there were the two walnuts hovering in the air where her hands had held them up.


    “This birthday just gets better and better the crazier I get,” Chloe muttered. Then she took the walnuts and stuffed them in her purse, wondering why in the world she wasn’t hurling them out the window instead.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    



ORPHEUS


    The Underworld was divided into several sections, into which mortals’ souls drifted the moment after their final breath. There were the Fields of Asphodel for those who, in life, committed neither heinous acts of evil nor honorable deeds of greatness. Beyond them was the Plain of Judgment, where Hades took pleasure in devising modes of torment that fit its inhabitants’ crimes. And between these two realms lay what was perhaps the most miserable of all the lightless lairs hidden deep beneath Petros, the Vale of Mourning, reserved for spirits consumed by tragic love, even in death.


    The Vale of Mourning was no Elysium—where the occupants enjoyed sparkling white shores and soothing hot springs with fruit trees blossoming all around them—but it possessed a beauty that most mortals never had the opportunity to see. Wrapped around the Vale was a dormant range of volcanic mountains that stretched for miles toward Petros’s crust. From them flowed four rivers that Achelous, one of Apollo’s dark rebels, created so his beloved Deianeira could bathe in them and be reminded of their short-lived love before Heracles subdued him and whisked her away. These supernatural rivers converged within a vast crystalline lake filled with exotic fish that swam together in colorful schools, the only creatures in hell awarded freedom.


    While there was no sun in the Underworld, Apollo possessed the ability to fabricate light with a snap of his fingers. He suffused the Vale with summer sunshine and filled its trees with music, though there were no birds. There was just one musical instrument, which belonged to a man named Orpheus; he played it seldom and softly.


    This land of woe and regret was made beautiful by cruel design; its beauty meant to taunt the brokenhearted with scenes of rapture and songs of enchantment they would never be able to share with the ones they loved. Many of them stayed curled up in the shadows of the cypress trees with their ears covered, trying in vain to ignore the false heaven around them. Others made the best of their fate and befriended each other, spending their time reminiscing about their romances and how they went awry.


    Orpheus was unlike any of his peers, for he neither hid from the majestic, lonely world nor babbled about his dear Eurydice to downcast wraiths who didn’t care. Apollo had allowed Orpheus, one of his many sons, to keep his golden lyre, the one that could charm or sedate any living thing depending on the song he played.


    To be sure, the Dark Lord was not showing mercy. The lyre was to be a thorn that drew blood whenever it was strummed, causing stabbing memories of Eurydice to play through the melody.


    But Orpheus cherished the instrument because it made him feel close to his departed wife, Eurydice, who was taken from him by a viper’s bite. She had touched it, played it, loved it, sung along with it, just as he did on days when the pain of missing her made him cry aloud for death to take him again and send him this time to the Plain of Judgment, where the physical anguish might mask the torture wrought by his own emotions.


    On this day, just after the peach light of dawn had spread over the ash-colored mountains, Orpheus took his lyre and began to play the song he had composed the morning he first laid eyes on Eurydice. The words rolled off his lips like water burbling in a brook as he closed his eyes and recreated the moment within the dreamlike haze of his most darling memory.


    “When I would grow weary of people and forget how to form a smile,


    I would wander into the woods and follow the river a while.


    I would lean against a tree, invite the songbirds to be my muse,


    Then play as many melodies as the morn has different hues.


    But the day the oak nymph crossed my path with hyacinth in her hair,


    My fingers refused to touch the lyre; all I could do was stare.


    She was the most exquisite creature, with ivory arms and cheeks,


    One look at her and my heart went soaring past Zeus’ snow-capped peaks.


    She was enchanted by the music, overcome with rapt desire,


    By the quivering of the lyre’s strings, their notes of mirth and fire.


    She had a voice like honey, and that day it soothed my soul,


    It sweetened my heart with gladness and made my being whole.


    Though a son of gods I was, I would have cursed them all to be,


    A worthless worm in the wondrous presence of my sweet Eurydice.”


    “Mercy, mercy, Orpheus. Have mercy on our pitying ears.”


    Orpheus turned to see Clytemnestra, the murdered queen, pulling at her hair with one hand and her ragged robe in the other, imploring him to stop.


    “Give me that loathsome instrument this second,” hissed the queen as she pointed to a plume of smoke rising out of the tallest mountain. “I will rejoice with every step as I hike up there to drop it into the Tartarus cauldron. I know the Titans will have no greater pleasure than to take their turns tearing it to pieces. No doubt the music curses them all as well.”


    Orpheus dropped the plectrum onto the grass and leaned the lyre against the dewy slope he sat upon. “Fair queen, why do you seek to bless the Titans while begrudging me the only speck of bliss I have to enjoy here in this cesspool of suffering? I took my own life to be with my Eurydice, but even death could not end my agony. Why must you plead like a beggar that I spare you from a moment’s worth of relief within an eternity of gloom?”


    “Let him play,” called another voice from the branches of a frankincense tree.


    “Mind your own business, Leucothoe!” shrieked Clytemnestra, as she charged toward the tree and stared into it like a bloodthirsty hound chasing after a squirrel.


    After a few seconds of silence had passed and it seemed Clytemnestra would get her way, the princess’s olive arm darted down from the leaves and seized the queen by the shoulder.


    “I do not take orders well from murderers,” said Leucothoe as she slid out of the tree and planted her feet on the rocky earth. “I side with those who, unlike you, are undeserving of their lot in Hades. Husband killers deserve the Plain of Judgment, where the condemned would pluck out their own eyeballs just to hear an hour’s worth of song from Orpheus’s lyre.”


    “Do not speak of what you do not understand, you vile strumpet,” Clytemnestra barked as she righted the robe at her shoulder. “Oh, why didn’t Apollo leave you in the form of that hideous tree as your lover intended? Or better yet, why didn’t Helios, your weak-willed lover, leave you buried dead in the sand in the first place, rotting away where your father rightly put you when he learned of your fool-headed trysts? When will mortals learn that nothing good ever comes from dalliances with the gods?”


    “I have this frankincense tree to console my spirit as I weep for Helios, my radiant, sun-born love.” Leucothoe stepped forward and stroked the crossbar of Orpheus’s lyre. “The famed poet has his instrument to fill his thoughts with his wife, the ravishing oak nymph. But what do you have to assuage the festering hole of your guilt-blackened heart?” Clytemnestra’s eyes narrowed with anger. “That’s right,” said the princess. “Nothing. And so you despise those of us with remnants of love still to cling to. You may hate me, great queen, but I pity you.”


    And with that, bold Leucothoe climbed back up the tree, into her abode of salty tears and piney resin.


    Orpheus stood and took the lyre into his arms, sure the queen would snatch it away and make good on her word to carry it to the tallest peak and fling it into its flames. But Clytemnestra didn’t approach him. Instead, she threw on her cowl and scurried off across the valley, leaping across a brook, squealing like a doe with an arrow in her flank.


    As he watched her flee, Orpheus pondered the double-edged power of words, at their ability to both heal like medicine and cut like swords. He picked his plectrum up off the grass and tried to play something light that might cheer his spirits, but his fingers felt paralyzed; they were unable to move in the wake of the women’s feud. The bitter queen had gotten her way after all.


    “Oh, Eurydice,” Orpheus half sung, half said as he walked toward the lake. “Wherever you are—basking in Elysium, I’m sure—do you have any idea what I wouldn’t do to sing with you for one quarter of a note? Or to see you for one fragment of a second?”


    Orpheus stood at the edge of the lake and dipped his big toe into the water. He tried to remember what it felt like to do so on a hot, sultry day after walking miles in the woods, or threshing wheat in the fields. He wanted to feel the desperate urge to dive in, and then to have relief wash over him as his body went weightless in the water. He wanted to feel the reward of ecstasy after a hard day’s labor, or an afternoon spent composing or performing for throngs of merchants in the agora.


    Most of all, he wanted to feel Eurydice’s hand around his wrist, pulling him from the tepid shallows into the colder deep, splashing him as she sung and spun, cleansing him more completely than the purest spring could ever do.


    The poet looked down at the lyre, his closest companion; his only companion. He thought of the thousands of songs it had birthed and the millions of tears it had evoked, tears of both sorrow and unspeakable joy. He’d stopped counting the number of years the lyre had been with him there in the Vale, how long it had served as the angelic voice of his hellish grief. But he knew one thing: the day had come to part with it.


    Orpheus raised the lyre to his shoulder and admired its turtle-shell sound-chest, its six strings made of the gut of a goat Apollo had killed in the foothills of Olympus. More lyrics flew from his lips.


    “Like I’ve been pierced through with Achilles’ spear, or flung from Troy’s great wall,


    Still, a greater pain would it surely be to never have loved you at all.”


    His eye released a single tear as he rotated his torso, preparing to fling the hallowed instrument into the lake where it would rot and fade to legend.


    “Don’t be rash, Orpheus,” came an impish, high-pitched voice behind him.


    Orpheus lowered his lyre and said, without turning around, “What foul mischief brings you to our charming sector, Hermes?”


    “The only charming thing here is that divine instrument, of which you are about to dispose,” replied Hermes, adjusting the dog-skin cap that made him invisible to the living and dead alike.


    “What charm does it bring to you, Uncle?” asked Orpheus, shifting his focus back to the lake. “You never subject your ears to the wailing ghosts of the Vale unless my father has sent you on some spiteful errand. Take your business elsewhere.”


    The poet raised the lyre again and took a firm step forward, then, like an Olympic athlete with a discus, he swung the lyre five times back and forth, releasing it on the sixth. The instrument went sailing through the humid air, bound for the murky center of the lake where it would sink into oblivion.


    But then, in its apogee, the lyre stopped and hung still, suspended by Hermes’ magic.


    “Stop your sorcery, Hermes!” shouted Orpheus as he pivoted back to his puckish visitor.


    Hermes just gave his boyish smile, a smile that one could describe as endearing had it not belonged to Apollo’s slyest emissary. The spirit twirled his golden rod, then, mimicking a sailor heaving an anchor out of the sea, he leaned back and tugged on the wand, grinning as he pulled the lyre to shore.


    “You didn’t create this treasure,” said Hermes, cradling the lyre like an infant. “What makes you think you can destroy it?”


    Orpheus could feel his normal, equanimous deportment being undermined, replaced by the basest of territorial instincts. “What makes you think you can stop me?” He lowered his head like a bull and charged the saboteur.


    Just before a collision could occur, Hermes lifted the wand and carved a fair-sized frame in the air between them. Orpheus stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the silhouette forming inside the frame’s silver edges. At first there was nothing but white wisps of mist, starting at the top and curling back in faint tendrils until they met the outline of a royal diadem. But then, in the middle, sharper features formed: an eyebrow, eyelashes, a nose, and lips Orpheus had dreamt of, waking and sleeping, every day and night.


    “Eurydice!” Orpheus gasped.


    He watched the image take on color. The diadem shone brightly with amethysts and emeralds. The white hair turned to pale honey. The eye glowed green; the lips became scarlet. As Orpheus reached out his hand to touch the cheek, the face became flesh and turned toward him.


    “Orpheus,” the image whispered, Eurydice in solid form.


    Orpheus stumbled forward, both arms outstretched, but the poet could not steal a single kiss; Eurydice disappeared in an instant.


    “Get out of my sight, Hermes,” Orpheus growled. “Take the lyre back to your brother, or find someone else to torture with it.”


    Then he stomped through the air where his wife’s face had been and kept on walking, toward woods so dense no light or sound got in. There he would join the others who, by lying down in darkness and denying their senses stimuli, sought an impossible end to their death.


    “You think that was the end of my mission here, dear nephew?” Hermes called after him. “To conjure the image of your beautiful wife only to break your heart when you do that very well yourself?” Orpheus said nothing and continued his listless trudge. “Well, you are wrong. What if you really can have Eurydice back, to hold in your arms in Elysium for all eternity?”


    Orpheus heard Hermes leap into the air, then saw him flying high over his head.


    “Hear me out, Orpheus.” The wings of Hermes’ sandals fluttered as he hovered five feet above Orpheus’s reach. “That’s all I ask. No more tricks. There’s no worse Apollo can do to you if you refuse the message I have to relay, but trust me when I say there’s no worse punishment than to miss this opportunity. It may never come again.”


    “What opportunity?” Orpheus muttered, eyes still fixed on the woods just yards away.


    “Apollo needs your gifts for a task in the mortal realm. In return, he will raise your spirit to Elysium to be joined with Eurydice’s forever.”


    Orpheus stopped walking and looked the imp in his twinkling eye. “What sort of task? And why should I believe you?” He scowled, shaking his head at himself for slipping into Hermes’ trap. “What reason do I have to trust you—you, the notorious knave who thrives on deceit like a tick on a dog?”


    “What do you have to lose?”
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    CHAPTER SEVEN


    



MISSION


    Hermes escorted Orpheus through the Vale, and when a swarm of jealous souls began to moan and shout and yank hard at the travelers’ cloaks, begging to follow behind, Hermes turned them to stone until he and Orpheus were out of sight. Those less hostile were lulled to sleep with a few notes of Orpheus’s lyre before their indifference could morph to madness as their chance at escape strode past them.


    “Where are we going?” asked Orpheus.


    They’d reached the end of the Vale, which was designated by a dolomite cliff overlooking a churning sea of lava; mourning souls sometimes flung themselves into it, only to be ushered back by Hermes to their sphere, their memories of life feeling more recent, raw, and sharper than on the day they’d died. Perhaps that’s how Apollo could punish him should he refuse to do his bidding—send harpies to throw him over the cliff, again…and again…and again, burning his thin, ghostly flesh, searing his heart with a fresh recollection of love when it knew no threat or foe.


    “Up,” was all Hermes said before adjusting his cap, clicking his heels, and grabbing Orpheus’s arm as he leapt out over the cliff, flying them across the lava toward the foggy Fields of Asphodel.


    Orpheus had sung about birds, but never had he imagined he might one day fly like one, much less do so in the grim dome of the Underworld. But, as when he’d dipped his toe in the lake and felt no sensation of relief or release, he felt nothing as Hermes sped them through the air between Asphodel’s grayness below and Hades’ iron mantle above.


    There was no breeze to guide them, no zephyr to sweep them higher or soften their descent. There were no birds to fly beside, no creature to call to or to follow, and no aerie on which to perch. There was no landscape worth encircling, no scene to admire, no treetops to dance upon.


    All was a wasteland. The Fields of Asphodel consisted of nothing but confused clumps of souls whose memories had been washed away the moment they’d drunk from the River Lethe. Like cows grazing tirelessly in a pasture, they picked and picked at the pallid Asphodel blooms, filling wicker baskets and counting them one by one. They were witless, senseless, and for the very first time, Orpheus felt grateful for his plight in the tear-stained Vale.


    “Would you like to go the long way, to the Plain of Judgment?” Hermes shouted into Orpheus’s ear. “You can get a good look at Sisyphus rolling his boulder uphill, only to have it crash back on him as he nears the top. And Tantalus, too. He’s the wretch who killed his own son and fed him to his dinner guests. Now he stands in a pool of water that recedes the second he bends down for a drink. And the branches of low-hanging fruit above his head recoil at his touch.” He laughed. “It’s quite pathetic.”


    “I think not, Uncle. Unlike some, I do not derive joy from observing others’ pain.” Orpheus half expected Hermes to drop him into the River Lethe below, where his mind would be wiped clean.


    “We’ll see about that,” said Hermes.


    Their surroundings blurred as they shot fast through the sky, and Orpheus hummed an old tune.
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    Hermes slowed as the palace of Hades pierced through the smog of sulfurous ash. He landed them along the wall, near two towers and the roaring Chimera that kept watch between them.


    Orpheus gazed in awe at the gigantic creature, marveling at its leonine face and torso, the buckskin goat head bleating from its back, and the hissing snake that comprised its tail. “I thought it was just a legend,” he said.


    Hermes batted the Chimera on its rump, causing the lion head to whip around and roar so loudly that the walls around them shook. It lunged toward Orpheus and took a swipe at him with its paw, missing him by an inch or two. Then it bucked and turned, allowing the serpent tail to dance and strike as Orpheus sidestepped to avoid it. But it never hit him; he was only being teased.


    “That’s enough, my dainty doll,” Hermes cooed as he stood on his tiptoes and rubbed the lion’s chest. “You really should work on being more hospitable to our guests, you know.”


    The lion purred as the goat head lay down and the snake went slack, stretching itself gracefully toward the granite ground.


    “That’s the problem with the living, and even some of the dead,” said Hermes, glaring over his shoulder at Orpheus. “If they can’t see something with their own eyes, they write it off as fantasy or futile speculation.”


    “I didn’t write anything off,” said Orpheus. “But never mind; there’s nothing I’d rather do less in this miserable place than philosophize with you. I came to—”


    “To see me?”


    The voice rumbled like thunder in Orpheus’s ears. He turned to see the bright white figure of a man the size of a giant standing near the gated entrance that led down to the palace below. A soft yellow glow seemed to pulse above the man’s skin, shrouding even his eyes in a shimmering gossamer layer of light.


    Orpheus hadn’t seen his father since the second most tragic day of his life, the day he lost Eurydice once again to the shadows of Hades. Her second death was more unbearable, because he’d caused it…
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    After the funeral, Orpheus had taken his lyre into the woods, intending to travel to the Cave of Charon, named for the ferryman who sailed the newly deceased across the River Styx. The cave was where Orpheus had planned to breathe his fill of poisonous vapors, fall down dead, and try to persuade Hades’ judges that he belonged with Eurydice, wherever they’d placed her. He had almost reached the cave’s mouth when Apollo had appeared and spoken words the poet could scarcely comprehend; his mind was so muddled with grief.


    “Had I known how beautifully you’d play it, I’d never have given you that lyre,” Apollo had said. “It seems it has the power to persuade even the Lord of Death to let your Eurydice rejoin you in life.”


    Orpheus had stopped strumming for the first time in days and waited for the apparition to fade or beckon him into the cave to meet his end. But Apollo had remained and continued with his proposition.


    “Hades’ ears have been bewitched by your playing, my venerable son. He wishes to grant you back your wife.” Apollo paused just long enough to see dead hope quicken and rise into Orpheus’s eyes, then he extinguished it with the following condition: “However, the path to your love is not without its perils.”


    He stopped again, this time to observe Orpheus’s reaction, but the poet was stone-faced. He would face a legion of hellish hybrids, empty-handed if he had to, for a single glimpse of his beloved’s face, let alone have her company forever.


    “You must go to the Underworld,” continued Apollo, “enchant three-headed Cerberus until he sleeps, retrieve Eurydice, and then lead her out yourself. Should you turn to regard her as you depart, she will be swallowed back into whichever compartment the judges have assigned her. She’ll be gone forever, Orpheus.”


    Orpheus nodded his understanding, still too shaken to speak. Which god of fortune was he to thank for this mercy?


    Apollo waved his hands across his son’s face, cloaking him in a mystical nimbus meant to shield him from the cave’s fatal fumes.


    Orpheus had chosen the most mellifluous ballad he knew and played it continually as he followed Apollo down into the smoldering bowels of Petros. When he reached the bronze threshold, he had no trouble charming the guard dog, Cerberus. In fact, nothing had ever so easily swooned under the spell of his music. He dropped the lyre when his eyes spotted Eurydice waiting for him in a dreary courtyard flanked by porticoes that flickered with lamplight and the eyes of on-looking spirits.


    And then, with his love liberated and their freedom in sight, Orpheus made his irreparable mistake.


    When he saw pink dusk appear before him, he had peeked back over his shoulder to make sure Eurydice was still there. In horror, he watched her scream his name as she dissolved into the twilight, her spirit translated back to Hades’ lair.
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    Orpheus became dizzy as Eurydice’s last anguished cry echoed in his brain, causing his head and neck to sweat, and his phantom heart to ache. He fell to one knee and held his hand to his chest, his guilt coursing hot through his veins like venom.


    “My son, why do you cower in my presence?” Apollo said, stepping closer.


    Orpheus mustered the strength to lift himself off the ground. He drew a breath, wiped his brow and tried to find his father’s eyes, well hidden behind the yellow aura.


    As if sensing his son’s desire, Apollo let out a long exhale, melting the web of light around him and revealing exquisite armor, which was, from embossed breastplate down to shining greaves, entirely made of gold. His cerulean eyes sparkled like jewels set within an amphora of marble. The pupils dilated with a piercing glow that made Orpheus shiver for the first time since he’d been dead.


    “I’m sorry, father. It’s been ages since we last met.” Orpheus lifted his eyes to the black mountain range that cut across the horizon. If Apollo was so powerful, why did he choose to live in the roiling belly of Petros and not aloft somewhere—anywhere—in the starry cosmos?


    Orpheus had never seen his father’s face. It had always either been masked by hoods or surrounded with that impenetrable mist: it was a thing of beauty, more magnificent than anything his peers had ever carved or painted, spoken of, or sung about. But it contained something terrifying, too. Something Orpheus couldn’t put words to. Something he could only feel in the remote reaches of his being. It seized every muscle, chilled every cell, and stiffened the very marrow in his bones.


    “I’ve missed your music, Orpheus. I’m glad Hermes got to you before you fed it to the fishes.” A smile played on Apollo’s lips, and then, without moving, he pulled the lyre out of Orpheus’s hands and held it in his own. “I have a job for you and this lyre. And I think you’ll find the offer rather irresistible.”


    “Forgive me, father, but the last time you presented me with an offer, it separated me eternally from my wife and expedited my suicide.”


    “And who do you have to blame for that?” Hermes shouted, still standing beside the Chimera as all three of its heads slept soundly.


    “Come, come, Hermes, don’t be cruel,” Apollo said, as his fingers plucked a few notes of the lyre. “That was a long, long time ago.”


    “Hermes is right,” said Orpheus. He couldn’t deny that losing Eurydice was no one’s fault but his own. “I will do whatever you ask under the condition that you ensure my success. Hermes or another of your officials must come to my aid when I need it. And he must escort her to me, or me to her, the moment my task is complete. Lastly, there should be no possibility for this arrangement to be annulled.” Orpheus’s cheek twitched. Who was he to make demands on the general of Hades’ army?


    “Oh, Orpheus,” Apollo said, his wide eyes glittering. “I’m glad to see that time apart from your muse has put some steel into your poet’s heart. That will serve you on your mission.”


    “So we have an understanding?” Orpheus asked.


    “I’m afraid you’ve overestimated my power, or perhaps my jurisdiction. I can no more control your future than Hades’ judges can rule unjustly. Everyone receives what they’ve earned.”


    “Fine,” grunted Orpheus, embarrassed by his oversight. Though his appearance may have suggested otherwise, Apollo wasn’t all-powerful. Mightier than he and his cohort, Hades, was the All-Powerful Creator, whose name it was forbidden even to whisper within the vales of hell. “But I must have your word that if I’m successful, nothing will prevent me from getting her back, and back for good.”


    Apollo set down the lyre and kneeled on the ground. At first, Orpheus thought he was going to lie prostrate as an expression of his sincerity, but he soon saw that his father was enchanting the stone somehow. Apollo blew on the granite, his lips almost touching it, then brushed both hands back and forth across it in opposite directions, forming two large arcs of spotless, translucent glass.


    “Come,” Apollo said. Orpheus obeyed and kneeled beside his father. “Now look.”


    Through the glass, Orpheus saw a small, roofless chamber overgrown with dead flowers and withered tamarisks. In the center of the room was a marble bench that seemed to glow amid the gray habitat around it. Scanning a thick trellis of shriveled grapes, Orpheus caught a flash of a vibrant, violet robe, and then a glimpse of flaxen hair.


    “Eurydice,” he whispered, as if anything above a whisper would make her vanish.


    “We’re holding her here for you,” Apollo said, tapping on the glass with his slender white fingers. “Hades’ wife Persephone furnished the cell herself. It’s no Elysium, which is of course what your wife is accustomed to, but I’m afraid living things don’t fare well in the heart of Hades. Is she just as beautiful as you remember?”


    Orpheus pressed his hands against the glass, framing her body with his fingers. He spoke her name louder, trying—foolishly, he knew—to get her attention. She was still too far away, always too far away…


    “No song of mine ever came close to describing her decently. ‘Rainbows, sunsets, starlight, the sea, none of it compares with my Eurydice,’” he sang softly.


    Apollo stood and pulled Orpheus up by the arm. “She’ll be waiting. When you’re with her in Elysium, you’ll have all of eternity to try and write the perfect serenade for her.”


    Orpheus willed himself to turn away as the glass slowly turned opaque; he couldn’t stand to see Eurydice disappear yet again. He picked up his lyre and looked Apollo dead in his bone-chilling eyes. “What do you want me to do?”
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    CHAPTER EIGHT


    



EDUCATION


    From day one after her parents died, Chloe and her family ate dinner separately. Usually, her aunt Maggie and uncle Travis went to the neighborhood mess hall around the corner, returning in plenty of time to watch an Enochos court case on TV. Chloe and Damian were fortunate enough to have had a chef for a mother, so they knew a thing or two when it came to cooking. However, because it was nearly impossible to find anything other than ice cream and canned soup in the kitchen, they too often resorted to the mess hall’s delivery service and ate alone in their rooms.


    Only twice a year was the dining room ever used by all four of them at once: Lycaea Eve before the yearly festival, and on the twins’ birthday. It was always an awkward occasion. They sat together in the formal, dusty dining room, the only sound coming from the icemaker and the air conditioner.


    Chloe knew that sacrificing their nightly veg-out routine and purchasing gaudy cakes was her aunt and uncle’s idea of a kind gesture, but Chloe couldn’t help but feel patronized. Sitting there in the hard, ladderback chair, staring at a lukewarm bowl of macaroni and cheese, Chloe always felt simultaneously depressed and overjoyed.


    She and Damian were now adults, and graduating in the spring would mean freedom. Freedom from the apathy and selfishness of her aunt and uncle was what she yearned for, and literally dreamed about, but what then?


    The thought of going to the university stole her appetite completely. Graduation had been something she’d looked forward to for so long, but now that it was right around the corner, the anticipation had devolved to dread. It wasn’t that she feared the work university would require; she was smart, studious, the quintessential overachiever. What depressed her was the likelihood of abject loneliness. If she felt like a pariah among her own flesh and blood, there was slight chance she would feel accepted among total strangers.


    For the first time in eight years, she realized that maybe she hadn’t had it so bad living with guardians who didn’t care about her. At least they threw her a party once a year, however minimal the enthusiasm they put into it. At university, no one would even know she existed.


    “So,” Maggie chimed with a put-on, chipper tone, “where’d you run off to earlier, Chlo?”


    Chloe hated it when Maggie called her “Chlo,” as if they were best friends.


    “Someone gave me a one-day pass for the new museum, so I went,” Chloe said, nonchalantly stirring her noodles.


    Travis cleared his throat. “I heard about that on the news. Pretty nice gift, I’d say. It costs a pretty penny to get into that place.”


    “My friend works there,” said Chloe. She waited for her brother to sing “Chloe and Ethan, sitting in a tree,” but apparently he’d grown up. His eyes were glued to his cellphone, globs of cheese stuck to the corners of his mouth. So he’d grown up slightly…


    “See anything noteworthy?” Maggie asked as she looked down at her watch.


    Sure that her aunt was counting the seconds until she could turn on the TV again, Chloe thought back to the odd white building with its secret passageways, the ancient gryphon fossils, the scroll, and of course, Carya and the two walnuts still waiting for her in the bottom of her purse.


    Confused, exhilarated, and scared at the same time, Chloe wanted to tell her family how fascinating the visit had been, but she knew that doing so would be risky. By law, all Petrodians were required to report anyone who displayed what the Fantásmata termed paráxeno theáseis, or “strange sightings.” They were two of the most peculiar words Chloe ever had to memorize in school, but she knew their meaning well: “Any supposed encounter with the preternatural that one might associate with fantastical figures or myths from Petrodian lore. The Fantásmata must be notified of any individual who claims to have experienced such a sighting.”


    That was all that had ever been written or stated about paráxeno theáseis, but Chloe reasoned that whomever was guilty of encountering them and then squealed about it, or got caught would live to regret it for the rest of their life—if they lived at all.


    The Fantásmata didn’t appreciate anything that deviated from the status quo. Just last year, one of Chloe’s teachers had been arrested during class after one of his students told the headmaster that Mr. Boulos had taught that historically, the Lycaea festival had honored Apollo, not the Unknown God. Because this sparked curiosity in a classroom filled with teenagers who questioned everything about everything, Mr. Boulos was accused of “corrupting the youth.” By the end of the day, he was exiled to an undisclosed island “where he’d have no access to anyone to whom he could spread lies.”


    If a teacher could be hauled off to a deserted island for including unpopular, peripheral tidbits in his history lesson, Chloe didn’t want to imagine what the Fantásmata might do to someone who purportedly conversed with an ancient being mentioned on a mysterious scroll. She decided it would be best to keep the details of her visit to herself.


    “Not really,” she said to Maggie. “Thank you for everything today. I’m going upstairs to get started on a research paper,” she lied.


    “What research paper?” asked Damian, but Chloe ignored him and took her dishes to the sink. It wouldn’t hurt him to sweat a little over a made-up assignment.
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    Chloe took a seat next to her purse on the bed. She reached into it and scooped up the walnuts, wondering why Carya had given her two. She assumed one was a backup in case the other was lost. She placed one on the shelf above her and cupped the other in her hand, staring at it carefully; scrutinizing it like a jeweler does a diamond. It looked like a walnut, felt like a walnut, it probably tasted like a walnut…


    “How do I open this thing?” she muttered before falling back onto her pillow and stuffing the walnut under it.


    What in Hades was she doing? Was she really going to eat something given to her by some crazy, well-dressed urchin who just happened to fit the description of a newly discovered, next-to-unknown character named Carya? On the other hand, was she really going to chalk up the bizarre young girl—the “strange sighting,” as the Fantásmata would put it—to a deranged passerby or obnoxious prankster despite what the girl knew about the scroll?


    Chloe decided to do what she always did when she felt indecisive: make a pro/con list.


    She sat up and reached over her desk for her diary and then its key hidden beneath an empty picture frame with the word Family painted in bold, multicolored letters around all four of its edges. It had been a gift seven birthdays ago, and she’d cried when she realized she’d run out of pictures of her parents to place in it.


    She didn’t have any photos of Maggie or Travis, but even if she did, she doubted she could bring herself to insult the frame by filling it with images of her dismal, substitute family. Following an unspoken sibling rule, which dictated that you mustn’t let your brother or sister know you care about them, the pictures she had of Damian were kept in a shoebox under her bed.


    It was the joyful-looking frame with its sad symbolism that inspired Chloe’s first entry on the pro side of the list she labeled Pros and Cons of Eating the Weird Walnut.


    She unlocked her diary, opened it up, and scribbled: If I eat the walnut and something bad happens and I die, maybe there really is an afterlife and my parents are there waiting for me.


    She tapped her chin with the pen and looked at the rain dribbling down the windowpane. She’d never given much thought to an afterlife before. After all, she was eighteen, with fifty-seven years of life still ahead of her before her Coronation. And even after that, death would be no concern of hers; only rare, freak accidents caused death.


    When Chloe and Damian were eight years old, their teacher chaperoned their class on a field trip to the Religious Council building downtown. Eight was the age at which Petrodian children learned about the birds and the bees, and life and death, from the religious elite themselves. Every day during one month of the year, no fewer than one hundred and fifty Petrodian children had their innocent eyes opened to the world beyond playgrounds, arithmetic, and grammar.


    The most significant memory Chloe had about that day was how frightened she’d felt.


    The teacher had led Chloe and her fifteen classmates into a titanium-plated dome that defined the Eirene skyline. The teacher didn’t go inside but left the class with a bald, skinny man with a raspy voice and a nametag that read Head Attendant.


    The only words the man had spoken were, “Come with me.”


    The class had followed him through enormous ebony doors into a rectangular room lined with columns, the likes of which Chloe had only seen in one chapter of her history book. Nothing so opulent still existed in Petros—at least that’s what she’d thought. Her jaw had dropped at the spectacle of reliefs along the walls, each one depicting, with sharp detail, a scene from nature. There was a flock of geese flying over a frozen river, a lighthouse illuminating a ship at sea, a lone lion hunting through hills.


    On the left and right sides of the room stood at least a dozen bronze cauldrons perched on tripods at least fifteen feet tall. Their white-hot flames cast eerie shadows on the ceiling, which itself was a canvas of swirling galaxies and glowing stars. A few feet above the tripods was a line of semicircular clerestory windows that splashed light throughout the hall.


    In the center of the room, directly below the brilliant, painted sun, had been an elevated stone platform supporting three tiers of marble benches. Those were occupied by nine old men, the oldest in Petros, all adorned with deep-purple chasubles loosely cinched with golden ropes. Before them, on the mosaic tile floor, were three rows of small, white, square mats. When the unnamed head attendant gestured to them, Chloe and the other children had taken their seats in silence. They shuddered as a gavel was struck against a sound block.


    “We welcome you, paidiá,” the chief councilman had welcomed them, using a Próta word that Chloe assumed meant “children.” “Today is a most important day for all Petrodians. What you hear within these walls may not seem important to you now, but one day you’ll be glad we afforded you this privilege.”


    That was the beginning of a day that had provided more questions than answers, more confusion than clarity.


    First, they’d learned about sex. Chloe remembered, with some amusement, that it had been the easiest part to process. There were a lot of rules regarding sexual intercourse, and they filled an entire notebook on fertility and reproduction given each child, rules such as: “Sexual intercourse may be partaken of after the age of fourteen. At that time, every Petrodian is lawfully bound to visit the Fertility and Reproduction Center to receive a temporary contraceptive injection (TCI), the effects of which will last six years. Should citizens be prohibited by the Fantásmata from procreating, a TCI will be administered again and every sixth year thereafter.”


    Chloe’s mind didn’t linger long on those memories. Perhaps she’d revisit them in two years’ time when she learned whether or not she was selected to be a mother. Surely she wouldn’t be. The way she saw it, any potential she might have had to nurture a child had been quashed the day her own mother had been killed.


    Chloe’s thoughts were instantly wrangled back to the second subject taught that day before the Religious Council: death…and its non-existence.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    



CORONATION


    Does anyone here know of a contemporary Petrodian who died prematurely?” the chief councilman had asked. No one’s hand was raised. “Good. That’s very good. As you know, it’s very rare for a Petrodian to die before his or her Coronation.”


    Coronation. Chloe hadn’t understood the word then, much less how it could be used to describe the ending of a life.


    The councilman had continued. “Thanks to the marvelous advances in medicine and technology, it’s been decades since our society has perished from illness or pestilence. Our highly trained doctors and surgeons treat all injuries sustained through accidents, and indeed can do anything, from erasing all manner of deformity and scarring to making dead hearts beat again. Have any of you known someone whose life was saved with the help one of our physicians?”


    A burst of small hands shot up into the air. The councilman took a few minutes to indulge the children, listening patiently to their stories of mended limbs, reconstructed faces, and robotic hands and feet. Then, after every triumph had been recounted, the councilman turned to the head attendant standing at the back of the room and motioned for him to come forward.


    “Paidiá, this is Acacius, a long-time friend of the Religious Council,” he said, introducing the attendant. “He went to Limén when he graduated primary school and learned the trade of a custodian. He did so well that his overseer took notice and sent him here, where he kept this building and its surrounding premises spick and span for forty years.”


    The councilman rested his hand on Acacius’ shoulder and gave him a proud smile. “When Acacius became an Elder, we promoted him to head attendant with the responsibility of facilitating and leading the various tours and conferences we host throughout the year.”


    He turned his smile on the children and eagerly scanned their faces. “Which of you bright young striplings knows what follows elderhood in the life of a Petrodian?”


    Chloe had known the answer, but she’d been too timid to give it. Her eyes were riveted on Acacius, whose own gaze was on the floor. With his shoulders stooped and his long thin arms fallen in front of him, he reminded Chloe of a willow tree, curved and leafless in old age.


    “I do, Your Eminence!”


    Chloe hadn’t been at all surprised to see it was Damian piping up.


    “The cycle of Petrodian life goes from infancy to childhood, then to either child-rearing, labor or one of the noble arts, then elderhood and Coronation,” he said proudly.


    “Very good,” the chief councilman said, leaning down to get a better look at the little brownnoser, who beamed back at him. “You will do very well at the university. Perhaps you’ll be in my spot one day.”


    The councilman stood and faced Acacius. “And the Coronation. What does that word mean?” he asked the children, tapping his gray goatee with his pointer finger.


    Not even Damian knew the answer to that. The children glanced at each other and shrugged, feeling quite sure they hadn’t heard the word “Coronation” in a vocabulary lesson yet.


    “A Coronation is a special ceremony. It celebrates one’s graduation from average citizen to ruling sovereign. Every faithful, law-abiding Petrodian is given one.”


    Chloe could hardly believe her ears. Her peers oohed and aahed at such a splendid thought. They knew well what “sovereign” meant. Not only was it used multiple times in the ancient myths regarding Zeus and his fellow gods and goddesses, but it also described the most powerful person in Petros, the sovereign minister of the invisible and unknowable Fantásmata.


    “What happens during the Coronation, Your Eminence?” asked one of Chloe’s classmates, a bony redheaded girl named Agnes.


    “Well, I’m glad you asked,” said the councilman, now within a foot of Acacius. He reached out and put his hand on the man’s shoulder, but Acacius remained still. “Acacius’ seventy-fifth birthday is today, which means it’s also his Coronation day.” The hall echoed with handclaps until they were shushed by another council member. “What happens is very, very sacred, and only a chosen few are privy to its exact details. They are the ones who make all the appropriate arrangements, just like your parents do when planning your birthday parties.”


    “Where will Mr. Acacius go after his Coronation?” Agnes asked.


    “That’s the best part,” said the chief councilman, smiling at them like a magician about to start his grand finale. “Wherever…he…wants to go.”


    Once again, the children stirred with excitement—all of them except Chloe, whose focus was on Acacius and his shaking hands.


    “Acacius!” called a voice from above their heads. Chloe looked up to see a council member standing in the balcony before a giant stained-glass window. “Have you chosen your final destination?”


    Acacius shifted his weight from one foot to the other and drooped his head even lower. The chief councilman clutched the man’s shoulder and whispered something inaudible into his ear.


    “I have,” the old man said as loudly as he could, then he coughed into his sleeve.


    “Come with me. We will send you there promptly,” said the council member with a smile. He stretched out his arms to Acacius, beckoning the worn-out Elder to join him upstairs.


    The councilman patted Acacius on the back. Every eye watched as the head attendant hobbled down the center of the hall, with each shuffle of his heavy feet wrenching Chloe’s heart.


    “Will he be young again?” Chloe couldn’t help herself. The question popped out of her mouth before her mind could give it permission.


    “Say ‘Your Eminence!’” whispered the boy sitting beside her.


    “Your Eminence!” It sounded more like she was demanding rather than inquiring, but the councilman didn’t seem to mind. He turned to her and sauntered back toward the platform.


    “I almost forgot to mention…” he began as he took his seat. He took a drink from the glass of water that sat on the podium before him, then interlocked his fingers and raised them to his chin. The children knew this was what adults did when they had something especially significant to say, and they leaned in with curiosity.


    “During one’s Coronation,” the councilman continued, “one reverts to the peak of one’s youth, twenty-five years of age. Old enough and young enough to enjoy the best of their final destination with the throngs of fellow Petrodians that have gone before them.”


    Chloe turned back toward Acacius as he finally made it out of the room and joined the two attendants who were waiting for him. The ebony doors groaned shut, and Chloe wondered why she didn’t feel comforted. If Acacius were about to enter eternal bliss, wouldn’t he be happier about it? Was he too decrepit to show any degree of joy over his Coronation? Was he too cold-hearted not to want to see his parents again, who’d had their own Coronations years ago?


    The children startled as the room suddenly went dark. Chloe’s eyes jumped to the windows that had sealed themselves with steel shutters. The flames of the tripods below them were nothing but smoke. Then a haze of soft blue light shone down on them, and every head tilted up to the painting of the cosmos, now transformed into a cloudless sky.


    “In just a few moments,” said the councilman from somewhere in the shadows, “you will see what Acacius sees when his Coronation is complete. Everyone’s final destination is self-determined. As you will see, the sky’s the limit.”


    Chloe and her classmates lay back and watched the blue dome fade to white, accompanied by the sound of whinnying horses. Seconds later, there appeared a sea of rolling, emerald-green hills that stretched across the ceiling, each of them dotted with purple crocuses and yellow daffodils. It seemed so real to Chloe that she thought if she could only find a ladder, she could climb up into it.


    Horses of every shade and size galloped into view, their manes flowing in the wind regally, and their hind legs kicking playfully in the air. And then a young man appeared; he remained facing away from his audience as if he knew he was being watched. He meandered through the small herd, taking his time to feel the soft grass beneath his bare feet, examine each horse, and enjoy the breeze blowing in his wavy black hair. After a few minutes, he stopped in front of a golden palomino that shimmered in the sun. He swung onto the animal’s back, kicked its flanks, and with an ecstatic yell, took off into the distance.


    “There goes our Acacius,” said the councilman as he stood, leading his fellow councilmen in the Petrodian salute.


    Each man held his right arm out straight, palm facing the floor. They recited in unison, “We salute you, Sovereign. We honor the works of your hands. May you forever savor the fragrance of this new life.”
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    Looking out her bedroom window as the sun peeked over a cloud, Chloe wondered if Acacius really was somewhere basking in the sunshine of his own paradise. But more than that, she wondered what had become of her own parents who’d not lived to make it to their scheduled Coronations.


    Chloe looked down at the walnut, the question of eating it no longer a question. Even if the nut didn’t provide answers or reunite her with her parents, she could think of nothing more worthwhile than finding out for sure.
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    CHAPTER TEN


    



INTIMATION


    Chloe had kept herself busy with homework until the house went quiet, save for Travis’s abominable snoring. She’d reasoned it was best to avoid getting caught carrying a knife upstairs. Around midnight, she sneaked downstairs and scoured the kitchen drawers for a sharp knife and a cutting board.


    She returned to her room and sat staring at the knife and nut on her desk as her mind thought of one unsettling positive in her list of pros and cons. She jotted it down in her diary. I accidentally cut myself with the knife, scream, then Damian runs in here, asks me why in the world I’m trying to eat walnuts in the middle of the night, and then eats them himself or throws them away. He probably wouldn’t even bandage my hand first.


    But as she stared at a cluster of stars twinkling high in the heavens, her mind conjured up those green fields and whinnying horses. Then the image was shattered by a much less pleasant one, that of old Acacius’ shaking hands and spiritless, downcast eyes.


    She tucked up her knees, rolled herself onto the edge of the bed, and slid the knife and walnut toward her. She held the walnut between the fingers of her left hand, pressed the knife into the crack in the shell, then wriggled it and twisted. The two halves split apart, revealing a perfectly normal-looking walnut.


    “It looks like a brain,” Chloe mused as she got a closer look. Then, before she could mull it over a second more, she popped it into her mouth and watched the edges of her room shrink to total blackness.
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    The darkness remained and Chloe felt as though she were suspended somewhere in outer space. But there was no oxygen in space, and her breathing was easy. In fact, the air felt pure and pleasant in her lungs and on her skin.


    Before she could see anything, she heard women’s voices speaking a foreign language, and fell forward as the earth rose to meet her feet. She caught herself before hitting the ground, just as light sliced gently through the darkness, causing the gloom to roll up into its shadows and flee. The first thing she saw were her bare feet, since she’d almost tripped over them. They were standing on a sandy floor, and yet there was a mud wall a few feet in front of her. She was inside a room.


    She turned slowly toward where the voices were coming from, the ones speaking in what she assumed was Próta, the first and only other Petrodian language; a dead language.


    She saw two women, one who appeared to be in her mid-forties and the other her own age. The older one sat at a small wooden table holding a bone-colored reed in her right hand, and the younger stood over her shoulder, speaking softly. The young girl had curly, strawberry-blond hair that fell to her waist and wore a long, cream-colored robe that was draped elegantly over one shoulder.


    The older woman’s hair was the color of rich, red wine and was pulled back into a bun, which was intertwined with several braids and crimson strips of fabric. She wore a robe similar to that of her companion, only hers looked heavier, its excessive fabric gathered and joined together by copper brooches.


    Where in the world was she? Chloe decided to find out.


    “Hello, there. My name is Chloe Zacharias,” she said as she took a step toward them.


    The two women continued talking. The older woman stood and kissed the younger on her cheek and temple as she placed a rolled-up scroll in her hand.


    “Na prosécheis, Charis,” the older woman said.


    Chloe approached the women, but still they gave no response. She tried to pick up the jar of ink that rested beside a stack of papyrus sheets, but it might as well have weighed three tons. She tried to shake the table to get their attention, but it felt bolted to the floor.


    “Ναί, Mama,” Charis said, and kissed the older woman back. And then she vanished.


    “What was that?” exclaimed Chloe as she took Charis’s place beside the other woman.


    The woman was facing her, but seemed to stare right through her, completely unaware of Chloe’s presence. She turned toward an unlit hearth and raised a hand toward it. A small ball of fire, no larger than Chloe’s palm, shot toward it, kindling it with a flurry of flames upon impact.


    Was it the woman from the ship? The thought was like a hammer slamming down on Chloe’s brain. Her heart began to pound. Where was she? Who were these people? How was she going to get home?


    She pinched herself until the sides of her wrists were covered with rows of tiny crescents. She even called for Carya to get her out of there. She ran to the door, but as she pushed it open, the mud-brick walls melted around her, and the world went dark again.


    Chloe was sure she was in Hades. Two thick walls of roaring fire enclosed her. Billowing smoke blocked out most of the cloud cover above. A circle of daylight was visible at the end of the tunnel, but Chloe sensed she’d be a heap of ashes before she got near it. And she doubted anyone nearby was a doctor, much less one with the knowledge and means to save her life.


    Looking over her shoulder to search for any other hope of escape, she saw Charis and her mother. Their long robes were tucked into thick leather girdles as they ran breathlessly alongside a man and a grotesque-looking animal, which had the head and torso of a man, and the feet and hindquarters of a horse.


    Chloe cringed at the sight of the mother’s ashen face, strained and covered with sweat. Her eyes were squeezed shut, arms outstretched to either side, and palms erect as fire flowed out of them like gushing rapids.


    “Why are you doing this?” Chloe shouted at her. But, again, no one knew she was there.


    The man shouted something at the woman, followed by the name “Iris.” They started to run faster, and Chloe had no choice but to join them. After just a few seconds, Chloe’s sprint had decelerated to a lumbering jog.


    It was time to find out if there was an afterlife or not. She felt more distressed at the thought of dying than she’d expected as her survival instincts began kicking in. She wasn’t sure whether she’d die of asphyxiation or cardiac arrest, or if she’d just catch on fire. She picked up her pace and watched as Charis disappeared again.


    “Take us with you!” Chloe yelled, her weak lungs retaliating with sharp stabs in her ribs. She’d never run so hard or so far in her entire life.


    Not five seconds later, Charis reappeared a few yards in front of the others and stood still with her arms lifted, reminding Chloe of one of the marble goddesses she’d seen in her mythology books.


    Iris closed her hands and doubled over to catch her breath and rest her arms. The walls of fire weakened until only dark gray whorls of smoke were left. Everyone, including Chloe, lay on the ground for a good while, gasping for air as drops of rain fell onto their parched tongues.
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    Orpheus and Hermes stood over Chloe’s bed, watching her closed eyes flutter rapidly as she tossed and turned fitfully. Then, with a final jerk, she stopped. Her eyes softened and her breathing slowed, and Orpheus noticed goosebumps rising on her arms and neck.


    “The ichor in our veins makes the air get colder when we’re around them,” said Hermes.


    “She’s about to wake up,” Orpheus said. “You’re certain we’re invisible?”


    Chloe shivered and opened her eyes as she yanked the comforter onto her shoulders. Orpheus ducked beside the bed and watched as Hermes skipped around the room and clicked his heels together like a frolicking satyr.


    “The only evidence of our proximity is the temperature change,” Hermes said, “which they mostly attribute to fever, normal climatic shifts, or air-conditioning, which I don’t have time to explain to you just now.” He leapt onto Chloe’s desk. “Their other senses cannot perceive us,” he shouted as he stomped his feet.


    “Shhhhh!” Orpheus scolded. But Chloe wasn’t reacting to any of it; the little devil was right. “So this is the woman I’m to keep an eye on?” he asked.


    “It’s not so easy as that,” hissed Hermes as he jumped down into a squatting position beside Orpheus. His copper eyes narrowed as he came within inches of the poet’s face. “You have to do what your father trained you to do.” He reached for the lyre in Orpheus’s arms and plucked it with a long, curved fingernail. “Your mission, my charming nephew, is to charm her.”


    Orpheus laughed as he stood and walked toward the window. “I cannot believe it. I cannot believe I fell for one of your idiotic jokes,” he said, shaking his head and turning toward the bed.


    Hermes was crouched on the pillow beside Chloe. They watched as she sat up, rubbed her arms for warmth, and then hurried out the door.


    “You won a friendly bet with my father, is that it?” Orpheus said. “And now he’s permitted you to drag me on some ludicrous charade for your own twisted pleasure.” His smile faded to a scowl. “Well, you’ve had your fun. Now take me back to the Vale.”


    Hermes shook his head and joined Orpheus at the window. “You, and all who dwell below, are ignorant of what has taken place in Petros,” he said in a low, earnest voice. He untied a small satchel from his belt and pulled it open. “This will answer all your questions about this modern age,” he said, flicking its side with his finger.


    Orpheus smirked. “And what bedazzling sorcery is this?” He leaned in to catch a glimpse of the bag’s contents.


    Hermes turned the satchel upside down and out fell a smooth, round graphite stone, and green confetti of crushed leaves. “The laurel leaves will give you knowledge,” he said. “That stone is the sacred Baetylus kept in the innermost sanctum of Hades’ palace. It’s what will imbue you with life and a youthful form. Every mortal will interact with you as if you were one of them; you will be one of them, as well as one of us, able to reenter Hades and communicate with me. But the most important facts are these. Are you listening?”


    Orpheus nodded.


    “First, you must have the satchel with you at all times.” Hermes collected the items and returned them to the pouch. “You are not powerful on your own. But surely you know that better than anyone, considering all you’ve suffered.”


    Orpheus bit his tongue. He knew better than to exchange insults with Hermes; it would only encourage him.


    “Second, every evening at dusk, you must go to Lake Thyra,” Hermes said. “Again, the lotus leaves will educate you and orient you with your surroundings. Thetis, the sea goddess, will meet you there and bring you back into Hades until morning. Any questions?”


    “Am I dull, uncle, or did you neglect to tell me what my actual task is besides wooing this homely maiden,” Orpheus said gruffly as his lyre fell to the floor. He pounded the windowsill and pushed himself away from it just as the sun, the true sun that he had not seen in thousands of years, splashed the eastern sky with rosy foam. He was too upset, too confounded to gaze upon a beauty that might soften him. How could he possibly win back Eurydice if he had not the foggiest idea what Apollo wanted from him?


    “All you must do is lead her to Psychro Cave and lure her into the pool therein. What waits on the other side shall take care of itself.”


    Hermes gave a mischievous wink, and Orpheus didn’t even bother asking what his guileful mind was plotting. As long as it won him Eurydice, he didn’t care.


    “Now I must be going, nephew,” said Hermes, patting his dog-skin cap and pulling it lower over his brow. “Be a good lad and fasten the satchel securely to your girdle. Your clothing will change shortly. Then you must hide the satchel inside what the Petrodians call a ‘jacket.’”


    Orpheus’s ichor veins felt as though they were freezing over inside him. His anger was rising, causing his temperature to drop and his teeth to chatter. He’d never felt such a sensation in either life or death.


    “Don’t worry, Orpheus. Your blood will run hot soon enough. I’ll see you back in hell.”


    Orpheus opened his mouth to object, but it was too late. Hermes was gone, leaving Orpheus with nothing but a pouch of flowers and a silly mortal to bewitch. He picked up his lyre, turned toward the sunrise, and couldn’t help but strum a few notes. As he imagined Eurydice smiling at him in the blushing sky, he stopped playing and held the satchel to his chest.


    “Bring me Eurydice,” he prayed.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    



METAMORPHOSIS


    Orpheus didn’t know how or when he had ended up on a bench within the courtyard of Eirene High School. Moreover, he wasn’t sure how he even knew the place was called Eirene High School, or why he wasn’t appalled by the boisterous teenagers rushing around him dressed in tight-fitting pants and vulgar shoes.


    He stretched out his legs and looked down to see that he, too, wore dark denim pants, and that his sandals had been replaced by leather shoes the color of metal. Somehow he knew they were called “loafers.” Rather comfortable, he thought, curling his toes inside them.


    He glanced down at his arms and shoulders, covered by a fitted black “bomber jacket” made of wool. Jacket…


    Remembering the satchel, Orpheus explored the outside of his new garment for pockets, but the few he found were no deeper than the length of his pinky finger. Then he found, on the inner right side, a small zippered compartment. He gave a sigh of relief when he saw the pouch safe inside it, still filled with the laurel leaves and the stone that was giving him life. He pressed two fingers to his wrist and relished the feeling of his pounding pulse.


    As he sat there, enjoying the breeze and the chirping birds, he noticed that every student had attached to his or her back a load called a “backpack.” He felt the tops of his shoulders, grabbed the straps that lay across them and slid them down. He carefully lifted the large gray backpack onto his knees, feeling the familiar weight of his lyre inside it. He zipped it open and smiled.


    “Hello, old friend,” he murmured.


    [image: paragraph-break]


    Chloe had been looking forward to lunch all day. Her stomach in knots after her nightmare—or time travel, or whatever it was—she’d skipped breakfast and laid on the couch with a cold, damp dishtowel folded over her forehead until Damian called her to the car. The last thing she’d wanted to do was go to school, but skipping without a doctor’s note would land her in detention for a month. So she’d dragged herself to the car, all the while feeling the phantom presence of Iris’s fire hovering close to her skin.


    All day long, her mind had flashed with images of the mud-brick house and the blazing tunnel that had nearly engulfed her. She could vividly recall Charis’s freckled face before the girl had disappeared with the scroll, and Iris’s concentration as the woman had held up the flaming walls with her porcelain hands.


    Chloe wondered why Iris was creating that fire in the first place; surely not to murder her own family. But as the hours ticked by and Chloe continued to think about it, her question became: what provoked Iris to create it?


    Chloe had been a stress-eater for years. It was the first “condition” Aunt Maggie had reported to Chloe’s doctor weeks after her parents’ death, and ever since it had been tightly monitored.


    The one time Chloe had tried out for the track team, she had been likened to a turtle, a sloth, and a pregnant mule for the slow and graceless way she ran. That was when she began to nibble insatiably on apples, crackers, peanuts, anything she could get her hands on. The headmaster told Maggie and Travis to lock up the pantry and refrigerator at night, giving Chloe the strict warning that “gluttony and lack of discipline shall not be tolerated.”


    A few years later, when she was nervous about the needle that was necessary to inject her contraception, she spent two weeks’ worth of allowance on the school vending machine. That time, she received in-school suspension and had to attend counseling for a week.


    For the past four years her stress-eating “condition” had been managed. Chloe had mainly accomplished this by avoiding all athletic endeavors and declining to dance at any festival; she could only imagine the less-than-flattering comparisons that would be made were she to sway and twirl and fall on her face. If she wasn’t chosen to be a mother, and therefore had to receive another injection in two years, she was sure she’d have a relapse. She would just have to cope with the consequences.


    Today, seeing as she’d scarfed down her chicken, potatoes, and bowl of raisins with the voraciousness of a lion, she feared she was going to crack. What were those breathing exercises the counselor had taught her?


    Chloe took in a long, slow breath through her nose. She placed a hand on her belly and felt it rise, then held her breath and counted to three. Then she pursed her lips, relaxed her jaw, and released a smooth exhale. She repeated the process a second time, but on the third, she rushed the breath out as she noticed Ethan sit down at the table cattycorner to hers.


    When she hadn’t been preoccupied with replaying her visions over and over, she’d toyed with the idea of discussing all of it with him. What if he’d been given a walnut, too? What if he’d seen Carya in the museum, or knew if a half-man, half-horse creature had ever existed? At least then she could rule out schizophrenia for sure. But every time she resolved to scout him out and pick his brain, she remembered the law of paráxeno theáseis.


    She had no doubt that having dreams of a mother–daughter duo with superhuman powers, and a man with a horse’s body, would be deemed strange sightings. She’d be carted off to who knows where, no questions asked. Ethan would have no choice but to turn her in, even if he did know something. Perhaps he was keeping mum for similar reasons.


    Ethan smiled at Chloe, and she realized she’d been staring at him as she reviewed the pro/con list in her head. There were definitely too many cons associated with talking to him, and so plan A was foiled. Her only plan B was to find Damian and see if he’d give her any leftovers. But before she could get up, she saw Ethan coming toward her, bringing his backpack and food tray with him. Chloe quickly spread her napkin over her tray to conceal the fact that she’d cleaned her plate before most of her peers had even sat down.


    “Mind if I have a seat?” Ethan asked. Chloe nodded and took a sip of water. “Don’t you normally sit over there with your friends?” he said, pointing to the far side of the cafeteria.


    Chloe looked over. A group of girls were huddled close to their laptops; she assumed they were studying for a test that was two weeks away. All antisocial over-achievers like her, which made them friends.


    “Yes,” Chloe said. The rest of that answer was she didn’t feel like conversing with anyone, no matter how antisocial they were. She couldn’t risk disclosing anything sensitive. “Just needed some alone time.” It wasn’t really a lie…


    Ethan set down his backpack and food, and took a seat across from her. “I understand that. I get plenty of alone time at the museum,” he said. “A little too much, probably. By the time I get to school on Mondays, I’m actually looking forward to some human interaction.” He put his napkin on his lap and started cutting into his chicken.


    Chloe searched her purse for a mint to keep her taste buds busy. He’d come to the wrong human to interact with.


    “I’m sorry we had to kick you out yesterday,” he said. “My mom said the museum is closed today and tomorrow, too.”


    He had to pique her curiosity. “Really? Do you know why?”


    “I only know that the Religious Council is meeting there with the Fantásmata. Why at the museum, of all places, is beyond me.”


    Chloe felt a spark of hope. Her hands might not be tied after all. Maybe if she was clever enough, and discreet enough, Ethan could provide her with a lead or two simply by answering a few questions. If she was lucky, she might get a hint as to whether or not he had secrets of his own. It was worth a try.


    “Hey, can I ask you something?” she said.


    “Sure.”


    “You might’ve been joking yesterday when you said it, but you referred to the Fantásmata as ‘crazies.’ What did you mean?”


    Ethan sat back in his chair and pulled back his shoulders as he swallowed a piece of potato. “I shouldn’t have said that,” he said, looking at the end of the table. Then he took a swig of water and began biting a cuticle on his thumb.


    Chloe pushed her tray aside and leaned forward as she whispered, “I’m not going to tell anyone anything you tell me, Ethan. I promise.”


    He relaxed a bit, but still avoided her eyes. She would have to open up, at least somewhat.


    “I’ve been thinking a lot about the field trip we all took when we were kids. You know, to the Religious Council building.” Ethan nodded. “Did your class see a Coronation take place, too?” He nodded again. She noticed he’d stopped eating. “Ours was for a man named Acacius. It’s sort of been haunting me lately. The man didn’t want to be coronated, or whatever the word is. He was scared. Why would he have been scared?”


    Ethan shook his head and pressed his lips together. “Old people can act strange sometimes. Maybe he didn’t even know what was happening. His meds might’ve been off. Who knows?”


    Chloe wasn’t buying it. She knew Ethan had more to say. He’d called the Fantásmata crazies for a reason. He’d said they didn’t care if their decisions made sense. He knew how they’d treated his mother by kicking her off her site just as she was making headway. Why wasn’t he talking? What was he afraid of?


    “Chloe, maybe inviting you to the museum wasn’t such a good idea.” He was looking at her now, his leaf-green eyes filled with a mixture of pity and concern.


    “Why are you looking at me like that? What you said in the museum…I thought you…I thought…” Her mind and heart felt like they were racing each other as her thoughts and emotions collided and swelled like a tidal wave.


    “I don’t mean to upset you.” He placed his silverware on top of his half-eaten chicken. “I’d better go.”


    As she watched him walk away, everything in Chloe’s body rushed to a halt. Every breath and cell and thought and heartbeat shook in its place as a fierce wave of loneliness swept through her.


    She had no true friends, no family who truly cared for her; even her own brother was too embarrassed by her to admit he loved her. No bright future to look forward to. All she had was an experience that either proved she was clinically crazy or a criminal in the eyes of the Fantásmata. And neither prospect was favorable.
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    After lunch, Chloe went to the school office and requested the use of her cellphone. She explained to the secretary that she needed to inform her brother, who was in wrestling practice, that she didn’t need him to drive her home from school. When the secretary asked why, Chloe coolly replied that she needed the exercise and wanted to walk on such a lovely day. Satisfied, the secretary then handed Chloe a form and had her record her reasoning and sign her name.


    This piece of protocol fell under Petros’s law of vigilance, by which the whereabouts of all citizens were known at all times. Ostensibly this was for everyone’s safety, but for the first time Chloe felt more threatened by the law than protected by it. Maybe it wasn’t wise to deviate from her daily routine. She’d already been behaving strangely as it was. But changing her mind and erasing her name would only have drawn attention.


    Chloe’s walk home, which she’d intended to be her chance to center herself with deep breaths and mindfulness meditation, was only making her more distraught. It was even adding paranoia to the mix as she wondered whether Ethan had reported her questions to the headmaster. She could be arrested any second.


    For whatever reason, Chloe kept on trudging. She followed a footpath formed by the cross-country runners until it reached the turnaround point at the bridge over the Maqor River. Her thighs were aching and her breathing was labored, but surprisingly, she was enjoying herself. It felt good to exert more than her mind for once.


    She stopped in the middle of the bridge to take in the lazy turquoise river as it snaked its way down the mountain. It looked so inviting, so peaceful with the juniper trees and evergreen shrubs nestled around it. It was a shame it was against the law to swim in the river. She would have given anything to let it carry her away. She wouldn’t have cared where it took her.


    “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


    Chloe jumped at the voice coming from the far side of the bridge, closest to the mountain. She turned to see a young man her age she didn’t recognize. He was tall, with dark, tousled hair that fell in loose waves around his face, touching the tops of his cheekbones.


    Chloe nodded and stared back into the river, hoping he’d pass her and be on his way.


    “I read that the river’s named after an ancient spring,” he said, walking toward her. “Two aqueducts fed its water into Eirene, to the temple that used to be there.”


    Chloe had never heard of any temple in Eirene. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” Chloe asked, not caring whether she masked her irritation or not.


    “No. My apologies,” the man said as he joined her at the bridge’s wooden railing. Chloe pretended not to notice. “I’m Orpheus,” he said. He extended his hand, and after a moment’s apprehension, Chloe took it and gave him her name. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Orpheus said.


    Finally looking at his face, Chloe didn’t know whether it was the water below or the sky above that made his blue eyes shine like sapphires. She wanted to stare and count the different shades of gold and green she saw scattered within them. His olive skin was even smoother than Damian’s, except for the short stubble that lined his full lips and angular jaw. His nose, which was a tad long and slightly crooked, was the only flaw she could see. He was nice to look at, which made Chloe suddenly aware of how un-nice she probably looked, covered in sweat and splotchy makeup. She bent down and set her purse and backpack on the bridge so his eyes would move elsewhere.


    “What are you doing out here?” she asked. Immediately, she regretted the question because she would inevitably be asked to answer it as well.


    “Same reason as you, I presume,” he said, and left it at that.


    Chloe released her left hand’s grip on the railing and realized she’d been clenching it; it hurt to open her fingers. You’re okay, Chloe, she told herself. He’s not your enemy.


    “Are you a senior?” she asked as a gray heron swooped by and landed on the bank below. “I’ve never seen you before.”


    “I’m a junior, actually. My father was transferred here at the beginning of the semester.” Orpheus smiled and pointed at the heron. They watched together as the bird spread its wings and plunged its broad bill into the water. “It was once thought that herons were messengers of the gods,” he said.


    Chloe marveled at the way he spoke, at how he enunciated every syllable perfectly and spoke so clearly. She had never heard a voice like his, so rich and deep, like thunder rolling quietly before a storm.


    “You said there was a temple in Eirene,” Chloe said.


    He nodded. “Where a people called Eusebians worshipped, long before the city was burned to the ground, and all its people plundered and shipped away as slaves.”


    Chloe had heard Ethan mention Eusebians back at the museum. And another group called Alphas. How could Orpheus have known any of this?


    “Do you work at the museum?” asked Chloe, eyeing him suspiciously.


    “No. My father is a keeper, one of only a few who know the whole history of Petros.” Orpheus turned back to her and lowered his head as if he were about to share a secret. “He’s told me a few things about the past. Things that the Fantásmata prefer to hide from the population.”


    Chloe raised an eyebrow. “And you’re allowed to tell just anyone about them?”


    “You’re not just anyone, are you? It isn’t just anyone who hikes up here to get away from the world. Just anyone doesn’t visit the Eirene Museum on the weekend.”


    “Wait. How did you know that?” Chloe asked as sweat dripped along her spine.


    Orpheus looked down at Chloe’s purse.


    She picked it up, spun it around, and sure enough, saw the museum emblem still stuck to its side. “Oh.” She lowered her purse as her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “A friend gave me a pass for my birthday. It was sort of a disappointment. Except for the gryphon fossils. Those were unbelievable.”


    Orpheus laughed and then rolled his neck, popping it. “The Fantásmata won’t allow anything too interesting. They don’t want any ‘rumors’,” he said, forming quotation marks with his fingers. “They think rumors precipitate insurrection.”


    Chloe took a moment to think on his statement. “Why build a museum in the first place if they don’t want people talking about it? The curator seemed to think only the elite ever visit it. But if that’s the case, I wonder why there are only a few fossils and an old scroll. I doubt anyone will go if that’s all there is.”


    Her mind traveled back to the brown-and-yellow pages inside the glass case. She remembered Ethan saying he hoped Iris had “sicked her doma” on her master, Acheron. Did Iris’s doma have anything to do with the fire Chloe saw coming out of her hands?


    “There’s more than that. Much more,” Orpheus said, as the afternoon sun sank into the trees behind them and a warm wind rustled the leaves. “At the museum, did you see anything regarding a woman named Iris?”


    Chloe nodded. “She was mentioned in the scroll fragments. It was written in Próta, though. I couldn’t read anything.” Play dumb. Act normal.


    “She’s the reason the Fantásmata destroyed the temple.” Orpheus leaned away from the railing and stood up tall. “They were afraid of her then, and they’re afraid of her now.”


    “How do you know that?”


    Orpheus paused as he looked at her skeptically, as if judging her trustworthiness by how well she held his gaze. “Are you sure you want to know?”


    Chloe wasn’t sure, but she nodded anyway, silently cursing herself for letting curiosity quash all common sense. For all she knew, this Orpheus guy could be an agent of the Fantásmata sent to ascertain whether she was guilty of experiencing paráxeno theáseis or not. But despite her better judgment, she couldn’t stop herself. If Ethan wouldn’t open up to her, she’d have to take her chances with someone who would.
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    



STRATEGEM


    At the beginning of his first day as a mortal reborn, Orpheus thought his father would have been better off finding a dead actor to woo this woman. Some venerated hypokrites from the stage. He’d always admired the way thespians could effortlessly stifle their own personalities and embody someone else’s, like an oracle channeling a spirit. The way they could manipulate their emotions and cry artificial tears. Poets’ tears were always genuine. As were their smiles and sobs, their fury and their fears. He hadn’t expected it to be this easy.


    The girl named Chloe seemed desperate for someone to talk to. It didn’t seem to matter who he was or where he’d come from. She appeared to be attracted to him, or to his words at least, like a moth to a flame, and he hadn’t even played a single note.


    Throughout their hike, he found himself daydreaming about the first words he planned to whisper to Eurydice. Maybe he would be with her tonight. All he needed to do was get to the portal. Just a little farther.


    “I’m sorry, what did you say?” he asked Chloe. His thoughts were in Elysium, where he was reclining beneath a poplar tree, tenderly kissing his wife as he strummed the first love song he’d written for her.


    “I asked you how much longer until we get to the cave.” Chloe dropped her bags to the ground and took a drink from her water bottle. “I have to be home in two hours or they’ll send a search party. Won’t they come searching for you?”


    Orpheus shook his head. “It’s another benefit of being a keeper’s son. I’m free to roam wherever and whenever I choose.” He was half tempted to stretch those words into a poem.


    “I’ve never heard of such a privilege.” Chloe shrugged. “But I guess there’s a lot I’ve never heard of.”


    “Indeed,” said Orpheus.


    “Indeed,” Chloe mimicked.


    “Have I misspoken?”


    “No, I wouldn’t say that. You just speak very…properly.”


    He smiled. “I speak Próta properly, too.”


    Her head canted right and her eyes squinted at him with suspicion. “You’re kidding. It’s a dead language.”


    “Dead to most,” he corrected.


    “Show me.” She folded her arms across her chest as she leaned against an oak tree that looked to be as old as he was.


    Orpheus grinned. He was amused by her sass. “How about I teach you.”


    “And how are you going to do that in hour?” asked Chloe, putting her hands on her hips.


    “They say the best way to learn a new trade or craft is through immersion. That is, becoming an apprentice so as to learn and observe. Am I correct?”


    Chloe nodded as Orpheus fiddled with the collar of his jacket. He reasoned this was something an actor would do to project nervousness. “I’m not being completely honest with you, Chloe,” he said, raking a hand through his hair.


    Chloe pushed herself off the tree and stood completely still, like a hare that had been spotted in a meadow. She was afraid.


    Orpheus cleared his throat and continued. “Part of why I know so much about Eirene and Iris and all the rest I’ve told you is because I’ve…well, I’ve seen much of it, with my own eyes. It’s how I learned Próta.”


    “Paráxeno theáseis,” said Chloe under her breath. Her eyes widened. “You do know it’s dangerous to tell me this, right? I mean you could be arrested if they found out.”


    Orpheus took a step toward her, and with his blue eyes pleading, said, “Please…you mustn’t tell a soul.” Then he spun away from her and shook his head toward the ground. “I shouldn’t have told you.” He pressed his palms into his temples and gazed up at the pale sky through the branches, another melodramatic pose he’d learned from watching plays.


    “It’s alright, Orpheus,” she said, walking after him. She tapped his shoulder and he faced her once again. “I won’t tell anyone.” Then she paused, cuing him to look her in the eye. “I swear.”


    Orpheus’s face softened. He found himself unable to separate his real self from his acting self as he noted the kindness in her eyes; were he to write a poem about her eyes, he would compare them to starlings’ eggs. Her uninspiring brown hair, on the other hand, he would have likened to a starling’s nest.


    Watching Chloe progress back up the mountain, Orpheus had to remind himself that there was something poets valued far more than outward beauty, and that was truth. Orpheus knew Chloe was pursuing it, and if he had been anyone else he would have been tempted to help her.


    The one piece of knowledge Hermes and Apollo had withheld from him was why she was to become a prisoner. He knew she was special, but how could she be an enemy of Apollo? To her, Apollo was nothing but a myth.


    “Thank you,” he said. Then he commanded his mind stop to thinking and to instead envision Eurydice, her golden hair bouncing and her emerald eyes gleaming as she saw him racing toward her with open arms. He couldn’t let himself feel or say or show anything but lies as long as he was in Chloe’s presence.


    They walked in silence to the shoulder of the mountain before it curved toward the summit. They admired the view behind them, the towers of sandstone and rocky spires interspersed throughout the woodland, and the cliffs of the Apokálypsi mountain range cloaked with shadows.


    Orpheus noticed a mound of scree and four large boulders less than fifteen feet away. Like a migratory bird that instinctively knows its destination when it sees it, Orpheus knew that this collection of stones was his. It was the entrance to Psychro Cave, the place where he would play his lyre and lure his unwitting hostage to her holding cell. Then his job would be done, and he could forget tricks and spells and guile, and finally step into his fate as Chloe stepped into hers.


    “I’m going to show you something I’ve never shown anyone,” he said. This is fate’s decision, not mine. He repeated the phrase in his head, forcing himself to believe it.


    As Orpheus walked closer to the cave, he felt the air around him grow colder, and he was sure the temperature must have dropped twenty degrees. “I know you’re here, Hermes,” he muttered as he zipped his jacket up to his chin.
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    Hermes sped over the rivers and fields of the Underworld like a meteor streaking across the sky. His brothers had been expecting a report for nearly a day. It hadn’t been his fault that the poet’s methods for charming the girl were less than expeditious. It would be his fault if he failed to convince them that the methods were proving effective.


    He landed in front of the palace gate as the Chimera roared from the wall above. Hermes waved at the beast as the six brutes that stood guard stomped their spears in greeting and lifted the latch off the double doors.


    Hermes strode into the throne room, and then, with the bravado of a clown, tossed his cap high into the air, and performed two flips and a somersault before jumping to catch it. He grinned at Apollo, who sat on the steps of the dais twirling the tip of his sword on the obsidian floor. His black cowl was pulled over his head, preventing Hermes from detecting whether Apollo’s mood was fair or foul. Why do I have to be the one ever at their mercy, he thought.


    “Do not dare try and distract me with acrobatics, you fool!” Hades’ voice thundered from his throne. “If you were not our brother, I would have no greater pleasure than binding you to a spit and watching you roast over the Phlegethon River. But keep up your nonsense long enough and not even kinship will stay my temper.”


    “Yes, sire.” Hermes secured the cap to his head and marched forward, all the while thinking how an hour in the sun above would do them some good. There was one thing he had over his brothers, and that was the coveted ability to leave this abyss any time he chose.


    “You will deliver your message and then get out of our sight.” Hades stood up, the sheen of his gilded panoply and the points of his charcoal horns now visible in the torchlight. It didn’t matter how many times Hermes met with Hades, he always felt his innards coil and writhe at the sight of him.


    Long before, the throne of Hades had seldom been occupied. Aside from Hermes, the Lord of Death had traveled more than any of the other rebel gods, for at any given moment he had been busy ripping souls from their dead bodies and dragging them down to the River Styx. But as the Petrodians became proficient at delaying death until they deemed its presence necessary—or advantageous—his errands became fewer and fewer, but Hades was not at all perturbed by this. He spent his days seated on his basalt throne, waiting to receive word of what the Petrodians called a Coronation, but what he and his consorts below knew only as glorious sacrifice.


    “The metamorphosis is complete, My Lords,” said Hermes as he bowed low and remained close to the floor.


    “And the poet is cooperating?” asked Hades. “And stand up so I can see by your eyes whether or not you’re lying.” His voice vibrated in Hermes’ chest and then echoed sharply off the concave walls, a harsh metallic cauldron that could sear the skin of a mortal man in seconds.


    Hermes obeyed and rolled back his shoulders as the final echo faded. “Yes, sire. He’ll soon have the Vessel convinced that he is an Asher, like herself. She trusts him completely.” Apollo stopped spinning his sword. It seemed he finally liked what he was hearing. “They’re entering Psychro Cave as we speak. He will leave her in Circe’s company, and she will be taken care of. I have already given the witch her orders.”


    Hades threw back his head and laughed, his white fangs betraying the evil beneath his mirth. “Clever, indeed. The All-Powerful only said that we could not ‘harm’ her. Circe is nothing if not a gracious hostess.” He erupted in laughter again and sat back into his throne. “Well done, brother. You may go. Return only when the Vessel is secure in Circe’s care.”


    Hermes nodded and walked away from the bellowing merriment, pleased with himself for the scheme he had weaved. All-Powerful, he silently mocked.


    “Hermes, stop.”


    Hermes was just outside the gates when he turned to see Apollo standing behind him. Apollo removed his cowl and placed a firm hand on Hermes’ shoulder. Hermes tried never to stare at his brother’s beauty, at his diamond-blue eyes and the crystalline flecks of light that skipped across his alabaster skin.


    “You must forgive our brother’s temper,” Apollo said. “He can be quite insufferable, especially when there’s much at stake.”


    “I know,” said Hermes, and made to leave again.


    But Apollo clenched his shoulder hard until Hermes buckled beneath his hand, fighting the urge to yelp. “I don’t know if you know,” he said, his diamond eyes darkening. “The All-Powerful knows what is happening. We would be fools to think he is sitting idly on his throne with folded hands.”


    “Apo—” Hermes began.


    “Not a word, Hermes. You think you’re clever, but if you don’t keep your eyes open I will bind you over the fires of the Phlegethon myself. The All-Powerful has not commanded that you remain unharmed.” He shoved Hermes to the ground and stalked back inside the palace.
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    



PSYCHRO


    The coolness of the cave was a welcome relief for Chloe, who, for the last hour and a half, had been perspiring profusely, either because the exercise was making her overheat or because her nerves were on edge since Orpheus had made his admission. Probably both, she decided. She’d been in an inquisitive and fairly amiable mood before he’d alluded to the fact that he had seen and maybe even spoken to Iris. Now she was about as talkative as the stone staircase she was walking down, though her mind was as curious as ever.


    Should she tell him that she’d also experienced so-called strange sightings? Though she couldn’t possibly fathom why, Orpheus had confided in her. He’d told her a secret that would likely reap grave consequences if the Fantásmata ever found out. Half her brain—or maybe it was her heart—told her it would be wrong not to tell him, while the other half, her common-sense half, hypothesized a worst-case scenario. What if he told someone else as easily as he had told her? What if keeping it to himself had become a burden, and now he was trying to relieve himself of it by recklessly rattling on about it to random strangers? Whoever he had told would report him eventually, and when he was caught, what was to stop him from ratting on her?


    As if he could sense the discourse going on between her ears, Orpheus stopped walking and turned to her. “Are you all right?”


    “Uh-huh,” said Chloe with a smile. She pulled her cellphone out of her pocket and checked the time. “I’ve got an hour and twenty-one minutes.”


    “Good,’ said Orpheus. “We’re almost there.” He took a flashlight out of his backpack and handed it to her.


    Chloe tucked her bangs behind her ear as she stopped to shine the light around. She’d been inside of caves before, but never one this massive. The staircase kept winding down, down, down…until she wondered if there was a bottom.


    Giant spear-like stalactites pointed down from the ceiling, while beige-and-brown flowstones overhung the walls in wide, spongy sheets. The ground was a forest of mud-colored stalagmites that smelled of peat and sand. She remembered being scolded by her parents for sneakily trying to touch one, despite the tour guide’s strict orders to “keep your hands to yourselves.” Even now, she fought the urge to reach for the intricate frostwork, a virtual coral reef in the heart of the mountain. Some of the stalagmites were tall and thin, reminding Chloe of skeletal fingers, while others were more conical and rotund, like coniferous trees turned to limestone.


    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” asked Orpheus over his shoulder.


    “In a creepy sort of way, yes.” But compared to the things she’d seen in her visions, Chloe thought this really wasn’t so bad. “Are we going all the way down?”


    Orpheus stopped abruptly beside a sump that was half the size of her swimming pool. She set down her bags, then kneeled and peered into it, a static pane of opaque glass reflecting the twisted clusters of helictites that clung to the walls like frozen worms. She grabbed a smooth white cave pearl and dropped it onto the surface, then watched the waves roll gently across the flowing mirror.


    To Chloe, there was something majestic about this place. The way the formations, so alien and primeval, seemed almost alive, as if they were listening, observing, whispering to one another with every echo, drip, and ripple.


    She jumped when Orpheus’s contorted face entered the liquid mirror’s frame. “This is it,” he said. “This is where I come to learn.”


    Chloe stood up and backed away from the pool, suddenly fearful of its placid appearance. “They come out of here? Iris and whoever else?”


    Orpheus laughed and shook his head. “No, no, silly girl. I go in.”


    “You what?” Chloe tried to appear dumbfounded, but she’d seen too much to label him a lunatic. If she could consume a walnut and be transported back in time thousands of years, why couldn’t he dive into a sump and experience equally illogical things?


    “I know it sounds crazy, Chloe,” said Orpheus, his blue eyes now gray above the water. “But I can show you, if you’ll just trust me.”


    Chloe sighed as she looked up at the fang-like stalactite over her head. She could think of no reason why she shouldn’t go with him. He’d obviously lived through whatever was down there. And he definitely wouldn’t be telling anyone that she’d gone with him, unless he had a death wish. She had only one concern. “How do you breathe?”


    Orpheus laughed at the question, seemingly relieved that she hadn’t written him off. “Just like normal. The water is simply the gateway to where we’re going. I can’t explain it, exactly…”


    Oh, how Chloe understood. But how could she have explained to him that just last night she’d seen a girl disappear before her eyes and nearly die inside walls of fire, all because she’d eaten a walnut given to her by a girl who communicated only in rhymes?


    “How do you know who we’re going to see?” she asked.


    “I don’t. I’ve been going almost every day since I found this place a month ago, and the people and places have been different each time.”


    Chloe blinked at him, hoping he would add something about how friendly the people were, or how the flora and fauna were unbelievably docile and benevolent, but he only proceeded to slip off his loafers.


    “So you just do a cannonball and down you go?”


    “A cannonball?” His face scrunched with confusion, like she’d spoken a different language.


    Chloe shook her head. Where was he from that he didn’t know what a cannonball was? “Never mind. Are you going to keep your jacket on and take your backpack?”


    “You never can predict the weather,” he said, dusting off his sleeves. “And my backpack is precautionary as well. Any more questions?” He flashed a smile that told her he was just as anxious as she was, but just as excited, too.


    Chloe took a deep breath and shined the flashlight on the surrounding city of stone statues one more time. Then she set the flashlight down, plugged her nose, and did a cannonball into the center of the sump.
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    Chloe never felt the weightlessness of being underwater, or the rush of tiny bubbles cascading around her. One second she was in midair, her knees tucked to her chest, and the next she was standing on sand, in a place as primitive and unfamiliar as the cave she’d just trekked through. She could smell the unmistakable scent of salt and seaweed, and sure enough, the Great Sea stretched out behind them. Please, no monsters this time.


    The afternoon sun felt like a laser boring its beam into the top of her head. She shielded her face with her hand and looked up at Orpheus as he made his way toward a small grove of trees, which, thankfully, were thick with leaves. She followed closely behind, wishing she’d brought her water bottle or, even better, a swimsuit.


    When she got into the shade, she turned and stared out at the aquamarine waters. Sunlight glinted off the tops of the languorous waves, and a few gulls circled overhead. There were no clouds in the sky, and no ships or fishing boats on the horizon. She couldn’t tell whether she and Orpheus had traveled across the centuries or were simply lost somewhere in their own time.


    “What now?” Chloe asked, wiping the sweat from her lip.


    “We wait.” Orpheus reached up to the branch above him and pulled off several pieces of round green fruit.


    “What are those?”


    He juggled them for a few seconds, then tossed one to Chloe. “In Próta, they’re called karydiá. We know them as walnuts.”


    Chloe examined the nut in her hands. “Karydiá,” she repeated, thinking, sounds like Carya. She cleared her throat and handed the walnut back to him. “I’m allergic to nuts.”


    He smiled. “More for me, then. I’ll remove the shells as soon as I find a stone to crack them on.”


    “Well, shouldn’t we go explore or something? I don’t guess there’s a water fountain anywhere.” She wilted to the ground like a sun-scorched flower and lay back against the tree.


    “Look,” said Orpheus, pointing toward the sea.


    Before she could look, she heard the sound of dogs barking. She jumped up and hid behind Orpheus. She liked dogs, but she couldn’t imagine wild, island dogs to be welcoming creatures.


    Orpheus said something in Próta. Chloe peered around him to see a beautiful woman clothed in magenta robes standing before not just dogs, but cats, horses, and fluttering parakeets, too. The woman answered him and gave a ladylike bow, her jewel-encrusted tiara glittering in the sun.


    Chloe stepped to Orpheus’s side and smiled at the woman, trying not to think about how disheveled she looked.


    “What is your name, young lady?” the woman asked in perfect Petrodian. She sank a hand into a pouch she was carrying, and scattered seed and fruit slices onto the ground. The small menagerie gathered around the food and grazed happily, not fighting one another or snarling as most animals would.


    “Uh, Chloe, madam,” she said, eyes fixed on a sleek, shorthaired hunting dog munching on an apple. “I didn’t know dogs liked fruit.”


    The woman knelt down and stroked the dog’s back. “These dogs are special. And very well behaved.” She stood up, snapped her fingers, and pointed at Chloe. “Theron, go and greet our guests.”


    Theron swallowed his food and walked toward Chloe and Orpheus, his head drooping and his tail between his legs. Chloe bent over and scratched behind the dog’s ears. He looked healthy enough. Why did he seem so sad?


    Orpheus chuckled, and she looked up to see that a lime-green parakeet had landed on his shoulder. It began to squawk, and Orpheus whistled along to its animated tune.


    “That is Erato,” the woman said. “She fancies herself a muse.”


    “And may I ask who you are?” Chloe asked.


    The woman tilted her chin toward the sky as she answered, “My name is Circe, the monarch of Aeaea, on which you stand.” She lowered her eyes and looked at Chloe, though her proud chin remained aloft. “You’ve not heard of me where you’re from?”


    Chloe looked to Orpheus as she shrugged. “Uh, I’m sorry, but no.”


    “Forgive us, madam,” Orpheus said. “We hail from the future world. And I regret to say that our scholars leave out much of the past from the history books.”


    Circe pursed her lips, and with a clap of her hands every animal stopped eating and pointed their ears toward their mistress. “Come! I’m sure you are famished from your journey. I was just preparing a banquet when Erato informed me of visitors. We shall feast, and I will give you the pleasure of learning what your daft teachers have neglected.” She picked up her long skirts and walked toward the beach, her herd of pets trailing behind.


    “Do you think she knows Iris?” Chloe asked Orpheus. She caught him staring at Circe, at the woman’s suntanned arms swaying to her own melodious song, and her long, bleached hair blowing in the breeze. “Orpheus?”


    “I…I don’t know,” he said. “But I’m hungry. How about you?”


    Chloe took another look at the world around her: the craggy rocks that separated the shore from black, vertical cliffs; the lush copses of tamarisks and pine trees; the azure waves lapping onto the shimmering sand; and the complete quiet that encompassed it all.


    She wanted to feel peace here. She wanted to feel a latent spirit of adventure taking flight inside her and then throw every grain of caution to the wind. As silly as it was, she wanted to be like Rhoda, her yellow-haired, hand-drawn friend who was afraid of nothing, nothing except the ordinary. But no matter how hard she fought it, she couldn’t suppress the unease sitting in the pit of her stomach like a stone.


    She wasn’t hungry. She felt sick. And worse than that, she felt stuck.


    “How do we get home?” She checked her phone, but not surprisingly it was dead, as worthless as the pebbles she was standing on.


    “I don’t know that, either,” said Orpheus, already a few yards ahead of her.


    Chloe wanted to scream at him. She wanted to scream at herself. She was stranded, for all she knew, on a deserted island with a boy she’d just met, and a gorgeous, egocentric animal tamer who probably knew nothing of Iris or Charis, much less why Chloe and Orpheus were the lucky ones traveling back in time to see them. But what could she do? Where could she go?


    The stone in her stomach grew larger as her pulse quickened. She took three deep breaths and recited a mantra her counselor had taught her to say whenever she felt stressed: “Stay calm and carry on.” It didn’t help.
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    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    



SEEDS


    Circe led them through a stone gate into the courtyard of her home. Every animal fit comfortably inside it, and Chloe’s eyes grew wide at the sight of myriad other creatures, some she couldn’t name, napping silently beneath the colonnade. Even the birds, perched on the red tile roof, were quiet, their tiny eyes glued to their guests.


    Chloe glanced at Orpheus to see if he found the scene as strange as she did. Startled by his pale face and glassy eyes, she followed his gaze to an enormous narrow frieze chiseled into the side of the courtyard wall, just below the triangular gable that formed the end of the roof. It depicted dozens of men, some young and beardless, others old and bald, but all of them with woe and torment etched into their marble faces. All of them were struggling, veins bulging from their arms and necks, their sandals broken, tunics torn, striving to break free. But from what, Chloe didn’t know, and she didn’t have the nerve to ask.


    “Welcome to my Elysium,” said Circe, her gold bracelets jangling as she spread her arms and spun in circles, the proud monarch of this otherworldly oasis.


    “Who are they?” Chloe asked Orpheus, her eyes darting back to the frieze.


    In response, Orpheus clenched his jaw.


    “Perfect!” Circe exclaimed. She was standing beside a pomegranate tree, inspecting a piece of fruit. She strode under the covered porch and called for someone from inside the house.


    Chloe gasped to see a half-man, half-horse hybrid step out, his golden head bowed submissively. Circe handed him the pomegranate as she pointed to the tree. Without saying a word, the man—or was he an animal—fetched a wheelbarrow from behind one of the columns, trotted to the tree, and began pulling down the fruit with his brown, muscular arms.


    “We’ll gorge ourselves on pomegranates and honey cakes for dessert,” Circe said to Orpheus and Chloe. She motioned toward a round wooden table in between two long rows of blossoming Jacaranda trees, their branches bending to meet one another and forming a lilac canopy which sufficiently blocked the sun. “Sit,” commanded Circe.


    Orpheus and Chloe obeyed, each immediately eyeing the tiered fountain beside the wall, its water flowing from a stone ring of lions’ heads crowning the top. Chloe was about to run to it and quench her thirst when yet another half-man, half-horse creature appeared holding a jar of red wine and three black terracotta cups. He poured them a glass, his eyes never looking up. Chloe could see that he was very young, her age or a few years older, with a clean-shaven face, full head of black hair, and a broad bare chest that had obviously done its share of labor. His legs and hindquarters were the same color as the hair on his head, and just as strong.


    “Sir?” Chloe said. But the man disregarded her and quickly slipped out of the shade. “I was just going to ask for water,” she said, and then took a gulp of wine. Orpheus laughed as she winced and shook her head wildly, as if doing so might weaken the taste. “It’s awful,” she rasped, her tongue and esophagus stinging.


    “That was a generous drink for your first time.” Orpheus raised his cup and swilled the wine, then breathed in its aroma with a smile. “You get used to it.” He took a drink, sat back in his chair and let out a long, contented sigh. “And then you love it.”


    “Do you know anything about that?” Chloe asked, her thumb shooting back to the frieze behind them. “Who they are?”


    Orpheus’s smile evaporated. His eyes skimmed the purple blooms then fell onto his hands. He opened and closed his fingers as his lips parted a little. “Old heroes,” he said, just above a whisper. His blue eyes, made violet by the trees, locked with hers. “Heroes to whom fate was unkind.”


    Chloe sat still, unsure whether she should probe him further. After a minute, she decided to change the subject. “And what about them?” she asked. “The horse people.”


    “They’re called—”


    “They are my centaurs,” Circe interrupted, her magenta robes sweeping under the table as she sat down. She placed a loaf of dark bread and a shallow bowl of pomegranate seeds in the center of the table. “Very helpful boys, but very dull. They hardly converse, even amongst themselves. I apologize for their boorishness. But in their defense, we don’t receive many guests for whom manners are required.” She laughed.


    “Are all centaurs like that?” Chloe’s mind flashed back to the centaur she saw with Iris, Charis, and the other man, fleeing together in the fire tunnel. She’d been too distracted—and too afraid—to study him for any length of time. She only knew he was ugly, and Circe’s centaurs were anything but.


    “Do you mean brutish, or beautiful?” Circe asked, tearing off a piece of bread.


    “Both, I suppose.”


    “All are brutish.” Circe dipped the bread into a small puddle of olive oil and handed it to Chloe.


    It was the best thing she’d ever tasted, crisp on the outside, fluffy in the middle, and every morsel warm and rich, with just a touch of sweetness. The pit that had been in her stomach was summarily mollified, filled with the decadence of a simple slice of bread. Her mouth began to water.


    “But only mine are beautiful,” Circe added, as she gave both Orpheus and Chloe more to eat. She placed two fingers in her mouth and whistled for a centaur. “More dishes!” she shouted.


    The same black-haired centaur galloped to the table, set three plates in front of them, then bowed and retreated as quickly as he’d come.


    “So skittish,” said Circe, her mouth full of bread. “Like untamed horses, aren’t they?” She giggled, almost wickedly.


    As Chloe washed down another bite with a conservative swig of wine, it dawned on her that she wasn’t as hungry as she was acting. She was stress-eating again. Of course, this island and its residents were unusual, and the circumstances of how she’d arrived there were mind-boggling, but there was something else, something in the animals’ eyes and the dispirited way they carried themselves, in the centaurs’ pitiable shyness, and in the way Circe controlled their every move with a snap of her ageless fingers.


    Chloe could sense that Orpheus was uneasy, too. Ever since she’d asked about the frieze of men in anguish, the “old heroes,” he’d been restless, shifting in his seat, cracking his knuckles, rubbing the back of his neck. What else did he know about them? What else did he know about Circe?


    “Which is your favorite?” Circe asked, bringing Chloe’s unspoken questions to a halt.


    Chloe jumped to attention and forced a smile before taking another drink. “Excuse me,” she said. “My favorite what?”


    “Animal,” Circe said, pouring herself a cup of wine.


    Chloe noticed that every finger, save for Circe’s pinkies, were adorned with rings, each one covered in jewels. How had she become so rich? It was a nosey question, to be sure, but it seemed utterly impossible for a hermit to have such wealth.


    “I have more inside the house,” Circe said. “Deer, wolves, boars, tortoises, leopards, all of them gentle as doves.”


    “In the world we come from,” said Chloe, “we’re only allowed to own one animal: a dog, a cat, or a fish. All the other species are kept inside of zoos and nature reserves. I suppose my answer would be a horse. I saw some a long time ago and since then I’ve always wanted to ride one.”


    Circe’s eyes lit up then narrowed as she smiled. “Excellent answer.” She stretched her arms wide over her head and stared up at the sky through the branches. “We shall go for a ride after our meal,” she said as her arms returned to her sides.


    “I’d love to, but I have to be home soon,” Chloe said, her finger tracing the rim of her cup. “In a few minutes, actually. I’ll be in very big trouble if I’m not.” She took a sip, beginning to change her opinion on wine. Orpheus was right—it just took some getting used to.


    “Oh, nonsense,” said Circe, her smile widening. “There is no time here. You didn’t know?”


    Chloe shook her head and looked at Orpheus.


    “Eat, drink, and be merry,” Circe said.


    Chloe felt a lump in her throat. Who was she to question how time worked? It was obvious, more now than ever, that she knew nothing of physics, or history either for that matter. The whole world was upside down and spinning, and it was all she could do to keep her balance. She downed the rest of her wine. It was the closest thing to stress-eating she could do without devouring all of Circe’s bread.


    “I will have the centaurs saddle the horses,” Circe announced as she stood from the table.


    If Chloe hadn’t been so confused by the picture that statement evoked, she would have laughed.


    “Do try the pomegranate seeds, my dear Chloe. They’re one of the keys to everlasting youth.” Circe winked and tossed a silky curtain of hair over her shoulder as she headed toward the house.


    Well, now Chloe knew at least one of Circe’s secrets. She placed her hand into the dish of seeds and watched them bleed onto her fingertips. She’d never had pomegranate seeds before and wondered if they’d be sweet or tart, and whether she’d feel any younger if she ate one.


    She could feel Orpheus staring as she plucked one out and held it between her fingers. “Would you like some?” she asked, pushing the dish his direction.


    He shook his head. “All yours,” he said. “Excuse me. I’m going to go see if I might be of help inside. Enjoy.” He rose, took his glass of wine, and left Chloe alone at the table.


    It was then that the air got cold, though there wasn’t any wind; the leaves and limbs were completely still, and the sun shined bright outside the trees. Chloe set down the seed and stared at the dish, the red seeds like eyes looking back at her. They reminded her of the myth about Persephone, how she had been abducted by Hades, ruler of the Underworld, and tricked into remaining his queen because she ate seeds just like these…


    “There’s just one warning you should heed:


    Do not eat of the enchanted seed.


    Take a lesson from Hades’ wife,


    Who descended to hell, though she kept her life.”


    Carya’s words echoed like a bell in Chloe’s brain. Her breathing became shallow as the chilled air seeped into her bones. She stood and went to the fountain, hoping the sun would warm her, but its rays felt like sleet against her skin. She gripped the edge of the first tier, leaned over and splashed her face with the tepid water until she could form one coherent thought: the myth of Persephone was just that: a myth.


    Chloe cupped the water in her hands and took a drink as she thought back to the day before. The warning from the odd girl in her backseat had sounded so absurd that Chloe had let it go in one ear and out the other. But somehow—somehow—it had entered her memory before exiting her ear, because now it was the only thing she could think about.


    “I can’t eat those seeds,” she whispered as she turned back to the table. “I won’t.”


    She watched in stunned silence as the bowl of seeds levitated from the table and flew through the air like a discus until it crashed into the frieze ten yards away, smearing a man’s marble face with blood-red juice. A calico cat in the nearest tree hissed and jumped down to the grass.


    Chloe’s hands got clammy as the pit in her stomach returned, this time joined with a burning acidity that climbed into her tightening throat. On her periphery, she saw the magenta hem of Circe’s robes drawing closer.


    “What have you done?” shouted Circe, both her hands raised toward the vandalized frieze.


    “I didn’t do anything,” Chloe said, sweating now that the temperature had normalized to somewhere near ninety degrees.


    “I show you nothing but hospitality, and you repay me with this barbaric act of insolence.” Circe’s white face swelled red with rage. “I used to know better than to fraternize with sycophantic humans. It seems that I’ve gone soft after these thousands of years.”


    “It lifted and threw itself,” Chloe said, frantic boldness mixing with her fear. “You must know something about the supernatural, Circe. That’s why I came here with Orpheus.” Speaking of Orpheus, she wondered where he was right about now…


    Circe’s sinister laugh sickened Chloe further. “You will never know about the supernatural, my dear, naïve girl. Unless…” She began to walk toward Chloe, her lovely features softening with every step. She reached into a pouch near her breast and pulled out a pomegranate seed. “Unless you eat this.” She held the seed to the sunlight, smiling as it glistened like a ruby. “Eternal youth, unthinkable knowledge, impossible beauty, all yours.”


    Chloe stared at the seed, thinking of Persephone. If Carya’s words were trustworthy, the tragic queen was somewhere below her feet in the Underworld, forever beautiful, forever immortal, forever wise. Yet it had all been against her will; all Persephone had wanted was to live her life like anybody else. Chloe, on the other hand, had been warned of the insidious trap, and evaded it. And still Circe persisted. Why? Hades already had his queen. And if he hadn’t, he surely wouldn’t have chosen Chloe Zacharias to marry.


    Asking more questions, Chloe knew, would only encourage Circe to continue tempting her. According to Circe, she wouldn’t know anything until she swallowed that infamous little seed.


    Chloe reached out to Circe and opened up her hand.


    “That’s a good girl,” whispered Circe as she dropped the seed into Chloe’s palm and froze, waiting.


    Before she had time to consider the repercussions, Chloe turned and flung the seed far over the wall. Circe screamed so loudly and so long that the dogs and wolves began to howl. Polecats, weasels, and red foxes that had hitherto been hidden scurried across the courtyard into the house.


    Now that Circe’s last drop of hospitality had drained away, she charged the table and grabbed the pitcher of wine. “Orpheus!” she shouted. “Hermes! Show yourselves!” With an ear-splitting shriek, she raised the pitcher over her head and started back toward Chloe. “Very well. I will have to do this the hard way.”


    And then there was music. Sweet, mellow notes rolled through the jacaranda trees to where Circe and Chloe stood, soothing and light as a summer breeze. Hearing the melody grow louder, Circe reacted as though she’d been stung by a hornet. She threw down the pitcher and covered her ears.


    “What are you doing, you fool!”


    Orpheus was approaching, playing a harp-like instrument Chloe had never seen before. She felt herself calming down and a sublime apathy taking over, erasing every shred of anxiety.


    Circe was on her knees, rocking back and forth and groaning for Orpheus to stop, but after a minute her groaning ceased. Her hands collapsed to her sides as she, too, succumbed to the hypnotic song. Circe bent over and reached for the pitcher, but she faltered and fell to the ground, out cold in two seconds.


    Chloe opened her mouth to speak to Orpheus, but he pressed a finger to his lips, and with his hand bade her sit down on the fountain. Then the music faded as she lay down and felt consciousness slipping away…
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    



TRAPPED


    Orpheus cursed himself as he emerged from the Psychro Cave sump, the mortal girl sleeping soundly in his arms. Why had he intervened? He should have let Circe strike the girl. The blow wouldn’t have killed her. She would only have been knocked out so the seed could be forced down her throat. But Orpheus knew full well that he had acted for reasons that far outweighed merely keeping the girl unharmed.


    It was Circe’s frieze that had done him in. Though he hadn’t lied when he’d told Chloe it memorialized old heroes, he’d kept the whole truth concealed, hoping in vain that if it was left unspoken, his pathos, his vexatious pity, would be repressed. But he’d been unable to repress the memory of the song he’d written, so very long ago, that lamented the marble men.


    “Men of courage, men of renown, bound for adventure all your days,


    You sailed the breadth of the wine-dark sea, for which Petros gave you praise.


    When your ships found harbor on Circe’s Isle, you feasted heartily, drank her wine,


    And one by one, you each transformed into cattle, leopards, swine.


    Never again to hear your children’s laughter, never again to kiss your woman’s face,


    You are explorers made brutes, now trapped in time, in Petros’s most wretched place.”


    Though Hermes hadn’t divulged the details of the doom he’d planned for Chloe, it hadn’t taken Orpheus long to see plainly what was intended. Chloe, this unremarkable Vessel—Vessel of what, Orpheus couldn’t guess—would join Circe’s collection of debased human beings.


    Orpheus thought he’d had the strength to go through with his mission no matter what it entailed, that his love for Eurydice would overrule his sympathy, and silence any treasonous thoughts against his father. But his poet’s heart had been rent, torn in two by the sight of his fellow men creeping along the ground, their intelligent eyes completely vacant, simply desolate black holes where hope of escape had once flickered.


    He was a poet, not a heartless mercenary. He couldn’t hand someone over to be turned into an animal, especially not an innocent.


    Orpheus propped Chloe up against her bags and gently leaned her head against a stalagmite. Innocent, he thought, scowling. You know nothing about this girl, you fool.


    He spat on the cave floor and kicked a cluster of cave pearls into the water. In a little less than an hour, the sedative effects of his lyre playing would wear off; he had to get Chloe home. But then, what of him? What of Eurydice?


    A cloak of cold air wrapped around him. He waited a few seconds, and then watched as Hermes’ golden wand materialized near Chloe’s head and waved in circles around it. His dog-skin cap appeared next, followed by Hermes’ torso, legs, and finally, his ruddy, devilish head.


    “I could have put her to sleep myself if that was what Apollo required,” said Hermes spitefully. His wand continued to wave, reinforcing the lyre’s spell.


    Orpheus winced at the rebuke and pressed his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He couldn’t retaliate or try to defend himself. That would only dig a deeper hole.


    Hermes pointed to the lyre poking out of Orpheus’s backpack. “If I could play that piece of trash, the Vessel would be a little oinker by now, happily eating slop and rolling around in her own filth.”


    “She knew about the seeds,” Orpheus said, hardly opening his mouth.


    Hermes’ eyes closed as he took a long inhale through his flared nostrils. “An irrelevant point, my dimwitted nephew.” He lowered the wand and floated closer to Orpheus. “Whether she knew about the witch’s wiles or not is no concern of yours.”


    “How did she know? Who is she?” Orpheus couldn’t control the rising volume of his voice. “You’ve told me nothing.” He shoved his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out the pouch. “This has told me nothing.”


    A smile played on Hermes’ lips as the gilded wings of his sandals fluttered like those of a hummingbird. Even when he was outraged, he appeared to enjoy the nuances of confrontation. “You’ve been dead for how long, nephew?” He tapped his chin with his forefinger. “Forgive me. That’s an unfair question, more suited for a mathematician than a poet who must count with his fingers and toes.”


    Orpheus flexed his fingers. How he wished to show his uncle that his hands could do far more damage than lulling poor maidens to sleep.


    “No matter the number,” Hermes continued. “The point is, you existed in the Vale of Mourning as the world spun on without you. Meanwhile, Hades, Apollo, and the other rebels and I have been busy keeping things intact. Busy influencing, strategizing, observing, acting and reacting, making sure the Eusebian religion stays buried and their god unknown. I find it amusing that you think you’re entitled to know anything.”


    The sides of Orpheus’s head began to pound, more with frustration than offense. While in the Vale, he’d learned of the genocide that had wiped out a group of Eusebians who followed a religion called the Way, known in Próta as the Hodos. Various sects were suppressed and destroyed all throughout Orpheus’s mortal life. It wasn’t that knowledge that troubled him; it was his waxing concern for the girl he knew nothing about, this Vessel.


    He looked at her dozing peacefully, her chest slowly rising and falling, her hands folded on her lap, and thought of Eurydice, how senseless it had been for her to die, killed by a viper at just eighteen.


    “Perhaps if you’d told me why she’s so valuable to you and the other mighty rebels, I wouldn’t have taken pity on her,” Orpheus said to Hermes.


    He brushed past Hermes and reached down to scoop Chloe up, then lay her down again when he heard the discordant clanging of wind chimes and felt a violent gust beating against his back. He turned and saw Hermes hovering above the sump, his wand pointing down into the water that now roiled and churned as though afflicted by a squall.


    “Come and see,” Hermes said, with a cordial bow of his head.


    Orpheus hesitated. He had a feeling he knew what vision waited for him in that pool, and just the thought of it caused a stabbing pain in his chest.


    “You asked for revelation, did you not?” Hermes shouted. “Come and let me reveal to you all you’ll need to do your duty.”


    Orpheus cocked his head to the side. “My duty? Why not just drop me back into the Vale? I’ve failed, haven’t I?” His orotund voice echoed through the cave like a surging crescendo. His eyes flashed to Chloe, but she didn’t stir.


    “You think it’s that easy, do you?” Hermes sniggered. “You are the one Apollo appointed. You are the one with the talent to charm. You are the one who will do this job.” He floated higher above the water, and with a slight move of his wand, he calmed the waves. “She’s ready to see you, nephew,” he said, gesturing to the smooth black surface.


    Orpheus shook his head, his teeth grinding. “I know what you’re going to show me. It isn’t necessary, uncle. Please.” He would beg if he had to.


    “Orpheus! Orpheus!”


    It was Eurydice’s voice, calling for him in panic.


    “What are you doing to her?” yelled Orpheus.


    He ran to the edge of the sump and stared in. He could see straight down into the same cell Apollo had shown him at Hades’ palace. Only now it was completely bare. No dead flowers, no marble bench, no trellis of lifeless vines, just his darling wife backed up against the prison bars as snakes came slithering toward her. It was easy to see by the dark zigzagging stripe that ran down their backs that they were vipers.


    Eurydice looked up to the ceiling, toward the portal through which Orpheus could see her. Her red, tear-stung eyes darted from corner to corner; she was searching for him.


    “She knows you can see her,” Hermes said, his tone nauseatingly blithe. “Do you insist on being shy?”


    “Let her see me!” the poet roared, his right arm stretching up to Hermes, intent on strangling him. “And as my true self.”


    “You’re certain?” Hermes said, wisely staying out of reach. He folded his arms, pointing the wand toward the wall behind him. “You know she cannot physically die again. She will simply be in pain for a very, very long time. The venom reacts quite nastily with ichor.”


    Orpheus watched as the army of snakes, no fewer than a hundred, flicked their black forked tongues and encroached on their prey; their hisses were almost deafening.


    “Now!” Orpheus pounded his fist on the cave floor.


    Hermes grinned as he lowered his wand and waved it until the murky water became clear as hand-blown glass and a beige tunic replaced Orpheus’s jeans and jacket.


    “My darling,” shouted Eurydice, inexplicable happiness replacing sheer horror, if only for an instant.


    “My love, I’m here,” Orpheus called back. “Darling, sing to them. Sing and they shall be like lambs at your feet.” He reached out and gingerly traced her face with his finger, wishing with everything he was that he could stand in her place. Why must she be tortured for his defiance? “The song I sang on our wedding day, do you remember it?”


    “Oh, Orpheus, haven’t you heard your wife sing?” said Hermes. “It will only speed them up.”


    “Shut up,” Orpheus snarled out of the corner of his mouth so Eurydice couldn’t see. He listened as she began to hum and softly sing the first verse, but alas, the vipers were not quelled. They hissed louder, encircling her as she spun and pressed herself against the iron bars.


    Orpheus stood and looked imploringly at his uncle, who still hovered along the cave wall, looking on with perverse satisfaction. “What do you want,” Orpheus said, hot tears welling as his hands and heart trembled.


    “I’m glad you asked,” said Hermes.


    He flew to Chloe and squatted behind her, brushing her hair with his fingers. “All you have to do is make her trust you. Be her confidant.” Hermes pulled a small book from his satchel and flipped through its pages. “The All-Powerful has already been working. He’s shown her the past, and she has written all about it in here. She needs a friend, Orpheus. A teacher.”


    Orpheus looked back to Eurydice. The snakes were just an arm’s length away, ready to strike at any moment. He could see slick tears trailing down her cheeks as she reached her hand up toward him, completely helpless, completely innocent.


    “I’ll do anything, just stop this,” Orpheus pleaded as he dropped to his knees, joined his hands and bowed his head in supplication.


    Hermes snapped the book shut and tossed it to the poet. “I am so pleased by your cooperation,” he said, though there was only sarcasm in his voice. “I know your father will be very proud.” He bounded to the sump and stirred the crystal water with his wand.


    A weight that felt like a thousand tons lifted off Orpheus’s chest as he watched the vipers shrink back and dissolve into dark ribbons of shadow. “All’s well, my love,” Orpheus cried out, as the water darkened and the cell seemed to descend to a lower level of hell. “I love you.” He felt his heart breaking as she replied in kind, her flaxen hair fading into the void.


    Hermes crouched beside the poet and clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Tell the Vessel who she is, and that you are like her. An Asher. Her doma could manifest at any moment, so it’s of utmost importance, for your sake and mine, that you make quick work of it. I have no doubt that Apollo will give us Prometheus’ fate to share if you don’t.”


    For the first time, Orpheus noticed fear, raw and undisguised, slide across his uncle’s face, overtaking it as a sheet of rain engulfs blue sky.


    “I don’t know who she is,” Orpheus said, twisting himself free from Hermes’ hand. “You’re babbling on like a senile fool.” He rose from the edge of the pool and punched a limestone column so hard his knuckles bled.


    “Control your passions, Orpheus.” Hermes waved his wand, transforming Orpheus’s clothes once more. “I will teach you what is necessary. Nothing more, and nothing less.”


    “Where will the girl go if she cannot be killed?” Orpheus thought for a moment and then said with confidence, “I shall not take part in making her one of Circe’s pets. Eurydice would rather suffer in the viper’s den than learn that I ever came close to assisting such an abomination.”


    Hermes floated over to Chloe and picked her up. “You will leave that to me,” he said as he placed her in Orpheus’s arms. “Return her to her bed and then go to Lake Thyra. Once you’re back in Hades, your education shall begin.”
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    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    



WARNING


    Ethan Ross knew when he saw the Moonbow in the sky two nights before that it was no coincidence the Religious Council was hosting private meetings with the Fantásmata.


    The sound of rain and a bright shaft of moonlight had awoken him just before dawn, and he held his breath as he went to his window and opened the blinds. In the southeastern sky there was a full moon hanging low, it’s right half hidden behind a cloud. To the west was the deluge of rain the meteorologists predicted would arrive. What they did not predict—could not predict—were the seven arches that appeared over the colony for the first time in untold thousands of years.


    Ever since his mother had deciphered the scroll, Ethan had been drawn to it, transfixed by the few scant glimpses of history they’d been allowed to study. He’d never heard of—much less seen—a Moonbow, the phenomenon Iris described in her letter. It seemed a rare thing for her time, too. What had it meant back then? And what could it possibly portend now?


    Tonight, Ethan couldn’t sleep. He was lying awake, watching the shadows of tree limbs sway and shake across the moonlit ceiling. He’d been to the window twice, but the skies were clear, and it was still too early for the Moonbow to form, regardless. Even the question of what it represented and how it might be connected to the Religious Council and the Fantásmata had dissipated somewhat, making room for an even more troubling question, a more personal one.


    It wasn’t even a question, really. It was a reality he had no idea how to handle. He’d proven that earlier when he sat in the cafeteria with Chloe and just stared at her, probably making her feel like a fool, as she spoke about things he’d pondered constantly since that day with her father.


    In the dim light, Ethan could just see the faint white scars, below his elbow, where the beast had sunk its teeth. And although it had been eight years, he could still recall, in sharp detail, all that had happened, even though at the time it had rushed by in a blur.


    Ethan sat up, switched on his desk lamp, and walked to his closet. He pulled the stepstool from the corner, then climbed to the upper shelf and began rummaging through dusty boxes of old clothes and toys he hadn’t touched in years.


    When he was ten, he’d put the diary at the bottom of a box marked Stuffed Animals, figuring it was as good a hiding place as any. Plus, he’d reasoned that the word “animals” would remind him of the rhino-sized wolf he’d seen stalking the shores while his mother was digging pottery out of a hole. But that had proved an unnecessary measure to take; he always knew exactly where the diary was and had been tempted to open it countless times over the years.


    After sweeping piles of hoarded papers and books onto the floor, and pushing aside box after box, he finally found the one he was looking for and carefully lowered it from the shelf. His breath caught in his throat when he opened it and spotted the diary wedged between two stuffed animals he’d received on Lycaea: tawny wolves with white chests and cheeks, not unlike the one he’d seen that day.


    He hadn’t planned it that way. At eight years old, he wouldn’t have been clever enough to consider any association between the creature he’d seen and the festival that honored the Unknown God, and, for reasons unexplained and uncontested, paid homage to the wolf with costumes and trinkets. But now the images struck him like a hand to the face, waking him up to a clue, a confirmation: a signpost pointing him to the Moonbow, Iris, and Chloe.


    Either that, or his active imagination was trying to make things more interesting than they really were, and the best thing he could do was pretend there was nothing to see.


    Ethan carried the diary to his bed and flopped onto his stomach, holding the book out in front of him as if it might sting or bite. After the incident had happened, he’d scribbled everything down and stashed the diary away, knowing his parents would have to report his “strange sighting” were he to tell them about it.


    As a boy, he knew little about the Fantásmata, but the fact that his mother’s body tensed and her voice shook whenever she spoke of them was enough to dissuade him from ever mentioning anything out of the ordinary. Even his questions about how their world was ruled he mostly kept to himself. He’d had sense enough to keep secret what he’d seen, and how he’d been healed, and had left it in the past. Until now.


    With a sigh, Ethan opened the diary and flipped through it until he found the section written in permanent marker, the entry he never wanted erased. Then, before he could talk himself out of it, he began to read.
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    Today was vocation day at school. Every kid got to go to work with his dad all day, or his mom if she wasn’t home taking care of a younger sibling. Since my dad works at the Religious Council, which is off limits most of the time, I went with my mom to the place where she does archeology in Ourania.


    I was so bored and was glad I brought books to read. My mom doesn’t get bored. Neither do the other people who do what she does. She says there’s nothing she would rather do than uncover things from the past that can teach us about the present. One lady showed me an old broken oil lamp and some coins. Then we ate lunch. Then I walked around for a little while and took a nap under a tree.


    After that, the page was nothing but doodles and random drawings. Ethan smiled and sighed through his nose, remembering clearly what his child’s mind had been thinking as his pen had meandered aimlessly, sketching geometric shapes and animals. He had been debating whether to write another word. But eventually the doodling stopped, and two pages later the text began again.
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    I go to school with a girl named Chloe Zacharias. Her dad picks her up from school every day, so I knew who he was when I saw him walking on the beach close to where I had just taken a nap. I don’t know what he was doing out there. We’re not supposed to leave Eirene unless we’re told to or you’re an archeologist like my mom. He looked like he was waiting for a ship to sail by or something.


    I called to him, “Mr. Zacharias! Mr. Zacharias!” but it was windy, and he couldn’t hear me. I started to walk closer and then heard growling coming from behind me, where the tree was.


    It was a wolf, much bigger than any dog I’ve ever seen! It was a yellowish-brown color and had short hair and orange eyes that looked like they were on fire. It showed me its teeth and kept growling, louder and louder. The hair on its back stood up like cats’ hair does, and its ears flattened backward.


    I started to run for it, but it jumped at me and bit my arm. It would have eaten me, but Mr. Zacharias ran up to us and pulled the wolf off of me and onto him. I wanted to help him, but my arm was bleeding pretty bad and hurt a hundred times worse than the time I stepped on a nail on our back porch. The wolf was twice as big as him and took huge bites out of his shoulder and neck.


    Mr. Zacharias didn’t yell or anything, even though there were some people not very far away who probably could’ve helped. He tried to wrestle the wolf, but I knew he didn’t stand a chance. Pretty soon Mr. Zacharias stopped moving. I couldn’t even see his face anymore. He was covered in blood and guts.


    The wolf left me alone. I guess it was tired, or maybe I didn’t taste very good. It ran off toward the cliffs, and I called for help. And then Mr. Zacharias’ leg jerked up in the air like mine does sometimes right before I fall asleep.


    He gasped for air and then groaned a lot and started to move his fingers. I didn’t know what to do. I tried not to cry, but I wanted to. My arm wouldn’t stop bleeding and I was feeling dizzy. Mr. Zacharias noticed me, and then he used all his strength to rock himself up. Then the weird stuff happened.


    Mr. Zacharias sat really still and his shoulders sort of slumped. I thought he’d passed out again. But then all the gashes and bloody openings on his body started to close up, starting at his head and ending at his feet, which were missing their shoes. Even the smaller scratches from the wolf’s claws disappeared.


    I was sure my mind was playing a trick on me, but then he crawled over to me and put his hands on my arm, right where the teeth had gone in. A few seconds later, the bleeding stopped. He took his hands off, and my arm looked like nothing had happened to it at all!


    I asked Mr. Zacharias how he’d done that, but he just told me to keep quiet and not to tell anyone, not even my parents. He looked angry and scared at the same time, but I knew he wasn’t angry with me. He took my hand and walked me back to the edge of the site where my mom was. Then he told me to be careful and left.


    I didn’t tell anyone. And I won’t.


    And then Ethan’s heart missed a beat, for just after his handwriting ended, a typed note that had been stapled to the page began.


    Dear Mr. Ross,


    On behalf of the Fantásmata, I wish to express both our gratitude and our disappointment. We are grateful for your disciplined diary keeping, as without it we would have lacked the necessary proof with which to apprehend Mr. Zacharias. We are disappointed because you chose to keep your experience private, despite your awareness that all paráxeno theáseis episodes must be reported to a Religious Council member. However, due to the significance of your unintended assistance, we have chosen to overlook your unlawful behavior and categorize it as easily corrected youthful indiscretion. We hope, for your sake, that you choose differently in the future, should you ever again be subjected to what we are certain was a traumatic experience.


    If our note remains unseen, we can only hope that your conscience matures and guides you toward the path of unity and obedience, two tenets of our society that we proudly uphold and enforce with fervor.


    Kind regards,


    The Fantásmata


    With chills spreading throughout his limbs, Ethan flipped through the rest of the diary to see if anything else had been left for him. Nothing.


    His heart pounded as he hurried from the bed to the box of stuffed animals and searched it, too, throwing the toys over his shoulder until he reached the bottom. Nothing.


    Whoever had taken the trouble to trespass onto his parents’ property and sneak into his room had done so only to leave that note, that…warning.


    Ethan leaned his head against the edge of the bed, closed his eyes, and made his heart rate come down as he thanked himself—his ten-year-old self—for not journaling the second part, the part he’d hoped he would forget, but never had.
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    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    



ASHER


    Chloe’s alarm began its staccato beeping at six thirty a.m. She rubbed her eyes as she turned and punched the snooze button. When she opened her eyes, she could hardly see. Her window, dresser, and reading chair were only discernible by the morning light that traced them. The rest of her bedroom was black space. It was as if she’d been lost in a cave and gone half blind.


    The cave…


    Chloe sat up and felt for the lamp on her desk and flicked it on, then winced as the brightness burned her eyeballs. She knew she was indeed at home, in her own bed, yet she felt so far away, as though her throbbing head was underwater and her body was detached from it, swimming around below it. She remembered a cave, though.


    She remembered meeting a boy named Orpheus, who led her to the cave. And after a few minutes, she remembered the strange, sad animals, Circe and the pomegranate seeds, and falling into a deep sleep as Orpheus played a song on that odd little instrument.


    Please let it have been a dream, she thought, as she stumbled out of bed and braced herself on the back of her desk chair to keep from falling headlong onto the floor. She shook her head, willing herself to feel normal again. If being drunk felt anything like this, she could understand why drinking wine had been outlawed. And then she turned to her wastebasket and vomited.


    “Are you okay?”


    Chloe peered at Damian’s bare feet out of the corner of her eye. She groaned and retched again as she remembered the wine from her non-dream.


    “I take that as a no,” he said.


    “Get out!” she shouted when she’d finally stopped heaving.


    Damian backed out, then returned a few moments later and set a glass of water next to her knee.


    “Thank you.”


    “I’ll send this in to Dr. Leandros,” said Damian, as he kneeled down and held out his phone to record her.


    “You’re going to make him sick if you film it this close,” Chloe said, as the waves of nausea rolled again. But as she threw up a third time, she had a feeling that Damian was purposefully making the footage as detailed as possible.


    “Awesome,” he said. He patted Chloe on the back and stood up. “I’ll text this to school and bring you some meds, k?”


    Chloe gave him a thumbs-up as she drank the water and grabbed a tissue from her desk.


    “Did you eat something bad last night?”


    Chloe shook her head. She drank something bad. She crawled up onto her bed and curled into a fetal position. It was then it dawned on her that she was still wearing her jeans from yesterday, and they were filthy.


    “I went for a walk after school yesterday and went into a cave,” she said as convincingly as she could. “Maybe I inhaled something.”


    “Do you need to go to the hospital? I can take you as long as it’s before wrestling practice.”


    “You’re very kind, but no, I’ll be fine.”


    Her brother gave her a long look. He actually appeared concerned. But then, it’d been ages since either one of them had been sick. And when they had been ill, it was because their bodies were responding to routine vaccinations.


    “Damian, I’m fine,” she said, managing a smile. “You can have my room if I die.”


    Damian raised an interested eyebrow and smiled as he scanned the room, which was much larger than his. “Thanks.” Then he carried out the wastebasket and returned a minute later with a handful of pills.


    “Finally.” Chloe sighed when she heard Damian pull out of the driveway. Had he lingered any longer she was sure she would’ve said too much and given herself away.


    She rolled out bed and sat down at her desk. Where was her diary? She always kept it in the same spot, squeezed in the middle of her bookends between her favorite dictionary and the first volume of Mythologica she’d received in her first year of primary school.


    Who would have taken her diary? Maggie and Travis never came upstairs, much less took interest in their niece’s private life. Damian, on the other hand, had stolen her diary plenty of times when they were young; it hadn’t mattered where she’d hidden it. But ever since she’d placed it in plain sight and removed the challenge, he couldn’t have cared less about it. Plus, he was too busy being popular to pester her anymore. And what did she have to hide over the past few years?


    Chloe’s mind retraced her steps from two nights before, the night she’d eaten the walnut and written all about it. She hadn’t left the room, nor would she have slipped the book into her backpack, though she rummaged through it just in case. Her stomach had finally settled, but now there was a hammer pounding away at her skull.


    She went to the bathroom and refilled her glass, then plopped into her desk chair and stared at the single walnut atop her mesh penholder.


    “Carya,” she said, as she lifted her chin to the ceiling, “I need some help here. If someone has my diary, they’ll report me to the Fantásmata, and I don’t want to know what they’ll do when they find out.”


    Chloe thought of Mr. Boulos, her history teacher who had been exiled for teaching about the true origins of Lycaea. She thought of Acacius, whose countenance alone had been proof enough that his Coronation was not what it seemed. And she thought of Ethan Ross, the classmate who’d never crossed her mind a single time before he’d given her the most unusual birthday present she’d ever received.


    What are the odds that on the very day she visits the museum, Carya pops up, gives her mystical walnuts, and prophecies about Circe and the pomegranate seed? She pictured the look on Ethan’s face when she sat across from him at lunch and needled him about the Fantásmata. He was agitated, that was for sure, but it wasn’t because she sounded nuts. It was because he was afraid to act as though she wasn’t.


    It wasn’t just a coincidence that he’d invited her to view those gigantic fossils and fragments of Iris’s scroll. He wanted her to know something, but didn’t know how to tell her.


    Chloe took the walnut and held it between her fingers, eyeing it cautiously, as if it might crack open any second and deliver a rhyming message from its previous owner. She waited, almost wishing it would move.


    Chloe, you are ridiculous. She set the walnut in the empty gap of her bookends where her diary had been. She didn’t need her diary anyway. The walnut would be the only memento she’d need if she ever wanted to reminisce about Orpheus and the Isle of Aeaea. But the question of where it was and who had read it made her feverish blood run cold.


    She had to find Ethan. She had to make him talk.
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    Please meet me at Astrolux after wrestling practice. CZ.


    Ethan got out of his truck and removed the note from under the windshield wiper. After he ripped it to shreds and dropped the pieces into his pants pocket, he got into the cab and dropped his head onto the steering wheel. Then he lifted it and dropped it again with a careless thud. He never should have given her the one-day pass. He’d wanted her to figure things out on her own, not recruit him for help.


    He sat up in the driver’s seat and thought back to the seal at the bottom of the note left from the Fantásmata. The Próta form of the letter F was bold in the center, with a black circle around it and a thick red column splitting it down the middle. Surrounding this was a black-and-red serpent wrapping the perimeter, swallowing its own tail.


    Ethan shivered. He’d been given a clear warning never to withhold anything from the government again. But he wasn’t in danger of doing that, was he? He hadn’t seen anything, nor had he heard anything escape Chloe’s lips that could incriminate her. The only thing he knew that would be of interest to the Fantásmata was the last thing Mr. Zacharias had told him just before a car accident took his life. It had been one of the few premature deaths in Ethan’s lifetime.


    Ethan restlessly tapped his hands on the wheel, wishing he could go back in time, back to the day he’d seen Mr. Zacharias walking on the beach. He would have made himself stay put and mind his own business. Then the wolf never would have attacked him, Mr. Zacharias never would have healed him, and Ethan never would have written in his diary the words that got Mr. Zacharias arrested, and—Ethan couldn’t help but think—murdered.


    Still feeling chilled, Ethan started his truck and turned on the heat. How could he live with himself if he ignored Chloe’s note or, worse, lied, telling her it must have blown away? He might have been innocent, but he still had her parents’ blood on his hands. And for all he knew, hers might be next.


    Ethan opened the center console and pulled out a small leather bag, the one Mr. Zacharias had given him. Ethan had placed it there after discovering the letter inside his diary, planning to mail it to the Fantásmata with a note expressing his apologies for remaining silent as a boy. Perhaps they would consider it an olive branch and he could sleep a little easier at night.


    But now, holding the pouch in his hand, he didn’t feel fear, but inexorable shame. Was he really going to just roll over and hand the bag off to the Fantásmata so they could “apprehend” Chloe as they had her father? He could forget sleeping altogether if he buried his head in the sand without at least telling her what he knew.


    He had to meet her. It was the least he could do for the man who’d saved his life.
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    “He took his time deciding,” said Orpheus, as he watched Ethan’s truck pull out of the school parking lot. “What do you think he’ll do?”


    Orpheus had spent the night in Hades’ palace, watching the past literally unravel before his eyes while mists, created by Hermes for the occasion, rose from an ephemeral stream. Scenes of the life of the woman named Iris flickered within them, and even glimpses of her gifted predecessors paraded across the gossamer-like screen. He saw men and women with astonishing powers, ones that put his talent for music and poetry to shame, and each one aligned with a color of the Moonbow.


    The first man he saw, the one called Asher, had turned ochre earth into a bright red tablet on which he wrote his prophecies. Asher could make tablets from any part of nature he wished, be it grass, or sand, snow, or salt. And with them, he obediently recorded what the All-Powerful told him to for the rest of his days.


    Another, a man named Icarius, had Herculean strength combined with superior combat skills. He’d used them to singlehandedly slay an Alpha phalanx when they’d laid siege to Eirene; the indigo arch of the Moonbow was represented by the veins of his massive arms. Icarius’s daughter, Erigone, was a builder of siege engines the pale yellow color of the Moonbow’s third arch and the desert sands they rolled upon, weapons that had routed the finest Alpha armies.


    But not all Ashers were glorious. Iris’s aunt, Corinna, had a doma that transformed her into a fearsome gryphon, a destructive weapon in and of herself. But she’d run away from home as a child, well before her eighteenth birthday, the year the gifts manifested. And with no one to guide or teach her, she fell prey to one of Apollo’s men. She became assassin of her own people. The color of her doma was blood red, as was the doma of the last Asher, the one called Mania; Próta for “fury.”


    Iris had the ability to create fire with her hands, whether a minuscule spark or a blazing inferno. With it, she’d killed the man who’d corrupted Corinna, wounded the monster that tried to steal her child, and led her people through a fiery tunnel to escape Mania the day she razed Ourania to the ground.


    It was Iris who had provoked Apollo’s wrath. It was she who had lived to see the fulfillment of the prophecy about Phos, Duna’s son, who had been sent to free the Eusebians from evil and tyranny. It was she who had tried to outrun the Moonbow, the symbol of hope that was now appearing once again, calling to the Vessel named Chloe.


    Hermes nudged Orpheus’s arm. “I wager that the boy will side with the Vessel. I’ve observed men long enough to know which are noble and which are spineless, and this one has a mild obsession with the heroes of long ago.” Hermes looked away and filled his immortal lungs with the fresh fall air. “Beat him there. I’ll fly you to meet her.”


    “And what of the boy?”


    “If you do your job well, he’ll back off,” said Hermes, every word an admonishing jab. “He may have a spine, but he has a heart, too. He won’t want it broken.”


    “He has romantic feelings for the girl?” Orpheus asked.


    How much did Hermes and the other rebels know about the personal lives of mortals? Was childish eavesdropping how they spent their time when they weren’t scheming and carrying out Apollo and Hades’ plans?


    Hermes smiled. “He’s wisely kept his distance from her. But if it weren’t for his past, I imagine he would give her at least one of those saccharine sonnets he’s written about her.”


    Orpheus felt a twinge in his human heart. He couldn’t help but feel sympathy for a youth in love, even more so when the love was kept secret, shut up in the solitary crevices of Ethan’s own soul.
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    



DOMA


    Hermes landed Orpheus on a street corner amid a crowd too busy to notice a man appearing out of nowhere. Orpheus felt warmth rush into his skin as the last trace of invisibility lifted away. Nearly everyone, he noticed, held a brown paper coffee cup. He followed his nose and walked into the Astrolux café just one block away, where he spotted Chloe waiting at the end of the line.


    “Good afternoon,” he said softly, so as not to startle her.


    But her shoulders jumped to her ears anyway. She darted out of line and hurried toward the door.


    “Where are you going?” he said as he followed her, smiling at the group of teens filing through the door, blocking her way out. “Chloe, I need to talk to you. Please, just give me five minutes.”


    With a sigh, she let the door close, but not before glancing up and down the street. “I’m waiting for someone.”


    “Please, Chloe. I know you have questions about what happened last night. I want to tell you.” He moved closer and whispered, “I want to help you.”


    Chloe turned and gave him a look of disgust. “Help me? You mean lead me into a secluded cave and introduce me to a psychopath? You mean watch me intoxicate myself, and then lull me to sleep with your stupid music?”


    “I only wanted to put her to sleep,” said Orpheus. “Not you.”


    Seeing that his words did little to appease her, Orpheus pulled off his backpack and set it on the empty table beside him. He unzipped it and slid out the lyre, just enough so she could see its crossbar.


    “I found this in that cave during a hike a few months ago,” he said. “I’ve always had a flare for music, but this…this is supernatural, Chloe. I play it, and wild animals creep out of their holes and sit at my feet. My own family walks about in a halcyon daze. And if I play something particularly pacifying, even the most highly strung become comatose, as you saw for yourself with Circe.”


    Chloe folded her arms, looking at him as though he were speaking gibberish. “So I owe a thank-you to a harp?” She laughed and pushed the door open.


    Orpheus snatched his backpack from the table and followed her onto the sidewalk. “It’s a lyre, actually. One of the most well-known instruments of the ancient world.”


    Chloe sat down at the outside table farthest from the door and eyed Orpheus with a skeptical smile. “You know, I’m wondering if I wasn’t drugged last night and hallucinated everything.”


    She looked down at her nails and began to pick at them. “Your father is a keeper, correct?” Orpheus nodded. “He’s definitely a man of many secrets. And he’s obviously taught you a lot about Petros’s past. Why should I doubt that he’s also taught his son a few handy life skills, like how to deceive and debilitate his fellow man?”


    Orpheus took the lyre out of his backpack and sat down in the corner. “The only way to debilitate my fellow man is with this,” he said, holding the lyre by the arms that had been made from the horns of an oryx. He pulled his plectrum from his pocket and began to strum.


    The melody was soft at first, blending into the buzz of conversation and the whir of traffic. Still, after just a few seconds, Chloe was leaning forward on her elbows, her eyes staring intensely at the six strings as they vibrated with irresistible euphony. How would he prove to her that the lyre’s power was authentic if she was transfixed by his playing?


    Orpheus set the plectrum down and watched as Chloe’s brows furrowed, the last note fading into the noise around them.


    “Are you going to play, or what?” Chloe said.


    Orpheus had to laugh. “I just did.” He pointed to the crosswalk at the end of the block. “Go down there and watch.”


    “Your magic instrument only works within a certain radius?”


    “Are you always so snide?” he asked, finding himself, once again, more amused by her backtalk than riled by it.


    Chloe grumbled something unintelligible and scooted back her chair. “Make it quick.” Then she stuffed her hands into her jacket pockets and strode down the sidewalk.


    Orpheus rolled his eyes. When he saw that Chloe was a safe distance away, he began to play once more.


    Two canines were the first to be lured. The smaller one, long-bodied and short-legged, wriggled out of a woman’s sizeable tote bag at an adjacent table and jumped into the chair where Chloe had been sitting. The second dog, much larger and resembling the shepherds’ dogs Orpheus knew as a boy, refused to continue walking beside its master. It sat on its haunches in front of Orpheus as its petite owner whistled and tugged at its leash; even a treat from her purse couldn’t coerce the animal to move. It just sat there, looking at Orpheus as its fluffy tail fanned back and forth.


    The children were next. Breaking free from the hands of their parents, they joined Orpheus at his table, dragging unused chairs from other tables to be as near to the music as possible.


    Orpheus laughed to himself, remembering how his friends once joked with him that he’d be the happiest of papas one day, so long as he held onto the lyre that could turn rowdy children into stoics. He counted himself fortunate that he and Eurydice hadn’t yet had children when she’d died. He couldn’t imagine raising them without their mother. But then, with children, he would have had a piece of her always, little reminders, perhaps, of what made her laugh, how she carried herself when she was blissfully happy, or how green her eyes were in the spring.


    Orpheus jumped in his seat when a young towheaded girl pushed her tiny freckled face to the glass window behind him and tapped her mother’s shoulder. A few seconds later, she, her siblings and every other café customer were crowding the sidewalk, completely mesmerized by the buoyant lilt flowing from the strings. Not a single person spoke; they all smiled contentedly as though they had just woken up from the sweetest of dreams.


    The poet eyed Chloe leaning against a traffic signal, her arms folded in that defiant, unimpressed way of hers. He decided to change his tune.


    Little by little, Orpheus slowed the upbeat cadence, letting the melody gradually fade from a jubilant benediction to a sober ballad, one he’d written about the Pleiades when studying the constellation on a winter night.


    The children began to yawn. The shepherd dog beside Orpheus lay down and rested its head on its paws. The smaller one was already fast asleep, curled up in a furry chestnut ball, its pink tongue sticking out. After a minute, everyone, adults included, was sitting on the concrete at Orpheus’s feet, nodding off as steam continued to rise from their forgotten cups of coffee and cocoa.


    The only active body was Chloe’s, as she walked back towards Orpheus, a patronizing smirk on her face as she applauded him. “You’ve proved your point,” she said. “Now let the poor pedestrians go and explain to me how you’re doing that.”


    As Orpheus rose from his chair to obey, he took a quick survey of the audience that had congregated. He was pleased to see that Ethan was not among them. What had Hermes done with him? Pushing the question from his mind, he gave a gracious bow and thanked his captive listeners for their attention, though he knew they were still too stupefied to hear him. Slowly, however, the trance wore off, and the dogs began to sniff and circle each other as the humans helped each other to their feet.


    Orpheus put the lyre back into his bag and went speeding down the sidewalk to join Chloe before people had time to scratch their heads and wonder what had occurred.


    “Now talk,” Chloe said as they turned the corner. “How do you do that?”


    “It’s a gift,” replied Orpheus. He lowered his head and whispered, “A doma, to use the ancient word.”


    Chloe gave him a wary sidelong glance. “And where, pray tell, did you receive this doma?”


    She stopped in front of a shop with a small chalkboard outside the door that read: FLAVOR OF THE DAY: POMEGRANATE PUNCH. She pointed to it and turned to stare at Orpheus. “If what happened on that island was real, do you realize how traumatized I’m going to be for the rest of my life? I couldn’t eat the ice cream of the day without imagining Circe coming at me with a bronze pitcher.” She opened the door and motioned for Orpheus to go in.


    “What are we doing?” he asked as he gazed at a giant display case filled with small troughs of colorful globs. People eat this?


    “I’m hungry.” Chloe’s eyes danced across the bizarre offering of pabulum set before them. Then she looked down at the phone she now held in her hand and frowned. “I’d better go back to Astrolux. I was waiting for someone before you showed up.” She shook her head as she sighed and tilted her chin to the ceiling. “I can’t believe this is happening.”


    “Is the person you were there to meet tall and a bit gangling?”


    Chloe nodded.


    “And does he have short dark hair? Pale?”


    “Yes…”


    “He showed up,” Orpheus lied. “But when he saw the audience I amassed at your behest, he left before the lyre could affect him.”


    Ignoring him, Chloe marched up to the counter and gave her order to the cashier. “What do you want?” she asked over her shoulder.


    “I’m not hungry, thank you.”


    “And one chocolate brownie,” she said to the cashier.


    Orpheus watched as the man took a silver scoop and filled a pink paper cup to the brim with a brown heap of what the esteemed poet could only compare to cow manure. The cashier stuck a tiny wooden spoon in it, handed it to Chloe, and then proceeded to stuff another cup, this time with a creamy-white variation of the unappetizing sludge in the first cup. Oh, what he wouldn’t do for a plate of sausage or a bowl of Eurydice’s lentils. He began to salivate.


    He sat down at the furthest two-person table and Chloe joined him. Without a word, she dug her spoon into her cup and pulled out a mound of white goop, the whole thing covered with pastel specks and dripping with a dark, honey-like substance. After a while, when the cup was half empty, she lifted her head. She stopped eating when she saw the Orpheus staring at her, a look of repulsion still etched onto his face.


    “Here, have some,” she said, pushing the untouched cup of brown mush towards him. “I got it for you in case you changed your mind.”


    “Or in case you’re not satisfied after you’ve finished masticating your present portion of florid excrement,” he said flatly.


    “My what? Have you ever even had ice cream?” His silence answered for him. “You are the strangest person I’ve ever met.”


    “And you are the rudest person I’ve ever met,” he countered.


    Unfazed, Chloe licked her spoon before dunking it back into the cup.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, reminding himself that it would be infinitely more difficult to win her trust if they were enemies. “Let’s start over, shall we?”


    “Fine by me. You said this would take five minutes, and so far it’s been almost twenty. And all I’ve learned is that you and that Circe woman are wackos, and that you’re a fool for thinking I won’t report this to the Fantásmata.” She let her spoon rest against the rim of the cup, anticipating his reaction to her words.


    “You swore you wouldn’t.” His voice broke and he lowered his eyes with flawless dramatic effect.


    “Name one good reason not to.” She was clearly unmoved by his show of self-pity.


    “Because you and I are the same,” he whispered.


    This got her attention. She sat back in her chair, her eyes locked with his.


    He didn’t move a muscle as his thoughts refocused on Eurydice and what he must do to join her.


    Chloe’s body relaxed as she pulled her chair forward and cleared her throat. “What…what exactly do you mean by ‘you and I are the same’?”


    “I mean I’m not the only one with a doma.”


    Chloe laughed and pulled at the cuffs of her long-sleeve shirt. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. There’s nothing special about me, unless you count the fact that I’m one of the only orphans in Petros.”


    “You are special, Chloe. You just haven’t been given your gift yet. But when you have it, everything will change.”


    Chloe nodded toward Orpheus’s backpack on the floor next to his chair. “I’m sorry if this offends you, but I have a hard time seeing how anything could change if all I have is a lyre that knocks people out.”


    She doesn’t know what she’s saying. She doesn’t know you. Orpheus felt anger and, yes, offense swell inside him. His lyre was his entire life—had been his entire life. And it had changed everything by bringing him his one and only love.


    “You don’t have to worry about receiving a lousy lyre as your gift,” Orpheus said finally. “Every doma is different, or so I’ve been told.”


    “Told by whom? And where did you get your doma? And what if I don’t want one?”


    Orpheus closed his eyes, replaying her questions in his mind. Why did she have to be so inquisitive? “Told by Iris,” he said at last. “As for your other questions, I’m afraid I don’t have the answers. I was hoping our little adventure in Psychro Cave would have provided more insight, but we both know it was a disappointment.”


    “That’s a bit of an understatement, don’t you think?”


    Orpheus laughed. She was inquisitive and had a dry wit, two qualities that weren’t making his mission any easier. He wished he could loathe her.


    “The thing is,” Orpheus said as he recalled the lines Hermes had told him to memorize, “I only know that your gift and mine can answer those and thousands of other questions that the powers that be don’t want answered. We just have to work together.”


    Chloe looked out the window, squinting in the low, late-afternoon sun. She considered his words. “How do you know I’ll receive a doma any time soon?”


    Orpheus pointed at the clouds. “Have you looked up into the night sky lately? The Moonbow appeared three nights ago. And you also just turned eighteen, like me. That’s when Iris says it happens. Approximately, anyway.”


    “The Moonbow?” Chloe picked up her cup and slid her spoon into a smooth corner of the ice cream.


    Orpheus shrugged. “I’m just the messenger.” He’d heard that line from Hermes at least a thousand times. “But now that the Moonbow has returned, Iris says she will meet us and answer all our questions.”


    Chloe finished her ice cream, then sat in silence as more customers began filtering into the shop.


    Orpheus’s knees bounced nervously. He pressed them down and started to hum the calming ballad he’d played out on the street. He had until sunset to take her to Lake Thyra, the portal to Hades, and time was slipping away. The more minutes that passed, the greater his chances that something would go wrong and he would be back in the Vale of Mourning, or worse, suffering in some forsaken corner of Tartarus, the uttermost sphere of hell.


    “Okay,” Chloe said. “I accept the message, and I’ll give you another chance. But if this Iris you’re talking about is anything like the seed lady, I’m out.”


    “Deal,” said Orpheus, using every ounce of self-restraint he had to keep from smiling like a buffoon.


    “And one more condition.”


    Orpheus slouched in his chair and ground his teeth. Maybe he could loathe her after all.


    Chloe moved his cup of muddy-brown ice cream in front of him. “You have to try this.” She scooped out a spoonful and handed it to him.


    Suppressing his gag reflex, Orpheus raised the spoon to his mouth and forced it between his lips. Instantly, he sat straight in his chair, his tastebuds flooding with the sensation of rich, velvety sweetness. “It isn’t excrement,” he said in surprise as he took another bite.


    “It’s chocolate,” Chloe said, pressing a finger to her lip to stifle a laugh.


    For the first time since he’d been alive again, Orpheus felt at ease. Freedom and happiness were so close, he could taste them, just as well as he could the delectable chocolate ice cream.
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    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    



JASPER


    After waiting twenty minutes for Chloe to show up at the café, Ethan finally gave up and made his way back to his truck. He wasn’t sure if he felt relieved or disappointed that she hadn’t come. On the one hand, the last thing in the world he wanted to do was risk putting himself and his family in danger by revealing his long-held secret to Chloe. But on the other, he’d sensed a surge of adrenaline flowing hot in his veins as he’d considered what might happen, what might change, if Chloe knew her father’s last words to him.


    He’d begun to look forward to throwing caution to the wind, to telling her the truth, come what may. It was reckless, to be sure, but it was a thought that thrilled him. But she hadn’t shown up, and he felt stupid for thinking that confiding in her could possibly be a good idea.


    And there was a second reason for his disappointment, one he couldn’t ignore. For thirteen years, since he’d first sat next to Chloe in grade one, Ethan had harbored feelings for his distant classmate, the girl who always kept to herself, speaking only to him when the subject pertained to their studies.


    As a young boy, it had been her long white-blonde hair that had first caught his attention. He’d often play with its ends when they stood in line in the hallway or when she leaned over her desk while writing. But as she got a little older and her hair became darker, he began to be interested in much more than her outward appearance.


    He admired the intensity with which she listened to their teachers, and the way she chewed on her pen cap when she was momentarily stymied during an exam. He had to stop himself from staring at the soft curve of her neck, and the rose blush on her cheekbones as she read during study hall.


    It wasn’t that she was beautiful—it was that she was lovely. It was that she stood out like a radiant white lily among an amber field of barley. It was that, despite her quiet confidence and her preferred detachment from social groups and pastimes, there was a sad loneliness that he could see clear as day when she thought nobody was watching.


    But Ethan had been watching for years. And had he met with her at the café, he would have been one step closer to gaining her friendship; giving her two ears eager to hear anything and everything she needed to say, starting with how much she undoubtedly missed her parents.


    Ethan felt a drop of rain splash onto his forehead. He looked up as a dark gray cloud passed over the sun and released a few sprinkles, with the promise of an imminent downpour. He saw the sign for his favorite ice-cream shop a few yards ahead and picked up his pace before anyone else around him got the same idea to wait out the rainstorm with two scoops of strawberry swirl.


    Standing in line behind an indecisive gaggle of preteen girls, Ethan looked around the shop for a place to sit and do his homework. And then he saw them, sitting by a window in a far corner: a guy he’d never seen before, and Chloe.


    Ethan felt his heart sink like a stone. Before he let himself feel anything else, he was out the door, walking in the rain, not bothering to pull out the umbrella stowed in his backpack.


    Thunder boomed, shaking the glass storefronts as he walked past them. Twin bolts of lightning ripped through the sky just over the parking lot at the end of the block, followed by another deafening thunderclap. The wind picked up, sweeping the rain into Ethan’s face and body, pricking his skin like needles.


    He didn’t care. The louder the storm and the stronger the wind, the less his mind could entertain feelings of heartbreak, or thoughts of shame for having tried to help Chloe despite the Fantásmata’s warning.


    Take it as a sign, he told himself.


    It wasn’t just a sign to keep Mr. Zacharias’s words to himself, but to let Chloe go—from his thoughts, from his cares, from his heart. She’d had her chance to speak with him. But Ethan knew that one thing would continue to eat at him, and that was the question of who the guy was. Chloe never went out with anyone, much less someone she hardly knew.


    He shook his head, laughing at himself as rain whipped his cheeks. Chloe was a private person. If she had a boyfriend, she certainly wouldn’t tell Ethan about it.


    He sat down on a bench beside a bus stop just as the wind and rain began to die down. He took out the leather bag from his coat pocket, the one he’d intended to give Chloe. Opening it, he pulled out the gold chain and held the smooth red rock attached to it in his palm. Ethan had seen several such stones before, while working in the museum with his mother, but this one was different. There was no patterning on it, no rinds from weathering, no orbital rings, no banding. Its simplicity is what made it beautiful. It was as if it had never been touched by water or wind, or mingled with sediments or ash; it was completely pure.


    The stone was small, no bigger than the tip of his finger. He had to stop himself from imagining how good it would look around Chloe’s neck, granted the Fantásmata wouldn’t take an interest in it; he had a feeling that they would.


    “Mind if join you?” asked a gruff-sounding voice.


    Ethan looked up to see a middle-aged man with horn-rimmed glasses, a white goatee, and windblown copper hair that showed no signs of thinning. He wore brown corduroy pants and suspenders over a wrinkly button-up shirt, all of which were quickly becoming drenched.


    “Not at all,” replied Ethan. “Are you a fan of rain?” He zipped his coat to his chin and slipped the necklace into the breast pocket.


    “Oh yes,” the man said, lifting his head up to the sky as droplets splashed onto his glasses. “A cold front is moving in too, I hear. Winter might be arriving early.”


    Ethan nodded and rubbed his hands together as chilly air replaced the rain. “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t get ice cream.”


    “Indeed. A nice hot tea with Miss Zacharias would have been better.”


    Ethan’s heart beat like a drum inside his chest. If this man worked for the Fantásmata, it wouldn’t do him any good to play dumb. But what would happen to Chloe if Ethan gave the man the stone?


    He grabbed his backpack and had risen halfway from the bench when the man said, “I don’t mean to cause alarm, Ethan. I just thought I’d better prove who I am straightaway so you’d believe the rest of what I have to say.”


    Ethan sat back down, though as he did so, he grabbed his keys from his jeans pocket. If things went south, he knew he could at least outrun the man, hop in his truck, and take off. It was a pathetic plan, but better than none at all.


    “I’m not a part of your government,” the man said, “if that’s what you’re thinking.”


    Ethan felt himself relax a little. “Who are you, then?”


    “A helper,” said the man, as if his response needed no explanation.


    “I don’t need help.” Ethan stood again and slung his backpack onto his shoulder. “Have a good evening.”


    Ethan had run halfway to his truck when a blood-red sphere the size of a star appeared in the smoky sky and slowly began to trace a curve upward. It was as if a hand were painting it, a perfect ribbon, onto the slate canvas of clouds. He turned back to the man on the bench to see if he was watching it, too, but he had gone.


    “May I see the stone?” The man was right beside him.


    Ethan’s eyes darted from the man to the bench, then back to the man. “How did you do that?” The man couldn’t have run; he wasn’t even out of breath.


    “I’m quicker than I look.” The man smiled. “Katsaros is my name.” He extended his hand and Ethan shook it firmly.


    “And something tells me you already know mine.” Ethan took the bag out of his pocket and handed it over.


    Katsaros untied the bag and gently tugged on the golden chain until the necklace hung from his fingers. He removed his glasses, his squinty eyes widening as he admired the red stone. “Jasper,” he whispered to it, as though it were a long-lost friend.


    “Would you mind telling me just how much you know about me and that rock?” Ethan asked. Then he looked up at the red arc in the sky, just as pristine as the stone, and added, “And how much you know about that.”


    “I know all there is to know.” Katsaros held up the stone, beaming at it like a father would his newborn child. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen it. Two thousand years, give or take.”


    Ethan eyed the man suspiciously. He must be crazy, a vagabond, perhaps, whom the authorities hadn’t sheltered yet. That would explain his delusions, but not his knowledge of Chloe and the rock.


    “Let’s see if I remember,” Katsaros said, and began to recite.


    “Jasper, red as blood and the Moonbow’s highest band,


    Carry Jasper with you in your heart and in your hand.


    Remember the bow still shines after darkest days are done.


    Remember hope will follow you into bright orange desert sun.”


    He lowered the stone and gazed pensively into the crimson arch. “Iris loved to recite the little songs of Carya.”


    Ethan watched the arch begin to bend and contort as charcoal streaks of cloud crashed into it. A bolt of lightning sliced down the center, leaving flashing red sparks where the bow had been.


    Katsaros knitted his brow; his reverie was shattered.


    “You knew Iris?” Ethan asked. Now he knew the man wasn’t a loon. Nobody knew about the scroll except his mother—and the Fantásmata. “You know what, that’s a stupid question.” Ethan kicked some gravel across the pavement and blew hot breaths onto his hands. “I can’t believe I’m talking to you. Of course you work for the government. How else could you know about that scroll?”


    Katsaros gave a resigned sigh. Ethan couldn’t help but think he looked more like a bookish librarian than a devious, undercover agent representing the Fantásmata.


    “You can’t take me at my word?”


    “I’m afraid not,” said Ethan.


    “It’s as good as gold. Or should I say ‘as good as amber’?” Katsaros’s eyes twinkled as his inflection rose.


    “Someone got himself killed for fabricating an amber scroll,” said Ethan. “I suppose you know that.”


    Katsaros’s eyes filled with sadness as he clutched the jasper stone in his fist. “The Alphas have done everything in their power to erase every shred of the Eusebian oracles. Real or otherwise.”


    “Is that stone a part of the Eusebian oracles?” The question felt funny coming out of Ethan’s mouth, like he should be reading it from a fictional book, not talking about it so seriously.


    “It’s one of the only four parts left they haven’t destroyed yet. But they will.” Katsaros turned, scanning the dreary world around them as the rain fell once again. “They will if they have their way.”


    “Four parts? What are the other ones?” But Ethan didn’t have to wait for Katsaros to answer. “Chloe’s one of them, isn’t she?”


    Katsaros dropped the necklace back into its bag and handed it to Ethan. “Ethan, I’ve been sent here by Duna. I could prove it to you, but you may not be prepared to process what you see.”


    Duna. The “one true God” the Eusebians worshiped. A myth, just like every other outrageous tale Ethan had learned in school and been told were parables concocted merely for philosophical purposes. He had concluded that mythological creatures such as the gryphon, two fossils of which were now housed in the museum, inarguably had existed and served to inspire the grandiose—and fictitious—stories weaved about them.


    As a child, he had secretly wished the myths were true, that warriors like Achilles and commanders like Odysseus really had fought endless wars and sailed treacherous seas, things no modern Petrodian could ever imagine witnessing, much less doing themselves.


    But Ethan had long since done away with senseless wishing, and with writing his own made-up stories. The artifacts in the museum, including the scroll, were nothing more than old rocks, with no relevance to the world.


    “I’ve processed more than one might guess,” said Ethan, as images of the monstrous wolf, his bleeding arm, and Mr. Zacharias’ miraculous healing flashed through his mind. Feeling his body tense, and his palms perspire in the cold air, he focused on Katsaros, waiting for him to get on with proving who he was.


    “I said I could prove it, boy. I didn’t say I would.” Katsaros removed his glasses and looked Ethan dead in the eye. “There’s a little something called faith that Petros has been without for far too long. I intend to help restore it. Starting with you.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY


    



THYRA


    Sunset was well over an hour away, but the storm had brought an early end to the day. Every business and street in downtown Eirene had closed normally due to the five-p.m. curfew, but the still-open playgrounds and picnic areas were totally empty, save for the white-suited custodians raking the leaves and picking up trash.


    Damian had thought that finding Chloe under these circumstances would be easy. She often went to Olympus Park to read or study, but when she he found no sign of her there he searched the hiking trails behind the school, the cemetery where their parents—and few others—were buried, and even the hospital in case her condition had worsened.


    Now he was sitting in a faded yellow swing, twisting its metal chains around and around, tighter and tighter like he used to do as a boy, winding himself up before spinning in reverse, out of control. He was on his tiptoes, ready to release the swing and twirl into oblivion, when what he’d been subconsciously waiting for all afternoon began to creep across his mind.


    At first, all he saw was wet grass and Chloe’s ratty white sneakers covered in mud. He let the swing go and closed his eyes as the images sped up: a big gray backpack on a man he didn’t recognize; a narrow avenue lined with cypress trees; stray cats scampering out of sight; the ancient olive tree standing on the bank of Lake Thyra.


    When the swing came to a stop, Damian leaned over and pressed his hands into his head. The sixth and final picture appeared: a cloud of mist rising out of the lake, and the silvery form of a woman hovering within it.


    Damian stood and sent his hundredth text to Chloe’s phone, though he was positive it was either dead or still in her room. Then he sent another to Maggie, briefly explaining that Chloe had checked herself into the hospital and not to worry. It was risky to lie, but he was willing to wager that neither she nor his uncle Travis would trouble themselves to visit Chloe if she ever was actually hospitalized. They probably thought he and Chloe were up in their rooms, even now.


    But regardless of his guardians’ indifference, he had to find Chloe soon. Otherwise, the police would send a search party for them both the second Maggie and Travis finally noticed their absence.


    Despite what Chloe probably thought, Damian did care what happened to her, but he had to admit that that was largely because she was his twin sister and their parents were dead. He felt pity and responsibility. He felt obligation. Lately, however, he’d been feeling something different, something shapeless, vague, and brooding, like a sinister presence in the dark that can’t be proven exists. Although it was frightening and unfamiliar, it didn’t scare him; he’d had premonitions before.


    After the car accident, he would regularly hear his sister sobbing when she was in a restroom stall on the other side of the school. Other times, he would be playing with his friends at the playground and, in his mind’s eye, he would see her sitting on her bed, hugging the stuffed lion their dad had given her and repeating, “Daddy, Daddy…” over and over.


    He would start to cry, sprint straight home, and sure enough, there’d she be, just as he had seen her in his head.


    The visions had become so overwhelming that Damian had felt compelled to see his counselor, who assured him telepathic bonds between twins were not unheard of and would likely subside in a few years, after they’d spent enough time apart. This had proved true, as the only time they were together now was during their ten-minute drives to and from school. So why was it happening again?


    He didn’t have time to psychoanalyze anything right now. Maybe after he found Chloe he’d make an appointment with his counselor and take her with him. He knew that if she also had this psychic ability she’d never let on, but he needed to know; he needed to end it.


    All he’d ever wanted was to be a normal kid with a normal life, and not to let the fact that he was an orphan with a weird, reclusive sister get in the way of that. If it took moving to another colony to make the premonitions stop, he would do everything in his power to do that. It would be best for both of them.
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    Damian parked his car a half-mile away from the lake and put on an old pair of cross-country cleats he kept in his trunk for rainy days. He rolled up his jeans a few inches from the ground, zipped up his windbreaker then took off across one of Eirene’s condemned vineyards, parallel to the road. If anyone happened to ask what he was doing out there he would say he was just getting in some extra exercise.


    A few minutes later, he slowed his pace near the top of a hill overlooking the valley and lake below. Using the camera on his cellphone, he zoomed in and scanned the white-sand beaches, which were much broader than usual due to the low rainfall that summer, and spotted the massive, gnarled trunk of the olive tree on the opposite side.


    On his side of the lake, he saw two figures walking across a stretch of land that jutted into the lake. One was a tall man with dark hair, wearing a black jacket and the gray backpack Damian had seen in his vision. Though their backs were to him, he knew it was his sister beside him.


    Damian pocketed his phone and dropped to his belly. What was his next move? Was the guy dangerous? What if he was just her boyfriend? How stupid would he look if he interrupted their romantic, albeit illegal, jaunt around the lake? But every premonition he’d ever had had portended something dark, depressing, or disturbing, never something as innocuous as a date.


    He didn’t hesitate a second longer. He jumped up and ran down the hill, skipping onto and over boulders, brushing past the brambles, not caring whether they heard him coming. He was halfway down the hill when a long stick shot out from behind a rock. Before he had time to stop, he stumbled over it and fell onto his hands and knees.


    He quickly rocked back onto the balls of his feet, grabbed the stick, and crawled around the back of the rock ready to beat whomever had tripped him.


    Two hands rose into the air, followed by an orange tuft of hair and the face of a forty-something man with thick black glasses and a bulbous nose. As he waved for Damian to come closer, none other than Ethan Ross poked his head out from behind another boulder further uphill and pressed a finger to his lips.


    Stick still in hand, Damian crawled over to the orange-haired man. “What in Zeus’ name is going on?” he whispered, trying his best not to yell. He pulled out his phone and pointed to the round, red button on the bottom. “Hurry up and talk or I’ll press it, and the police will haul you off to Enochos.”


    “Calm down, Damian,” said the man. He adjusted his glasses with one hand, and with the other he pulled the stick from Damian’s hand and threw it behind him.


    “How do you know who I am?” Damian glanced down at the man’s ample belly protruding between his suspenders and saw that his whole body looked soft and lumpy, like it was made of dough that needed kneading. He could take him out easily, with or without the stick.


    Ethan, on the other hand, would be a different story. He would have to use his cleats on him.


    “There’s no time to explain now.” The man turned and looked down at Chloe, who now stood just a few feet from the edge of the lake. “You’re here now. You’ll learn soon enough. Just stay put.”


    “Why is Ethan here?” Damian asked.


    A shadow cast itself across the hill and darkened the valley below. Damian looked up to see a dense, low-hanging wall of clouds spinning straight over their heads like gears inside a machine. Directly across, just above the mountains, the pale full moon was rising.


    “This is ridiculous.” Before the man could stop him again, Damian jumped onto the rock they were crouched behind, sailed over his head, and let momentum carry him down the hill, accompanied by a rumble of thunder.


    He reached the lake edge and shouted, “Chloe, let’s go!”


    Chloe and the man she was with both spun around.


    Damian gave a relieved sigh when she saw she was unharmed; in fact, she seemed perfectly calm, but he had to obey his gut. “I’m not asking questions,” he said. “I really don’t care. We have to go home now.” His heart was racing, and it wasn’t from running; he wanted to get out of there and pretend the day was nothing but a bad dream.


    “No, you have to go, Damian,” Chloe answered. “I’m staying here.”


    The strange man beside her turned and gave him a curt, dismissive nod.


    Just then, a column of mist appeared on the surface of the lake where the water met the sandbar, rose to the height of the olive tree, then froze. It looked like nothing more than a vertical patch of fog at first, but Damian knew it was something more; he’d already seen it in his vision.


    “Chloe, come on.” He took a deep breath and threw back his shoulders, ready to grab her and haul her off against her will if necessary. “What are you doing?”


    She was ignoring him now, her gaze fixed on the mist, which was now aglow with glittering specks of platinum and bronze. The man reached out his hand and rubbed her back, then drew her closer to him.


    “There’s a woman inside it, Chloe. Do you see her?” Damian shouted as he clenched his fists, nails digging into his palms. Maybe if he could prove his clairvoyance, his own unwanted strangeness, she’d listen to him.


    The man jerked his head toward Damian. “Everything will be fine, Damian. Listen to your sister and leave it alone.” He took off his backpack and set it on the ground, and Damian could sense that was his way of warning him to back off.


    “She’s beautiful…” Chloe said.


    Damian’s eyes jumped to the fog as its hazy edges fell away, carving out the silver silhouette of a woman. “Chloe!” Damian shouted. “Look at me!”


    As a long, luminous arm reached out of the metallic cloud toward Chloe, the man bent down, unzipped his backpack, and pulled out a small, stringed instrument. He faced Damian with a soft, inviting smile, and began to strum.


    Too confused to speak, Damian stood silent as the music trickled toward him, each note sweeter than the last. He finally took a step forward, but both knees collapsed beneath him. All his muscles tensed, and then relaxed into useless noodles as he rolled onto his side. His ear pressed against the damp earth; he could hear his heartbeat slowing. His eyelids felt like bricks as he fought to keep them open.


    The last thing he saw was Chloe joining hands with the woman, and stepping into the mist.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    



HADES


    Just as when she’d dived into the sump in Psychro Cave, Chloe felt nothing—no heat, no wind, no sense of time—as she moved from one realm to the next. She had, it seemed, simply stepped into the cloud with one foot, and with the other, landed seamlessly on solid ground. Although this time she had traveled from light to darkness instead of the other way around, and her eyes were taking their time adjusting from the luminosity of the mist.


    As she listened to the echoes of dripping water, she was sure she was in another cave. It wasn’t the least bit chilly, but it was unbearably humid.


    When her vision returned, she saw Iris standing before her, still glowing with what looked to Chloe like starlight pulsing around her silver robes. Iris’s long pewter hair curled up toward her naked shoulders, as though she were suspended in water. In fact, her sandaled feet were levitating half a foot above the ground and softly fluttered back and forth, sending small strings of bubbles, like ocean pearls, into the air.


    Iris’s eyes, oval-shaped and violet, were the only features that were clearly defined. The rest of her face was blurred by a mask of light that Chloe found almost too bright to look at. Was this what all the dead looked like? Why had Acacius looked so different after his Coronation?


    These questions and dozens more raced through Chloe’s mind. She would know the answers soon enough. That’s why she was here.


    Iris floated down to Chloe and stood at her side as the sound of an oar sliced through water.


    “Where’s Orpheus?” Chloe asked Iris, but her purple eyes just stared ahead into the darkness.


    “Aspádzomai!” shouted a man’s voice, the steady rhythm of the oar growing closer. “Do an old man a favor and light up the river, will you?”


    Iris lifted off the ground and raised her hands overhead, pressing her palms together. Then, with a whoosh of sound and a streak of light, she swung back her arms. Then she lunged forward. Her arms went rigid and her extended fingertips pushed a giant ball of fire toward the voice.


    After a few seconds, the ball broke apart into smaller spheres. Then, one by one, they rushed to the dripstones above and the crystals below and stuck to them like miniature lanterns fixed to a wall.


    “Thank you, goddess,” the man said as the form of his torso and small boat sailed into view. “This is the one?”


    Iris settled back down to the floor of the cave and placed her hand on Chloe’s shoulder. Turning to her, she whispered, “It is time for us to part.”


    “Wait, what?” Chloe said, as Iris floated like a specter toward a foamy halo of light at the other end of the cave. “Iris!” She watched as Iris disappeared into the ring.


    The man in the boat let out an abrupt guffaw.


    “What’s so funny?” Chloe asked him as she started after Iris.


    She only went a few feet before she collided with an icy, invisible wall. As she rubbed her nose and forehead, the wall began to move outward, slowly pushing her toward the water. Pressing against it did nothing to impede it. Racing to one end to slide around it proved futile, too, as blasts of freezing air shot out of a crevice at breakneck speed, causing her cheeks to flap and eyes to water. She strained to step forward, but it was no use.


    She retreated back to the center of the cave, and before long her heels were hanging over the water. It only took a slight tug from the man for her to fall in.


    “I can’t swim!” Chloe shouted, as her arms thrashed and beat desperately against the water. She reached out to the man, but saw not a hint of compassion in his steel-gray eyes. “Please help me!” she screamed, as briny water spilled into her mouth.


    “I didn’t know the Vessel could be so dumb,” the man grumbled as he extended his oar to her.


    She latched onto it and climbed into the boat, coughing and shivering while the man chuckled and dropped the oar’s blade back into the water.


    “The river is only five feet deep.” He stroked his long, hoary beard, then balled up a blanket beside him. “For the dainty Vessel,” he said, throwing it at her.


    She quickly dried herself as well as she could, and wrung out her socks. Then, with teeth chattering, she said, “Who are you? And where are Orpheus and Iris?”


    “I hate to be the one to tell you this,” he said, as his lips curved up into a toothless smile, “but you’ve been made a fool.” He stood, plunged the oar into the water, and pushed off from the riverbed. “You mustn’t feel too bad about it. Immortals have an unfair advantage, what with all their tricks and centuries of experience.”


    Bracing herself on the wooden rail, Chloe rose and considered jumping back into the water. There had to be a way out of this situation.


    “Ah-ah-ah,” the man warned as he began rowing backwards, turning the boat. He pointed at the river as a row of red fins pierced the surface, followed by a black, fan-like tail. “It seems the woman you call Iris has sent her pet to serve as your guardian.” The fish, or serpent, or whatever it was, circled the boat, its long silver body forming a fence around it. “Not that you could escape even if Cetus were absent. It’s impossible for humans to ascend to Petros without the aid of an immortal.”


    “Why?” she asked, then moved to the center of the boat and hugged her knees to her chest. It actually made her feel a little safer.


    “You have no idea where you are, do you?”


    Chloe just stared at him, then flinched as the creature’s tail pounded the water.


    “You’re in Hades, girl. I’m Charon, ferryman to all the cursed shades who have crossed the threshold upon which you find yourself.”


    His words echoed as they passed under a low archway and entered a narrow stream or tributary of some kind, every inch of it lit by walls of fiery magma. Chloe could see nothing—nothing but the monster swimming nearby, its sharp fins bobbing in and out of the water as its tail swished and whipped violently against the boat.


    “I must say that it’s good to be at the helm again,” Charon continued. “It’s been weeks since my last crossing.” He looked at her with curiosity and scratched his chin. “And I can’t remember the last time I ferried someone as young as you.”


    Tears welled in Chloe’s eyes. Her breaths became short and shallow. The tip of her nose burned as she fought the impulse to cry. “Are my parents here? They died eight years ago. Their names are Damara and Nicholas.”


    She scooted toward him and waited until he acknowledged her with a sideways glace, a glance that gave her the answer, whether he wanted it to or not. “Take me to them, Charon, please!” But he hung his head and shook it slowly. “I’m not the Vessel, I promise. Listen to me. I don’t even know what the Vessel is.”


    “Don’t look to me for pity, girl,” he rasped. “The only vessel I know is the one I’m sitting in. I only do as I’m told. I learned to cooperate with the Fates a long, long time ago.” He leaned forward, stopping mere inches from her face. “And you should do the same.”


    Chloe stared at the infinite blackness above as tears slipped out of her eyes. Where are you, Carya?
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    Damian jolted awake as ice water splashed across his face. He opened his eyes to see Ethan and the other man from the lake kneeling over the couch he was lying on, their own faces moist and smudged with dirt.


    “What happened?” He looked around and saw that he was in a strange house. He could hear the spurting and crackling of coffee brewing in another room. “Where’s Chloe?”


    “Orpheus charmed you to sleep,” said the man. “I’m Katsaros. We met earlier.”


    “I remember,” Damian said as he tentatively shook the man’s hand. “Thanks for your help earlier.” He rolled his eyes and swung his legs around to a sitting position.


    “We had to keep our distance, Damian,” said Ethan. “Or we would’ve been affected, too.”


    Katsaros lowered his head and peered over his glasses. “I told you to stay put.”


    Damian shook his head back and forth, as if rattling his mind would bring clarity. “So you know about this stuff? You’re friends with this guy?” He looked to Katsaros. “Who are you, anyway?”


    “I’m learning as I go,” Ethan said, then stood and handed Damian a plate of cheese and sliced apples from the coffee table.


    “I’m not hungry.”


    Ethan shrugged and took the plate for himself as Katsaros sat on the couch. “We’re here to help your sister, Damian,” said Ethan. “We’re on the same side.”


    “What are you talking about? Has everyone lost their minds?” Damian sprang off the sofa and drew back the curtain behind it. His jaw hung agape as he saw, centered high in the midnight-blue sky, the biggest, brightest rainbow he’d ever seen. He looked down at his watch: 4:16 a.m.


    “The meteorologists say it’s called a Moonbow,” Ethan said. “Apparently it’s only the second one in recorded history. The first was three nights ago.”


    Damian brushed sand out of his hair. “And?”


    “Damian, there’s one thing you must realize about your world,” said Katsaros, his hands folded neatly on his dirty lap. “It’s ruled and run by liars.”


    “What does that have to do with a stupid rainbow?” Damian asked, giving the Moonbow one more glance before closing the curtain and plopping back onto the couch.


    Damian waited for Katsaros to offer an answer, but he remained silent and looked to Ethan, who was fiddling with something in his coat pocket. A few seconds later, he produced a tan leather pouch and loosened its drawstrings.


    “Damian, I know you don’t know me that well, or Katsaros, but you just have to trust us,” Ethan said as he leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees.


    As if anticipating Damian’s next question, Ethan looked at the portly stranger with equal parts reverence and bafflement, as if he still wasn’t sure what to make of him. “I trust Katsaros,” he said, turning back to Damian, “because he’s the only one who’s been able to explain things that haven’t made sense to me my whole life.” He let out an easy breath as he upended the pouch and let a thin gold chain fall into his hand.


    “Like what?” Damian asked.


    “For one, he knew who the guy with the lyre was, the instrument that sedated you. He’s an ancient musician who’s been recruited by Apollo to lure your sister to Hades, in case you’re curious. For two, Katsaros told me what this means.” Ethan shook the jasper necklace out of the bag and handed it to Damian.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Damian said, letting the necklace hang from his forefinger. “Did you just say Chloe’s been taken to Hades?”


    “I should probably jump in here, Ethan, if you don’t mind,” Katsaros said.


    Ethan sat back in his chair and nodded for Katsaros to continue.


    “There’s far more to your world than anyone could possibly fathom.” Katsaros took a sip from a delicate teacup that looked like it might shatter inside his large, puffy hand. Although it was never intended to be this way.” He looked into the teacup and shook his head. “No, no this won’t do,” he muttered, then set the teacup on the end table and tapped his goatee. “There’s no time for a history lesson.”


    “But Hades exists?” asked Damian. His brain had stopped registering words after the phrase “lure your sister to Hades” had stampeded through it.


    “Oh yes, I’m afraid so,” Katsaros said, a smile spreading across his eyes, “ but so does heaven.”


    “How do you know?” Damian asked. He noticed that Ethan was smiling, too, clearly convinced that this man wasn’t stark raving mad.


    “Because I know. I have friends who have been there.” Katsaros said it so casually that Damian wondered if they were talking about the same heaven. Katsaros’s brow wrinkled with no-nonsense sincerity. “Your questions will be answered in due course, Damian. I give you my word. But time, though it is an obsolete dimension in heaven, is running away from us.” He reached up and pulled back the curtain; instantly, his face and arm were splashed with the lustrous colors of the Moonbow.


    “Wow,” Ethan and Damian said in unison as they watched the colors slowly undulate back and forth like sunlight reflecting off a swimming pool.


    Katsaros closed the curtain, though a diaphanous streak of ruby-colored light still lingered on the tips of his fingers. “The stone,” he said, pointing to it. “It represents the precious blood of a deity who sacrificed his life to save Petros. It was handed down through the generations, for thousands of years. It belongs to you, Damian. And to Chloe.”


    Damian placed the red rock on his knee and stared at it blankly, waiting for his gut instinct to set off his alarms and bring him to reason. Waiting for common sense to kick in and send him straight to the authorities to turn this man in for paráxeno theáseis. Waiting to stop wasting his time.


    But he couldn’t. Despite himself, he refused to just walk away. How could he run back to “normal” after learning that normal was all a sham? And if Katsaros was crazy he wanted to find out firsthand.


    Damian grabbed the rock and squeezed it in his fist. “Will this help me get my sister back?”


    “That,” Katsaros said, “is up to you.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    



VESSELS


    Chloe’s eyes flew open as the reverberations of a booming bark rocked the boat like a gale-force wind.


    Charon stood above her and planted his oar in the riverbed. “Sweet dreams?” he grinned, his brown teeth almost black in the shadows.


    Chloe pushed herself back into the corner and shuddered as the sea monster’s dorsal fin made a threatening pass, then slid into a cleft in the only part of the wall not glowing red with lava. She was glad the thing never showed its head; her nightmares had enough material to haunt her for the rest of her life…or the rest of her death.


    “So,” Chloe began, not believing she was actually asking this question, “am I still alive?”


    When the ferryman didn’t answer, she turned, following his eyes, and made out a mossy haze fifty yards ahead, and within it, a three-headed dog the size of an elephant, stalking back and forth, the thunderous barks growing louder and more frequent as they drew closer.


    If I’m still alive, I won’t be for long. But what could she do? She was trapped, lost in the bowels of Petros with a shark-like python beside her, a ferocious hound up ahead, and a heartless old man who would have no qualms about feeding her to either one of them.


    “You still got a heartbeat?” Charon asked.


    Chloe pressed two fingers to her wrist and nodded.


    “Your body’s still warm?”


    Beads of sweat were rolling from the nape of her neck to the small of her back. Who wouldn’t be warm in this place? “I’m burning up,” she said, fanning her face with both hands.


    “Then you’re not dead.” Charon waved toward the shore. “Cerberus, my handsome friend. Save an old man’s shoulders, will you, and bring us in?” He sat down and rested the oar across his lap. “Do you like hounds, girl?”


    Chloe winced as she heard the splash of the dog’s giant paws stomping into the water. “Please don’t do this,” she whispered, her voice trembling.


    “Do what?” said Charon, tightly wrapping his cloak around him.


    “Please don’t kill me.”


    Chloe could hear Cerberus grunting and snorting as he neared the boat. With three heads, at least it would be over quickly.


    Charon threw his head back and laughed. “You’re the Vessel, girl. I couldn’t kill you if I wanted to. Neither could that old cur.”


    He motioned for Chloe to move closer, then stepped around her and extended the oar into the water. She watched as the second of Cerberus’s three heads gently took the oar blade in its teeth and with a guttural growl began dragging the boat backwards toward the shore.


    Each head of the beast was surrounded by a lion’s mane, but in between black locks of hair there were clusters of red-bellied snakes, all writhing and hissing as they darted and struck at one another. Cerberus’s long gray tail was sinuous and thin, itself like an enormous snake as it slithered in and out of the water. He snarled and bared his teeth when she looked at his eyes, six yellow, vacuous orbs with white-hot pupils that dilated each time he growled.


    Chloe placed her shaking hands on the sides of the boat, closed her eyes, and squeezed as she took in three full breaths, just as her counselor had taught her. It had always proven a futile exercise, but now, its uselessness was almost laughable. How could one’s nerves be calmed or stress quelled in a literal hell?


    Chloe opened her eyes and tried to take comfort in Charon’s assurance that she couldn’t be killed.


    Cerberus picked up his pace, grunting as he pulled the boat out of the river and slung it across the sand.


    “Stupid dog,” Charon huffed, as he yanked the oar from Cerberus’s mouth and slid it into the oarlock.


    Chloe was struck by how starkly different the shore was from the black, volcanic river. She stepped out of the boat and looked out into the labyrinthine void she had traveled through, the convex walls foaming with magma, the soupy, sulfuric air nearly suffocating. The climate here, just a stone’s throw from the other, was tolerable, even balmy, and though there was no sun, she was glad for the additional light.


    Up ahead lay gentle slopes of vibrant, green grass, and a gray mountain range in the distance carved from a crystal-blue slate of sky. She could even detect the faint chirping of birds and a mellifluent lyre like Orpheus’s playing along to their melody.


    Just another trick, she told herself. And then she thought of the old man Acacius and his Coronation, which she and her classmates had witnessed a decade ago: the rolling, emerald hills bursting with yellow and lilac flowers, the majestic herd of horses, and the golden palomino on which he’d loped away. That might as well have happened here, thousands of miles beneath Petros’s surface, if she really was in Hades.


    Chloe watched Cerberus slink away toward a wall of solid marble, at the center of which were iron gates as tall as the Folóï oak trees that grew outside of Limén. The creature turned clockwise, then counterclockwise, and collapsed into a formidable heap of muscle and teeth, all three sets of jaws gleaming like brand-new knife sets as he panted and yawned, his eyes fighting to stay open.


    “Can you tell me what I’m doing here now?” Chloe asked as she turned back toward Charon.


    But the ferryman was already inside his boat, rowing away and waving until he rounded a bend and disappeared, unwelcoming whirlpools eddying in his wake. She wouldn’t try to follow him anyway, not with that monster swimming around.


    “I will oblige, dear Chloe.”


    Chloe spun around to see a young redheaded man floating four feet up in the air. He was wearing an indigo, knee-length tunic secured with a rope around his waist and was holding a short gold staff by his side. On his head was a furry brown hat, and on each of his sandaled feet fluttered a golden pair of wings.


    He grinned and crossed his arms, dimples deepening the longer he looked at her. “Have a nice journey?” he said.


    Chloe hated him already. “Who are you? Why am I here? Where’s Orpheus, and who was the woman that brought me here?”


    She heard Cerberus bark and saw his heads shoot up, alerted by the commotion. But Chloe didn’t care. If she was going to die—or if, as Charon said, she couldn’t die—she at least wanted to know the reason.


    “I am Hermes, humble messenger of lords Hades and Apollo. Come, and I will answer all of your useless questions,” he said, smiling amiably despite his insult.


    “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Chloe sat down cross-legged and folded her arms like an obstinate child.


    The man sighed and scratched his head with his staff. “I swear, there is never a deviation from mortals’ insistence on being complete imbeciles.”


    He started making circling motions with the staff, but before Chloe could ask what he was doing, she, too, was hovering in the air. “I thought perhaps you would be an anomaly, but I see you’re just the same.” Chloe was being pulled toward him, though every muscle in her body strained with resistance. She slammed into the man’s chest and he took her wrist, swinging her out to his side. “I don’t recommend letting go,” he grunted, squeezing her hand so hard she was sure it would break.


    In three seconds, they were a quarter-mile above the wall, speeding toward the jagged mountains, into the lands of the dead.
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    Ethan thanked his mother as she poured his new friends and him a cup of coffee. They’d been up all night and were still talking, still processing all that Katsaros had told them.


    If it didn’t make such perfect sense, Ethan would’ve mistaken the past twenty-four hours for a stress-induced dream, something he could take a pill for and forget all about. And if Katsaros hadn’t been able to answer every single one of their questions without fault, Ethan would have dismissed him as a lunatic or a liar and reported him to the police. Certainly, if his path hadn’t crossed Mr. Zacharias’s all those years ago he wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place.


    He looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. It was a quarter to eight, time to go to school and act normal, but there was still something he needed to do before courage abandoned him.


    “Damian,” he said, in a voice so serious his mother stopped washing dishes and leaned against the sink to listen. “Your father gave the jasper stone to me, just before he died.”


    “Oh, honey.” Lydia Ross put a hand to her heart. It was clear she wanted to say more, but she pressed her lips together and waited for him to continue.


    He wondered what secrets she could be keeping, what secrets anyone could be keeping but were too scared to reveal. For the first time in his life, Ethan realized that every statute, law, and stringent regimen, while they gave the illusion of facilitating a safe, well-oiled utopia, were nothing so honorable. Everything the Fantásmata had established, from the curfews to the Coronations and every edict in between, was meant to foment fear, to keep every Petrodian silent, submissive, and utterly controllable.


    But why? Why didn’t the government condone people talking about “strange sightings?” Why didn’t they allow his mother to continue excavating just as she was making progress? Why did they find it necessary to search a little boy’s room for clues about a perfectly good man? And why did that good man have to die?


    They had to be afraid of something themselves. But what?


    Damian took the jasper stone from the table and set it in his hand, regarding it as something different now. Something dearer. Then he shook his head, questions replacing sentiment. “Why did he give it to you? You’re not related to us…are you?”


    Both Ethan and Lydia shook their heads.


    Lydia pushed the dishwasher closed, turned it on and took a seat at the table. She turned to Damian and laid a hand on his arm. “You can trust me, Damian.” She turned and nodded lovingly to her son. “So can you.”


    “You know about all of this?” Damian asked.


    Lydia shook her head. “I’ve had my suspicions that something alerted the Fantásmata, ruffled their feathers, shall we say. It started eight years ago, right before your parents were killed.”


    She cracked her thumbs and placed a long strand of brown hair behind her ear. “I’d seen your father walking along the beach where we were digging. He never told me how he was allowed to be in Ourania, and I didn’t ask. He was always curious about what we found, but usually I had nothing interesting to show him. Until one day…” She closed her eyes and lowered her chin toward her shoulder, her mouth tugging downward, her chin quivering.


    Ethan’s breath caught in his chest as the wolf, the blood, and the closed-up gashes flashed across his brain. Did she know what Mr. Zacharias could do, that he could heal people with his touch, even bring himself back to life?


    “Take your time, Mrs. Ross,” Katsaros said. He folded his hands on the table and closed his eyes, then whispered softly to himself.


    Lydia pressed her lips together and squeezed her eyes a moment as she drew a deep breath through her nose. “One day your father approached the team and seemed a little bit flustered. He asked for me. He said he wanted to show me something.” She swallowed hard and eyed the stone in Damian’s palm. “He led me about half a mile inland, to the limestone hills we’d excavated years before and found nothing in except some ceramics.”


    “He’d found something else?” Damian asked.


    Lydia nodded as she rubbed the diamond in the center of her wedding ring. “There was a fissure in the northernmost cave, cave one, we called it. It was barely wide enough for a person to walk through sideways. None of my team had noticed it before.” She pushed her chair from the table and stood up. “I’ll be right back.”


    Ethan leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head. “Katsaros, we have to go to school in a few minutes. What will they do when they find out Chloe’s missing?”


    “They’ll search, of course,” said Katsaros. “But they won’t find her. It’s impossible.”


    “Because she’s in Hades.” Damian almost laughed as he said it. It was, without a doubt, a ridiculous-sounding notion.


    But Ethan had seen too much to laugh off anything anymore. “If—when—we get her back,” he said, “what will the Fantásmata do?”


    “You’re asking the wrong question,” said Katsaros. “The question is: what will she do?” The boys exchanged glances, then waited for the sage to stop philosophizing and start expounding. “You two mustn’t get ahead of yourselves. One step at a time.”


    Lydia reentered the kitchen, rolling a nondescript suitcase behind her. She hoisted it onto the table and tapped it on the side closest to Damian. “Open it,” she said to him.


    Damian hesitated a moment, pushing his tongue into his cheek. Ethan was tempted to open it for him, but finally Damian reached forward and slowly unzipped the luggage from end to end. Inside were seven small, ordinary amphoras lined up in a row; they were all alike save for a faint arc of color painted onto the bottom of each one. The jar farthest left was marked red, followed next by orange, yellow, green, blue, deep purple, and violet.


    Ethan and Damian both moved closer, warily eyeing the jars. As they reached out their hands to pick one up, the sound of a rushing wind filled the suitcase, scaring them so badly they nearly tumbled out of their seats.


    “What is that?” Damian shouted.


    “This has never happened before,” Lydia shouted back, her hands muffling her ears.


    Ethan’s eyes shot to Katsaros, but he sat calmly, staring at the jars as they rumbled and shook, louder and louder, harder and harder, until even the table legs rocked off the floor and crashed back down again.


    Ethan hopped up and helped his mother take the coffee cups and saucers to the counter. When he turned around, Damian was leaning over the table, gripping the suitcase on either end, his entire body shaking furiously as the Vessels roared and rattled against each other.


    “Damian…” Ethan started. But before he could finish his question, the wind went silent, and the jars stilled. Damian’s eyes widened as he stared into the suitcase. “What is it?” Ethan asked.


    Damian’s hands relaxed as a thin red bolt of lightning shot out of the suitcase, disappearing just inches from the ceiling. “Whoa!” He yanked his hands away and backpedaled toward the wall.


    A rosy cloud of smoke drifted down to the table. Next, six more flashes of light erupted out of the suitcase, following the color sequence of the jars, orange all the way through to violet.


    After they’d waited for the onset of any further surprises, Katsaros walked over to Damian and watched with him as the last misty swirls of blue and purple dissipated. “It seems your sister isn’t the only Vessel.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    



IDENTITY


    That’s what he meant,” Ethan said, his hands pressed against his cheeks as he leaned against the counter and stared at the suitcase, dumbfounded. “He had a doma, like Iris.”


    “Who? My dad?” asked Damian. Ethan nodded. “What did he say? Who’s Iris?”


    Ethan turned on the faucet and splashed his face in the sink. All of this was fitting together like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle, and his brain felt hot, firing on all cylinders just to keep up.


    “Your dad saved my life, Damian.” Ethan looked to his mother, but her expression was placid, as if this was the most normal conversation in the world.


    Anticipating Damian’s next question, Ethan continued. He might as well reveal everything he knew; it was too late to turn back now. “It was on vocation day in grade three. I was with my mom at the ocean and had wandered off to the north shore to take a nap.”


    For the next few minutes, Ethan recounted the entire episode with the wolf and Mr. Zacharias. When he finished, he rolled up his shirtsleeve and showed Damian the chalk-white scars below his elbow.


    Damian turned to Katsaros. “Is this possible?”


    Katsaros pointed to the jasper stone gleaming on the kitchen table. “I told you it was passed down, generation to generation. You should know that the generations you come from are unlike any others in history.”


    Back at the museum, Ethan had come so close to telling Chloe about Iris and the power—the so-called doma—she had, power he thought was purely mythical. He’d had the opportunity to tell her what her father had said hours before his death, but he’d waited too long. He wouldn’t miss his chance now.


    “A few days after the incident with the wolf,” Ethan told Damian, “your dad came up to me during one of our track meets. I was benched because my elbow was still hurting, but I’m pretty sure it was all in my head. I was still a little shaken up.” Ethan caught himself rubbing his elbow even as he spoke. “He asked me how I was doing, how school was, all normal stuff. And then he told me I was the only one who knew his secret, and said he wanted to know if he could tell me one more.”


    Lydia wrapped her arm around his waist and squeezed her encouragement into him.


    “‘When my kids turn eighteen, tell them this,’” Ethan said robotically, concentrating on reciting the words verbatim. “‘The Moonbow is the warning and the way.’” He paused, then looked away from Damian to the stone. “Then he gave me that. Told me to give it to one of you after you turned eighteen. I’d planned on giving it to Chloe. I guess I thought she’d take it better.” He gave a little laugh as his mother patted his back.


    Damian didn’t crack a smile, or react at all, for that matter. He just stared at the checkered linoleum floor, and Ethan couldn’t blame him. In a matter of hours, Damian’s whole world had been turned topsy-turvy. Before, his biggest problem had probably consisted of applying to various programs at the university. Now it was figuring out what it meant to have a supernatural gift, not to mention retrieving his sister from hell.


    “Damian,” said Lydia in a soothing, maternal tone as her arm slipped from Ethan’s side. “Why don’t you take a look inside the first amphora, the larger one on the left.”


    Damian gave her a distrustful sidelong glare, then stared down at the suitcase as if daring it to come alive again.


    Katsaros fetched the amphora for him and set it upright on the table. “Come see,” he said, flicking its side with his finger. Then he bent over and peered into the opening. “Ah, yes,” he said, smiling at whatever was hidden inside.


    “Look at it, Damian,” urged Ethan as he glanced at the clock. “We have to go to school.”


    Damian frowned. He parted his lips to speak, but then closed them again and scratched his neck. Like Ethan, he seemed to be realizing that returning to the status quo wasn’t an option.


    “Fine,” he said. Then he strode over, grabbed the amphora by its neck, flipped it over and shook it, sending a huge chunk of charcoal onto the table. “What is it?” he asked, carefully picking it up.


    “A scroll,” said Lydia. “It was preserved in amber originally, or so we think, based on the ancillary fragments we found.”


    “A scroll? It’s a rock,” argued Damian, holding it out for her to see.


    “Take a look at the end,” she said.


    Ethan walked over to Damian to examine the object himself. The ends did indeed look like rolled-up pages that had been petrified somehow. “How did it go from papyrus to this?”


    “I suspect it has something to do with whatever catastrophe destroyed Ourania two thousand years ago,” said Lydia. “Fire would’ve been involved, that’s for sure.”


    “Have you opened it?” asked Damian.


    “It would fall apart,” Ethan answered before his mother had a chance.


    “I have, actually,” she said.


    Ethan took the scroll from Damian’s hand and studied it closely. It looked like a fireplace log, charred and dented, with deep grooves winding around it. It was incredibly dense. He was sure that prying it open would shatter it into thousands of useless pieces.


    “In ordinary circumstances,” Lydia continued, “something that old would be too fragile to handle, much less to study with your bare hands. It would require X-ray imaging, a particle accelerator. But its integrity has been preserved. It’s quite remarkable.”


    “You’ve never taken this to the lab, or recorded it?” Ethan asked her.


    Lydia shook her head.


    “Very wise,” Katsaros chimed. “The Fantásmata would love nothing more than to burn it to a crisp.”


    “Why?” asked Damian, taking the scroll back from Ethan, his fingers circling the rigid, bark-like curl of the pages.


    “It was written by Iris,” said Lydia, “who it seems was one of your ancestors.”


    “Here, man,” said Ethan, handing the scroll back to Damian as goosebumps popped up on his arms.


    Damian sat down and gently began to unroll it, revealing immaculate sheets of papyrus, inch by inch. “That’s not possible,” he said.


    Soon, the whole thing, no more than a single page, was laid out flat on the table, almost glistening under the modest chandelier above it.


    “Would you like me to read it to you?” Katsaros asked Damian as he pushed his glasses onto the bridge of his nose.


    “Do I have a choice?” said Damian.


    “Of course,” said Katsaros, the facetiousness obviously lost on him. “We all make our own choices.”


    “Damian wants you to read it,” Ethan assured him.


    Katsaros took the scroll by its rough, black edges and lifted it to his face. Then he looked down at Damian, prompting him to object before he proceeded, but no objection was made.


    “Red, the highest band, color of blood and vice,


    I have learned to see within you redemption, sacrifice.


    Orange, like the healing flower, and the burning desert sun;


    Both have power, both hold brilliance, but none compares to the Promised One.


    Yellow for the amber scrolls, prophesying salvation amid our strife;


    Your shimmer is a just shadow in the light of eternal life.


    Green for the stone I carry, a symbol of forgiveness, growth, and mirth;


    But nothing can bring as much happiness as a dying soul’s rebirth.


    Blue, the color of Carya’s sword that cut us free from prison;


    But the greatest freedom I have felt flows from faith that Phos has risen.


    Indigo, hue of an opaque void, the barrier between Petros and glory;


    Its power has been stripped away by the Finisher of our story.


    Now violet: triumphant, royal, reflecting clouds in this bathing place,


    I will emerge boldly from these waters, an orphan found and saved by grace.”


    “The first symbol.” Katsaros picked up the jasper stone by its chain and placed it in Damian’s hand. “‘Color of blood and vice…redemption, sacrifice,’” he said, repeating the words of the poem. Then he reached into the suitcase and removed each of the remaining amphoras before turning them on their heads.


    Ethan and Damian flipped the jars upright as Lydia neared the table, her eyes marveling at the odd assortment on display: five bright orange petals, a small block of amber, an emerald, a dagger surrounded by a thin film of light that glowed electric blue, an indigo strip of cloth, and a tiny, iridescent vial closed with a cork.


    “Maybe now I can know what all this means,” she said.


    Katsaros lay the indigo cloth across his hand and stroked it tenderly. “They were all part of Iris’s path. And now,” he said, turning to Damian, “the path has intersected with yours and Chloe’s.”


    Damian shook his head slowly as a hard line appeared between his eyebrows. “This doesn’t make any sense. How would my father have known about this?”


    He grabbed the emerald and placed it side by side with the jasper stone. Then he stood up and jabbed his forefinger into Katsaros’s chest. “And how do you know about this?” He stepped forward, aggressively pushing Katsaros back until the bewildered man stumbled against a cabinet filled with china.


    “Hey hey hey,” said Ethan, hurrying to Katsaros’s aid. He pulled Damian off of him and shoved him back toward the table.


    “You boys better get to school,” said Lydia as she returned the objects to their respective jars. “You can resume this conversation later.”


    “And what about my sister?” Damian fumed, kicking the leg of the nearest chair. “I’m just supposed to go on about my day like everything’s just fine, like my sister isn’t missing, isn’t in Hades like you all say she is?” He spun around to Katsaros. “How do I know you haven’t kidnapped her or something?” Then he took a step toward Ethan and pointed his finger at him. “How am I supposed to trust any of you?”


    “Damian, calm down,” Ethan said. “This is a lot to take in, but you ju—”


    “But nothing.” Damian threw the jasper stone to the floor. “You can have your rock back. I’m reporting my sister as missing. I’ve had enough of this.”


    With that, he rushed into the entryway and let himself out, slamming the front door behind him.


    Katsaros straightened his suspenders and dusted off his pants. “I told you, we all make our own choices.”
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    Damian was turning the corner onto his street when he remembered his car was on the side of the road near Lake Thyra. He glanced down at his cellphone to check the time, but—no surprise—it was dead. He sighed and pulled his keys from his pocket, then jogged toward the garage to see if his bike had air in the tires. He couldn’t be late. He really wasn’t in the mood for detention, or an interrogation from the headmaster.


    As he turned the key in the side door leading into the garage, he heard a car pull up behind him, followed by two doors shutting and footsteps coming toward him.


    You should have gone straight to the police, he thought.


    “Damian Zacharias?”


    Damian turned to see two hulking police officers in hunter-green uniforms standing in the driveway, each holding a hand to the holstered Tasers on their hips.


    “I.D.” said the shorter, broader of the two. His arms were twice the size of Damian’s and all muscle. Damian pulled out his I.D. card and handed it to the officer. “You want to tell us why your vehicle was found nine hundred meters from Lake Thyra?”


    Damian gritted his teeth, debating whether he should tell them the truth, tell them everything, like he told Ethan and Katsaros he would. His sister couldn’t really be in hell. Hell was a myth, a legend invented by ignorant, uncivilized people.


    His mind flashed back to the jasper stone and the suitcase, and Ethan’s story about his father… All of that could easily have been fabricated, too. Why Katsaros and the Rosses would conspire against Damian and Chloe in such an outlandish manner was beyond him, but the Fantásmata could get to the bottom of it, and Damian would certainly be rewarded.


    And then he remembered the Moonbow, how its seven colors had streamed through the window, covering Katsaros’s arm and face, and how the red light had lingered longer than the rest, symbolizing “blood” and “vice” and other things he couldn’t remember. That much had been real, and for that reason alone he couldn’t tell them the truth.


    “I went running through the old vineyards after school and my car broke down,” he said.


    “Funny,” said the taller officer. “It started just fine for us.”


    Damian shrugged. “It has a mind of its own.”


    “Uh-huh. And where were you all night?”


    Damian looked down at his damp, dirty jeans and wrinkled shirt, then picked at the grime on the back of his ears and neck. He put on a shameful face and looked up at the policeman with bleary, apologetic eyes. “I slept by the lake. I was too tired to walk home.”


    “You could’ve called someone or alerted the precinct with the alarm,” said the short one. When Damian showed him his dead cellphone, the officer grunted and took a few steps back to confer with his partner.


    Damian’s heart thumped nervously in his chest. He forced down a lump in his throat as his hand began to sweat around his keys. They were sure to find a hole in his story, or come up with more questions that would stump him. He’d be cornered eventually. Why delay the inevitable? No one fooled the Fantásmata, at least not for long.


    The stocky officer walked back to Damian as his partner returned to the car. “We’ll have your car taken to the school. Now clean yourself up and get to class.”


    “Yes, sir,” said Damian with a respectful nod.


    “And kid,” the man snapped, “keep your phone charged. It’s for your own safety.”


    “Will do, sir.”


    Damian’s knees went slack as he watched them drive away. He grabbed onto the doorknob, leaned against the wall and exhaled hard, as if he’d been holding his breath for minutes. He was off the hook, although for how long he had no idea. It was only a matter of time before they noticed Chloe was missing, and when they did, he wouldn’t get off so easy.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    



EPIPHANY


    Orpheus extended his arm in salute to the guards at the palace gates, but they continued staring straight ahead without so much as a twitch to acknowledge his presence.


    “Open the gates.” Orpheus stepped between them and placed his hand on the iron latch.


    “Remove your hand, bard,” one of them growled, “or I’ll cut it off.”


    “I’m here to see Apollo,” said Orpheus, backing away, “with news of the Vessel.”


    “He’s heard your news,” said the other man, turning to Orpheus with an indignant sneer. “Your uncle will be here shortly to escort you back to the cesspit you came from.”


    “This is outrageous!” Orpheus shouted. “My father and I had a bargain!”


    He lunged toward the guard closest to him, and in one swift motion ripped the spear from his hand and angled its tip toward the man’s throat. Two seconds later, he perceived the blade of the other guard’s sword poised next to his ear. He could fool no one pretending to be a soldier.


    “Stand down,” said the armed guard coolly. “Sing us a song if you like, then get out of our faces until Hermes arrives.”


    Orpheus did as he was told and handed the guard his spear. His face hot with both rage and humiliation, he pivoted fast and plodded down the black, basalt hill from which he’d come. Sing them a song? Never. But he would play them a song…


    He hopped over a wall of red scoria rocks and leaned against it as he pulled the backpack off his shoulders. He kissed the lyre’s crossbar as he dragged it out and tickled his fingertips on six smooth strings. “Bring me luck,” he whispered.


    He began to play a Delphic hymn, one of the first songs he’d ever composed, in honor of Apollo. Though each note made his insides seethe, he knew it was the perfect choice for subduing the loyal sentinels, half-witted souls who bowed blindly to the prince of Hades.


    “Cover your ears!” he heard one of the guards yell.


    Orpheus shook his head. Not even balls of beeswax, like Odysseus used against the Sirens, could stop the melody from trickling into their thick skulls and enchanting them. He stood up and strolled leisurely up the hill, swaying to the music as the guards spun in circles, banging their weapons together and spitting out gibberish at the top of their lungs.


    “I wanted to spare you your dignity,” Orpheus intoned. “But you’ve forced my hand.” He knelt down and began the song again, this time slowing the rhythm. The guards’ spears fell to the ground as their voices faded and their eyes glazed over. “Watch me turn Apollo’s trusted sentries into worthless house cats.”


    The guards groaned and sank unceremoniously against the gate, their chins drooping onto their chests.


    “Sweet dreams,” Orpheus said.


    He removed the men’s swords from their scabbards, kept one for himself, then flung the other down the hill toward a multilayered outcrop of pumice. When he heard the guards’ snores and saw their limbs twitching, Orpheus kicked them onto their sides, lifted the latch, and let himself into the palace.
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    Orpheus’s stomach lurched at the smell of blood permeating the throne room. The last time he’d stepped foot in it had been the day of his death, when Hermes led him to the three judges of the dead who resided in the sweltering heart of Tartarus. He recalled that it had smelled intolerably of rot and brimstone, but this…this was the smell of death, of open tombs and decomposing flesh.


    The air was thick with the stench, a putrid blanket of smoke pervading the atmosphere as he coughed and choked against it. Unable to see two steps ahead of him, he hugged the lyre to his chest, fearful it might fall into a blaze and be carried off into the Phlegethon River.


    “Apollo!” he shouted, the rotten smell latching onto the roof of his mouth. He gagged and picked up his pace, anxious to exit the cloud of plague before he fainted.


    Whisperings floated to his ears, and finally the smoke tore apart just enough for him to make out the great black throne and two figures standing beyond it. Before them, a fall of murderous red magma roared as it cascaded from the igneous stratum above. The noxious scent persisted. He zipped his jacket to his chin, pulled it over his nose and mouth, and continued.


    “Apollo, the mission is done.” As he called out, waves of a tar-like substance gushed down, masking the magmatic tide.


    The figure wearing a glinting horned helmet—Hades, no doubt—raised his arms to either side. Apollo motioned for Orpheus to come forward.


    Orpheus gripped his sword, chuckling nervously. What good would a sword do him here? He’d have better luck with his lyre, although neither wounding his father nor rendering him unconscious would bring him closer to Eurydice. He removed his hand from the sword and tossed it aside, resolved to see how far civility could get him.


    “Where is Hermes?” asked Apollo as Orpheus approached.


    “I couldn’t say. With the Vessel, I presume.” Orpheus stood at Apollo’s side, mere inches from the precipice, just a nudge away from the volcanic cauldron below. He took a step back.


    “How did you get here?”


    Orpheus held up his lyre. “There was some confusion with the guards. I thought a good long nap might clear their minds.”


    “Ah, and what was the confusion?”


    Before Orpheus could respond, Hades’ gilt armor clanged as he dropped to a knee and fell onto his back, a twisted expression of both agony and ecstasy etched into his sunken gray face. He closed his eyes and began to squirm and jerk, a dark red cloud wafting toward him from the inferno.


    A shiver snaked up Orpheus’s spine as he saw the amorphous cloud take shape, spinning and shedding its vapor as it carved itself into dozens of outstretched arms and fingers, all scratching for Hades, hideous faces calling his name.


    “What is all this?” Orpheus asked Apollo, pointing first to the wall of flowing magma and then the phantom mist now descending upon Hades, encircling him.


    Wailing and emitting earsplitting screams, Hades’ chin was tilted back, inviting the crimson brume to enter his open mouth. And enter it did, curving up in an exaggerated arc before it nosedived down, nebulous faces and flexed fingers shrinking to fill his nostrils and blow through his parched parted lips.


    But Orpheus didn’t have to ask again. The laurel leaves secure in his satchel were still feeding him knowledge of the modern world, including what the mortals knew as Coronations. “So the Coronations are sacrifices,” he said.


    He could now see that the tar covering the magma was not tar at all, but fresh Petrodian blood.


    Apollo glared at him out of the corner of his eye while Hades sucked in the last misty sinew and puff of cloud.


    “Where are the dead?” Orpheus asked. “Where are their bodies?”


    “Don’t be daft,” Apollo said. “The bodies are in their graves, being devoured by insects and worms like any others. “Their souls bypass the Styx and fly to the judges. You do remember, don’t you?”


    Orpheus nodded slowly and thought back to the Vale of Mourning. He wondered how many there had been sacrificed. How many lives had been cut short in order to sate the appetite of reprobate deities? How many, like Eurydice, had not been ready to leave the brightness of life for the shadows of death, even death spent in Elysium?


    In all his countless years spent languishing in that woeful plain, Orpheus had never once approached anyone and asked to hear their story. He’d thought that doing so would only wrench his heart all the more, and besides, he only cared to speak to one person, the woman who lived on in his memories, and in his songs.


    “Where is Eurydice?” he said, gritting his teeth as Hades groaned, still supine on the floor of smooth, volcanic glass. “I’ve done what you asked. Thetis took the girl into the portal last night.”


    A smile tugged at Apollo’s lips as the cascade of blood weakened to a trickle. “She isn’t here.”


    Orpheus shook his head, frustration pounding against his temples. “Of course she isn’t here. She’s in Elysium. Take me to her!”


    Apollo placed a cold hand on his shoulder, the yellow pupils of his cerulean eyes radiating like the noonday sun. “You have made me very proud, son. In return for your loyalty, I’ll intercede on your behalf before the judges and persuade them to reassign you to Elysium.”


    The living blood in Orpheus’s veins began to boil as his hands started to tremble, shaking uncontrollably until they loosened their hold on the lyre and let it fall to the floor. He should have kept the sword. He shouldn’t have hesitated to find out what happens when a deathless god’s head goes rolling.


    “Where is she?” he yelled, jerking his shoulder free of Apollo’s hand.


    Hades stood up and charged at Orpheus, driving him toward the throne as he kicked the lyre over the cliff’s edge. With Hades’ fist in his stomach, Orpheus watched in horror as the instrument spun down, down, down until it pierced a spitting red bubble and sank into the fiery torrent.


    “Enough!” Hades shouted, his breath a freezing, rancid mist against Orpheus’s face. “Your father is generous with his own offspring, but I am not so patient.”


    He picked Orpheus up by his collar and, with one arm, held him out over the crag. “Your choices are these, and these alone: you may follow after your precious lyre and have that pitiful mortal frame you’re wearing eaten away by fire, after which you return to the Vale. Or, you may ascend to Petros again as you are, still pitiful and as wretched as ever. And when your time comes, you, too, shall have a Coronation.”


    He lowered his arm, black eyes staring down at Orpheus as his pale lips curled into a snarl. “Make your choice.”


    Feeling the heat of the fire on his soles, Orpheus looked down at his feet and the black stone altar rising up from the burning sea, overflowing with blood. He wasn’t afraid; he’d died before, at his own hand. It hadn’t been so different then, hanging from the fig tree where he’d first kissed Eurydice. His feet had dangled there just the same, hovering helplessly above the pit of death. There, the last flicker of hope had died, just as it was dwindling now.


    But something was undeniably different. A gnawing feeling in his gut was urging him to survive, an unexpected burst of adrenaline rousing the instincts he’d repressed for so long. He wanted to live. He needed to live.


    For once in his unfortunate existence, he wasn’t going to let death win.


    “I choose to live,” he said, carefully articulating every syllable so Hades couldn’t misunderstand.


    Hades grunted and tightened his grip around Orpheus’s throat. He pulled the poet closer to him, a blue vein bulging down the broad center of his forehead as he whispered, “I look forward to watching your blood fall when they pierce you with the needle and suck your life away.” Then he twisted fiercely and threw Orpheus at Apollo’s feet. “Any final words for your son, brother?”


    Apollo peered down at Orpheus with an unfeeling scowl. “The All-Powerful took your Eurydice. Not I.” His words were tinged with both hatred and discomfiture, as if he were admitting a weakness. “It is impossible for you to get her back. Tell me, why torture yourself by continuing to try?”


    Orpheus coughed and felt his neck where Hades’ hand had squeezed. “I was born for torture, was I not?” he rasped.


    After a few steady breaths, he stood, squared his shoulders, and searched Apollo’s face. Could this man—this monster—truly be his father? He could see no resemblance in his marble face, no trace of himself in the arrogant way he walked or in the merciless manner with which he devised lie after lie, scheme after scheme. The only similarity between them was their mutual love for music.


    “What being,” said Orpheus, “with your blood running through him, is not destined for anguish all his eternal days?”


    The glowing centers of Apollo’s eyes flared wide as he stiffened his neck, chin tightening as Orpheus waited for him to speak, or run a sword through his heart. This could be Orpheus’s last opportunity to speak to his father; he wouldn’t hold anything back.


    “Is that why you’ve always defied the All-Powerful?” Orpheus asked. “Why you’ve made Petros forget him? Because his disciples served him willingly and rejoiced over him, and yours are trapped and chained?”


    Orpheus paused as the clearest of epiphanies whispered within his heart. “So that’s why you loathe me so,” he said, “and detest the mere thought of our reunion—because Eurydice chose to follow the All-Powerful before her death. Everything I’ve seen of her—the mission to retrieve her from hell, the vision in the Vale, the brood of vipers in her cell—was all an illusion, a perverse ruse meant to satisfy your sadistic need to see me suffer.”


    Orpheus’s heart beat powerfully, freely, emboldened by the truth of the words ringing within his veins. “You will drink the bitter cup of justice, Father. The All-Powerful will see to it soon enough.”


    Apollo’s eyes blazed obsidian as thin red capillaries traversed his face, masking it with fury. He grasped the ivory hilt of his sword, sorely tempted to ignore Hades’ judgment and decapitate him now, then feed his head to the fire. “And what do you know of the All-Powerful?” he said behind clenched teeth.


    Orpheus stepped forward and regarded his father with a wry smile. “Only that you fear him. And that you fear the Vessel and his plan for her.”


    “I fear nothing.” Apollo’s chest was heaving. “It is you who should be fearful. I would gladly cut your throat this second if it weren’t for the anticipation of your blood draining onto the altar from whatever unmarked hole they throw you in.”


    “Does a man fear death again after he has already tasted it?” Orpheus asked. “Is it any more bitter a second time?” He felt his face softening, his smile fading as the revelation alighted upon him, like a lark landing gently on his shoulder. “I don’t fear you, neither do I fear Hades and his vile ritual. If it’s my destiny to be dismembered now or become entangled later within a bloody haze of spirits, so be it. I only fear not finding out why the All-Powerful has led me this far.”


    “The All-Powerful is dead!” Apollo screamed, unsheathing his sword.


    A strange peace settled on Orpheus, wrapping around him like a cloak, clinging tightly, comforting him as he caught his reflection in the bronze blade. A draft of cool air spiraled down from the ceiling’s pointed pendants, carrying with it a faint ting sound. It was completely foreign at first, but as the sword was lifted, the sounds became a song, dulcet notes floating on the air, soft as butterfly wings. It was his ode to Eurydice, sung on his happiest days as well as his darkest.


    And then he knew. He would be with her again.


    “No he isn’t, he is very much alive,” Orpheus whispered. “And Eurydice with him.”


    With one swift thrust of the sword, the song faded, and blinding light consumed him.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    



ASPHODEL


    Chloe held her breath as Hermes shifted his weight forward until their bodies were parallel to the ground. He pointed down at the silvery meadow rising toward them and a slow-moving sea of people.


    “The Fields of Asphodel,” he said, his voice falling through the windless air, alerting only a handful of curious souls. “Your new home.”


    When they were still a few feet from the grass, he pulled her toward him and shoved her onto a hillside, knocking the air out of her.


    She flipped onto her back, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come, then scooted backwards as fast as she could as Hermes weaved his wand in a figure of eight above her, turning her clothes into a sleeveless, coarse brown bag. He held a hand over his mouth, snickering at her as she wheezed and slowly stood up.


    This can’t be happening, she thought. She’d eaten the other walnut and forgotten about it. That was the only explanation. She would get home—or wake up—just like last time; she just had to know how.


    “Where’s Carya?” she said at last. “The girl who gave me the walnuts.”


    Hermes tapped his chin with his wand and lowered himself to the ground. “Carya, you say?”


    What was she thinking? She couldn’t expect him—whomever he was—to tell her the truth. And for all she knew, Carya was never on her side to begin with.


    “Never mind,” she said. “At least tell me why I’m here.”


    “I take orders from no mortal.” Hermes bent over and plucked a white flower from the parched earth, then began twirling it in his fingers.


    “You told me you’d answer all my ‘useless’ questions, remember?” She looked around at the people nearby, who were all dressed in sackcloth as they picked flowers and dropped them into wicker baskets on their arms. They couldn’t have seemed less interested in the girl who’d just dropped from the sky.


    He placed the flower stem between his teeth and crossed his arms, eyeing her with disgust. “You’re far too gullible, my dear.” He spit out the flower and tucked the wand into his belt. “No matter. Even if you had your questions answered, they would do you no good here, I’m afraid.”


    “So why won’t you tell me if doing so won’t help me anyway?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “What if you’re holding back because you’re afraid you’ll reveal something I can use?”


    Hermes’ nostrils flared and his fingers twitched around the wand. “What if you’re a fool, trapped in the belly of hell, still holding onto the moronic notion that escape is possible? You’re helpless here. Is your feeble, mortal mind incapable of grasping that?”


    “So I’m not dead, then,” Chloe said, placing a proud hand on her hip. “You just answered one of my questions. Stick around any longer, Hermes, and you might be in danger of answering more.”


    “What’s better? To be dead in hell, or alive in hell knowing that when time runs its course your heart will stop and your spirit will reenter the Styx a second time and be flown here once again?” He shook his head in mock pity of her.


    Pretending to ignore his question, Chloe noticed an old man and woman leaning against a dead olive tree, asleep, their baskets overflowing with flowers. She began walking toward them.


    “Go ahead,” said Hermes. “See if they can help you.”


    Chloe slowed her pace and turned toward him.


    He howled with laughter as he rocketed into the sunless sky in the direction they’d come from. “Farewell, Vessel!”


    Refusing to let tears form, Chloe filled her lungs with the dry, stale air and continued toward the resting couple, though she had a sickening hunch that Hermes was right and they wouldn’t be able to help her.


    The man’s eyes fluttered open as he heard her footsteps. He yanked his basket toward him, guarding it as though it were filled with gold.


    Chloe lifted her hands. “I’m not going to steal from you, sir. I just wanted to talk to you.” From his blank look, Chloe knew he didn’t understand a word she was saying.


    “He doesn’t speak Petrodian.”


    Chloe turned to the old woman, her small brown eyes like pits stuck inside a shriveled date. “My name is Chloe Zacharias,” she said.


    The woman tapped the man’s arm reassuringly and glanced at Chloe as she said something in Próta. “I’m Anastasia,” she said to Chloe, “and this is my friend Calix.”


    “How do you know Próta?”


    “Most of us speak both languages. We’ve been here long enough to learn them.” She nudged Calix’s elbow. “This one’s never been much for conversation. I’m the only one he lets keep him company. Zeus knows why.”


    The old man hacked and spit carelessly into the grass, then tipped his head back and closed his eyes.


    “May I?” asked Chloe, motioning to the ground. Anastasia nodded and moved her basket, making room for Chloe to sit beside her. “I like your flowers. What kind are they?”


    “I don’t know.” Anastasia took a handful, arranging them into a small bouquet. “They’re all that grows here, though. They’re very precious to us.”


    Chloe forced herself to smile, still fighting the thick feeling of imminent tears tugging at the back of her throat. “They’re beautiful.”


    Anastasia held the flowers to her faintly whiskered chin and breathed them in. “No fragrance, really. But sometimes my nose makes one up, and I smell…” She frowned and laid the bouquet on her lap. “I don’t know what I smell, probably just nonsense. That’s all we speak, anyway.”


    “Do you know anything about Hermes?”


    Anastasia cocked her head sideways and began fiddling with the frayed ends of her frizzy white hair. “Hermes?”


    “The man who flies.” Chloe pointed to the sky. “He just brought me here.”


    The old woman’s eyes widened with understanding. “Ah, the Free One. That’s our name for him. He carried all of us here. Never someone as young as you, though.”


    Anastasia paused a moment, her wrinkled mouth agape as she examined Chloe’s face. She reached out with her knobby hand and stroked the side of Chloe’s head, then smiled and touched her cheek.


    Chloe winced at the cold palm on her skin.


    Anastasia pulled away and tugged on Calix’s collar, speaking again in the old language. Then she whipped back around to face Chloe.


    “Why are you warm-blooded? You’re hot like…like…” she stammered, waiting for the word.


    “Like fire?” said Chloe. “Because I’m not dead.” She paused, unsure how that revelation would be received. But when Anastasia closed both her hands around one of Chloe’s, she continued. “Hermes called me ‘the Vessel.’ Do you have any idea what that means?”


    The old man smacked his lips and muttered, his beady gray eyes boring into Chloe’s.


    Anastasia translated for Calix, and his tan face washed white as his basket fell from his hands, toppling onto the ground.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Chloe asked. If it weren’t for the fact that he was already dead, she’d swear he was having a heart attack.


    Anastasia’s joints popped as she turned and crawled closer to him. “Speak up, Calix,” she said gruffly. “What’s troubling you now?”


    Calix pointed a bony branch of a finger at Chloe, his eyes shifting to Anastasia. “Asher,” he whispered.


    Chloe placed a hand to her chest. “Chloe,” she said. “My name is Chloe.”


    Frustrated, Calix shook his head and latched onto Anastasia’s shoulder, using it to struggle to his feet. He pulled the old woman up after him and dragged her backwards, out of Chloe’s earshot.


    “It’s not like I can understand you anyway,” Chloe uttered under her breath. She leaned against the rough, denuded tree and held her stomach as it rumbled. The last thing she’d eaten had been the cup of vanilla ice cream with Orpheus.


    Her appetite vanished at the thought of him. It was his fault she was here, his fault for thinking domas were toys to be played with. But deep down she knew it was her fault, too.


    How stupid she’d been to trust him, to blindly follow him to Psychro Cave and then to Lake Thyra. Chloe had always wondered why the Fantásmata required that all strange sightings be kept secret and reported, but now she knew. It was because they led to hell. For all she knew, Orpheus would be joining her any second—if he hadn’t already been arrested for questioning regarding her whereabouts.


    Chloe jumped away from the tree at the touch of Anastasia’s cold hand on her shoulder. She turned to see Calix digging on hands and knees in the hard, cracked soil beneath the tree.


    “What’s he doing?” Chloe asked.


    “Chloe, Calix seems to think that you’re an Asher,” said Anastasia.


    “Is that good or bad?”


    “You don’t know what an Asher is?”


    “I have no idea. Maybe Calix is a little, you know…” Her finger did circles around her head. “Senile, maybe?”


    “He said you have something called a ‘doma.’” Anastasia rubbed her colorless lips together as she peered down at Calix, still digging like a madman. “Normally, I’d say that he’s speaking nonsense, but all nonsense here comes from what we know and remember. And we remember nothing of life or the world we came from. I’ve even forgotten the name of the world.” Her voice cracked as she stared up at the bare, desiccated branches.


    “Petros,” Chloe said.


    Anastasia’s eyes lit up with recognition. “Petros, yes. Our own names are all our minds have retained.”


    “What happened?”


    Anastasia lowered her head, eyes anxiously scanning the dirt as she wrung her hands. “The river,” she grimaced, as if the word tasted sour. “The second we drank from the river, our minds, our memories, were erased.”


    Chloe gazed toward the horizon, then spun in a circle. She didn’t see a river, only endless hills that appeared snow-covered in flowers. “What river?”


    Anastasia took Chloe by the hand and led her up the hill. When they reached the top, she pointed to a large gully, at least fifty feet wide, cutting through a hill directly across from them.


    “It fills up with water four times a day.” Anastasia grabbed Chloe by the shoulders and shook her hard, her long nails stabbing her. “You mustn’t drink from it. You mustn’t.”


    Chloe didn’t have to ask her why. Anastasia had stated the answer plainly. One drop of it would mean the closest thing to bodily death. What could possibly be worse than existing as a veritable shell of your former self, devoid of memories, passions, secrets and dreams, without even the slightest idea where smells come from, what fire is, with no remembrance of your family…


    “I won’t.” Chloe knew she would have to die before allowing the faces of her parents, and Damian, to be ripped from her mind. What about her parents? Were they imprisoned down here, too? Would they know her if she saw them? Did they even know one another?


    Hunched over and huffing up the hill, Calix made his way toward them, his bald speckled head facing the ground as he held a hand to his ribs.


    “He must have found what he was looking for,” said Anastasia. Then she went to him and put his arm over her shoulder, helping him along.


    Chloe noticed a silver object protruding from Calix’s skeletal fist. He babbled something to Anastasia and placed the item in her hand.


    “He says this is for you,” Anastasia said, “from a messenger by the name of Carya.”


    “Carya?” Chloe’s heart skipped a beat as hope gripped it like a vise. She held out her hand. “May I see it?”


    Calix spoke again, much more rapidly than before, repeating the words “Asher” and “doma” as Anastasia scrunched her brow, trying to keep up.


    Anastasia gave him a wide grin, revealing black gaps where teeth used to be. “The messenger was sent by the All-Powerful, he says. She entrusted him to be its keeper until you arrived. A wise woman, this Carya, for choosing the soul who has but one friend.” She handed the cylinder to Chloe.


    Chloe flipped open the cylinder’s sandy lid with her thumb and slid out a crisp, off-white scroll. She hastily unrolled it, only to find that not a single word had been written on it. “Is this some sort of joke?” she said, incipient tears stinging her eyes.


    Calix cleared his throat to get her attention then tugged on his earlobes. Chloe shrugged helplessly, sure by now that he was nuts. But then the sound of a soft inhale ruffled the scroll’s edges and lifted its center, as if breathing it to life, and a girl’s familiar voice began to speak.


    The realm you stand in as I speak was never meant to be,


    The brothers who rule it changed forever the course of history.


    Their pride rose up against Duna, seeds of sin made them scream, “More!”


    With their free will they chose a path of treason and cosmic war.


    Petrodians were tempted, polluted and deceived,


    They fled the All-Powerful’s shelter, and a new plan was conceived.


    Asher was the first to write the oracles down,


    Prophecies pointing to a savior king who never wore a crown.


    Phos, his name, for he was light, sent from Duna’s throne,


    Battled Apollo in the heart of the sea, where he bled and died alone.


    Though it seemed that all was lost, his death marked victory,


    For he broke the chains of darkness and set the captives free.


    A new age dawned for all mankind; a time for Petros to believe or deny,


    Many accepted and followed the Way, while others let truth pass them by.


    The Ashers—your family—were tainted by one whose sin-sick heart turned black,


    Who was corrupted in youth, deceived and seduced, all part of Apollo’s attack.


    A new wave of evil washed over the world, all traces of Phos were destroyed,


    Man’s connection with Duna was completely erased, replaced by Hades’ void.


    The Moonbow, bright sign of redemption, placed long ago in the night,


    Has appeared again to signal an ending to hell and Petros’s plight.


    The brothers foresaw a coming Vessel, for Iris’s prophecies they read,


    How quickly they forgot: Duna is always ten steps ahead.


    And so they’ve plotted and prepared, poised to pounce should an Asher rise,


    For although they cannot kill you, they can corrupt you with their lies.


    There is a way, there always is, to escape the enemy’s snare,


    But you must seek it first with a single, heartfelt prayer.


    Your doma is not enough, for to faith it must be tied,


    Strength and wits can save no mortal, nor heaven’s gates be pried.


    You have never been alone, despite your many years of sadness,


    Duna’s eyes have been upon you; he can fill your soul with gladness.


    The old man and those around him who wander through these vales of dust,


    Can be restored with all of Petros, if in Duna’s might you’ll trust.


    The scroll jumped to the grass from Chloe’s fingertips and curled closed on its own accord. With all feeling draining from her limbs, she shrank onto the ground in frozen silence while Anastasia interpreted the message for Calix.


    Carya’s words swirling thick in her mind, Chloe watched as the pair locked arms and began to dance, pure joy shining through their eyes and infusing their faces with youthful euphoria. She marveled at the miraculous way hope could transform people, even if it was founded on nothing but delusion.


    “You believe this?” Chloe snatched the parchment and crammed it back into its container.


    Anastasia stopped dancing and held a hand to her collarbone as she caught her breath. She kneeled beside Chloe and tucked her blond hair behind her ear. “Sometimes it takes falling into the pit of Petros to start believing in the impossible.” Her eyes welled with tears as she leaned in closer. “I wish you could meet all the men and women here who have been praying for centuries to an unknown, unknowable god, pleading with him to help us.” She smiled at the sky, her moist eyes twinkling. “And he heard us. He heard us…”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    



NIGHTMARE


    Chloe awoke to the wetness of saliva pooling around her chin. Rolling onto her back, she noticed a constellation of green, glowing stars stuck to the ceiling. She then realized that her head was supported by an abnormally squishy down pillow—her pillow. The sheets she clutched were teal with white polka dots, and at her feet was folded a patchwork quilt—her quilt.


    Her antsy eyes darted right, where a shaft of warm light shone through the window, illuminating dust particles in the air. She threw off the covers and ran to it, hardly registering that the plush carpet had been removed and replaced by a surface that was hard and scalding hot against her soles. With a yelp, she scampered toward the window on her tippy-toes, desperate to see the sunrise and hear the morning birds.


    Behind her, something fell to the floor with a clear ringing sound then skidded toward her. She held her breath and turned around, cold beads of sweat beginning to trickle beneath her sackcloth tunic. She looked down to see Carya’s silver cylinder glinting up at her.


    “Carya?” she whimpered, but she knew, by the malevolent presence she could sense drawing closer, that Carya was nowhere nearby. In the darkness that filled the rest of the room, she could see nothing except the outline of the bed, just another trick.


    “I’m afraid not.”


    The voice sounded as though it were made up of many voices, some grating and shrill, some breathy and childlike, and others low-pitched and gravelly, all with a mechanical, almost robotic, undercurrent running through them. It sent a chill straight through to Chloe’s bones.


    “Did you sleep well?”


    “Where am I? Where are Calix and Anastasia?”


    Chloe leapt to the window and seized the iron bars, using them to pull herself up off the scorching floor. She sat on the narrow stone ledge and pressed her nose through the bars, straining to view her surroundings. There was nothing but fiery red sand dunes as far as the eye could see, and a sky tinted a nauseous shade of green, the color of mold. It was a scene from a recurring nightmare she used to have after her parents died, one a drug from Doctor Leandros had banished. I’m dreaming, she told herself.


    “No such luck,” called a young man’s voice.


    A bolt of neon-red lightning flashed past Chloe’s ear with a terrifying roar, striking behind her with a deafening crash. She jerked back as the bars began to buzz with an electronic hum, closing together no matter how hard she pulled against them. She gave up trying when her knuckles were within centimeters of each other, seconds away from being smashed.


    Thick trails of smoke filtered in from outside, and with a cough, she sprang back down to the floor, only to find more smoke billowing, forming a dense cloud around the conflagration that used to be her bed. She wondered which would make her pass out first: the fumes or the pain of third-degree burns on her feet. The part of Carya’s message that said she couldn’t be killed was of little comfort to her; she would rather die than be tortured and toyed with.


    “Don’t fret yourself,” said the first voice, or group of voices. “We let your friends be after we forced the poppy capsule down your throat. Now tell us, what was in the Vessel, Vessel?”


    The floor turned to ice beneath her feet, which promptly sizzled and stung with relief. She picked up the cylinder and emptied the rolled-up parchment into her hand. “Could you not see for yourselves?”


    “Watch your tongue, or I’ll slice it in half.”


    Out of the smoke stepped the owner of the voices: a tall, wild-eyed man a little older than Chloe, with bulging black eyes and two-inch-long fangs protruding from his mouth. From neck to ankles, his body was covered in what appeared to be lion’s fur, and his feet were cloven hooves. His hands were humanlike, save for the tawny curved talons he had for fingers; Chloe realized he could slice her tongue in two. She also discovered the reason for his strange voice: he was four, perhaps five, animals in one.


    Just as she was about to speak, the other being leapt in front of her on all fours, a leonine tail swishing against her shoulder and cheek. He began to unfold upwards onto his human feet, and her gaze rose along with him, meeting his slanted, green feline eyes.


    He, too, was a hybrid creature, half lion, half man as far as she could tell. His lion’s head was framed by a short, shaggy mane, and his furry arms and legs were covered in brown rosettes, indicating to Chloe that he was young as well. His extremities, however, were completely human, as was his adolescent voice.


    “Speak politely, Deimos, or let me change the scenery. She’ll not talk if she’s scared out of her wits.” He pivoted toward Chloe, his round pupils dilating. “What’s it like to be living in your own nightmare?”


    “She isn’t scared, she’s stupid,” said Deimos’s horrid harmony of voices. “Some Asher you are.” He began to stalk the width of the room, his tasseled tail swooshing violently back and forth. “What’s your doma, anyway?” He turned to his brother. “Phobos, I think there’s a very real possibility that our overlords captured the wrong mortal.”


    Phobos dropped to all fours and lunged forward, taking deep whiffs of her through his muzzle. “I don’t sense any power in you.” He yanked her hand toward him and flicked it hard with his finger. “No fire in those palms, like your ancestor, Iris?”


    “You’re right,” said Chloe, pulling back her hand. “There’s nothing special about me. This has all been a mistake.” It was a lie she’d believed as truth until Carya’s message had arrived. And still she had no clue what to do with it.


    “Duna doesn’t make mistakes,” said Deimos. “We know he sent you the message. There’s no other means by which it could have entered the Fields.”


    “We intend to find out what it said.” Phobos’s hot breath reeked of sulfur. He spat at the cylinder in her hand before backing away. Then he lifted his hands and began chanting something in Próta.


    A faint squeaking noise followed, and Chloe’s eyes caught movement from a crevice in the corner of the limestone ceiling. The squeaking grew louder as a pair of wings flapped open.


    “We heard that you like bats.” Deimos smiled, clicking his talons against each other.


    Chloe felt herself beginning to panic. How did they know she had a fear of bats? Ever since she’d been to the zoo and learned that a species of bat subsists on blood, she’d been terrified of them.


    She turned and hugged the wall, squeezing her eyes shut and breathing as deeply as she could to keep her anxiety at bay. She heard the bars on the window beside her groan, and then watched as they were snapped like twigs and ripped out of their bracket by an invisible force.


    A black cloud of rushing wings flooded the empty space and descended upon Chloe, the bats’ tiny claws scratching through her tunic, their harsh squawks and high-pitched squeals piercing her eardrums. She crumbled to the floor and covered her head, feeling the bats pull and tangle her hair. After a few minutes, she began to scream. A few seconds after that, she began to cry.


    “Enough,” she heard Deimos say. He was standing close, apparently looking on her torment with pleasure.


    Phobos chanted once more in Próta, and the bats disappeared in an instant, though their echoes still grated inside her ears.


    “If you won’t cooperate with us,” Deimos said, “I assure you we have plenty of methods that will get you to talk.”


    Chloe pressed herself up and sat against the wall, her tear-drenched hair stuck to her face. As a salty teardrop entered her lips, she was overcome with thirst…and immediately remembered the River Lethe. How long until she begged for water and forgot everything—and everyone—she ever knew?


    She could see no harm in telling them what Carya had said. They already knew she was the so-called Vessel. She was already trapped in a simulation of her utmost fears, surrounded by devils that would love nothing more than inventing new ways of making her suffer. Nothing could get worse.


    “She told me I was the Vessel,” she said. “That’s isn’t news to you.”


    “And what of your brother?” Phobos said, his mouth pulled back tightly in a snarl, revealing black gums, and every one of his canines and sharp incisors.


    Chloe’s heart pounded. She thought of Damian standing behind her at Lake Thyra, pleading with her to go home with him. How had he known she was there? Why had he been so concerned? Normally, Damian couldn’t care less about what she was up to. He must have known something. Maybe he’d had strange sightings of his own. Whatever the case, she couldn’t risk getting him involved in this, even if she ended up drinking from the Lethe and forgetting she ever had a twin.


    “She didn’t mention Damian,” she said flatly.


    “That’s not what we heard the fat man tell him,” said Deimos, the high register of his voice overpowering the others. He pawed impatiently at the floor with his hoof. “He told him he’s the Vessel as well.”


    “What fat man?” They’d truly lost her this time.


    “Your brother has befriended someone with some sensitive information,” began Phobos as he waved a hand toward the wall, beckoning the bars to return to the window, “which would greatly interest our masters if we prove it to be true.”


    “I don’t know anything about that. All I know is that a jerk named Orpheus told me we both had domas and promised we would meet a woman named Iris who’d answer all our Asher questions.” She couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of her words. It was more preposterous than anything she could think up for her cartoons. “I never met a fat man.”


    “A decoy, perhaps,” murmured Phobos. “She’s the Vessel,” he said, louder. “Duna wouldn’t have prevented us from observing her the last few days if she wasn’t. The brother is meant to confuse us.”


    Chloe shrugged and started picking at her cuticles, trying in vain to get her mind off her parched tongue, which was presently glued to the roof of her mouth.


    “We’ll keep our eye on you,” bellowed Deimos’s baritone. He nodded to Phobos. “Wine.”


    Phobos cupped his hands together and whispered into them a conical gold cup, the shape of a donkey’s head.


    “Should we learn of your deceit,” Deimos said, “I will hold your head under the Lethe until it empties itself of every memory, leaving black weepy holes where images of your sweet mother and loving father used to be. And then I will waste no time securing an identical fate for your cursed twin. Seems appropriate, does it not?”


    Phobos laughed uproariously and handed the red wine to Chloe, purposefully sloshing some onto her tunic. “I have a better plan,” he said, as a long string of drool broke away, falling into the cup. “Just because there’s never been two Vessels at once doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen.” He knelt beside her, an amber eye reflecting the dying firelight behind him.


    “Pray tell, what is your plan?” said Deimos.


    Phobos continued to stare and sniff at Chloe, as if her scent or body language might give something away. “We act preemptively. We go to Apollo and deliver our concern. He will dispatch Hermes to go and lure the brother, just as his shrewd sister was lured.”


    Chloe set the wine aside as she turned her face away. But Phobos grabbed her chin and jerked it toward him, pinching the skin. “You’ll be reunited with your brother after all.”


    Chloe wanted to scream at them, to plead with them to uncover whatever decency, whatever shred of compassion they might have, buried deep beneath their callous words and heinous exteriors. But despite herself, she couldn’t speak, nor cry, nor move.


    Then she was overcome with a feeling of stillness, an uncanny quiet falling like snow, spreading from her heart to the top of her head. An inner voice, like a ray of sun through a wintry sky, whispered through it: Call to me…


    Phobos sneered at her silence, then skulked away from the wall and stood beside Deimos.


    “A good plan,” Deimos said, nodding to his cohort. He turned to the burning bed. “Phobos, be a good host and give our guest a new bed. The dirty floor won’t do for the blessed Vessel.” His myriad voices erupted in a chorus of sardonic laughter.


    Phobos raised his hands and waved them through the air, conducting a symphony of dark magic as he incanted another spell. Seconds later, a new bed appeared over the debris of the last. The comforter folded back and the pillows fluffed all by themselves. “Get your rest. We’ll throw a welcoming party when your brother arrives.”


    Then Phobos snapped his fingers, and the tormentors vanished, leaving her alone, yet somehow not feeling so.


    “Duna?”


    As she whispered the name, a soft haze of light poured in through the iron bars, stretching into the cell, suffusing it with the golden gleam of moonlight. Chloe froze as the wine beside her evaporated from the cup, making room for water bubbling into it like a spring.


    She took the cup and drank, cautiously at first, just a drop to note its effects. When nothing happened, she tested twice more, and still she felt just the same. Finally, she gulped it fast, only to see it refill again, and then once more until her thirst was slaked.


    Her mind remained clear, her memories intact as life, and hope, flowed into her veins.


    “Thank you, Duna.” She looked into the light, and began to weep. And then she prayed, for the first time in her life. “Please…help me.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    



ORACLE


    Damian lay awake in his bed. He had tossed and turned all night, rehashing in his mind all that had transpired since his odd encounter at Lake Thyra. The lady in the mist, the Moonbow through the window, Ethan’s story about his father, the suitcase filled with magical jars… None of it made sense, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to report a word of it. He felt paralyzed, stuck inside a deep, troubled sleep he couldn’t snap out of.


    He had to choose a side. It had never been his nature to stay neutral on anything, and for the first time in his life he felt himself siding with his heart instead of his head. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t dismiss the claims of Katsaros, Ethan or Lydia as conspiracy. They resonated with him. They stirred something inside him, opening a compartment of his brain—or his soul perhaps, if there was such a thing—that demanded attention.


    He shouldn’t have left Ethan’s house. He should have reined in his temper and given himself time to process the barrage of information instead of rejecting it altogether. But he’d never been one for temperance.


    A bird pecked at the window. He turned to face it and was relieved to see that morning was still a good ways off. It’d been the longest night off his life; one he wished would never end. In just a few hours, Chloe’s absence would be noticed at school, and that, he was sure, would mark the beginning of a very long, very thorough, very ugly investigation.


    Nervous energy coursed through Damian’s body. He made a clicking noise with his tongue as his hands drummed along the side of the bed. He lifted his head and repeatedly dropped it against the pillow.


    When his pulse picked up, he kicked off the covers and rocked onto the floor, feeling the sudden urge to run or to wrestle, anything to burn off this anxiety. He didn’t have a key to the gym, but he could hit the track early. With the meet coming up, no one would think a thing if they saw him running sprints at five in the morning. That’s what he would do: run until his brain and body were too exhausted to bother him with useless whys and what-ifs.
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    Damian had planned to grab a pair of running shorts out of the laundry room. But instead, he found himself standing in his sister’s room looking for her dumb diary. He didn’t know why, other than that his subconscious probably figured she might have left some sort of clue as to what was going on with the weirdo at the lake, not to mention the whole Hades hypothesis.


    Although it’d been years since he’d stopped stealing it from her, he knew exactly where she kept it: on her desk between a set of bookends crammed with all her reference books. But it was gone. Above its place, an unshelled walnut sat wedged in the gap.


    “Well, that’s new,” he said.


    He sat in her chair and examined the desk for any other random objects. He quickly spotted a steak knife popping out of either end of a spiral notebook like a bookmark. “What in the world, Chloe…”


    He shook his head as he slid the knife out and stared at the walnut. He’d never cracked open a walnut before. He pierced the seam at the end of the nut and twisted the knife like a key inside a lock. He set down the knife and easily dislodged the walnut meat with his fingers and popped a piece into his mouth. Then he got up, and started toward the door.


    “Damian,” a voice whispered.


    Damian spun around to see a girl standing beside Chloe’s armoire, her white robe glowing as if bathed in sunlight although the blinds were closed, concealing any hint of dawn. She wore a diamond-encrusted coronet in her auburn, waist-long, hair, and pearlescent sandals on her feet. The hem of her garment fluttered, though the closed window forbade any breeze. She was a goddess from the mythology books come to life.


    Damian opened his mouth to speak, but his tongue refused to move. He’d never seen anything so beautiful. Her sparkling blue eyes smiled at him as she placed a delicate hand to her heart.


    “It is with joy that I deliver the news of your sister’s prayer,


    I come in peace to tell you she’s cried out from Hades’ lair.


    The truth has been revealed to you; there isn’t need to doubt or fear,


    The time has come at last; a new beginning begins here.”


    She took a small step forward.


    Damian followed her gaze to the walnut halves and the pried-apart shell on the desk. “Uhhhh…was I not supposed to do that?”


    Thankfully, she didn’t appear angry. He had a hunch that offending a goddess wouldn’t be pretty, especially if she was anything like the ones that populated the myths of Olympus.


    A soft smile parted her lips, and she began to speak again.


    “I gave a walnut to your sister, as well as the choice to eat,


    In faith she took, and with her eyes she saw a glimpse of past defeat.


    Her heart has been awakened to gifts forgotten yet not lost;


    Powers used against your people and kept secret at great cost.


    Now the choice is yours: take one more bite, or turn away,


    Duna be with you, Damian; I’ve said all I can say.”


    “No, wait. I…” But before he could bat an eye, she’d disappeared, leaving the sweet scent of lavender lingering in the air, the only proof he had that she’d been real.


    He braced both hands behind his head and let out a breath, her rhymes ricocheting inside his skull; entwining themselves within the mélange of information already entangled there.


    This was it. This was when he chose a side. He didn’t have to know all the answers to do that. He just had to trust Chloe.


    Before he could talk himself out of it, Damian stormed toward the desk as if it were a trespasser up to no good. He snatched up the walnut and ate it so fast that he nearly choked. He planted his hands on the back of the chair and coughed, then watched in horror as the tips of his fingers became fuzzy, followed by his hands, wrists, and forearms.


    He jumped back and sidestepped in front of Chloe’s full-length mirror. From head to toe, his whole body appeared as a translucent blur, the colors of which were fading by the second. Already, his arms and shins were invisible.


    “What’s happening?” he yelled.


    Frantic, he ran back to where the girl had been standing and strained to hear her voice. But she didn’t answer. He pivoted back to the mirror. With a hand over his mouth to suppress his shout, he dropped to the floor.


    His reflection was totally gone. And yet…


    He could still feel the carpet underneath him, and still breathe lavender into his lungs. He pressed his invisible hand to his invisible chest and felt the rapid beat of his heart. He stood up and scuffed his feet against the floor, leaving no marks. He went to the window and huffed against it, but it didn’t fog up one iota. Then he lifted his hand to the pane and hesitated. Slowly, as if worried the glass might electrocute him, he touched it, hardly feeling anything at all as his fingers slid right through it; it might as well have been water.


    “Whoa!” Damian felt a light mist on his arm as he waved it outside the closed window. He pulled it back in, and tried it with his legs next, followed by his head. He was tempted to jump into the shrubs below, but then thought better of it; there had to be limits to this somewhere.


    He felt his heart rate climb down as a smile spread across his face. He was still there, still very much alive. But unlike before, he was one hundred percent undetectable.
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    Ethan was the first out the doors when the school bell rang. It’d been the most nerve-racking day of his entire life, not to mention the most unfocused. Ordinarily, he was the most enthusiastic student in all of his classes, always eager to discuss, debate, and problem solve. But today, all he’d wanted to do was to throw his jacket over his head and find a hole to crawl into.


    He felt completely helpless. Helpless to find Chloe. Helpless to stop Damian from reporting him and his family to the Fantásmata. Helpless to stop his imagination from speculating as to what might happen to them if and when they were found out.


    Ethan had once asked his father what the Justice Council at Enochos did to people accused of withholding their strange sightings, and could still envision the pallor of his father’s face when he’d answered, “I’m not at liberty to say.”


    More secrets. More fear. Ethan had to admit that the government’s methods were effective. They had everybody scared and silent, including those in positions of authority, like his father. How could anything ever change if even the upper echelons were filled with cowards?


    Ethan couldn’t blame his father. Everyone had good reason to fear. They’d been programmed to fear. With copious amounts of literature outlining crimes and their respective punishments. With field trips to religious and judicial centers where old men in robes spoke in ominous tones about fidelity and order. With occasional glimpses of force and “corrective measures.” And with frequent rumors of brutality when someone’s behavior deviated from “unity and obedience.”


    At eight years old, Ethan had watched a wolf attack and kill a man, and then witnessed that man come back to life and heal himself, too. He could only imagine what his father, a Religious Council staff member, had been privy to in his twenty years of service.


    Even if a single Petrodian were to try and reform things, such as the impermeable mystery surrounding strange sightings, they would never be able to recruit enough people willing to stick their necks out. Everyone—unless otherwise assigned by the powers that be—had a family to think of and protect, another subtle weapon with which to control the sheep-like masses.


    Though he wanted to sprint, Ethan walked as normally as possible to his truck. His cheek twitched when he reflexively glanced at the windshield, where Chloe had left her note the day before. He slung his backpack into the passenger seat and climbed into the cab as his phone began to vibrate in his pocket. He clicked in his seatbelt and pulled it out. The text was from his mother: Meet me at the museum after school.


    His mom’s messages were never that bland. Always she would insert cheerful hearts and emoticons, and a Love, Mom at the end. Something was wrong. Either she hadn’t sent the text, or she was under duress.


    Ethan threw the truck into reverse and sped away, not caring who might see.
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    Ethan stood still to let the camouflaged door lock scan his iris. He squeezed through the door as it opened.


    “Mom?” His voice echoed back to him.


    A ceiling speaker crackled above his head, followed by an unctuous voice speaking through it. “Ethan, nice to have you here. Come join us in the gallery downstairs.”


    Ethan clenched his jaw and stared out at his truck in the parking lot. He regretted not bringing a knife, a stick, anything to fight with if he had to. He’d been too flustered by his mom’s message to even consider the possibility of having to use force against whomever was waiting for him. His bare hands wouldn’t get him far, but it was too late now.


    He rolled back his shoulders, strode to the far corner of the room, and followed the staircase down to the gallery.


    “Your cellphone, please,” came a voice from behind him.


    Ethan turned to meet an ancient face he hadn’t seen in ten years. It belonged to the chief councilman, the man he and his peers had heard speak the day they learned about the Coronation, the final stage of life when people graduated “from average citizen to ruling sovereign.”


    Once again, the councilman was dressed in a dark purple chasuble, with a golden rope tied around his waist. His eyes were small, the black pupils of which swallowed up nearly every speck of white. The thin, sallow skin of his cheeks clung tightly, like a plastic film, to the recesses and protuberances of his skull. He was well over seventy-five, the age at which every Petrodian had their Coronation. Ethan wondered why his had been delayed.


    “Where’s my mom?” Ethan withheld his phone, convinced he could take this guy in a fight if he didn’t cooperate.


    The councilman placed a light hand on Ethan’s back and turned him to face the rest of the room. Five other council members, all as old as their leader, lay on their backs, forming a circle in the middle of the floor. Their eyes closed and mouths muttering, they paid Ethan no attention. Terracotta oil lamps and mounted cressets lined the walls, and somewhere, spicy incense was burning.


    “She and your father are busy elsewhere,” the councilman answered, his black eyes flickering in the lamplight. “I wanted your full attention without her here, just for a few moments. Will you indulge me?”


    He lifted up his hand, and Ethan watched in stupefied silence as his phone flew out of his pocket and slapped against the councilman’s palm like a magnet to metal.


    “Do you see that compartment there?” The man pointed to a small niche that had been carved out of the farthest wall, beside the fossil of the gryphon’s rear foot.


    Ethan nodded, trying hard to avert his eyes from the councilmen suddenly convulsing at his feet. “I’ve never noticed it before.”


    “Only we know of it. It’s been here for thousands of years. It’s why we built the museum.” He began walking toward the wall and motioned for Ethan to follow. “But since it has come to our attention that you and your mother know more than we ever wished you to, it’s time you learned about it, too.” The councilman braced himself against the wall and lowered himself onto both knees. He reached inside the niche.


    Ethan’s head began to swim with the strong scent of whatever resin or bark was circulating through the air. With each breath he took, he felt himself growing unusually calm, sedate almost. He blinked his eyes hard and shook his head, trying to snap himself out of the hypnotic cloud enveloping his mind, and likely the minds of the men around him.


    The councilman pushed an amber tablet out of the hole. “Take it.”


    Ethan picked it up and stared through the translucent block at the parchment encased within it. “What is this?”


    “An oracle.” The councilman grunted as he got to his feet. He panted for a few seconds, then pulled a syringe from a pocket inside his robe and injected it into a bruised circle on his forearm. He took a deep, even breath, and with a smile lifted the tablet from Ethan’s arms. “The Vessel is foretold of in this scroll. The Vessel you’ve been good enough to track down for us.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The cloying smell of the incense stung the back of Ethan’s throat.


    “You’re an intelligent young man, Ethan. You must know it will do no good to lie. Especially after the notice delivered to you eight years ago, concerning Mr. Zacharias.” He smacked his lips, and gestured toward the men still mumbling and jerking on the floor, their eyes rolled back in their heads. “For days they’ve been receiving intel regarding your goings-on. I was hoping you’d come to us instead of the other way around.”


    “Intel from whom?”


    The councilman kissed his finger, then pressed it to the scroll. “From Apollo, god of Petros. He wishes to reward your assistance in locating the Vessel with an unprecedented honor.”


    “We don’t want any rewards.” Nausea swelled in Ethan’s stomach. His eyelids grew heavy. Then he thought of Chloe, trapped somewhere in a room much worse than this, and willed himself to stay lucid. “Just don’t hurt Chloe.”


    “I’m afraid, Mr. Ross, that it makes no difference what you want. The Vessel will be dealt with according to the prophecy, and you and your mother will be justly awarded.” The corners of his purple lips turned up in a repulsive smile. “Who would deny an early Coronation?”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    



PHOBIA


    The effects of the walnut had worn off after half an hour, just in time for Damian to shower and get ready for school. Being absent—or worse, somehow being found out as a freak capable of turning invisible—definitely wouldn’t help his circumstances.


    All day, he’d felt restless, giddy almost, unable to think straight or sit still for more than a few seconds. When a few perceptive friends asked him if he liked a new girl or something, he had to bite his lip to avoid telling them that, yes, there was a girl, but not just any girl—a goddess. But he wasn’t in love with her; he was overwhelmed by what she’d ushered into his life, and he was champing at the bit to explore it.


    He felt like an eagle stuck in a cage, surrounded by domesticated birds with clipped wings that had never known what it felt like to fly. His secret thrilled him. He was proof that the old myths were true—or at least some of them. Granted, he had to keep it to himself for now, but one day…one day his name would be known throughout Petros. He’d go down in history books as the first modern Petrodian to ever be visited by the gods.


    Just before curfew, when there was still enough sunlight left for him to wander around, he reached for the walnut. But before he could take it, his entire hand vanished in a split second. He stepped into the mirror as the rest of him disappeared, not gradually like last time, but fast and all at once.


    “I don’t need the nut anymore?” he asked, then waited in vain for a reply. “I’ll take that as a yes.”


    His first instinct was to find Ethan and Katsaros. Already he’d forgotten that he was no more than a disembodied spirit, a breeze with a brain floating around Eirene. He didn’t care, though. He felt invincible, invigorated, and ready to see with his own two eyes what really lay beneath Petros’s crust.


    He didn’t know how long his visibility would last, and that concerned him. Whichever deity Chloe was praying to, he could only hope it was a logical one. He’d need at least until midnight to bring her back from hell—or so he guessed.


    He ran out of the house and maintained a steady jog all the way to Lake Thyra, stopping only a few times for water and to tease the dogs in the park, catching their Frisbees and kicking their balls a little farther away before they could fetch them.


    The opportunities for wreaking havoc were endless. Why had the goddess in Chloe’s room trusted him with this power? He didn’t trust himself. If it weren’t for the fact that his sister was being held prisoner somewhere below his feet, he would sneak around every council building in Petros and find out how the machine was run, and who pulled the levers.


    Damian tore through the old vineyards, and bounded down the hill overlooking the lake in a few agile leaps. He stopped on the beach when he saw a man sitting at the tip of the sandbar, his identity masked by the glare of the setting sun.


    “Well, hello there. I’ve been waiting for you.”


    “Katsaros?” Damian looked down at his hands. He was still invisible, even to himself. “You can see me?”


    “You’re not the only one with secrets, you know.” Katsaros stood up and dusted the sand from his corduroy pants.


    “You’ve got plenty. You told me all about them yesterday, remember?” Damian picked up a stone and skipped it across the water. So much for having a power no one knew about.


    Katsaros smiled. “So Carya paid you a visit, did she?”


    Damian could feel himself growing impatient. He had until morning to get his sister out of Hades and somehow hatch a plan to keep the Fantásmata from knowing about their family. He didn’t have time for another Q&A session with this guy.


    “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk.” Damian walked past Katsaros and skimmed the water with the midsole of his sneaker, then smiled when no ripples formed.


    “I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but the portal cannot be unlocked by mortal hands.” Katsaros pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his forehead.


    “Then how in Zeus’ name am I supposed to get Chloe?”


    Katsaros folded his arms and began stroking his goatee. “Tell me, what do you plan to do once you’ve obtained her, Damian?”


    “I plan on figuring that out once she’s back. That’s the priority, don’t you agree?” Damian took off his hoodie and rolled up his sleeves, his temperature rising with every idle second that ticked by.


    “Emerging from the darkness is just the first step.” Katsaros’s gaze drifted out over the old olive tree to the limestone mountains beyond. “One act of faith must lead to another, if you’re to have victory in this life.”


    Damian’s fuse was growing short. He alternated clenching his fists and relaxing them, trying to buy some time before he exploded the way he had in Ethan’s kitchen. “What do you know about victory?” he said, not trying to hide the incredulity in his tone. He looked Katsaros up and down, silently mocking his disheveled clothes, pockmarked cheeks, and potbelly.


    Before Damian could say another word, Katsaros’s suspenders snapped off his waistband and fell to the sand, and his button-up shirt split open, revealing chestnut clumps of chest hair. Damian heard a loud ripping sound and watched in bewilderment as a horse’s sorrel hindquarters appeared on Katsaros’s back end. A rust-colored hoof kicked the corduroy pants into the lake.


    “What the…” Damian backed up to the edge of the water, half tempted to turn and sprint back up the hill.


    A guttural neighing noise vibrated in Katsaros’s throat as he tossed his head, his copper hair shedding to the ground until he was completely bald, save for a black curved line bisecting his scalp. Damian realized it was a snake tattoo, its forked tongue trailing down the length of his nose. It looked just like the golden pin his father had worn on the lapel of his uniform; the Fantásmata insignia.


    “Wait…” A shiver shot up Damian’s back. “You work for the Fantásmata? And…” He shook his head as Katsaros’s bare arms doubled in size, peaked biceps and rounded deltoids bulging where blubber had been. “You’re half horse?”


    “I am a centaur.” Katsaros ran a hand along his smooth head, then dragged it back until it covered the spade-shaped serpent’s head on his brow. “And I once worked for the primitive form of the Fantásmata. The Pythonians.” He drew a breath and followed a white-tailed eagle with his eyes as it soared overhead. “A very long time ago.”


    “How long?” Damian reached for his hoodie and pulled it on. Though it was barely the month of Pyanepsion, the bite of winter hung in the air.


    “Two thousand years.”


    Two days ago, Damian would have laughed at something so ludicrous. But how could he argue with his own two eyes? He’d had more than enough strange sightings to last a lifetime; more than enough blots on his record to get him exiled or executed—probably both. That someone could time travel and shape shift wasn’t so farfetched anymore.


    “How is that possible?” he said. “How are you still alive?”


    Katsaros stepped closer. “I told you that heaven existed.”


    He smiled up at the pink parade of clouds passing over. Then a shadow eclipsed the sun, erasing his smile. Throwing back his shoulders, Katsaros scanned the still water, his head moving from side to side, up and down, as if following another bird. But the air was empty. He whinnied quietly and extended his arms to either side, tucking his chin under as he drew a deep breath through his nostrils.


    “Deimos! Phobos!” he bellowed. “I command you in the name of Phos, son of the All-Powerful, be gone from here!”


    A howl ripped through a sudden gust of freezing wind, leaving a cold coat of moisture on Damian’s skin. “What was that?” He wiped away the wetness with his sleeve.


    “Dark spirits…always spying.” Katsaros surveyed the area, his black tail swatting the air. “Be grateful you can only feel their presence. They’re uglier and stink more terribly than I ever did.” He chuckled. “And I assure you, I was a foul sight before I met Iris.”


    “Iris my ancestor?”


    Katsaros nodded.


    “She’s in heaven now?”


    Another nod.


    “And I take it that’s where you’re from.”


    “I’m no longer mortal. When I died, my spirit was escorted to paradise by one of Carya’s kind.”


    “But in the myths, the centaurs were lower than dirt.” Damian dropped his head and lifted his palms to Katsaros as compunction knotted in his stomach. “No offense.”


    “That brings us back to victory, doesn’t it?” Katsaros smiled. “I’m living proof that faith can save the soul of any wretch, even a murdering, thieving, lying, cheating, centaur such as I was.”


    Damian lifted his shoulders in a heavy sigh. “I want to talk, I really do, but even you said time was short.”


    “Time is irrelevant when you don’t have a plan.”


    Katsaros turned and walked to the white shirt lying crumpled on the sand. He squatted onto his haunches and pulled something from the front pocket and brought it to Damian. “You’ve seen that there’s much more to your existence than meets the eye.” He held his fist closed and took Damian’s hand, then released the jasper stone into it. “Now you must learn to walk by faith, and not by what you can see.”


    Damian unfastened the chain and clasped it around his neck. He held the rock between his fingers. “Did my father believe all this? Did he see what I’ve seen?”


    “Your father received his doma at eighteen, following the pattern set by the very first Asher in ages past.” Katsaros frowned and scratched his ear as a heron warbled in the distance. “He suppressed his power, as was your family’s custom for hundreds of years. Their fear closed the door to Duna.”


    Damian’s heart sank as a thousand questions shot off like fireworks inside his brain. What had their powers been? What might have happened if they had rallied together, or if just one of them had been brave enough to see what their doma could do? Had anyone ever even tried? Is that why his father had died?


    “But in the end,” Katsaros continued, “his heart softened. He prayed.”


    “To Duna. The god that the goddess person at my house talked about.” Damian said it flatly, as though it all made perfect sense. In reality, it was like a million jigsaw puzzle pieces had been scattered in front of him.


    Katsaros knitted his brow. “Her name is Carya. She’s his messenger.” He closed his eyes, and in a few seconds he was transformed back into the avuncular man Damian knew him as, replete with a new wrinkled shirt and pair of plain suspenders.


    “There is just one god, Damian,” Katsaros said. “He’s the one who created all things, even those things which have forsaken him.”


    Damian felt his chest rise and fall against the cool red stone as he breathed. He’d never been fearful. Only on those occasions when he could sense his sister’s distress was he ever the least bit afraid. Not even the prospect of venturing into hell daunted him. But suddenly, his fight-or-flight response was reversing; willing him to flee rather than confront whatever unknowns loomed before him.


    “You feel frightened,” Katsaros whispered.


    Damian looked closely at Katsaros. He could detect the faint form of the snake tracing the ridge of the man’s nose like two parallel scars. He hesitated. He didn’t want to admit that he wanted to hide like his family had always done.


    “It’s all right to admit you have fear, Damian. It’s an attack on your psyche, direct from Duna’s enemies. They sense boldness like blood in the water and will devour it if you let them. I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to succumb. You don’t.”


    “How? And how could we ever stand a chance against the Fantásmata?”


    Katsaros shook his head, then looked toward the sky as if invoking its sympathy. “I feel as though I’m conversing with my former headstrong self. Your ears are just as deaf as mine were.”


    “Using my head and being headstrong are two different things, Katsaros, or whatever your name really is. My family had every reason to keep their domas under the radar. What possible difference can I or my sister make?”


    Damian’s throat tightened as tears threatened to spill over his eyelids, guilt and remorse stilling his mind, ridding it of every thought but Chloe. He’d kept her at a distance for so many years because she embarrassed him, because she was different, because they had nothing in common—or so he’d thought. Now everything had changed; they shared more than DNA. They were Ashers. And she’d had the courage, or perhaps the idiocy, to explore what that meant, while he, the athlete who knew no fear, wanted nothing more than to retreat and forget the day he’d watched her walk into that mist.


    “I’m sorry, Chloe,” Damian whispered. He could feel his boldness shriveling inside him like a flower parched by the sun, and he was helpless to revive it. “I can’t do this.”


    Hot energy buzzed through his body as bones, sinews, muscles, and skin materialized in rapid flashes over his hands. His hoodie appeared on his arms, followed by his jeans and shoes.


    Katsaros’s face hung long with sorrow as Damian removed the necklace and cupped it in his hand. “This should have been for Chloe, like Ethan said.” Then he gave it to Katsaros and tramped back up the hill.


    “And what of your sister?” Katsaros shouted after him. “You’re choosing to leave her? I came here to open the portal…for you.”


    Damian stared ahead, the evening breeze soughing through the brambles. He made a quarter turn and forced the words off his tongue: “If Duna is so powerful, he doesn’t need me to help her.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    



LETHE


    Chloe’s eyes flew open as she felt cold hands seize her ankles and drag her down the bed. She clawed the sheets as she looked down at Deimos’s hooves; a rope hung from one of his talons.


    “What are you doing?” she yelled, kicking uselessly as Phobos squeezed his thumb into a pressure point near her shoulder blade. She screamed in pain and let him pull her onto the floor.


    Gazing around the room, she saw no shaft of light, nor did she feel that peaceful presence that had relieved her earlier. The gold cup she’d drunk from was in pieces near the wall, and the sense of calm she’d felt was just as shattered. Had her prayers not been heard at all? Had the brilliance that had filled the room, and the water that had quenched her thirst, been just another stunt of magic?


    “Bind her hands,” ordered Deimos as he tossed Phobos the rope. “It’s your lucky day,” he said to Chloe, his many voices creating a bone-splitting sound that whooshed around the room in a flurry of haunting echoes.


    “Don’t tease the poor waif.” Phobos wrenched Chloe’s wrists as he joined them behind her back. “Her brother has just abandoned her. She’s neither loved nor lucky.”


    Chloe opened her mouth, but then restrained herself from taking the bait. She lifted her chin and stood perfectly still.


    “Oh, you must want to know the reason why.” Phobos stepped in front of her, his coarse mane abrading the side of her cheek.


    “Do what you came here to do,” Chloe said, her heart already frozen inside her chest.


    She wished that she found what Phobos had said hard to believe, but she didn’t. She had never been more than a nuisance to Damian, a thorn he’d had to tolerate for their parents’ sake. He probably thought that she deserved this, and maybe she did. Her disillusionment, paired with her intractable curiosity, had led her too far afield from Petrodian mores. And now she was paying for it.


    Phobos inched closer, sniffing her with his large, brown-speckled snout. “You can try to act brave all you want, but I smell your fear. My name isn’t Phobos for nothing.” He hissed as he sucked in a humid stream of air through his fangs. As he turned away, his ear twitched, and he gave an arch grin, twirling a whisker around his sooty finger. “And that…” He sniffed again. “It’s your sadness, so strong, stronger than anything else.”


    Chloe pushed her tongue against the roof of her mouth and closed her eyes.


    The first thing she saw was her treehouse, the getaway her father had built for her when she was four years old after Damian had made her cry—over what, she couldn’t remember. “Every little girl needs a hideout,” her father had said. Then he went to work and completed it over a weekend. It was as if he knew she’d need it, as if he knew it would be the only place in which she would find solitude and escape into her imagination after he was gone.


    What she wouldn’t give right now to sit in the tire swing and have him push her in it one more time, or to go down the slide into her mother’s arms, then host a tea party inside for them both.


    Where were her parents now? The thought of them wandering through the Fields with Anastasia and Calix, mindlessly picking flowers without knowing one another’s names, pierced her heart like a knife.


    “She is perhaps the saddest girl I’ve ever seen,” said Deimos. He crossed the room and picked up the pieces of the golden cup. “Her parents are killed, her brother betrays her, the All-Powerful gives her only water to sweeten her hours in hell…” He clucked his tongue and shook his head in mock pity. “And worse yet, you cannot be killed.”


    “Not entirely,” Phobos said. He motioned toward the golden fragments in Deimos’s hands, and the pieces hovered into his own. “Fortune has not turned her back on the girl completely.”


    Chloe felt like she was floating somewhere high above the room, looking down on her body, witnessing her own death from afar. Though her heart still beat, she was just a shell, a corpse cursed to be left unburied. “Let me drink from the Lethe,” she heard the corpse say.


    “I knew she would volunteer.” Phobos’s green eyes flashed.


    The fragments levitated in the air between them, then in a yellow blur, the cup put itself back together.


    Phobos spun Chloe around and loosed the rope from her wrists. “I told you the rope was needless, Deimos. Even if she has a doma, she’s too pathetic to use it now.”


    “This is on your head if anything happens,” Deimos blustered. “Those were our orders.”


    Phobos waved him off and pushed the cup to Chloe’s chest. “Come, let us watch the Lethe wash away your sadness.”
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    Throngs of sackcloth-covered souls lined the banks of the gully, and Chloe noticed that there wasn’t one child among them. The youngest girl and boy she saw couldn’t have been younger than twelve. All of them, huddled together like hapless sheep, gripped their baskets tightly, just as Calix had when Chloe found him by the dead olive tree.


    “Why do they love those flowers so much?” Chloe couldn’t help but ask.


    A few strides in front of her, Deimos leaned over and dragged a talon along a long line of flowers, slicing off their glowing, star-shaped heads. “The judges of Tartarus found the task a fitting pursuit. These spirits did nothing exceptional or egregious in life, and so in death they do the same.”


    Chloe jumped as Phobos, nearly clipping her heels with his untrimmed toenails, erupted with a heart-stopping roar. He came alongside her, pointing and snickering at the screaming swarms of people who didn’t even know what a lion was.


    “The weak and cowardly come to Asphodel,” he whispered, disdain dripping off his tongue. “They never stood for anything, always strove to blend in. Cowards, the lot of them.” He spat on the ground. “Sniveling little worms. That’s all your world is full of now.”


    Chloe’s vision blurred. Blue waves rippled at both tear ducts, then flowed onto the corneas, filling her eyes with the sight of an ocean she knew wasn’t there. The image was fuzzy, as if she were looking at it through fogged glass, but there was no doubt it was the Great Sea; water that blue didn’t exist anywhere else.


    “Settle down!” Deimos shouted toward the souls. “Pick up your cursed flowers before they get swept into the current.”


    Chloe squeezed her eyes shut until every speck of blue had disappeared.


    “Your salvation approaches, Asher,” Phobos whispered to her, then he pounced on all fours and took off into the gully.


    Chloe held her breath as Phobos stood and stretched out his arms, then swiftly dropped them, all ten fingers flexed toward the dry riverbed. She watched as the ground beneath him started shaking, and all the waiting souls shouted with hoarse voices and clapped their hands against the wicker baskets.


    “Lethe, flow!” Phobos commanded.


    In moments the water had risen to Phobos’s shins. He turned and slogged his way back to the bank and joined Deimos. The pair watched the throng stampede into the river like a pack of rabid dogs.


    Deimos reached back and pinched Chloe’s arm. “What are you waiting for? No one is coming to save you, Asher. You’re alone down here, and the only person who knows where you are has already moved on with his rotten life.”


    Chloe skimmed the sea of faces, searching for her parents. She knew they were out there. If she just searched hard enough, she could find them, and know them, even if they couldn’t know her. She couldn’t let herself give up. Not yet.


    Lowering her head, she stepped forward toward the river.


    “Good girl,” Deimos cooed. “Empty your mind, and be free at last.”


    Head down and strides long, Chloe made a beeline for the river, surreptitiously scouting for an empty area where a careless splash of water couldn’t make its way down her throat. She waded in, her body going rigid as the cold waves nipped at her hot-blooded legs and hips. Her toes plunged into the gritty sand and pushed across the pebbles.


    She had never before stood in a body of water that wasn’t a pool, as there was a law against “trespassing” into the myriad tributaries and rivers that snaked through Petros and the Great Sea into which they flowed. The only sea that men could touch was the Sea of Enochos, where the Justice Council erected floating pyres and burned alive the worst criminals, but even these never touched the sea; by the time they hit the water, they were already dead, reduced to ash and bone.


    “It’s the sweetest drink you’ve ever tasted,” shouted Phobos. “The nectar of the gods.”


    Chloe dipped in her fingers and dragged them across the crystal water, struggling to control the adrenaline pumping through her veins. Her heart thumped quick and loud in her ears, like the frenetic drumbeat of the Lycaea festival. She felt as though the water was penetrating her pores, stinging as it mingled with her undead blood. Her vision tunneled and blurred at the edges once again, this time zooming in on her hands as she cupped them together in the water and lifted them to her lips. She would have to make this convincing…


    Splash!


    The hair on Chloe’s neck bristled. She turned to see Deimos charging through the river, ripping through the water with his talons, his fangs slick with saliva as he shouted at her.


    “The river won’t be here all day, Asher. Drink from it or I’ll drown you.”


    Chloe tilted back her head and threw the water against her mouth, the excess flowing onto her neck.


    “Look at me, Asher!”


    Chloe obeyed and locked eyes with the bloodthirsty hybrid stalking toward her. Instantly, she recognized her mistake.


    “Unafraid, are you?” Deimos turned to look at Phobos, who was crouched on the bank, his ears retracting as his tail began to twitch.


    “It looks to me like the Vessel is having second thoughts,” Phobos yelled. He dug his hand into the dirt and growled deep in his belly.


    “Then I’ll see to it that she has no thoughts.” Deimos whipped back to face Chloe, reaching out his claw to hook her like a fish.


    “Help me,” Chloe whispered.


    “Who are you talking to, you fool?” said Deimos. “He doesn’t hear you. You’re as good as dead.” He pulled back his arm and thrust the tip of a talon into her forearm, grinning as a circle of blood pooled on her flesh.


    Chloe hissed as she watched her blood spill into the clear water, staining it crimson like paint splashed on a windowpane.


    “There is a way, there always is, to escape the enemy’s snare,” she murmured, replaying Carya’s last message in her head. She looked around one last time for any sign of Carya or a symbol of hope, but only empty faces and meaningless flowers met her gaze. “But what way?” she whispered. “There’s isn’t a way.”


    His patience expired, Deimos grabbed the back of Chloe’s neck and forced her head down to the water. “Your mind’s left you already. Now drink.” His dagger-like finger was pressed dangerously close to her jugular vein.


    Chloe folded her lips together, shaking her head, resisting Deimos’s grip, but to no avail. He closed his free fist around her nose, and she had no choice but to open her mouth and let the Lethe fill it.


    “Let me see it go down.” Deimos bent beside her, hot breath panting against her neck.


    Chloe squeezed her eyes shut, tears sliding through them as she willed herself to loosen her tongue and swallow. Her parents’ faces filled her mind as she silently recited their names over and over and over again, as the water moved smoothly down her throat…


    “There,” said Deimos. He released his hand from her neck and shoved her forward.


    Chloe fell headlong into the water. Her arms and legs flailed as she hurried to right herself. She screamed at the sight of the beast with an animal-like body and ugly human head, his brown eyes blinking fast as he looked her over with a wicked smile. He raised a bloody talon to his lips and licked it clean.


    “Farewell, Chloe the Asher.”


    Then he turned and swam to the shore, heavy hooves pounding against the water. He joined another monster, and together they took off toward the cloud of fog that was settling over the sickly green hills.


    “My name is Chloe,” she whispered. And that was all she knew.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY


    



NICHOLAS


    Slowly, the river peeled away from Chloe’s sides, receding back to the banks and sinking into the sediment. The only one still standing in its midst, she plodded toward a gently sloping knoll on which three people stood watching her.


    An old man and woman with deep wrinkles and tattered tunics reached out their arms, beckoning her with slow, tired waves. A younger man beside them held his elbow with one hand and covered his mouth with the other. Beneath them sat a row of wicker baskets, each one filled to the edge with white flowers.


    “Chloe, come here, child,” shouted the woman, her shaky voice cracking as loose skin quavered on her thin, leathery arms.


    Chloe blinked up at the pale expanse of motionless sky above her. A dull ache throbbed in the back of her head. Her limbs felt leaden, the deadness of the air settling into them, stiffening her bones, clotting her blood. Her stomach rocked with nausea as unbearable pressure tightened around her skull, disorienting her as she stumbled to stay balanced. She forced one foot in front of the other, for no other reason than to be free of the river before it rushed back and consumed her.


    The younger man rushed down the hill, his face taut with a strange mixture of anguish and joy as he ran toward her, calling her name.


    Chloe doubled over and vomited onto the rocks and mud, flushing out her headache with every heave. She rose and took a deep breath, filling her head with musty air that stuck to her throat and sharpened the acrid taste of bile.


    The man froze a few feet away from her and crashed to his knees. His sandy-blond hair fell across his eyes, almost hiding the tears streaming out of them.


    “Who are you?” Chloe took a step back. She’d never seen this man before in her life. What could she possibly have done to upset him?


    The man put his head down and cried into his hands. Behind him, the old woman stepped closer to the man next to her and whispered into his ear.


    “What’s the matter?” Chloe asked. When the young man didn’t respond, she walked forward and shook his shoulder. “Please talk to me.” She winced at a shooting pain in her left arm and gasped when she saw globules of blood falling from it, staining the flower petals red.


    After a long minute passed, the man lifted his head and sat back on his heels, a bleary smile resting in his eyes. “I’ll show you.” He stood up and started toward the riverbank. “Follow me.” He turned back to her, wiping the tears from his cheeks and staring at her intently, curiously, as though to be sure she was real.


    Chloe thought he had a kind face, with warm green eyes much brighter than the grass in this stagnant haze of country. From the laugh lines around his eyes and the gray stubble along his jaw, she guessed him to be middle-aged. Then she wondered how old she was.


    She ambled behind him as the other two hobbled over to meet them.


    The old woman took Chloe’s hands in hers and kissed them with cold lips until she was out of breath and blubbering. “Poor thing,” she said softly. “Poor thing.” She removed her cloak and wiped away the blood on Chloe’s arm. Then she wrapped it tightly around Chloe’s elbow like a bandage.


    The old man’s bushy eyebrows furrowed as he looked down at his dirt-caked feet. He scratched a sore spot on his head and rubbed the woman’s back as she cried.


    What was wrong with these people?


    The blond man lowered himself onto a dry patch of grass and patted the ground beside him for Chloe to join him. He spoke to the others in a language she didn’t understand. They all knelt where they were, closed their eyes, and bowed their heads.


    “What’s going on?” Chloe asked. She peered over her shoulder at the wicker baskets and pointed at them. She started to rise. “Shouldn’t we get back to work picking the flowers, or at least go get the baskets before someone steals them?”


    A reluctant smile pulled at the younger man’s cheek. He rotated his torso toward her and studied his palms. “Duna,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Work through these hands.” Then he stretched out his hands and placed them on either side of Chloe’s head. “This may hurt.”


    Without further warning, he pressed the heels of his icy hands against her temple and buried his fingertips into the base of her skull.


    Chloe yelped as searing pain blazed across her brain. Her heart raced, thumping wildly as though it might explode from her chest at any moment. Sweat poured from her forehead. She seized the man’s wrists and tried to pry his hands away. But he persisted, shushing her calmly as the pressure intensified.


    She tilted her chin back slightly toward the old couple. “Make him stop, please!”


    Her ear canals buzzed as whirring heat rushed through them. She lost focus on the man’s face, the color of his hair, his eyes, his skin; fading to blobs of black and gray…and then, nothing.


    A gentle breeze blew across her face. She felt her muscles relax and her jaw stop clenching. The man slowly slid his hands off her head and onto her wounded arm.


    She opened her eyes. “Daddy…”


    The man’s nose twitched as tears trembled in his clear green eyes. He nodded his head and smiled, twin tears streaking down either cheek. “It’s me.”


    He held her forearm firmly with both hands as the old couple that she now recognized as Anastasia and Calix circled around them. A few seconds later, the pain in her arm was totally gone, replaced by the subtle sensation of heat filling the space where the gouge had been.


    Chloe fell into her father’s arms, and not knowing whether to laugh or cry, she did both for a good long while. She let her mind be emptied once again, though now it rid itself only of the shadows and sadness that had invaded on the day her parents died. In their place surfaced foreign tremors of happiness that vibrated from the deepest sanctum of her being, bubbling up into her heart and head and kindling every cell.


    She could have stayed here forever, absorbed in this sublimity, with her father’s chin on her head, her ear to his chest…


    She pulled away, her elation draining into the grass beneath her as an eerie uneasiness trickled in. She pressed two fingers into his icy wrist. “You don’t have a heartbeat.”


    Nicholas brushed her fingers with his as he gazed out over the desolate gully. “I’m dead, Chloe. As dead as they are.” He gestured to Anastasia and Calix, who sat making wreaths with the stems of asphodels. “But you…” He touched her chin and gave her that same warm, understated smile she always envisioned on his face. “You’ve kept my hope alive all these years. Not even death could kill that.”


    “How…” Now that the shock of seeing him again was starting to wear off, Chloe didn’t know which question to ask first. “How did you know I was here?”


    Nicholas sighed and scratched the back of his head. “Would you believe me if I told you a messenger named Carya appeared to me after I died and told me to find an old curmudgeon named Calix?”


    Chloe laughed. “I think I can believe anything now. Where’s Mom?” she asked.


    “She’s here,” he said quietly, “and she’s like you.” He tapped his forehead. “Her memories are all intact. We stay separated so we won’t draw attention. I couldn’t bring her to meet you. Not yet.”


    “I understand.” Chloe removed Anastasia’s cloak from her arm. There wasn’t so much as a scratch left to indicate she’d ever been injured. “So you healed us with your…”


    “Doma. Yes.” Her father stood up and held out his arms. She latched onto them, letting him pull her to her feet. He closed the distance between them and whispered in her ear, “Your doma is imminent, Chloe. Don’t be afraid.” He hugged her to his side and kissed her hair.


    Calix grunted something, and Nicholas said to Chloe, “Calix is right, I should leave you now before Deimos and Phobos make their rounds.”


    “You understand Próta?”


    Nicholas lifted his head and chuckled. “I suppose that’s a perk of having lived in the Underworld for nearly a decade.”


    Chloe laughed as more joyful tears welled and slipped from her eyes. “Daddy, you don’t know how much I’ve missed you.” She wrapped her arms around him, trying not to shiver at his cold hands on her tunic.


    If only this could be the end. She would settle for this—picking worthless flowers in Asphodel and dying naturally when the time came. As long as she was with her parents, she didn’t need any doma to deliver her.


    “I don’t want you to go.” She pressed her wet cheek into her father’s chest as her eyes met Anastasia’s.


    “Child, you must be brave,” said Anastasia, her hands joined at her heart. “Remember what the messenger told you. All of us can be restored if you’ll trust Duna, the god who answered us when we didn’t even know his name.”


    Anastasia looked up into the pseudo sky, tears of thanks glistening in the mud-colored pools of her eyes. She shook her clasped hands, beseeching Chloe one last time. Then she linked her arm with Calix’s and together they trudged back to their baskets.


    Chloe’s shoulders slouched as a heavy weight settled in her stomach. Was she really going to forget what Carya had said and done for her? Was she really ready to abandon Calix, Anastasia, and the others while they stood a chance of becoming themselves again and getting out of this place?


    She’d come all this way, learned so much, seen and heard far more than she’d bargained for. Stopping now would be the most selfish thing she could possibly do. She knew that if she listened to herself, to her exhausted body and muddled mind, she’d curl up right there by the Lethe and live off of glimpses of her mom and dad whenever they passed by. She needed her father’s strength if she was going to take even one more step.


    “Daddy, what do I do?”


    He held her shoulders gently and rocked her back so he could see her face. “You do nothing, sweetheart. You only have to wait.”


    She’d never seen him so serene, yet instead of feeling comforted, she sensed her nerves unraveling. “How do you have that much faith in a gift I haven’t even been given yet?” She spread her arms and pivoted side to side, displaying her empty palms, scraped knees, and shins bruised by her tormentors. “Look at me, I’m nothing special.”


    She folded her arms and smashed her heel into a flower. “It should have been Damian,” she said under her breath. “He’s better at everything anyway.”


    Nicholas sighed and shut his eyes for a moment, as if searching for the right thing to say. He had to agree with her. Even as a kid, Damian had outshined Chloe in every sport, and just about every subject in school. He was popular, charismatic, and lauded by his teachers and friends as someone with the makings of a future chief councilman in any one of the four colonies.


    “Those are lies, Chloe,” he said. “I don’t claim to know everything about Duna, but I’m certain of this: he doesn’t make mistakes.” He paused, and she raised her eyes to his. “Your being here is part of his plan.”


    “Did you know Damian knows I’m here?” she said, her anger rising. “Phobos told me. Damian knows I’m in hell, and he betrayed me.”


    Nicholas’s expression didn’t waver. Only a faint twitch of his cheek hinted at his displeasure. “You shouldn’t have listened to a word that monster said.” He took one of her hands in his. “Even if that is true, it’ll do no good to dwell on it. The Fantásmata haven’t made it easy to act bravely or take chances. Damian might have more of his old man in him than I realized.” He forced a quick smile as his eyes fell to his fingers.


    “What do you mean?” She willed herself not to retract her hand from the ice of her father’s cold, cutting grip.


    He squeezed her hand and let it go. He canted his head to one side, apprehension flickering across his countenance. His forehead crinkled as he swallowed hard. “I was a coward, Chloe. My family needed to know what I was, but I was too afraid, just like every Asher before me.”


    The squawk of a seagull sounded overhead. Chloe jerked her chin to the sky. “Did you hear that?”


    Nicholas looked around. “No, hear what?”


    The blue of the Great Sea slid across her eyes like a sheet of cellophane. The pungent smell of salt and seaweed clogged her nostrils. “Daddy…” She reached out for him, clutching his hand like a lifeline.


    “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay…”


    She strained to hear his voice above the din of seagulls squawking in her ears. She rubbed her eyes with her free hand, but the motion only sharpened the image taking shape before her: the back of a woman with auburn hair, and bright orange flames shrinking over her palms.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    



PUNISHMENT


    Tiny hailstones pelted Damian’s head and shoulders as he stormed up the walk to Ethan’s door. It was well after curfew, but he didn’t care. He had to warn him—or perhaps threaten him, if it came to that—to keep his mouth shut before they both ended up on the Fantásmata’s hit list.


    Damian wiped his feet on the welcome mat and punched the doorbell. He waited for a few seconds, then rang it again as he knocked. He peeped through the beveled glass and saw a man, Mr. Ross he guessed, get up from a chair in the living room and creep slowly toward the door. Damian stepped back and cleared his throat, thinking up a lie that would let him in, no questions asked.


    The door clicked as the man unlocked it. He cracked it open, just wide enough for one hooded eye to get a look at Damian.


    “Are you Mr. Ross? I’m one of Ethan’s friends.”


    The man’s eye squinted at him. “The Rosses were evicted this afternoon.”


    Damian lifted his chin and stared the man down for a moment. “Oh, really. And what are you doing here?”


    “Protecting the place from squatters,” the man grunted, then slammed the door in Damian’s face and turned the lock.


    “Right,” Damian muttered. “And I’m here to work on a physics project with Ethan.”


    He readjusted his hood and stomped back into the rain toward home. There was nothing more he could do.


    Like his sister, Ethan and his family had stuck their noses where they shouldn’t have. Damian couldn’t blame them, really. Who didn’t want to step behind the well-staged scenes of the Fantásmata, uncover their history, and learn their secrets? Everyone loved a good mystery. The prospect of solving it was nearly impossible to resist, but not quite. Damian had proved it was possible by leaving Katsaros’s offer at the lake.


    If anyone could infiltrate the government unnoticed, it was Damian. But he wasn’t a fool. He knew better than to play with fire when he’d seen it devour his own flesh and blood. The Ashers had had their chance to act. Besides, he was just one person. Dabbling with this magic gift of his, whether he went after Chloe in Hades or sneaked around the council premises, would be suicide. He would be caught eventually, and killed soon after that.


    The wind howled past Damian’s ears as he turned west toward the orange half-circle of sunlight bobbing on the horizon where the sky was clear—clear except for the Moonbow, its seven bands barely visible through a distant sheet of rain.


    The Moonbow is the warning and the Way.


    The words spiraled in his mind like autumn leaves caught in a whirlwind, never hitting the ground, impossible to rake up and throw away.


    He cursed and tore his gaze from the Moonbow. He’d been warned enough. He didn’t need the Moonbow and its so-called “Way.” Whatever the Way was, he needed more than a pretty poem and a centaur to convince him it was worth risking his life for.


    Leaves crunched behind him, followed by the sound of pattering footsteps on the sidewalk. He turned to see the man from the house jogging toward him, a hard scowl compressing his square, thick-skinned face.


    “I’m leaving!” called Damian through the whipping wind.


    “There’s been a change of plans, Mr. Zacharias,” the man growled. He reached under his overcoat, crossing a hand to his holster. “I don’t expect to outrun the track star…”


    Damian’s blood ran hot as he glimpsed the black grip of either a gun or a Taser. Faster than he could think, an electrifying tingle raced up and down his body. His shoes and hands disappeared, and he took off running, soundlessly and safe, straight past the would-be assailant and into the Rosses’ house.


    He barreled through the brick wall and skidded through the kitchen, finally stopping when he stumbled into the dog dish, spilling kibble onto the floor. He heard jingling, then a yippy bark as an overweight dachshund rounded the corner. It stared directly at him as it bristled and bared its teeth.


    “You can see me?” said Damian. He held out an invisible palm for the dog to sniff, but the animal growled and bit two fingers, though not hard enough to draw any blood. “Son of a…” Damian shook the pain from his hand. “I guess that was your warning, huh?”


    The dachshund’s hackles lowered as it sniffed around Damian’s shoes and licked his shoelaces.


    The front door swung open. The man swore and slammed it behind him, causing the dining room chandelier to shake. Not feeling so confident in his invisibility now, Damian ducked behind the island and scooted around to the edge farthest from the living room. The dog lapped up its water, then waddled back to the dark room it had come from.


    Damian started to crawl for the wall, but stopped himself. Why was he back in this house anyway? What had his subconscious been thinking? Everything had happened so fast outside when he saw the man reach for his weapon, from his doma manifesting again to deciding in a split second in which direction to run.


    “It worked like a charm,” said the man, presumably into a phone. Damian heard him kick back into a recliner. “I scared him, and the doma took over.”


    Seeing a mirror opposite the dining room table, Damian stood in front of it. He was still invisible, but for how long? Only until his fear wore off?


    “Invisibility,” the man said, drawing out the word as though he were particularly impressed. “Can you believe that? Never seen anything like it. Makes you wonder what the girl can do.”


    Damian tiptoed across the entryway into the study where a briefcase sat open atop the executive desk. He carefully flipped through its contents, but it was too dark to see anything clearly. He toyed with a nearby lamp switch, but turning it on would be too risky. He’d have to take the briefcase with him.


    “Oh.” The man’s recliner snapped closed. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t think about that.” Even from yards away, Damian could hear an angry voice yelling on the other end of the line. “I’ll see to it, sir.”


    The man kicked something, and then his footsteps approached the study. Damian shut the briefcase as quietly as he could just as the man turned the corner and saw it disappear.


    “Damian!” the man yelled. He charged the desk, his arms outstretched as he jumped and turned like a bull that had been bitten by a horsefly.


    “Don’t worry,” Damian said from the fireplace. “I’m not squatting. I’m stealing.” Then he walked into the mantle, through the chimney, and stepped out of the house with not a clue what to do next.
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    “Ethan? Ethan, please…please wake up, honey.”


    Ethan groaned as he opened his eyes, a massive headache pulsing behind them. The bright fluorescent lights over his head were nearly blinding. He was thirsty and nauseated. What he wouldn’t give for some fresh air…


    He tried to push himself up from the bed he was lying on, but he couldn’t move—and not because he was paralyzed. He was strapped in. He kicked with his feet, but to no avail. They, too, were confined to the bed by what might as well have been concrete slabs crossing his body.


    “Ethan, can you hear me?”


    He sucked in air through his teeth, making a hissing sound as his mother’s voice reverberated like a brass gong in his ears. He could hear her, all right. He turned his head toward her, blinking away the black globs and flashing lights that smeared his vision. The only thing he could think of to account for how awful he felt was whatever incense had been burning in the gallery. He couldn’t remember ever leaving that place, or what he’d said to the councilman after learning he was being “rewarded” with a premature Coronation.


    His eyesight finally returning, he saw that he was sitting up on a gurney, and that a network of neon yellow belts secured his chest, arms, knees, wrists, and ankles. He looked at his mom, words catching in his throat as he saw that she was in a gurney beside him, wearing an olive-green hospital gown and the saddest expression he’d ever seen.


    “Are you hurt?” he asked her.


    Black mascara trailed to her cheekbones. White lines streaking her makeup gave further proof that she’d been crying. She didn’t appear to be in any physical pain, like he was, but her eyes were filled with a heart-rending fear that he could hardly look upon.


    Lydia shook her head and smiled weakly. “You’ve been asleep for hours. I was worried about you.”


    Ethan looked around the room. It was white and windowless, empty except for the two gurneys, a large mirror on the wall, and a clock above the sliding glass door, ticking away the seconds. “Where are we?”


    His mother dropped her gaze to the harsh glare of the epoxy floor. “The third floor of the Religious Council building.” Her mouth quivered. “Where your father works.”


    “Dad works here?”


    Ethan knew his father worked for the council, but he hadn’t imagined his workplace looked like this. He’d assumed that his dad worked with classified ancient texts and religious relics, or with festival planning, or the treasury. Not with ordinary citizens constrained on stretchers.


    A sequence of beeps blared from the glass door. Silently, the door glided open and a tall, aluminum platform rolled into the room. A familiar pair of brown Oxford shoes followed it.


    “Dad?”


    Mr. Ross slowly lifted his head from behind the platform. “Son.” His red face was struggling to keep his emotions in check. He slipped off his glasses and put them in the breast pocket of his lab coat. “I’m so sorry,” he said, losing his grip on the platform. It rolled away from him, and a tray of syringes clattered onto the floor.


    “Moris, don’t say that,” said Lydia, her broken voice barely above a whisper. “This isn’t your fault.” She fidgeted with the edges of the restraint belt at her knees. “They shouldn’t make you do this. You knew nothing about the artifacts.”


    “Do what?” Ethan looked back and forth between their faces, but neither one wanted to answer.


    “They’re punishing me because I told you about this.” Moris’s shoulders drooped, his shame-filled eyes glazing over as he stared at the opposite wall. “They found your journals, Lydia. They read everything.”


    He went to her side and did his best to hold her without crying. When he locked eyes with Ethan, the tears poured out.


    “Dad, what are you talking about? The chief councilman said we’re having our Coronation.”


    But no matter how hard Ethan’s coping mechanism tried to persuade him that Coronations were benign, honorary, even fantastic affairs, he wasn’t fooling himself. It didn’t take a genius to realize that the chief councilman had no intention of sending him and his mother off to their respective Elysiums. What he hadn’t been so sure of was whether Coronations were this way for every Petrodian when they reached seventy-five, or if the irony was unique to these circumstances.


    But now his father’s face was telling all.


    “A Coronation is a…” Ethan’s heart leapt as he glanced down at the syringes and the stainless-steel needles sticking out of them. “You’re going to kill us?” He hadn’t meant to sound so accusatory. Of course his father was innocent. None had a say in their vocation. They were urged to “obey and comply,” or bear the consequences.


    His father sat up straighter and sniffed back his tears, trying to collect himself. “They tell us it’s only the body that dies. That our souls go to paradise, or whatever place the serum determines we’re to dwell in and rule as sovereigns.”


    “You believe that?” Ethan asked. Surely his father wouldn’t lie to him now.


    As if feeling the eyes of his overlords behind him, Moris tightened his jaw and subtly turned his head—a discreet headshake.


    “You can’t do this!” Ethan shouted. Then he looked into the mirror, certain someone was looking back at him from the other side, and said, “Don’t make him do this.” He wasn’t saying it for his sake, but his father’s. What man could live with himself after dealing death to his own wife and only child?


    “Ethan…” Lydia’s voice was soft as she laid her head on Moris’s shoulder and interlaced her fingers with his. “Let’s enjoy these moments. Please.” She looked up at Ethan, her eyes imploring him not to…not to what? Not to try to protect his father from murdering his family against his will?


    If he only had minutes to live, Ethan wasn’t about to waste one of them playing by the Fantásmata’s rules. There had to be something he could do.


    “They’re being merciful, son.” Moris almost sounded sincere. “Believe me when I say your death at Enochos would be much, much worse.”


    That, on the other hand, was unquestionably sincere.


    Ethan took a deep breath and closed his eyes. The first thing he pictured was Chloe’s face. Desperation gripped him, singeing his skin from the inside out. She didn’t deserve to be in Hades any more than his father deserved this diabolical form of punishment.


    “You will commence the Coronation now, Mr. Ross.”


    The voice came from a round, gray in-ceiling speaker in the corner.


    “You should be the one doing this, you coward!” Ethan yelled at the councilman. “Not my dad.”


    Moris kissed his wife’s hair. She grabbed his neck, pulled him to her and kissed his mouth. “I love you so much,” she said, loud enough for the councilman to hear. “I always will.”


    “I love you, too,” Moris said, then turned and glared at the mirror.


    “Come now, Mr. Ross. Inject the serum so that their final destinations may be determined.”


    Moris’s hand shook as he bent down and retrieved the tray. He wheeled the platform over to Ethan’s bed and removed a pair of latex gloves from the top drawer.


    “No, Moris, let me go first,” Lydia said.


    Ethan felt his heart constrict as all the blood in his body rushed down to his feet. His breaths became labored and shallow. His tongue and fingers were numb. Shock dizzied his mind and made the room spin in circles. It was as if he was succumbing to death already, a death beginning in the seat of his soul, where acute, inextricable emotions now boiled and churned. He was living the darkest nightmare, one he never could have thought up on his own, not in a million years.


    Forcing his tongue to loosen and his lips to part, he focused long enough to tell his dad he loved him.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    



TRAVELLER


    Ethan laid his head back and closed his eyes. Though he was stationary, he felt like he was hurdling through space, seconds away from being sucked into a black hole. He was sweating and shivering at the same time. He heard his father pull on the gloves.


    Duna, if you can hear me, please do something.


    Katsaros had told Ethan he was one of Duna’s messengers. And so far everything he’d said had been true, corroborated by his mother’s own research. If Katsaros had been right about the portal in Lake Thyra, right about Iris, the domas, and the Moonbow, why wouldn’t he also be right about the god above it all?


    Katsaros had also said that part of his mission was to restore faith to Petros, beginning with Ethan. But what could faith possibly do for a man on his deathbed? Regardless of his doubts, Ethan prayed as terrible silence roared through the room.


    “Shhhh,” a voice whispered in Ethan’s ear. His eyes flashed open as he jerked his chin toward the sound. “Shhhh,” it repeated. “It’s me. It’s Damian.”


    Ethan could feel the pulse in his neck thudding against the pillow. With no time to process whether what he heard was a hallucination or wishful thinking, he gave a slight nod and with a long exhale, mouthed the word, Hurry.


    “I’m gonna get you out of this thing,” said Damian. “Stay here until you can’t see your parents.”


    Ethan fought to keep his face from moving.


    “I’ll hold their hands, and then I’m going to touch you. You can’t let go of me. Blink twice if you understand.”


    Ethan did.


    “Grab my shoulder. Then we’ll take the escape route out.”


    “The door,” whispered Ethan. “It’s locked.”


    “I can go through it.”


    Even though Damian was invisible, Ethan could still imagine the proud smirk on his face.


    Ethan glanced over at his father, who held his mother’s elbow with shaking hands, the needle poised and ready to inject.


    “Now,” Ethan urged Damian.


    But he hadn’t had to give the command; he felt the straps immediately slackening. He froze, resisting the impulse to jump off the gurney now and rip the syringe from his father’s hand. He held his breath and tensed his muscles. Stay calm. Just stay calm.


    In his peripheral vision, he saw his father take a step back. He knew he was listening to Damian.


    “Proceed, Mr. Ross,” came the chief councilman’s voice.


    Let this work, Ethan prayed, his fingers twitching. Then he watched in awe as his parents disappeared and his mother’s restraints snapped apart, one by one.


    “Secure the cell!” the councilman barked.


    Ethan sprang from the gurney and pushed it into the doorway as two humongous guards with guns waited impatiently for the door to open. Then he stood still as his father faded into view for a moment; long enough for Damian to reach out, touch Ethan’s hand, and guide it to Damian’s shoulder. Ethan grabbed hold with both hands and tried not to flinch as Damian led them straight through the steel walls.


    “Don’t look back, just run,” Damian said, as they sped down the hall, heading toward the exit sign.


    “They’ll know we’re going that way,” said Ethan.


    “He’s right,” his mother said, panting. “We need to take another way out.”


    “You know another way?” Damian slowed and turned to each of them. “It helps that I can see you. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to. Still figuring this out.”


    Ethan tightened his grip on Damian’s back. “Thank you for coming.”


    Damian turned his profile to him. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”


    “Doesn’t matter.”


    Damian gave a curt nod. “You’re welcome.”


    Adrenaline surged through Ethan’s veins. His mind raced a million miles per hour as every neuron activated and fired, desperate to devise a way out. After what seemed like an eternity had passed, he had formulated a crude plan. There were no guarantees it would work, but it was their best shot.


    The councilman had likely already filled the stairwell with police, one touch from whom would make them visible and break them apart. But he’d have to keep his idea to himself.


    Ethan stuck his head inside a janitor’s storeroom, switched on the light with his free hand, and looked around.


    “Ethan!” Damian rasped, tugging him forward.


    Ethan resisted and stepped into the closet, pulling the other three with him.


    “We can’t hide in here,” Damian said. “They’ll be here any second.”


    “Son, what are you doing?” his father said, as he accidentally stepped on Ethan’s toe.


    Ethan looked at his father’s flushed face; he looked like he’d just run a marathon.


    Ethan let go of Damian and grabbed a stepladder from a lower shelf. He stood on it and rifled through the assortment of bleach, trash-can liners, and microfiber cloths.


    “Looking for a rope,” he finally replied.


    “Down the hall, last room on the left,” Moris whispered. “Why?”


    “Come on,” Ethan said. He placed his parents’ hands in Damian’s and grabbed onto Damian’s arm, knocking over a mop as he turned off the light and pulled them back into the hall.


    The two guards were in the middle of the corridor, their thick arms jutting out to either side as they stalked in small circles, waiting. A door slammed inside the stairwell just a few feet away, followed by the echoing voices of the councilman’s goons. They were trapped.


    Ethan halted abruptly, and pointed over Damian’s shoulder toward a room on the left. The room seemed a hundred light years away, but what other choice was there?


    “Dad, switch places with me.”


    Without hesitation, Moris turned and placed his hand on the back of Damian’s neck. Ethan latched onto Damian’s forearm, lifted one hand from his shoulder, and ducked under the web of limbs as his arm slid its way to Damian’s hand. Then he stepped forward, positioning himself ahead of the others.


    “Follow me,” Ethan whispered.


    Damian pursed his lips as a muscle jerked in his jaw. But he kept his mouth shut. He didn’t have an alternative plan, so Ethan’s would have to do.


    Ethan led them within just a few feet of the guards. He stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the cameras mounted on the right side of their helmets. He was almost positive they were thermal-imaging devices. A momentary panic flooded his system, but it was soon replaced with relative calm as logic kicked in: if they could be detected, they definitely would’ve been caught already.


    Ethan breathed out slowly as a prayer of protection went up from his heart. Ahead of him, the guards continued to spin and haphazardly wave their arms, the black holsters across their chests daring him to come closer.


    “What if they ran through the wall up here and took off flying?” one guard asked.


    “The Asher just has one doma,” grunted the other.


    “We were also told there’s just one Asher per family.”


    The other guard stopped moving, tempting Ethan to make his move then, but he held back.


    “True. Take it to the councilman and see if he wants to dispatch an air squadron.”


    The first guard nodded. Then he sprinted toward the Coronation wing, leaving half the hallway wide open.


    Ethan squeezed Damian’s hand. He glanced at his mother on Damian’s other side, and his father behind him. Then he signaled with his free hand, and together they slipped past the remaining guard like ghosts in the night.


    They stepped through the closed door into the sterile room, which was identical to the Coronation cell. The only difference was that instead of gurneys there was nothing but a tall, steel pole in the center, with a stepped platform beside it. Seeing a noose dangling off its edge, Ethan felt a freezing chill shoot up his spine.


    He didn’t have time to entertain the emotions of horror, fear, hate, and sadness coalescing like storm clouds in his psyche. Terror had paralyzed Petros long enough. He had to keep going, to keep swimming with the current of adrenaline flowing through him.


    “I hope no one has a fear of heights,” said Damian. Apparently, he’d caught on to Ethan’s plan.


    “We’ll get over it,” Lydia replied.


    Ethan led them to the platform and snatched the rope.


    “I saw that.” It was the councilman’s voice. “I knew you’d give yourselves away eventually.”


    Ethan looked up into the corner of the room. He could almost see the councilman’s lightless black eye winking through the camera.


    [image: paragraph-break]


    It hadn’t taken long for Chloe to be noticed on board the ship, the same ship she’d dreamed of—or at least she thought she’d been dreaming—in the treehouse during her birthday party.


    Last time, with a grotesque sea monster named Scylla terrorizing the boat and its crew, no one had noticed Chloe clinging to a rope behind the mast. But now the seas were calm. Scylla was gone, and all the sailors were behaving normally—or as normally as could be expected considering they’d just witnessed a strangely dressed teenaged girl appear out of nowhere.


    They had all gathered around her, pointing and shouting in Próta. Not knowing a single word of their language, she’d finally stopped repeating her own name and said the name of the only other woman on the boat: Iris. That shut them up, and immediately two oarsmen had taken her by the arms and escorted her to the stern.


    There, gazing out over the cobalt-colored sea, stood Iris, her flame-red hair blowing in the breeze as she hummed quietly to the young girl asleep on her shoulder. A few feet away, two men were kneeling on the deck, their heads bowed and their eyes closed. Though Chloe couldn’t understand them, she knew their moving lips were speaking something sacred.


    The oarsman on her right, a squat man with a thick blond beard that appeared incongruous on his boyish face, spoke softly, respectfully, to Iris, never once making eye contact with her. She stopped humming and turned to them, her long hair now whipping across her face, covering all but her eyes, the blue in them like the indigo tip of a torch.


    “Aspádzomai, Chloe,” welcomed Iris.


    She was younger than Chloe remembered, probably not much older than twenty. Chloe looked down at the sleeping fair-haired toddler. Was this Iris’s daughter, the girl from her visions who had the power to vanish?


    Chloe repeated the foreign greeting as best she could and then looked at the little girl. “Charis?”


    Iris nodded, half smiling, and half frowning in puzzlement. Then she said something to the two oarsmen, dismissing them.


    Chloe touched her chest. “Asher. I am an Asher.”


    A flock of seagulls, the ones Chloe had heard calling to her down in hell, circled overhead. Why had she heard them? Why was she here, even farther from her family than before? Her family didn’t even exist yet.


    And then it hit her. Her doma. She’d had it all along, ever since her birthday when she’d first been on this boat. It had never been a hallucination or a dream. It had been real, as this was real.


    I can travel in time?


    Iris turned to the two men kneeling nearby. Her lips parted to say something to them, but seeing they were still praying, she closed them and impatiently rubbed them together. She held her forefinger up to Chloe as if to say, Just a second. Then she gently settled Charis on a woolen blanket.


    Iris approached the men and bent down to whisper in the younger one’s ear. He glanced up at Chloe, a flash of a smile in his warm brown eyes, and immediately she recognized him as the man from the fire tunnel. Well, the only whole man, anyway. The other had been a centaur, just like those on Circe’s crazed island of Aeaea.


    Before Iris could take a single step toward Chloe, a shaft of white, crystallized mist materialized between them. The scent of lemon and lavender wafted out of it, followed by the mellifluous sound of a girl’s sweet humming.


    “Carya?”


    Iris and Carya locked eyes through the mist; they’d spoken the name in unison.


    Chloe could see Carya’s radiant body encased within the thick haze, the royal purple of her robes and the violet of her hair creating a watercolor cloud come to life.


    Carya lifted her arms and punched her white fists through the opalescent canopy above her. A loud whooshing sound accompanied the broken mist as it drifted out and dissipated over the whole ship, blanketing the deck with a wintry shimmer. Then, as quickly as she’d appeared, Carya dissolved into the halo of light still surrounding her, still humming that heavenly tune.


    A shrill chiming noise sounded in Chloe’s ear as she watched the flabbergasted crew stare at one another. Some of them reached down to touch the snow-like substance on the deck, but they couldn’t get it to budge. Chloe tried to kick it, but she stubbed her toe as though it were solid rock. Evidently, Carya was much stronger than she looked. Or maybe it was that mortals were just pathetically weak.


    Chloe crossed the boat to where Iris and the men who had been praying now stood. “What was that about?”


    “I’m not sure,” answered Iris. “Is she ever straightforward with you?”


    Chloe shook her head. “Definitely not.”


    “Back to work!” barked the older man to the sailors. He lowered his voice as he turned to Chloe. “Excuse me. These men act as though they’ve never seen anything out of the ordinary.” Then he brushed passed her, calling out orders left and right, the heels of his boots clapping along the hard, ethereal substance.


    Chloe laughed as the ringing sound finally faded from her head. “I can understand you! That’s what Carya did.”


    Iris’s eyes went wide. “Well, then…” She steadied herself on the edge of the stern and took the hand of the man beside her. “We have some catching up to do.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    



SACRIFICE


    The past hour had felt like an out-of-body experience to Damian. Just that afternoon, he’d resigned himself to following in the footsteps of the Ashers before him and forgetting all about his gift. He’d returned the jasper stone to Katsaros, and he’d turned his back on his sister. He wasn’t about to risk his life over some long-dead religious sect or mystical poem about the Moonbow. The Fantásmata were too powerful. They’d tolerate a revolt just long enough to make a gory example of every one of its conspirators.


    But a switch had been flipped back at the Rosses’ house when the guard started chasing after him. He realized then that even if he cooperated, even if he swore never to speak of his strange sightings and did his best to blend in and let his power lie, they’d still come after him, just as they’d gone after his father. And if he was going to die, he might as well die doing something right.


    He would never get the chance to apologize to Chloe for being a coward, but at least he could help someone who was brave, someone who would have tried to save her if he’d been the one with the doma. If Ethan and his family could survive, maybe they could make a difference somehow.


    Damian pressed his face through the wall. In just a few seconds, the councilman’s men would be in the room, and his invisibility wouldn’t last forever. Rappelling down the wall with the rope Ethan had taken was their only feasible option.


    “It’s clear,” said Damian. “But we’ve gotta be quick.”


    “I’ll go first,” Mr. Ross said, taking the rope from his son.


    Damian glanced toward the door. His heartbeat mimicked the guards’ heavy footsteps racing down the hall. “I’ll anchor the rope with Ethan so they can’t see us. Mrs. Ross, you go after your husband.”


    Lydia nodded and squeezed his hand.


    Back to back with Damian, Moris straddled the rope, wrapped it around himself, and secured it between his legs. Then, with just one foot pressed against Damian’s heel, he leaned back and slipped silently outside.


    A barrage of gunfire peppered the acrylic door, shattering it in a matter of seconds. Three guards in tactical gear rushed in, dividing the cell into thirds like a pack of bloodhounds hot on a scent. They took lumbering steps, zigzagging up and down the floor, slicing the air with their arms, swiping their weapons over the bone-colored countertops lining the room.


    One guard jumped up onto the platform, crouched down, and became unnervingly still. “They’re not in here.” He ripped off his gloves and cracked his knuckles. “They’re using the rope to lower themselves down. We’re wasting time.” He clicked on the radio on his shoulder. “Surround the outside perimeter.” Then he turned to the other two guards now standing at attention, awaiting instruction. “Go. I’ll stay in here.”


    The men nodded and hurried out of the room. Mr. Ross was already three-quarters of the way down the building.


    Ready? Ethan mouthed to his mother.


    She leaned across Damian and kissed Ethan’s cheek.


    With Ethan and Lydia holding onto his waist, Damian pushed his head through the wall to check on Moris one more time. As soon as Moris’s feet hit the ground, Damian pulled up the rope as fast as he could and tied it around Lydia. She closed her eyes and swiveled around Damian until her back faced the wall. He slowly backed up, holding his breath as he felt her weight tugging on the rope.


    Though he was invisible to her now, Lydia gave a thumbs-up in Damian’s direction, grimacing as the rope rubbed against her back and tightened around her pink forearm.


    She was moving at a snail’s pace. Damian wanted to yell at her to move faster, but even a whisper would be suicide. The guards would be on them any second, ready to deliver them to their master and watch them bleed.


    “Are you in here, freak?” the guard called out, his deep voice muffled behind his helmet.


    With half of his face peeking through the wall, Damian remained still, watching Lydia’s every move, preparing to rip up the rope and fasten it to her son.


    “What will it take for that little power of yours to wear off and let me see you?” the guard said.


    Damian heard the guard pace around the room, then stop with a frustrated sigh before sending a hail of bullets into the cabinetry. When he was done showing off, he grunted and jumped on the platform. Let him keep talking and making noise, Damian thought. The more he entertained himself, the less attention he was paying to them.


    Lydia was almost down now.


    “We’re going to need that rope back so we can hang you with it,” the guard announced, flicking the pole with his fingernail. “However, I have a feeling the councilman has a more creative method of dealing with Ashers.”


    Moris untangled his wife and kissed her quickly. Then they dashed into the hedges as Damian pulled up the rope.


    “I’ll never forget this,” whispered Ethan. Then, before Damian could register what was happening, Ethan had grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him away from the wall. “It’s your turn now.”


    Damian shook his head and pointed angrily at the rope, then stabbed a finger in Ethan’s chest, trying soundlessly to convey that this wasn’t part of the plan, at least not part of his plan. Didn’t Ethan know that the instant he stopped touching him he’d be seen and probably shot by the guard? If he was lucky, Damian could help Ethan down and then find another way out; but he had a feeling Ethan wasn’t satisfied relying on luck. Moris and Lydia needed Damian if they were ever going to escape, and they needed him soon.


    Ethan removed a hand from Damian’s shoulder. Both of them turned to the guard sitting on the platform, his legs dangling over the edge as he sharpened a curved dagger on a short steel rod. Ethan’s temple pounded as he clenched his jaw.


    Damian didn’t know how far Ethan’s plan went, but he was almost positive it didn’t move past the guy with all the weapons. If things were different and it was his mom and dad down there waiting, Damian liked to think he’d do the same and be the hero who stayed behind. But he’d already proved he wasn’t a hero. Chloe’s only chance of escaping hell had been squelched the second he’d handed Katsaros the jasper stone and gone his way. He was spineless, gutless, a scared kitten masquerading as a lion. What made him think he’d act any differently for his parents?


    Heat surged through Damian’s veins. He gave Ethan a stern nod and began situating the rope around his own back. Ethan squeezed Damian’s shoulders and then, once Damian was secured, released his grip and took hold of the rope with both hands.


    A twinge of doubt burned at the edges of Damian’s mind. What if the guard got to Ethan before Damian reached the bottom of the building? He’d fall, break his legs or his back, and be no good to anyone. But it was too late to backtrack or sort out what-if scenarios. Ethan was leaning back, and Damian was moving downward as a lump the size of an apple swelled within his throat.


    When Damian was two-thirds of the way down, Ethan waved at him to move faster. Damian had a better idea. He pulled from his pocket the sharp pair of scissors he’d used to cut Ethan out of the gurney, and snipped himself free of the makeshift harness. He didn’t even feel himself hit the ground.


    His power was that strong after all. They could have bypassed the rappelling altogether and simply jumped through the wall. Damian wanted to scream at himself, but there wasn’t a second to waste stewing over his own ignorance. He couldn’t help what he didn’t know, and jumping three stories without knowing it was possible to land in one piece would’ve been too big of a risk.


    Land on me. The thought seemed absurd as it blasted through his doubt, but if he could drop fifteen feet without gaining so much as a scratch, it stood to reason that he could absorb someone’s weight falling onto him.


    “Jump!” Damian shouted. He didn’t care who heard. “Jump on me, Ethan, I’m right here.” And then he remembered they’d passed through a solid wall. There were no windows in the room.


    “Where’s Ethan?”


    Damian heard the confusion in Lydia’s voice, followed closely by the escalating sound of the guards’ shouts as they rounded the building.


    “This way!” one yelled. “They just escaped through the wall on the northwest side.”


    Damian jumped into the shrubs and grabbed the Rosses by the arm. “We have to go now.”


    As soon as they were fully invisible, they took off running for the woods. Around them a gentle rain started to fall, which they couldn’t feel. Above them flashed jagged lightning that couldn’t strike them. And hanging low in the last clear patch of sunset sky shone the brilliant bands of the Moonbow. Staring at it, Damian had the haunting suspicion that, despite his power, it was staring back.
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    Hours had passed since the ship had docked in Limén, a city that, even in Iris’s time, was teeming with hardworking laborers skilled in all manner of trades.


    In modern Petros, Limén was the place of residence for Petrodians whose occupations ranged from aerospace engineer and physician to automotive mechanic and farmer. Ancient Limén, according to Iris, attracted textile workers, artisans, farmers, and fishermen, not because they had been preordained by the government to be such but because that’s what they and their families had carved out for themselves.


    Here, in this new now, people had the freedom to do what they pleased. But it hadn’t always been that way.


    Chloe sat in the small kitchen of an elderly couple, both of whom were snoring loudly in the adjacent room. Her belly was full of bread and lentils, and though her eyelids drooped and her head felt heavy, the last thing she wanted to do was sleep.


    Across from her sat Iris and her husband Tycho, the man she’d recognized on the ship. Since Carya had made it possible for them to communicate, Iris hadn’t stopped talking. It was almost as if she’d been expecting Chloe to show up, as if seeing a teenager from the future pop up on her boat and introduce herself as a relative was a semi-regular occurrence.


    But from what Chloe had heard thus far, her arrival had been far from an unusual. The gryphon fossils from the museum, the centaurs she’d seen on Circe’s island, Circe herself…none of it came as news to them. All of it was familiar.


    Just as the early birds began to chirp, and soft yellow sunlight flooded beneath the door, it finally came time for them to learn what they didn’t know. And so Chloe told them about Orpheus, Hades, the walnut, and her dreams—or rather her time travels—in which she’d seen their grown-up daughter disappear with a scroll, and then the three of them, along with a centaur, running between walls of fire.


    Chloe hadn’t been sure anything would astound these two, but apparently she was wrong. Carya they understood. Orpheus’s ruse made sense, somewhat. The premonitions they recognized as warnings from Duna. But what they could not readily discern was the next step.


    It was obvious, given Chloe’s doma, why the Fantásmata had done everything they could to disable her, first by trying to turn her into an animal on Aeaea, and then by imprisoning her in Hades and forcing her to drink from the Lethe. She was the only person alive who could turn back the clock and change history. Whatever had been chasing Iris and her family, Chloe was the only one capable of stopping it.


    “Charis was my age when I saw her in the fire tunnel, and inside your house,” said Chloe. “Why did I come back to this point in time?”


    Charis rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she climbed onto Tycho’s lap. Tycho directed her small hand to a cup of milk, and she gulped it down.


    “You said you traveled back here on your birthday,” Iris said. “You saw Scylla?”


    Chloe nodded, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end as she envisioned the monster with its six hideous heads and the barking dogs bulging from its waist.


    “Did you see the boy?”


    Confused, Chloe shook her head, and then stopped herself as a short snippet of memory darted back into her mind’s eye. “I saw you,” she said. “But there was a smaller man next to you. I watched him crawl to the edge of the boat while no one was looking.”


    Iris covered her mouth with her hand and turned her face to the sunshine cracking through the shutters on the window.


    “I saw the fire come out of your hands and float toward the monster,” continued Chloe, “but then I woke up, or came back, I mean.” Tears burned in her throat as she recalled the reason why. “My brother had been looking for me.”


    “Does he know about your gift?” asked Iris.


    Charis wedged herself between her parents and stuffed her hands into a bowl of purple grapes, giggling as she felt them squish.


    “I don’t know.” Chloe’s fingernails dug into the sides of her chair. “I never told him. He would’ve thought I’d lost my mind.”


    Tycho leaned forward onto his elbows. “But you think perhaps someone told him?”


    Chloe shrugged. “I’m not sure. One of my charming captors down in hell implied Damian knew I was there and that he just decided to leave me.” She sniffed back her tears. It would do no good to dwell on it, just like her father had said. “So what happened to the boy I saw?”


    Iris whispered something into Charis’s ear that sent her scurrying off to a pile of toys near the stove.


    Tycho sighed. “He saved our daughter by taking her place. Scylla had made a bargain with Apollo, which is what I imagine Orpheus did as well. If they brought Apollo what he wanted, he’d give them their greatest desire.”


    “What did Scylla desire?” asked Chloe.


    “To be beautiful again. One must always be wary of beautiful women,” answered Iris with a wry smile.


    “And even though Orpheus succeeded in delivering you to that portal,” said Tycho, “the victory is ultimately yours, because you, just like the boy, placed your faith in something far greater than yourself. Not even death can defeat such faith.”


    A tear slipped from Chloe’s cheek, and she wrapped her hands around her cup of chamomile tea.


    “Chloe, sometimes Duna shows us things through symbols,” said Iris. “With me, every color of the Moonbow held meaning for my life. I don’t know why Duna ordained for you to travel back to this part of the past, nor can I tell you why Carya’s walnut showed you some future peril. But what I can tell you is that Duna never reveals the whole path to us. Only one sure step, or abstract symbol, at a time.”


    Chloe took a sip of her tea, which by now was cold and over-steeped. “I think Duna might have overestimated my deciphering skills. I can’t make sense of any of this.”


    “Give it time,” said Tycho. “After all, time is your doma, isn’t it?” Though he was joking, the inherent wisdom in his words gave Chloe comfort, and a palpable peace she relished.


    Iris reached out and took Chloe’s hand in hers. “What you’ve seen and heard will make sense when the time is right, whether that’s our time or yours.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    



ESCAPE


    Where…are…the sacrifices?”


    Apollo’s yell whipped through Hermes’ skin and rattled against his ribs. They stood in the throne room, just inches apart, the black Wall of Sacrifice presiding over them. It was supposed to be flowing red with the blood of the Petrodian traitors, but it produced not a single trickle.


    Hades sat on the edge of the cliff, his broad shoulders rolled forward and his horned helmet by his hip. His glaucous bald head, which seemed two sizes too small for his body, rolled from side to side, and he uttered long and ghastly groans.


    “I do not know, sire,” Hermes said. “I haven’t been to the Upperworld today.” Hermes’ eyes jumped around the room. “Where is Orpheus? Perhaps—”


    The bloodless vein in Apollo’s neck distended like a bloated worm. He backhanded Hermes’ cheek. “Don’t change the subject. Orpheus did his duty. He delivered one of the Vessels to Hades, and there she resides as we speak.”


    Hermes lowered his hand from his cheek. “What do you mean one of them? There can only be one, and I deposited her in the Fields myself.”


    Hades’ groans grew louder, their echoes blending into a cacophonous symphony that clawed against Hermes’ ears.


    Apollo took Hermes by the throat and squeezed as he lifted him off the floor. “You are supposed to be our eyes and ears among the mortals. You were chosen because you are supposed to be clever.” He slammed Hermes to the ground, knocking out his breath and breaking bones that would soon regenerate, only to be broken again.


    Hermes’ neck cracked as he twisted it into place. He sat still, staring into the orange whorls of mist rising out of the river below, trying to suppress his own ire. Yes, he was clever, but he wasn’t omniscient. How could he have known there could be more than one Asher in a family? If he’d taken his focus off of the girl for one millisecond, Apollo would have flayed him himself. But it would prove futile to try and convince him of that or make him see reason. Better to confess his oversight and feign repentance than argue and be sent to Tartarus for his penalty.


    “I will find them,” Hermes said. “I will go—”


    “You have done enough!” bellowed Apollo. He pointed at his brother, who was now rocking back and forth like a maniac, one of his hands curled inside his mouth.


    “Then who will you send?” Hermes couldn’t help himself. His pride wouldn’t let him be usurped so easily. “I am the only one permitted to fly between all the realms, even to go to the Vale, the Fields, or Tartarus itself to fetch whichever soul you wish to recruit.” He lifted his chin and got to his feet. He had more power than his brothers ever gave him credit for. Perhaps they simply needed to be reminded.


    Apollo lowered his voice, as if to keep Hades from hearing. “I am sending no one.”


    “And what, you’ll continue to speak through your channels and hope they will stop the prophecy?”


    Hermes was incredulous. Could Apollo really trust the fate of the Underworld to a bunch of powerless, half-witted mortals?


    Apollo rushed forward and lifted his hand halfway, his muscles shaking as he decided whether to strike him again. “The Fantásmata have proved themselves immensely less fallible than you. They were the ones who revealed to me the second Asher.” He pointed down the endless, smoke-filled aisle to the gate. “Leave us.”


    Hermes’ jaw fell open. His heart thudded like a bird beating against the walls of its cage. Not once in the eons since the War had ended had his power and role as messenger been undermined. For millennia, he had served his brothers faithfully, doing his part for the dark trinity they had established, lying, scheming, tempting, seducing, all so the three of them might increase their authority and win worship for themselves.


    Hades thrived off the blood of the Coronations. Apollo acquired strength through the prayers of the mystics who claimed him as their god. And Hermes’ delight had been in bending mortals to his will. What would become of him now that he had been supplanted by Apollo’s disciples? He would be no better than one of the lovesick wraiths moaning in the shadows of the Vale.


    Apollo drew his sword and pressed its tip into the hollow of Hermes’ throat. “Leave us, I said, before my mercy fails me, brother.”


    Hermes lifted himself with his winged sandals and floated past the flickering tripods, sure there was no greater torture than to have a hubris matched only by two other spirits in the universe, and no purpose or outlet with which to gratify it.
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    The warm blood began to harden into sticky specks and blackened clumps on Ethan’s hand. He couldn’t keep his other hand from trembling as he tried to pick it off. Not once in his life had he made another man bleed. And never had he imagined he’d be capable of killing someone. But there had been no other choice.


    Ethan sat slumped in the corner of the room, staring at the wall Damian and his parents had escaped through. Five bullet holes surrounded the space where he’d been standing, and yet, by some miracle, he hadn’t been shot. He’d evaded them all, then somehow managed to wrestle the gun away from the guard, shoot the security camera without aiming, then twist the arm that held the knife and drive it into the guard’s neck.


    It had all happened so fast. He hadn’t even expected himself to put up a fight, but rather had hoped the guard would spare him the noose or the needle, and dispatch him with a single bullet. But his survival instincts had been stronger than he’d anticipated, overpowering almost, and he wrestled better and more aggressively than he ever had in school. Even the last expression on the guard’s face was one of utter surprise.


    Now, the guard’s lifeless corpse was hidden under the cabinets across the room, covered up by Ethan’s clothes. Ethan had put on the guard’s uniform and was dressed head to toe in tactical gear, the chest and shoulder panels of which fit a bit too loosely. He’d had to pull up the shin and elbow guards well past his joints to keep them from sliding.


    With no faucet in the room to wash off the blood, he slipped on the gloves and took a deep breath, the sour air in the room burning his lungs. The adrenaline had dissipated, leaving him exhausted, guilt-ridden, and above all, mystified that he was still alive. But he was alive, and he had to believe it was for a reason.


    Taking what confidence he could from that thought, he got up, holstered the gun, and stepped through the shattered door.


    The hallway was empty and eerily silent. He jogged to the window at the far end and looked out, only to see a few guards standing around on the lawn. One of them was pointing off into the distance while another searched the horizon through a pair of binoculars.


    They got away. Relief washed through Ethan’s body, tingling his hot skin beneath the suit. He thanked Duna in his thoughts, and then asked for his help once more.


    “I’m following your lead here,” he said aloud.


    Then he turned back and stared in the direction of the Coronation cell. What if the chief councilman was still in there? If he were, wouldn’t he have gone into the room after he’d noticed the commotion in the surveillance camera and then seen the camera go black with the gunshot? Ethan could wait for him to come back, perhaps, and then kill him easily, with his bare hands if he had to. The man had tried to murder him, after all, and he would try again if he got the chance.


    Ethan took a step forward, then paused as reason overrode his impulse. He glanced up at the corner of the ceiling. A gray dome camera, barely noticeable and likely impervious to bullets, was waiting to catch him screwing up. Maybe he’d been lucky, and the councilman hadn’t seen the confrontation with the guard. Maybe the councilman had been outside giving orders, or back at the museum consulting the drugged-out weirdos.


    Ethan made the decision not to defy the odds again. He’d save his vengeance for another day.


    Anxious to slip passed the heavily armed personnel below, he pivoted on his heel and was almost to the stairwell when he heard a soft panting noise, paired with a low, monotone hum, drifting up to him from the doorway. His adrenaline surged once again, and he ripped the gun from its holster. He leaned into the door, and with the pistol raised pushed it open.


    His heart raced as he stepped onto the landing. The lights were off, and a row of small octagonal windows dotting the center of the wall did little to illuminate the shadows. He clumsily probed the wall for a light switch, but found nothing. He leaned against the door, held the raised gun in his right hand, and fiddled with the side of his helmet.


    After a few slow seconds, the thermal-imaging camera flickered to life, and even though it only affected his sight, all of his senses seemed to heighten. He could almost feel the finger grooves in the grip of the gun bristling through his glove. He could smell the sweat, blood, and body odor encrusted within his suit. And he could hear the humming sound fade to shallow breaths.


    With the camera’s grayscale palette, the stairwell was as dark as before. He didn’t have time to try and change the settings. He didn’t even know what the different settings did. But no matter the colors, if a person was down there, they would stick out and he could protect himself. He just needed to get closer. He rocked up from the door, steadied his breathing as best he could, and with his back to the wall and his face toward the railing, descended the stairs, crossing one boot over the other.


    Ethan was standing at the top of the second landing when he saw the ghostly image of a woman at the end of the stairs, the infrared radiation from her body making her glow like a star in the night sky. Her hands were pressed against the wall, her white chest rising and falling to the rhythm of his own breaths. She was scared, as was he.


    “Who are you? What are you doing up here?” he demanded.


    If there were cameras in this area, he wasn’t about to appear soft. He hurried down the stairs and, making sure he wasn’t touching the trigger, swung the gun into her periphery. “Speak!”


    The woman turned toward him and wiped her cheek. “I’m Chloe Zacharias.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    



SMOKE


    Ethan’s hand flew to the side of his helmet and clicked off the camera. He blinked hard and flipped up his visor, then crept closer, logic arguing with his eyes.


    This couldn’t be Chloe. Chloe was in Hades. He’d seen her walk into the mist at Lake Thyra, and he knew Damian hadn’t gone after her. This had to be a trick, a sadistic ploy by the councilman to punish Ethan’s emotions before he tortured his body.


    The girl’s blue eyes stared at the barrel of the gun; her long blond hair, ashy in the darkness, was hanging close around her cheeks and mouth. “Duna, please…” Then she tipped her head forward and closed her eyes, as if waiting for him to squeeze the trigger.


    Ethan holstered the pistol and took a step forward. He watched her body stiffen as he leaned toward her to whisper into her ear. “It’s me, Chloe. It’s Ethan.”


    Chloe lifted her head and searched his eyes until she was sure. Finally, her tears evaporating as a smile warmed her face, she took his hand and squeezed it. “It’s good to see you.”


    “You, too.”


    That was the biggest understatement of his life. If circumstances were different, he would have thrown off his helmet right then and there and kissed her as he’d wanted to for so long. He swore to himself that the second circumstances were different he’d take his time telling her exactly how he felt.


    “You need to get out of here,” he said.


    “No, you need to get out of here. That’s why I came. I mean, I think that’s why I came.”


    “How did you—”


    “You won’t believe it.” She released his hand and shook her head, as if she didn’t believe it herself.


    “Try me.”


    The door above them crashed open and banged against the wall. “Yes, Miss Zacharias, try us.” The councilman’s oily voice dripped like tree sap down the stairwell. “Dazzle us with that spectacular talent of yours.”


    “Run!” yelled Ethan. He pulled out his gun once again and sped down the stairs after Chloe.


    She pushed through the door below the exit sign and raced out into the foyer, a place Ethan hadn’t seen since their field trip ten years prior. She held a hand on her hip and bent over halfway, catching her breath.


    The elevator behind them dinged. Ethan turned to see the councilman, dressed as a holy man in his gaudy, purple garb, step out, his hands lifted in welcome.


    “Quite a fighter you are, Mr. Ross. Not the shuddering little nebbish your father is.”


    Ethan’s finger twitched onto the pistol’s hammer. He didn’t know much about guns, but he knew enough to put a bullet between a man’s eyes. He widened his stance on the marble floor, lifted the gun with both hands, and held his breath as he aimed through the sights.


    “Are you sure you want to do that, Mr. Ross?”


    A sharp ticking noise, like the second hand of a watch, clicked beside Ethan’s left ear. He threw off the helmet and resumed his position.


    “I designed those suits with a unique capability,” said the councilman, a pompous smile deepening the wrinkles of his pale, sunken cheeks, “to self-combust at the touch of a button, should desperate times call for desperate measures.” He held up a small black fob, his thumb poised on its center.


    “It seems like any time is a good time for you to kill innocent people,” said Ethan, the faint ticking sound quickening its cadence from the floor.


    “If you don’t tell me where Mr. Zacharias has run off to in the next ten seconds, you will burst into flames.” The councilman gathered his robes and walked forward.


    Ethan looked over the man’s head at the wall of stained glass behind him, the colors of the crescent moon and serpent it depicted dulled by the evening sky beyond it.


    The councilman jerked a hand toward Chloe and pointed at her. “And if you move, he dies.”


    “I don’t know where he is,” said Ethan. “That’s the truth.”


    The councilman’s black eyes squinted at him as he licked his cracked, purplish lips. “I’m to believe that you and your fellow conspirators never discussed a rendezvous point while you were haunting my halls?”


    “What’s he talking about?” asked Chloe. “Where’s Damian?”


    “Answer her, Mr. Ross. Where’s Damian?”


    Resisting the urge to look away from the councilman’s interrogating gaze, Ethan stood up straighter and thrust out his chin. “I wasn’t planning on surviving.”


    Chloe gasped.


    The councilman whipped his head toward her. “What is it, my dear? What’s wrong? There’s nothing for you to fear.” He went to her and cupped her chin with his hand. “My heart breaks for you and your brother, for what you went through with your parents.”


    Ethan’s eyes fell to the helmet on the floor, his ears burning more with every ticking sound it made. Around him, the suit felt as if it was tightening, gripping his arms and legs like a python’s coils, squeezing around his ribcage, tempting him to break free from it. He needed to think fast, but his mind was stuck, his thoughts sabotaged by the countdown as it accelerated until the ticks were almost indistinguishable from one another.


    “I may be a man of power, but I’m a man of pity, too,” continued the councilman. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to Chloe’s forehead.


    She grimaced and squeezed her eyes shut. Her limbs went rigid, petrified for Ethan’s sake.


    “It isn’t your fault you were born an Asher. I have no intention of harming you. I just need your friend here, and your brother, wherever he is, to cooperate.” The man slid his hand down her neck, laughing softly at her disgust.


    Ethan was sweating under the suit. He fought the urge to pull off the gloves and implore Chloe not to believe the man, that everything they’d ever been taught about the Religious Council, and all Petros, for that matter, was a lie. But he had a feeling she knew that already. He could only imagine all she’d seen and heard if she really had been in Hades.


    “Is it getting hot in there, Mr. Ross?” The councilman held up the fob again. “Tell me what I need to know and I will relieve you.”


    “I told you,” said Ethan, barely opening his mouth. “I don’t know where he is. I didn’t plan on getting out of that room.”


    The councilman sighed and bowed his head. “My patience has run its course, Mr. Ross. We will find the Asher. And as for your parents, I’ll see to it personally that they die as slowly as possible.”


    “No!” Chloe lunged forward and grabbed hold of the councilman’s sleeve. He held the fob high in the opposite hand, his weak breath whistling as she leapt for it.


    “Chloe, stop!” yelled Ethan.


    But Chloe didn’t stop. She seized the councilman’s wrist and became very still, eerily still, frozen in time. The clock stopped ticking. Ethan closed his eyes, ready for whatever was rigged within his suit to engulf him in flames.


    The silence lingered. His breaths persisted. He opened his eyes and saw no trace of Chloe or the councilman.


    “Chloe?”


    He could hear the guards talking to one another outside, followed by the sound of the foyer’s bronze doors creaking open. Ethan snatched his helmet from the floor and put it on. He could only hope that wherever Chloe was, she had possession of the fob. He’d find out soon enough.
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    It had worked. A few moments ago, Chloe had been focusing on this time and place, concentrating not on an image but a prayer, a yearning that had inexplicably arisen the moment the councilman had made clear his intentions.


    Now she was standing in the midst of what she could only guess was the ancient temple in Eirene. Around her were throngs of people and a heap of ruins, huge stones and toppled columns strewn over acres of rubble. Though the area was filled with evidence of destruction, the people there were jubilant, dancing and smiling, laughing and singing, jumping and twirling with a happiness she’d never seen.


    Stretched over the remaining columns of a colonnade were two halves of an indigo veil; dozens of worshippers lay prostrate beneath them, the pieces flapping lazily in the breeze. Children danced, and acrobats flipped to the music of pipes, drums, and tambourines. The air was crisp and refreshed Chloe’s body as she breathed in the alien atmosphere. She wished everyone from her time could see this.


    Not far from where she stood was a rectangular rock-cut pool, about one quarter of the size of her swimming pool back home. She turned to the councilman a few yards away and let him watch as she dropped the fob into the water.


    “He’ll live a little while longer, then,” said the councilman. His gaunt, skinny body looked like a corpse against the colorful backdrop of whatever celebration was being held there. “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?”


    It wasn’t a question, but an observation. And in truth, Chloe didn’t know what she was doing. It had been her hope to bring him here so together they could see what had happened to their world. Petros’s history had been corrupted long ago, and its rulers brainwashed by a nefarious ideology, the source of which she’d seen with her own eyes.


    She couldn’t fully blame the councilman for his actions. He’d been indoctrinated since birth, programmed to carry out the plans of his predecessors and their predecessors before them.


    “This is Petros before there was a Religious Council,” Chloe said. “They’re happy because they’re free. Free to be what Duna created them to be.”


    The councilman’s face twisted with loathing at Duna’s name.


    “I saw a boy freely give his life because of his love for a total stranger.” She nearly choked on the words as she thought of Ethan’s willingness to die for his parents and for Damian. “That love doesn’t exist in the world today because its source has been shut out.”


    Passion emboldened her words, edging them with a conviction she was only now able to comprehend. She didn’t know the All-Powerful, but he had known her all along. She could feel him pouring courage into her even now, filling her with a confidence she’d never had, and with a hope she hadn’t thought possible.


    “I’m confused.” The councilman scratched his chin as two young kids gave him funny looks as they brushed past his robe. “Is your doma time travel or sophistry?”


    “It isn’t sophistry. And it doesn’t take a doma to see what’s happened. But it isn’t your fault.” She took a step toward him, the soft glow of the sunset adding much-needed warmth to his face. “You can see for yourself, and you can change it. You can make things right.”


    A shadow fell across the councilman’s face as a low, roaring sound rumbled through the temple, muting the revelry as every instrument and voice fell silent. “You should have done more research.”


    “What are you talking about?” Chloe’s eyes scanned the desecrated courtyard, certain that Iris and Tycho were nearby. If she could get the councilman to meet them, to listen to everything they knew…


    “Run!”


    The command echoed through the crowd, carried from person to person in a contagious surge of panic. The people who had been so carefree just moments ago, caught up in the bliss of the festival, began stampeding toward the portico like a herd of animals, dropping their banners, palm branches, and pieces of fruit as they went.


    Black plumes of smoke rose beyond the inner courtyard, blocking out the sun, spearing the clouds with long bolts of lightning that reached the ground. A deafening crack, like a sonic boom, rang out from the mountain range encircling the city.


    “You don’t want to stick around for what’s coming, Miss Zacharias,” the councilman said. “That’s a promise.”


    “What is it?” Chloe climbed onto a boulder to get a better view. But she could see nothing except the wall of smoke drawing nearer, growing taller, curling toward her like a tidal wave.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    



GENESIS


    A small blond-haired boy stopped beside the rock on which Chloe stood and leaned forward onto his tiptoes, taking her finger. He spoke in Próta, but she didn’t need an interpreter, or Carya’s magic, to understand that he wanted her to go with him. His family shouted at him to move.


    “Mania!” said the boy, pulling Chloe toward him. “Mania!” He pointed toward the blackening sky.


    What an odd word for a child to use, Chloe thought.


    Growing impatient, the boy’s father scooped him up and carried him off, disappearing into the frenzied crowd. Chloe looked to the councilman, his expression cold and bizarrely calm despite the chaos around them.


    The boulder began to tremble, and Chloe jumped off, only to land on quaking ground. The remaining upright columns swayed and quickly collapsed, and all the debris of a prior catastrophe shook in terror as gusts of wind gathered the dirt and created from it dozens of man-sized tornadoes that sped directly toward her.


    “Mania is her name,” said the councilman in a voice so low she could hardly hear him.


    Chloe coughed as dust flew into her mouth. “Whose name?”


    “The final Asher ever to have a place in history.” The councilman turned to her, pulling up his sleeve to cover his face. “Your ancestor. You want to know why I’ve sworn to do away with you?” He stretched out his free arm as lightning struck the boulder on which Chloe had stood. “You, and all your kind, are dangerous, Miss Zacharias.” He stabbed his finger into the air. “This is what Ashers become. This is what you do.”


    Chloe shook her head. “No. That’s what you’ve been told to believe all your life.” She shielded her face with her arm and stepped over to him, touching his hand. “But it’s a lie, and if you won’t make things right then I will.”


    She reached out and yanked the councilman’s sleeve, pulling him toward her. “I could leave you here at her mercy,” she said, clutching his cold, brittle arm and glancing up at the gray-green thunderheads churning above them.


    He gave her a small, condescending smile and patted her hand. “But you won’t.”


    “Why do you seem so sure of that?” she said, loosening her grip.


    “Because you need answers. And I’m the only person on this planet who holds them.”
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    One breath later, Chloe was in the sanctuary where she’d first seen the councilman all those years ago. He was beside her, standing on one of the square white mats reserved for the eight-year-olds who came here to learn about the last phase of life, about Coronations. He didn’t seem to be afraid of her, even though he knew by now that all it took was a light touch and a single thought for her to send him to any place, and any time, in history.


    “Are you through taking your doma for a spin, Miss Zacharias?”


    “I haven’t even started.”


    His eyebrows lifted as a snarl crept into his smirk. He tapped his ear and lowered his chin to his right shoulder. “Tell the aunt and uncle that their charges are wanted criminals. Make a public announcement of it. If anyone knows the whereabouts of Chloe and Damian Zacharias, they are to report it immediately.”


    He smiled at her, dark circles carving out purple crescents beneath his eyes. “You are hereby an exile, a heretic, a traitor, and a threat to the empire of Petros.”


    Chloe smiled back, feeling somehow that her parents knew what was happening, that they were watching her now…and waiting.


    “I’ve been to hell,” she said. “It isn’t anything at all like the Coronations you taught us about. Did you know that?” She watched his eyes cloud over as the faintest wisp of fear floated across his countenance. “The worst monsters you ever read about in the myths are true, and they’re even more evil than what the stories say. And the souls there are just shells of their former selves; they spend every waking hour picking flowers in a field covered with fake sky. And from what I hear, that’s the good part of hell.”


    She stared up at the domed ceiling above them, picking out the familiar constellations within its lifelike painting of outer space. “They don’t remember what they lived for, or who they loved. They don’t know how they died. They don’t know why or how they were ever born to begin with.”


    “You may stop talking now, girl.” The councilman’s cheeks were reddening with heightened rage.


    “They don’t know the one who created them because people like you made them forget.”


    “Shut up! You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “I would take you there myself if I could, but it doesn’t exist anywhere in time. But that’s the other thing about hell. It’s eternal. That means you will be there forever.”


    The councilman’s face contorted into a terrifying mask, as if it were made of wax and melting slowly off his skull. His eyes rolled back into his head, his white fingers spread, and his arms shot out to either side. He dropped his head, his black eyes peering up at her as though he were a panther crouched low in high grass.


    “What I wouldn’t give to kill you,” he said. “As I killed your mother and father.”


    Chloe’s heart pounded hard in her chest. Hot tears welled in her eyes. She’d known deep down that her parents’ death was no accident, and yet hearing him confirm it sliced her heart in two all over again. She fell to her knees and wept as fresh waves of grief washed over her.


    “Dry your tears.” The voice that spoke through the councilman didn’t belong to him. It was deeper, more sonorous, almost hypnotic, swinging like a pendulum through the air. “The All-Powerful hasn’t allowed me to take your life, lucky for you.”


    The councilman’s eyelids fluttered. His feet lifted off the floor, and he hovered in midair, looking like a scarecrow with its arms pulled straight and body sagging.


    “But I have a feeling that in time,” the voice continued, “you will step into death without having to be led. Hades will see you again. At your Coronation.”


    Whatever was speaking through the councilman released the old man and threw him to the ground. He lay curled up in the fetal position and groaned as he ripped out a syringe from his robe and stuck it into his arm.


    For the first time, Chloe felt sorry for him. He wasn’t to blame for her parents’ deaths. He wasn’t to blame for Orpheus luring her to Aeaea or to the River Styx. He was just a pawn, a dispensable puppet whose strings were being pulled by the true rulers of Petros. If she wanted to change the world, she knew it would take more than changing one man’s mind. Even if he saw the truth, his peers would waste no time putting him to death and the tyranny would continue.


    “Goodbye,” Chloe said to the councilman. “I’ll be praying for you.” Then she closed her eyes, her thoughts focused on four people.


    Four people she could save.


    Four people who could change history.
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    “Chloe.”


    Chloe jumped and opened her eyes, but she wasn’t in the sanctuary. In fact, she didn’t know where she was. Walls that appeared to be made of clouds surrounded her, and her feet were wrapped in the hazy tendrils of a dying fog. Below her toes, faraway lights twinkled through the mist; a bright sphere, identical to the moon, hung between them.


    And then a figure stepped in front of her. He wore a white tunic that shimmered as he moved, and golden sandals that hurt her eyes to look at. She stopped breathing when she saw his hair, the dark brown waves that grazed high, olive cheekbones.


    A spark flickered in one of his sapphire eyes.


    “Orpheus?” She gasped as if coming up for air after minutes under water. “What are you do—where are—” She moved closer to him to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. “It’s really you.”


    He smiled, then stretched his hand into the cloud behind him and pulled it back like a curtain. Beyond were countless stars of every hue, all of them gleaming like brilliant gemstones set on fire. Surrounding them towered hundreds of nebulas, suspended like colossal cocoons of cosmic dust and plasma in which ancient giants slept.


    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said.


    As Chloe nodded, Orpheus traced a circle in the cloud with his foot, forming a melon-sized hole below them. Through it, Chloe could see Petros, a tiny blue-and-green marble floating perhaps a million miles away.


    “Where am I?” The air in the cloud suddenly seemed very thin. How was she able to breathe? How was she able to stay warm?


    “I can’t say for sure, but I would call it a bridge. A bridge for the living to meet with the dead, at least this once.”


    “The last time you met with the living, the living ended up in Hades.” Chloe’s brain fought against itself. One half yearned to travel back to Petros, to get out of this celestial web before Orpheus tried his sly tactics again. But the other half, the stronger half, sensed something had changed since they’d last been together.


    “I’m sorry for everything, Chloe. In his graciousness, Duna has allowed me to ask your forgiveness face to face.”


    “Duna? You know about Duna?”


    “Yes. Ironically, it was when I returned to Hades that I placed my trust in him. And I died a second death.”


    “I…I forgive you. You did what you did because you love your wife.” Tears welled in Chloe’s eyes.


    Orpheus’s eyes were glistening, too. “No. I did what I did because I didn’t have hope.” He took a deep breath as if a great yoke had just been lifted off his shoulders. “All is well now. I am with my wife Eurydice again.” He wiped his cheek and looked out into the universe, joy brightening his face like a sunrise. “We were sent to the Vale of Mourning and the Fields of Asphodel to proclaim the existence, and the grace, of the All-Powerful. The ones who believed are now free.”


    “That’s wonderful news.” It was all Chloe could get out.


    Orpheus took a step forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. His face grew solemn. “Apollo and his followers will do everything in their power to stop you. You mustn’t lose faith.”


    “I won’t.”


    The cloudy nest that sheltered them began to break apart, fading into the ether like puffs of breath in winter air.


    The glittering lights of the heavens dimmed, and soon Orpheus was gone, leaving not a trace save for his warmth still lingering on her shoulder.


    All alone and enveloped in darkness, Chloe looked down at her feet. There was nothing supporting her, but at the same time everything was.


    “Please, Duna, don’t let me fall.”


    Then she set her gaze on her home below as unseen fingertips painted the Moonbow into the blackness around it, filling her heart with hope, and strength for the coming fight.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    



HERMES


    For the first time in thousands of years, Hermes felt tired. He’d been tracking the mortals’ scent all night, his winged sandals fluttering through the trees, his golden wand lighting the way. He knew it was only a matter of time until the Asher’s invisibility wore off, and then they’d all be as good as dead.


    The Moonbow had been waning for the last half hour as warm streaks of sunrise sprayed its arches with the rosy foam of dawn. It had been watching him since he emerged from Lake Thyra with his treacherous heart set against his brothers, the hell-bound lords of the Underworld, who would doubtless condemn him to a century of torture once they learned of his present errand.


    But the Moonbow had bewitched the wandering messenger. Hermes could feel no fear nor contemplate remorse as long as its peaceful bands hovered over him. What he was doing was undeniably out of spite for his brothers, yet for some reason he couldn’t help but feel that the Moonbow was smiling on him, nudging him onward even as his immortal limbs grew weak and heavy in the air.


    Hermes’ mind drifted as he stared through a net of leaves into the fading Moonbow that filled it. His thoughts traveled back to the last time he could recall ever feeling so weary. It had been immediately after the War against the All-Powerful, the night he and his brothers, the bold triumvirate, were expelled from heaven along with countless other rebels, all of whom had been hypnotized by Apollo’s promise of unending power and a paradise of their own to rule as they pleased.


    Hermes had been in on the lie from the start. Together with Poseidon, Apollo, Zeus, Hades, and the Titans, he had been plotting the coup for what seemed like eons within the timeless stretch of eternity. It was called “the War,” but no swords were wielded nor chariots mounted until the dreaded end, which each black-hearted devil knew full well was coming.


    Before word of their treason reached the All-Powerful, the weapons had been innocuous words, whispers of rumors that infected heaven’s streets like an insidious plague. The symptoms were mild at first, hardly noticeable. A few complaints, a few disputes, a furious brawl here and there when the devout grew defensive and could stand the heresies no longer.


    In the beginning, the revolt comprised only a few small circles of murmuring adherents. But, little by little, even the most pious ears were tickled and the strongest minds corrupted. To Hermes’ surprise, there were soon enough of them to form an entire army that could rise up, dethrone the All-Powerful, and make greedy gods of themselves. It was then that the faithful took up arms against the rebel forces and drove them outside the city walls, as ruthlessly and swift as when a ferocious squall besets a sailboat.


    Spirits, every one of them, the rebels awoke in one piece, their wishes granted. Around them now was a kingdom all their own, far from the stifling sovereignty under which they’d served and worshiped for untold ages.


    The world was a newly created planet called Petros, meaning stone, named for the rocky terrain and jagged mountains that defined it. The atmosphere was so dense that many rebels swore that the fingers of death, which did not yet exist, were wrapping around their throats. For millennia, they’d been accustomed to the pure, rarefied air of heaven; now their lungs labored and burned with every breath.


    The anemic color of the clouds hanging low over the sickly green hills was a sore to the rebels’ eyes. They kicked the weeds and cursed the thorns as they hiked to the highest peak on which the three would erect their thrones and rest their flimsy shelters, all pigsties compared to their former abodes.


    Hermes, one of the few with the gift of flight, had fallen from the sky halfway to the top of the summit and awoken half a day later, hoping it had all been a terrible dream, a hallucinatory warning from his subconscious. His conniving mind stopped scheming, slowing to assess the bruises and aches racking his body, this frightening pain he had never before experienced. His ichor blood felt frozen as regret gripped his muscles and sorrow seeped into his bones.


    He wanted to cry out to Duna, to confess that he’d made a grave mistake and that he’d do anything to escape this loathsome world and reenter heaven’s gates. But the darkness within him would tolerate no remorse, nor would his brothers let him lie idle for long, pitying his wounds and rethinking his choice. Give it some time, they’d said, for we have it here. And in time we shall all be kings.


    They had been right. In time, the fatigue had worn off, the bruises had healed, and repentance had become as vulgar a notion as revolution had once been. Petros had become home, and Hermes had made himself one of its sovereigns.


    For thousands of years, he had been an indispensable part of the oligarchy, and then of the counterfeit trinity after Apollo had imprisoned the Titans and his siblings within the bowels of Tartarus, and adopted Hermes and Hades as brothers. It was then that Hermes, true son of Zeus, began to prove himself more clever and cunning than his two “brothers” combined. It had been his duty, his greatest pleasure, to bend mortals to his will, to convince even himself that his gods-breathed, grandiose lies were true.


    And then the Vessel had risen; just as the oracles had prophesied two thousand years before their birth. The whole Underworld knew the Vessel would be an Asher, one of the gifted mortals who received supernatural abilities when they reached eighteen. And because the All-Powerful had ordained long ago that there could only be one Asher per family, Hermes was sure the girl called Chloe was the one. He didn’t consider that her twin brother could be a threat as well.


    That oversight was Hermes’ undoing.


    Apollo and Hades blamed him for the Ashers’ escape. He was their eyes and ears, they’d said, but he might as well have been blind and deaf, and unforgivably brainless. He wasn’t needed anymore. They had their blessed Fantásmata, their brainwashed, power-crazed disciples with whom they communicated through drug-induced channeling and cataleptic trances.


    Hermes was nothing but an underling now, an impotent peon like the other rebels who stood guard around Hades’ gates, as if they could ever fend off the All-Powerful for even a second were he to descend to their sulfuric depths. If he chose to, he could thresh them like wheat and grind them to grain with a single breath. The question of why he didn’t had settled over Hermes’ mind like a fog, filling the void where his ruses and plans once dominated. He would rather be annihilated than continue living with countless gallons of mortal blood staining his conscience.


    Perhaps this was his punishment, one much worse than being bound in Tartarus or cast into the Vale of Mourning.


    Just hours ago, he’d been certain that the greatest torture was to possess a hubris matched only by two other spirits in the universe, and have no purpose or outlet with which to gratify it. But something in the air this night, perhaps the Moonbow itself, had convinced him otherwise. The greatest torture was not to be deprived of satisfying his pride, but to recognize its repulsiveness, to feel the unbearable weight of blood caked on his hands, to carry guilt like a yoke upon his shoulders, and to remember a peaceful existence before any of it.


    Hermes’ heart quivered, one side fighting to beat fast with swelling offense and anger, the other side resisting, for it knew that blaming his brothers for his dismal fate was futile. Evil had been stagnant within him all along, and they’d known how to draw it out, capturing it like sap from a tree. But he wasn’t dumb; the All-Powerful had created him to be one of the shrewdest of all. While others might have been manipulated and deceived, Hermes was fully aware of the choice he was making. There was no one to blame but himself.


    Unable to fly any longer, Hermes grabbed onto the nearest tree branch and sat down. He leaned his head against the trunk and breathed in the Petrodian air. It had once tasted so vile, but it was now nectar compared to the choking swelter of hell.


    The amber glow surrounding the Moonbow dissolved into the clear blue canvas of sky. He pointed his wand at it, commanding it to stay, but of course it was impervious to his magic. It came and went as it wished, offering solace, delivering warnings, chasing down destinies, answering only to the All-Powerful.


    Who would Hermes answer to now? He’d betrayed the All-Powerful. He’d been ostracized by his brothers. But he had not antagonized the Moonbow, the silent messenger that overlooked the deeds of mortals and spirits both. Perhaps by helping the Ashers it loved, he could win its favor. He could do something noble, that might reach the All-Powerful’s ear and lighten the load of guilt bearing down on him.


    Hermes jumped as his reverie was shattered like glass by the sound of a man’s voice a stone’s throw away.


    “Damian, look,” the man shouted.


    Hermes looked down through the density of looming Folóï oaks, but saw nothing but a red fox scampering past. And then he saw it, a faint glimmer spanning four feet of air on which transparent waves rippled and shook as if pebbles were skipping across it.


    “It’s fading again,” came the same disembodied voice, much quieter this time.


    Slowly, the see-through apparition became obscured as flesh tones and flashes of clothing suffused it. Hermes could make out four human forms, all still hazy as they regained their corporeality. Only one was familiar to him, the one named Ethan, whose voice he had heard.


    Ethan and an older man and woman had their hands planted firmly on the fourth person’s shoulders and wrists, clinging to him like children to their mother. Reluctantly, as they regarded the sunshine and shadows on their skin, and crunched the leaves beneath their feet, they removed their hands and stepped away.


    So this was Damian, the Asher who had escaped Hermes’ notice. The one responsible for his demise.


    “No one to blame but yourself, old man,” Hermes muttered to himself. Then he rose from the branch and flew down to the ground, smiling softly at the thought of both vengeance and redemption being irresistibly within reach.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    



ATTACK


    I see them! Up there!”


    Hermes’ keen ears rang as his head whipped around. The guards were closer than he’d anticipated; clearly they too had simply been biding their time until the Asher’s doma ran dry.


    Hermes floated toward the four fugitives and held out his palms to show them he meant no harm. Then he opened the satchel on his hip and plucked from it four tiny pomegranate seeds, souvenirs from Circe’s isle that he’d been saving for a special sort of mischief. He couldn’t help but grin as he cupped them in his hand.


    “You’ll have to trust me,” Hermes said.


    “Who are you?” The woman’s hands trembled as they clutched the man beside her. Her husband, Hermes assumed.


    “It’s Hermes,” said Ethan, smirking at Hermes’ dog-skin cap and winged sandals. Hermes’ cheeks flushed with pride, and he gave a modest bow. “You’re the most notorious con artist in history. Why should we trust you?”


    Hermes didn’t have time to retort. He could hear the guards’ footsteps growing louder. The guards would see them at any moment, and Hermes couldn’t make anyone but himself invisible. But the seeds…


    “The councilman’s guards are closing in on you.” Hermes tapped the top of his ear. “I can hear far better than the bloodhounds they have with them.”


    “You haven’t answered Ethan’s question.” Damian threw back his shoulders and stepped forward. “Why should we trust you?” He cracked his knuckles and set his jaw.


    Hermes smiled. The Asher had no idea whom he was dealing with. “It’s because of you that I’m here, Damian. Why I’m as wanted a man as you are.”


    “What are you talking about?” Damian asked. “Wanted by who?”


    “I’ll explain later,” Hermes said. “That is, if you’re not all executed first.”


    “What’s that in your hand?” Moris asked as he peered through his smudged glasses.


    Hermes took a seed and gave it to the older man. “It’s your salvation. Eat and see.”


    Ethan dropped his black carbon helmet and reached out to grip his father’s arm. “Don’t do it, Dad.”


    “I swear to you the effects will be temporary,” Hermes said. “On Petros, this magic is forbidden to last longer than a few hours. Like your doma”—he inclined his head toward Damian—“everything has its limits.”


    Ethan’s father pulled away from his son and brought the seed to his lips. “There’s only one way to find out if he’s telling the truth.”


    “Moris…” Lydia whispered, her face awash with terror as she watched her husband swallow the seed and begin to shake. “Moris!”


    “Just be patient,” Hermes cooed. His eyes widened with glee as he watched the metamorphosis commence. It always started with this kind of unbecoming spasm: the limbs twitching, the head jerking, the eyes rolling. And then…


    “My gods, what’s happening?” The woman covered her mouth and dropped to her knees.


    Moris was shrinking, and tawny hair was sprouting from head to toe as his clothing disappeared.


    Ethan lunged forward and seized Hermes by the throat. “You picked the wrong day to mess with my family.”


    “Ethan, look,” said Damian.


    Ethan tightened his grip as he turned his head. Behind him stood a tan, sturdy-looking ibex staring at them with large yellow eyes.


    “Disguise,” said Hermes, as he broke free with ease from Ethan’s grasp. It took every ounce of self-control to keep him from breaking the boy’s knees with a single blow of his wand. “It’s the only option you have as long as his doma isn’t working.” He clenched his jaw as the guards’ footsteps pounded like a drumbeat in his ears. “Choose quickly.”


    Lydia rushed forward and stole a seed from Hermes’ hand. Ethan started to object, but she hushed him and gulped it down. A few seconds later, she was a plump, perfect little squirrel.


    Ethan raked a hand through his hair as he yelled, then sighed, at the plight of his parents.


    Hermes suppressed a laugh. If this mortal were so overwhelmed by the child’s play of Circe’s enchantment, how would he react if he ever glimpsed the horrors of hell itself? It would likely be too much for his delicate heart to take.


    “Come on, Ethan,” Damian said, as he paced between the two creatures. Both were sitting still as statues, their pricked ears attuned to the enclosing enemy. “What do we have to lose?”


    “What if he’s wrong?” Ethan’s voice cracked with fear. “I’d rather be dead than live as an animal.” He glanced at his parents and blinked back the tears welling in his eyes.


    A foreign feeling tugged at Hermes’ heart; he knew it vaguely as empathy. He locked eyes with Ethan and spoke with more earnestness than he ever had before. “You have no reason to believe that I’m telling the truth. But I assure you, I am.”


    Ethan gave a curt nod and held out his palm. Hermes dropped the two remaining seeds into it and then floated up into the autumn-colored canopy of trees; rather than the feeling of power propelling him, he felt the weight of guilt falling off his soul like shackles.


    “On three?” Damian took a seed from Ethan.


    “If we’re stuck like rodents or goats or whatever else for more than a day,” Ethan said, “I’m going to hunt you down and kill you for talking me into this.” He patted Damian’s shoulder and held the seed over his tongue. “On three.”


    “One,” began Damian, “two, three…” And down went the mystical seed from an infamous imp he’d grown up believing was nothing more than a fairytale character. This was insanity.


    Damian’s heart pounded as his knees buckled and every muscle in his body went rigid. He trembled uncontrollably as what felt like hot electricity surged through his veins, shocking every inch of him from the inside out. His stomach twisted with nausea as the world around him spun in circles. Struggling to focus his vision, he saw Ethan watching him, the seed still in Ethan’s hand, his face painted white with fear. So much for “on three.”


    Unlike Moris and Lydia, Damian wasn’t shrinking; instead, he was growing taller, wider and heavier, from head to toe. He closed his eyes; he didn’t want to see what he was becoming.


    “What in the…” he heard Ethan say. “You’re a bear?” He sounded incredulous, and not a little peeved.


    Have fun hunting me down. Damian laughed silently. At least his mind was still his own. He opened his eyes to see six armed guards rushing toward Ethan. Damian pitched his weight forward and fell onto all fours.


    “There!” one of the guards yelled and pointed at Ethan. “Freeze, Mr. Ross. Put your hands behind your head.”


    Damian didn’t have time to weigh his options. He opened his jaws as wide as he could and let out a deafening roar. The forest went quiet. The guards stopped dead in their tracks. All eyes were on him, waiting for his next move.


    Unsure what signs of aggression were normal for bears, Damian did what came naturally. He dug his claws into the earth and pawed at it, then flattened his ears as another roar bellowed from his belly. He shot a glance at the guards, whose guns were trained on him. With a snort, he pivoted on his back feet, swinging his body around toward Ethan.


    “Looks like the bear will take care of him for us,” one of the guards said.


    This might actually work, Damian thought. He lowered his head, nose to the ground, and charged Ethan, knocking him down with his powerful paws before Ethan knew what had hit him. Careful to use his gums instead of his teeth, Damian clamped his mouth around Ethan’s shoulder and shook him violently until he fell limp. He’d gotten the message.


    Damian lifted his head toward the guards and roared until his lungs felt ready to explode.


    “Let’s get out of here,” the guard whispered. “Let it enjoy its dinner. We’ll come back at nightfall.”


    The guards holstered their weapons and slowly backed away. Damian could hear their breaths released like air from a burst balloon.


    He buried his nose into Ethan’s torso, nudging and jabbing as he feigned ravenous grunting sounds. A few seconds later, Lydia jumped into view and perched on a tree root above Ethan’s head, her bushy tail wrapped around her, tiny paws joined at her heart as she looked down on him. Moris followed, making a shrill bleating noise as he pointed his hoof in the direction of the guards.


    “They’re gone,” Ethan said, as he squeezed his eyes shut and hissed in pain.


    Damian had been rougher than he’d intended, but at least Ethan was alive. By some miracle, they all were. He sat back on his haunches and did his best to apologize to Ethan with a shrug of his shoulders.


    “Yeah, I know,” said Ethan. “You did what you had to do.” He lifted himself to a sitting position and rubbed his chest. “I’ll survive.” He patted Damian on the elbow and laughed. “And we thought you were a good wrestler before.”


    Damian snorted and shook his head, then searched the sky for Hermes. He could use some assurance that he wouldn’t be this way forever.


    “It’ll be okay, Damian.”


    Damian stared blankly at Ethan. He knew Ethan didn’t really believe that. If he did, he would’ve eaten the seed, too, instead of backing out at the last moment, leaving the three of them to be the guinea pigs, almost literally.


    “Ethan?” a woman’s voice called quietly.


    Ethan’s eyes widened and a stunned smile spread across his face. “Chloe!” he shouted at the sight of Damian’s sister. Apparently forgetting all about his pain, he leapt to his feet took off running.


    His outsized bear’s heart still pounding, Damian watched as Ethan jogged into a soft shaft of sunlight and embraced Damian’s sister; his sister, whom he had forsaken and written off as a rebel who’d stuck her nose where it didn’t belong; his sister, whom he had watched walk unwittingly through a portal to hell and refused to go after; his sister, who he finally realized was stronger and braver than anyone he’d ever known.
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    CHAPTER THREE


    



TRUTH


    I thought that bear killed you,” Chloe said, her eyes darting back to the animal sitting strangely still, watching them closely. What in the world is it doing, she thought. And what kind of bear attacks without drawing blood?


    “It’s not a bear.” Ethan pulled back just enough to look into her eyes. “It’s your brother.”


    “What?” Chloe watched as the bear leaned back against the tree and smiled at her like an oversized stuffed animal. “That’s Damian?”


    The bear raised a paw and waved at her.


    The ibex beside it bobbed its head and baahed.


    If Chloe hadn’t known it was possible for men to be turned into beasts, and if she hadn’t been an enemy of the state, she would have had herself committed.


    “How…” Images of Circe and her menagerie of birds, foxes, polecats, and weasels, all former warriors, flashed through her mind’s eye.


    Before Chloe could finish her question, Ethan pulled her close again, and she rested her head on his chest, listening as his rapid heartbeat gradually slowed. They could discuss everything later. Right now, they just needed to breathe.


    After several long, still moments, Ethan let go of Chloe and she wiped the tears from her cheeks. She slipped off her shoes and sank her toes into a mound of crisp, cool, multicolored leaves, then closed her eyes as she lifted her chin to the sky, letting the light breeze caress her skin.


    It was good to feel things, even things as simple as fallen leaves and air in motion. Neither existed where she had come from, up there, millions of miles away from Petros in that indescribable in-between realm perhaps no one else had ever seen—no one living, anyway.


    She’d felt like an alien as she had stood there, face to face with Orpheus, a man who had tasted death twice ,and finally, after thousands of years of suffering, found happiness. He’d been sent to ask her forgiveness, and to encourage her not to lose faith. It was as if he had known her troubles were only just beginning.


    “Where were you?” Ethan asked.


    Chloe grabbed her shoes and they walked toward the tree. She stopped in front of Damian and tried to force a smile, but her muscles refused to move. “I was in hell,” she said finally. Rather than answering Ethan’s question, she had made an unsolicited statement to her brother. She needed to see his face when she said it.


    Damian held her gaze. She knew that if he could speak he’d defend himself until he was blue in the face. He’d scold her for having followed the woman into the mist in the first place. He’d tell her it was her fault that he and the Rosses had been turned into woodland creatures. And when he was done, Chloe would be so wracked with guilt she’d probably turn herself into the councilman.


    But Damian couldn’t speak, and she was free to explain to him, without interruption, precisely what she’d endured, how she’d been tortured, all because he’d been too much of a coward to try and save her.


    “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through, Damian?” Her voice quavered, not with anger, she realized, but sadness. She’d been betrayed, and despite her father’s words admonishing her not to dwell on the past, she couldn’t rid the betrayal from her mind. She’d been too distracted before to pay the pain any attention, but now, in this long-awaited moment of reprieve, she felt the sharp stab of abandonment all over again.


    “I was in prison down there,” she continued, tears burning as they appeared in her eyes. “All alone except for two tormentors who were all too happy to keep me company. It was Phobos who told me you’d betrayed me. I wish it had been harder to believe.”


    Her breath caught in her throat as Phobos’s wicked voice echoed in her ears: She’s neither loved nor lucky. And she’d believed it, so much so that she’d wanted nothing more than to drink from the River Lethe and have all her memories erased, not least those of her parents dying and her brother leaving her to rot.


    Damian dropped his head and rocked off the tree onto all four of his humongous legs. Then he started walking.


    “Go ahead, Damian,” Chloe called after him. “Walk away. Turn your back like you always do.”


    “Chloe,” Ethan said, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, “your brother is the reason my family and I are alive.”


    A lump the size of her fist sank into Chloe’s stomach. “What are you talking about?”


    “The councilman was going to kill my mom and me,” said Ethan. “And he was forcing my dad to be the executioner. Your brother risked his life to save ours.”


    Chloe shook her head. “That’s impossible. There’s no way a person could have—”


    “He’s like you, Chloe,” he said sternly.


    Chloe’s mouth fell open as the lump in her abdomen expanded and pressed into her ribs, causing every breath to ache. Surely Carya would’ve told her if Damian had a doma, too. “What…” she rasped. “What do you mean like me?”


    “Damian has a power. He can make himself and anyone he touches invisible.”


    “I didn’t know.” Chloe placed her hand on the tree and tugged on a piece of peeling bark. “I’m sorry.”


    “He’s more like you than you thought, huh?” Ethan said with a smile. “He’s brave.”


    Chloe pushed away from the tree and gave a sigh. “I guess I owe him an apology,” she said, resisting the temptation to demand why Damian hadn’t been brave for her. What mattered now was that they were safe, at least for a little while.


    The ibex bleated and stomped his hoof.


    “I think Dad’s saying we need to go,” said Ethan.


    The ibex nodded and turned to follow in the direction Damian had gone.


    “Wait,” said Chloe. She stared at the peculiar ibex, then up at the squirrel above their heads, whom she would swear was eavesdropping on their conversation. “Don’t tell me those are your parents.”


    “So you can believe that your twin brother is walking around the Eirenian woods as a brown bear, but it’s too far-fetched to believe that my mom’s a squirrel and my dad’s a goat?”


    Chloe laughed and started walking. “Well, if you put it that way. I guess…for some reason I thought it was just my family that got caught up in this stuff.”


    Ethan shook his head. “No, ma’am.” He reached into his pocket and opened his palm, revealing a bright red pomegranate seed. “The guards found us before I could eat mine. You could’ve been talking to a hedgehog right now.”


    Chloe pressed a hand to her chest and stumbled. “Where did you get that? Did Circe give it to you?” She lowered her voice so his parents wouldn’t hear. “That’s permanent, Ethan. I’ve been to Circe’s island. I was supposed to eat one so I wouldn’t be a problem to the Fantásmata.”


    Her blood warmed as she thought of Orpheus. If it hadn’t have been for Orpheus, the witch would have forced the seeds down her throat and right now she’d be on that island living an immortal existence in Circe’s accursed zoo. Orpheus had carried goodness in him all along.


    “He said the magic only lasts a few hours in Petros.” Ethan slipped the seed back into his pocket.


    “Who said?”


    The squirrel scurried past them and stopped in front of Ethan.


    “Are you hitchhiking?” he asked.


    Lydia nodded, then leapt into his arms.


    Now Ethan’s mom could definitely hear everything they said, but Chloe wasn’t upset about it. They were all in this together now. What good would it do to keep secrets?


    “Hermes said,” Ethan said, answering Chloe’s question.


    “Oh no,” Chloe groaned.


    “You know him?”


    “I’ve been duped by him, if that’s what you mean. You can’t believe anything he says.” She looked down at Lydia sympathetically. She wished she had something more comforting to say. “When I stepped through the portal, he welcomed me on the other side of the River Styx.”


    “No way. That really exists?”


    Chloe rolled her eyes. “I’m not the only one picking and choosing what’s believable and what’s not.”


    “Okay, okay, so you crossed the Styx, and then what did Hermes do?”


    “Long story short, he promised he’d shed some light on my…situation. But instead he deposited me at the Fields of Asphodel, which is absolutely the most depressing place you can imagine.”


    Ethan drew a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Chloe,” he said.


    He was looking at her with the greatest measure of pity she’d ever seen on a person’s face. She hadn’t been looking for his pity, but it felt good nevertheless.


    “Thank you.” She looked down at the shoes in her hand. “I guess I should put these on.” She did so, but when she straightened, the expression of pity on Ethan’s face had only deepened.


    “It isn’t your fault, Ethan.”


    She looked down at Lydia, who was looking off wistfully into the distance. “Mrs. Ross, I could be wrong. Maybe Hermes was telling the truth.”


    “Time will tell,” said Ethan.


    Chloe nodded slowly as his words flicked on a light switch in her brain. “Maybe time won’t have to.”
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    



TRAITOR


    Ethan stopped walking, waiting for Chloe to expound the idea still percolating in her mind.


    “If I can take us out of here,” she said, “out of this time, we can find out right now if what Hermes said was true.”


    “So you can time travel?” He looked at her as if she’d just admitted to being able to fly to the moon and back. And that was almost true.


    “It seems that way, yes.” She paused. “Is that cooler than Damian’s invisibility?”


    “In my opinion? Definitely. That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever heard.”


    Chloe smiled softly, trying not to think about the implications inextricably linked to possessing domas, namely the damage and death they attracted to herself and her family.


    “What if Hermes wasn’t telling the truth?” Ethan asked.


    “My plan doesn’t go that far yet.”


    “Fair enough. We’d better catch up to your brother before he loses us.” Ethan looked down at his mom. “Hold on tight, Mom.” Then he whispered over his shoulder to Chloe, “I really hope it works.”


    They took off jogging, slowing after half a minute when Chloe got a stitch in her side. “I’ve really gotta work on my endurance if running’s going to be a regular part of my life,” she said, as she bent over and grasped her knees.


    “Chloe, look.” Ethan pointed to his right, at a narrow path filled with footprints of various shapes and sizes, the biggest and most distinct of which belonged to a bear.


    Chloe followed behind Ethan through the meandering pathway and shivered at the tall, white asphodels filling the spaces between the trees. In the Underworld, the spirits of the dead were obsessed with them. With their memories washed away and their identities forgotten, the flowers that grew in the meadows were their only possession, and, as if compelled by an unseen taskmaster, they spent every waking hour hoarding them. Thank Duna Orpheus had freed them from that hell.


    “He found water,” Ethan said.


    Chloe looked past Ethan at the sea-green river winding through the saddle of low hills below them, its surface sparkling like diamonds in the morning light. Damian was sitting on the bank with his back to them.


    Chloe placed her pinkies in her mouth and whistled. “Damian, it’s us,” she called. She caught Moris stumbling past in her periphery, his huge, backward-curling horns seeming to drag him down the slope.


    “We’re sure that’s Damian, right?” Ethan whispered.


    “It would be like me to let a man-eating predator know where we are.”


    Moris joined the bear and took a voracious drink from the river. Damian lowered himself back down and began eating from the neat pile of berries stacked next to him.


    “Guess that answers your question,” said Chloe, then she cupped her hands around her mouth and called out, “You shouldn’t be out in the open like that!”


    Damian turned his head to the side, just enough to acknowledge that he’d heard her, then turned away and continued to snack.


    “Chloe, the councilman is looking for four humans. I think Damian and my parents are just fine.” He gave her his pity look again, only this time it was mixed with unsettling concern.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “When’s the last time you slept?”


    “Does getting knocked unconscious in Hades count?”


    Ethan looked away and rubbed the back of his neck. How did she expect him to respond? “No, no, it definitely does not count, Chloe.”


    His mother chirped in agreement. “You need to sleep.”


    Just hearing the word “sleep” made Chloe’s eyelids droop. “Sleep is a luxury we don’t have right now.” She was on the verge of slurring her words.


    “May I see your jacket?” Ethan said.


    “Ohhhkaaay…” Chloe took it off. “I apologize for the smell. I think I need a bath worse than I need sleep.”


    Ethan laughed as he took the jacket. “I’ll hold my breath,” he joked. He set Lydia on a nearby branch, spread the jacket on the ground, then pulled the sleeves inside out, folded it lengthwise, and rolled it up. “Your pillow,” he said, handing the bundle to Chloe. “I would’ve given you my vest to sleep on, but it’s bulletproof.” He gave a wry smile as he drummed his fingers across his chest.


    “Well, I guess I know my place in the hierarchy here, but I told you, I’m not sleeping. We have to get out of here.”


    Ethan crouched down and set the black helmet he’d been carrying by his side. “Hermes said they’d be human again in a few hours.” Chloe opened her mouth to interject, but Ethan was too quick. “Even if he lied,” he said slowly, punching every syllable, “we can use your power to go back, right? We can go back in time to when Hermes showed up and tell him to go back to where he came from.”


    Chloe pursed her lips and tilted her head side to side as she pondered. “Yeah…I guess logically that works.” She could almost feel her brain throbbing as she tried thinking it through. There was no denying she needed sleep. She doubted her doma would even operate if she let herself get too exhausted.


    “Perfect. So you take a little nap, and I’ll wake you up in a couple hours. Then we’ll go from there.” Ethan held out his hand. “Deal?”


    Chloe took his hand and shook it. “Deal.”


    She stuffed the makeshift pillow under her head and closed her eyes. Immediately, her father’s face materialized in her mind, his warm green eyes, lined with faint wrinkles and moist with happy tears, smiling at her. Even though she’d reunited with him in the Fields of Asphodel, where he was a spirit and she a prisoner, she’d wished with all her heart she could stay there forever. But she’d been told to be brave; the fate of every listless soul in Hades was depending on her to liberate them. And according to Orpheus, she had succeeded.


    Now it was her own world that needed liberating, and she hadn’t the foggiest clue where to start.


    “Ethan, I’m turning back.”


    Chloe opened her eyes to see the squirrel’s undersized head swelling by the second atop its shaking body.


    “I’m turning back!” Lydia repeated, her voice like a chipmunk’s.


    Next, her hands replaced her paws and her tail disappeared as the olive green of her hospital gown covered her up completely like a billowing tent. A few moments later, her legs and arms shot out of the gown and she rolled onto her back with a groan, a woman once more, albeit a frazzled one.


    Chloe jumped up and ran to her. “Mrs. Ross! Are you okay?”


    “Fantastic. Just a bit of a headache,” she said, rubbing her forehead as she turned onto her side and pushed herself up.


    Ethan knelt beside his mom and hugged her until she winced and pulled away.


    “Sorry, son, but I’m a little tender. I’m not sure what that process entails physiologically, but it leaves one feeling like they just got mauled by a bear.” She smiled and squeezed her son’s hand. Then she looked toward the river and brought a hand to her mouth as she spotted her husband walking in circles, scratching the places where the horns had been. “Moris…”


    Moris stopped abruptly and pushed a finger to his ear.


    “Moris?” Lydia called. “Moris, what is it?”


    Moris’s eyes skimmed the ground. He was listening intently…to what?


    Chloe looked past Moris to Damian. He was lying on his back, still and stiff as a board, but he was human again. After a few spasmodic twitches, he rotated his wrists and ankles, and nodded his head up and down as if to make sure he’d been properly put back together. Carefully, he rolled up, threw his hood over his head, and gazed off into the foliage beyond. Then he resumed eating berries as if nothing had happened.


    Chloe put on her jacket and stepped out of the trees. “I’ll be right back.”


    “Don’t be long,” Ethan said. “We shouldn’t be out in the open.”


    “I won’t be.”


    When she was halfway to her brother, Moris cleared his throat and lowered his finger from his ear. His face was flushed and glistening with sweat.


    “Hi, Mr. Ross.” Chloe held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve ever officially met.”


    He took her hand reluctantly and held it as he spoke. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” he said, the color draining from his face.


    “Are you okay?” Had the ibex debacle driven him nuts?


    Moris gave a curt nod as he let go of her hand. “It was the councilman.” He twisted his thumb and forefinger into his ear canal and produced a gray earpiece. It reminded Chloe of a bloated tick.


    A rush of heat surged through her body. “He’s been listening to you the entire time? Since the escape?”


    Moris shook his head and found an iridescent beetle crawling across a rock to stare at through his bifocals.


    Chloe stepped between him and the beetle and raised her voice. “Mr. Ross, please answer me. How long has he been listening?” On her periphery, she saw Damian jump to his feet. She cast a look back at Ethan. He jogged over, Lydia trailing behind him.


    Moris reached into his pocket and pulled out a square device on which a neon light blinked green. He pushed a switch on its side, and the light went dark. “I had it off the entire time. Until just a few moments ago, when I turned human again.”


    Ethan parted his lips, but he was too dumbfounded to speak.


    His mother spoke for him. “Morris, why? After everything—”


    “He says he’ll grant amnesty for us, Lydia,” said Moris, as he took his wife’s hand and kissed her temple. “For you, me and Ethan, if we go back now and tell them what we know about Chloe and Damian.” He adjusted his glasses and pushed the earpiece back into his ear.


    Chloe could see that any shame Moris had felt was giving in to his primal sense of self-preservation. Humans were more animalistic than they cared to admit.
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    CHAPTER FIVE


    



PORTAL


    He’s lying!” Ethan exclaimed. “He told me he was planning to kill you both as slowly as possible. What makes you think he’s changed his mind?” When his father didn’t answer, he kicked the dirt and held the crown of his head with both hands. “I can’t believe this,” he mumbled.


    “Because I’ve helped him,” Moris finally replied as he fiddled with the end of his sleeve.


    Ethan grabbed the sleeve and yanked it hard, revealing a black pea-sized microphone. “How could you, Dad?”


    “They’ll be fine, son,” said Moris in a calm, parental tone. “The GPS has given them our location. We can get out of here, and so can Chloe and Damian.” He turned to Chloe. “What’s your…talent?”


    “Time travel.”


    “I rest my case,” said Moris.


    Lydia tucked her hair behind her ears and drew her husband’s arm around her waist. “Moris is right. By law, the Fantásmata must show clemency toward convicted individuals who have cooperated with them. And, given that we haven’t even been tried, let alone convicted, we’re guaranteed that at least.”


    “Did you not hear what I just said?” Ethan said. “The councilman said he was going to kill you when he tracked you down.” He nudged Chloe’s elbow. “Chloe, please back me up on this.”


    “We’re turning ourselves in,” said Moris. “We’re not fugitives. By law, he’s prohibited from laying a hand on us, and, worst-case scenario, we’ll serve some time for aiding and abetting.”


    Ethan’s arms collapsed to his sides. “I can’t believe this,” he said again. He shook his head and looked at Chloe, his face a giant question mark.


    “I don’t think the councilman abides by the laws,” said Chloe.


    “That’s the understatement of the century,” Damian piped up as he stormed toward them. He stood in Moris’s face. “Have you lost your mind?” The vein in Damian’s forehead bulged as he fought to keep his temper in check. “You’re dealing with a maniac. You’re no use to the councilman now; you’re a threat. He’ll kill you both just to keep this whole thing a secret.”


    Chloe’s spine turned to ice. She didn’t want to tell Damian like this, but it might be the only thing that could convince the Rosses to stay…


    “That’s why he killed our parents,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.


    Damian stepped back as his fury was transformed into grief.


    Chloe went to him and hugged him hard, as if to absorb his pain. “I’m so sorry. The councilman told me—”


    “I knew,” he whispered. “I knew.” And then he crumbled to the ground, buried his head in his hands and wept.


    “Chloe, you both need to get out of here,” said Ethan.


    I know, she mouthed to him. Then she knelt beside Damian and scratched his back, just as their mother used to. “Being in hell wasn’t completely terrible.”


    Damian’s shoulder blades twitched. “Just leave me alone for a second, Chloe.” He pulled his knees to his chest and hid his face between them.


    “I saw Dad.” Chloe took her hand off his back as she sat down. “In Hades.”


    For a few seconds it appeared that Damian had stopped breathing. Chloe looked at him. Sitting there, arms wrapped firmly around his knees, forehead pressed atop them, he resembled his five-year-old-self pouting in time-out.


    After a long while, he lifted his head and squinted into the still-rising sun. A lone tear slid into the corner of his mouth. “Mom and Dad are in hell?” His mouth fell open as if he’d just been punched in the gut.


    “Yes. No. I mean they were,” Chloe stammered. “It’s a long story, but what’s important is that heaven isn’t a myth.” She placed a hand on Damian’s. “Death isn’t the end.”


    Damian took a deep breath and laid his other hand on top of hers. His frown turned upwards into a hopeful, albeit weak, smile, the first he had directed at her in years. Then the smile evaporated. “I guess we’ll be reunited soon, then.”


    “Not yet. I have a doma, too, and it might just save our lives.”


    Chloe’s eyes met Ethan’s as she stood. His parents were nowhere in sight. “Where they’d go?” she asked, as her eyes frantically scanned the trees.


    Ethan’s silence answered for him.


    Damian got to his feet and stuffed the remaining berries into his hoodie pocket. “You’re staying, Ethan?”


    Ethan didn’t answer. It seemed plain to Chloe that Ethan didn’t know what he was doing.


    “You know your parents are about to commit suicide, right?” Damian pressed.


    “I know.” Ethan cracked his knuckles as he knelt beside the river. “It’s like my dad’s been brainwashed.” He cupped a handful of water and took a drink. “And my mom’s too scared to leave him.”


    “And you’re not too scared to leave them?” Chloe asked.


    Ethan rose and stared blankly into the river, a pure, untouched oasis in a world teeming with corruption the vast majority of Petrodians knew nothing about. “My mom told me to stay behind. In case they’re wrong.” He turned away as he brought a fingertip to his eye.


    “Ethan, no,” said Chloe, determination hardening her voice. “I’m not going to let this happen. I’m not going to stand idly by and watch your parents just waltz right into his trap.” She went to the river and quickly splashed her face.


    “And how do you intend to stop them?” Damian said flatly. “My power isn’t working right now. I’ve been trying for half an hour.” He kicked the ground and sent pebbles skidding into the water. “And even if it was, I think I’d have a hard time rescuing a traitor.”


    “We won’t need your doma,” said Chloe. “I’ll use mine. I’ll go back in time, back to a few minutes ago when you all were animals. I’ll take away all his fancy spy gear and throw it in the river. Then I’ll whisk us away before they can go back to the council.” She took a breath. “Easy.”


    Ethan raised an optimistic eyebrow.


    Damian sighed and shook his head, but not even he could find a hole in her plan, nor a legitimate reason to protest. It was their best shot.


    “Okay, if there are no objections, I’ll be going now,” said Chloe.


    She closed her eyes and visualized the moment when Ethan had taken her jacket and made it into a pillow. She waited for the feeling of weightlessness to follow, for every sound and sensation but that one to be blocked from her awareness. But it didn’t come. She could still hear the birds, feel the breeze, and smell the sweetness of the junipers. Why wasn’t it working?


    She heard Damian walking toward her.


    He put his hand on her shoulder and shook her gently. “Chloe, tell me you can see her, too.”


    Chloe opened her eyes and saw Carya standing within arm’s reach, encased inside a thick, winter-white haze. The messenger lifted her arms and punched her white fists through the canopy around her, producing a loud whooshing sound as the radiant wisps drifted and fell to the ground, covering it with ethereal frost.


    A familiar chiming noise tinged in Chloe’s ear. She’d seen Carya perform this exact ritual before. She was making it possible for Chloe to communicate with the ancient Petrodians. Had she come to call Chloe back there, back to Iris?


    “Ow!” Damian pressed his hands to his ears. “What was that for?”


    “Carya just made you bilingual,” Chloe answered. “You understand Próta now.”


    Damian rubbed his ear with his finger. “A few days ago I would’ve called you crazy if you’d said something like that.”


    Ethan stepped closer to the strange girl and circled her, his mouth agape. His face blanched as if he were seeing a ghost. And, Chloe supposed, effectively he was. “Is that…are you…”


    “It’s Carya,” said Chloe. “Don’t ask her any questions. She won’t answer you.”


    Carya giggled, and as she did, shimmering specks of snow-white dust were ejected from the haze and danced around Chloe’s face.


    “The domas which you seek to use are bound by timeless laws,


    Ordained to prevent exploits of power and quests of unjust cause.


    Every limit is different, each encoded by Duna’s hand,


    For he knows well each Asher’s heart, how they quake and shift like sand.


    Damian, lest you hide forever, your doma is not without end,


    It is yours to control three hours each day, then shall blow away like the wind.


    Chloe, lest compassion lead you to try and erase every tear,


    You may use your gift twice in twenty-four hours, and then it will disappear.


    To the past you may travel freely and to your former time return,


    But the future lies only with Duna, for it is only his concern.


    For this world is not perfect, and never shall be; you cannot make it so,


    But there is a battle you are all meant to fight, a far-off place you must go.


    An ephemeral portal is the river now; it waits for you to dive in,


    In a tunnel of fire you will emerge, then your journey will begin.”


    “This is the part where she leaves,” Chloe said out of the corner of her mouth.


    “I know,” said Damian. “She appeared in my room once, the day I got my power. She isn’t the most accessible person ever.”


    With an elegant wave of her hand, Carya beckoned them to follow her. Her long white robes trailed behind her as she floated soundlessly to the river’s edge, then stood completely still, the breathtaking picture of a patron goddess keeping watch over some hallowed glen.


    “Does she want us to follow her into the river?” Ethan asked. “And then pop out the other side in a fiery tunnel?”


    “That was my interpretation,” said Damian, cramming his fists into his hoodie pocket.


    Ethan flicked his helmet and then spun it backwards in his hands. “I think I’d rather take my chances with the councilman.”


    “Duna wouldn’t lead us somewhere if he didn’t have a plan for us,” said Chloe.


    Carya smiled at this and gestured at the river. Tiny crystals fell like water droplets from her fingers and infused the waves with an otherworldly shade of turquoise.


    “We don’t have to be scared,” Chloe said.


    Damian folded his arms. “And what if his plan involves us being asphyxiated?” he asked.


    Ethan laughed.


    At least they still had a sense of humor. Chloe had a hunch they’d need it.


    “Carya has done nothing except help us, or try to warn us,” said Chloe. “The last thing Orpheus told me was that I couldn’t lose faith. I promised him I wouldn’t.” She walked to Carya’s side and inhaled the sweet aroma of lavender, lemon, and the hint of thyme emanating from the translucent cloud around her. “Stay here if you want. But I’m going.”


    And with that, Chloe dove headfirst into the river.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    



ESCAPE


    Ethan’s heartbeat accelerated as he scanned the river in disbelief. Chloe had just returned from hell. How could she so readily dive into some mysterious portal she knew nothing about except that it led to a “tunnel of fire”? She was either an adrenaline junkie who’d lost her mind, or she really did have faith in this new god called Duna. He knew which it was, and only wished he could be so confident.


    The glowing girl named Carya bowed her head, then vanished with a brilliant flash of light, leaving Ethan and Damian alone with only two options before them: take their chances in the river, or be captured at any moment by the councilman’s guards and hope that by some miracle they would be pardoned.


    It wasn’t a difficult choice to make, yet one thing held Ethan back. “What about my parents?” he asked softly, half hoping Carya would return and tell him they’d be all right, or explain how he might save them.


    At least we could have waited one day for Chloe’s doma to come back. As he thought the words, he knew they were nonsense. In twenty-four hours, they’d all be locked away in a cell, waiting to hear by which sadistic method of execution they’d die, if they weren’t dead already. They didn’t have one day. His parents had made their decision, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.


    “I’m really sorry, Ethan,” said Damian. He sounded sincere.


    Ethan gave him a nod. “Thanks. I know you know how it feels to have your parents taken from you.”


    The words felt odd as soon as he said them. Damian’s parents had been murdered, whereas his own parents had left him of their own accord. But deep down he knew they were all still victims, innocent prey being lured into a snare. Even after all that his father had witnessed, the councilman’s influence through the years had been so powerful, so all-consuming, that it had warped Moris’s judgment. It was manipulating him still, forcing him to do his bidding, even when that bidding meant delivering himself, and his wife, up for death.


    “It’s the worst feeling in the world,” Damian said.


    Ethan watched a gray heron circle above the river and land on the opposite side. He remembered that in the ancient myths, the heron symbolized the eternal struggle between good and evil, a struggle that, they were taught in school, had been won long ago. And now Ethan knew which side had been the victor.


    “And I’m sorry for what I said about your dad,” Damian continued. “I shouldn’t have called him a traitor.”


    “It’s okay. I’d probably do the same if the tables were turned.”


    Damian zipped up his hoodie to his chin and watched the heron wade into the turquoise water. He sighed. “I left my sister at the Lake Thyra portal. I don’t intend to abandon her again.” He clapped a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “You’ve been a better brother to her than I have.”


    Ethan jumped as a dart pierced the side of Damian’s neck, knocking him out instantly. Ethan turned to see no fewer than thirty guards, all in tactical gear like his, form a perimeter at the edge of the trees. They raised their weapons and aimed at Ethan; another dart struck him in the chest, penetrating only his aluminum chest plate.


    Before they could fire another, he dropped his helmet, bent down and yanked the dart from Damian’s neck, then pushed him into the river as bullets started to fly. Ethan dove in and dragged Damian under. He heard yelling, splashing, and a barrage of gunfire. The water churned with the desperate strokes and kicks of Ethan’s limbs.


    And then the cacophony was replaced by perfect silence as a flicker of orange, no larger than his hand, appeared in the murky depths below.
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    “Ethan!”


    It was Chloe’s voice, but Ethan’s eyes were too busy adjusting to the light to see her. How long had he been swimming? It felt like hours. He tilted his head to either side, letting the river water stream out of his ears.


    “Did Damian make it?” he asked.


    “He’s right here beside you,” said Chloe. She was breathless, panicky. She placed her hand on Ethan’s arm. “What’s wrong with him?”


    Ethan’s vision slowly returned. The first thing he saw was a blazing wall of fire not ten yards away, the heat of which quickly replaced his shivers with beads of sweat.


    “He got shot with a tranq. It’ll wear off, but we’ve got to get him out of here.”


    Ethan looked around. All he could see was black, billowing smoke overhead and a narrow pathway bisecting the fiery walls. It seemed impossible that the flames weren’t devouring the path and everything in it.


    Chloe helped Ethan to his feet. He started to pant as sweat trickled down his back beneath the thick foam padding of his suit. He had no doubt he’d self-combust if he stayed inside it much longer.


    “Can you help me get all this off?” he asked, tugging on his elbow pads.


    Chloe began removing his gear, piece by piece, until all that remained were his black, polycotton pants. He caught Chloe glancing at his naked chest and arms, and a burst of heat, not from the fire, filled his face. He bent down, lifted Damian up and threw him over his shoulder, his body a dead weight.


    He hadn’t had time to check Damian’s vitals. He could be dead for all Ethan knew.


    “Come on,” said Chloe. “They’re up there.” She covered her face with her jacket and took off running.


    Ethan coughed. “Who’s up there?”


    “You’ll see.”


    With his legs leaden and lungs burning, he ran with Chloe for half a mile. They were so hopped up on adrenaline, neither one of them needed a break. Their survival instincts drove them on. They wouldn’t stop until they had found a way out—or dropped dead trying.


    Up ahead, four shadowy figures came into view.


    Chloe smiled and slowed her pace. “They’re the good guys,” she said.


    “We could use some good guys,” Ethan grunted. He was suddenly aware of a massive cramp in his left trapezius and a dull ache in his lower back. Hunger, thirst, pain and exhaustion were also making their presence known. He couldn’t carry Damian much longer. “Any chance one of them is a dude?”


    “Yes, two of them, actually, if you count the Centaur.” Chloe gave him a playful sideways glance, this time looking only at his eyes.


    “Even better.” He adjusted his grip on Damian’s wrist and resumed his weary jog.


    “Iris! Tycho!” Chloe shouted, but the roar of the flames swallowed her voice.


    They pushed onward, using every bit of strength to close the gap that separated them from the others. Ethan could only hope they had domas or some other life-saving trick up their sleeves.


    Just before the world started to dim and his feet refused to continue, the half-horse, half-human creature stopped and turned to face them. He gave a high-pitched whinny, alerting the other three to the sudden company, and then galloped toward them, scowling. A scabbard bound to the Centaur’s waist revealed the bronze hilt of a sword.


    He definitely didn’t look like a good guy to Ethan.


    “What are you doing here?” the Centaur barked. Then he looked them up and down as though he was trying to make sense of their strange attire. “Who are you?”


    “I’m an Asher,” said Chloe. “Like Iris. And so is my brother.” She touched the side of Damian’s leg, hanging limply from Ethan’s torso. “He’s sick. Please…can you carry him for us?”


    The Centaur gave a coarse laugh. “You’ve caught me in a merciful mood. I’m afraid there isn’t time for me to be ornery.” He turned sideways and jerked his thumb toward his back. “Throw him aboard.”


    Ethan positioned Damian across the Centaur’s body as carefully as he could, trying simultaneously to keep Damian’s body stable and his own stressed knees from buckling. Insisting that Chloe ride too, he helped her up, and then sighed with relief as his muscles and joints relaxed. He smiled his thanks to the Centaur and closed his eyes, craving just a split second of rest.


    The Centaur laid a heavy hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Don’t fade out now, kid. The fire’s almost over.”


    Ethan opened his eyes and shook his head, willing his body to forget its appetite, discomfort and fatigue. “I won’t.”


    He tried his best to appear undaunted as he looked up at the Centaur towering a good two feet above him. There was something familiar about him, something in his narrow, deep-set eyes that gave Ethan the eeriest sense of déjà vu. “I’ve seen you before.”


    “Come on!” one of the women up ahead called to the Centaur. Her arms were outstretched to either side, palms erect as fire flowed out of them like gushing rapids.


    Chloe stared. Was she the one creating the fire?


    “Ethan, you’re worrying me,” said Chloe. “That’s impossible. There’s no way you’ve seen him before. Not unless you can time travel, too.” Then she kicked the Centaur’s flanks lightly and clicked her tongue.


    The Centaur snorted and threw back his bald head. “I’m not a donkey to be spurred and goaded on!” he yelled.


    “I’m sorry,” said Chloe, patting his withers. “I wasn’t thinking.”


    Even in the flame-cast shadows, Ethan could see her blushing.


    The Centaur hacked and spat on the ground, reared up—just enough to teach Chloe a lesson—and trotted off toward a faint circle of sunlight…the way out.
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    CHAPTER SEVEN


    



ALLIES


    Chloe wished there was time to assure Ethan that everything would be okay. She remembered her first experience in the tunnel and how terrified she’d been. She had been certain that she would die there, and she’d have nothing to blame but her own stupidity for eating a walnut given to her by some innocent-looking urchin in the backseat of her car.


    She hadn’t known that the urchin was a messenger from Duna, or that the walnut was providing a foretaste of her doma. She’d only known that she wanted answers, and she was willing to take any risk to find them.


    At this moment, all Ethan knew was that if they were lucky, his parents would soon be tried for treason, and that his own demise wasn’t far behind.


    “Come on, Charis,” Chloe whispered. “Any minute now…”


    As if reading her thoughts, the redheaded woman disappeared for a few short seconds. When she returned, she lifted her arms, signaling to her mother that it was safe to stop the fire.


    Iris closed her hands and doubled over, her back heaving and arms shaking at her sides. Tycho ran to her and drew her into his arms. Her charred palms leaked tendrils of smoke like blood.


    Gradually, the walls of fire weakened until only dark gray whorls of smoke were left. The air was humid and thick with the smell of dry dirt and burning grass.


    Chloe looked back at Ethan, who was a good ways behind, moving at a snail’s pace, his eyes barely open. “Ethan, look!” she called to him.


    She smiled as rain splashed onto his nose and forehead. He tilted his chin to the sky, opened his mouth, and welcomed the downpour.


    The Centaur stopped abruptly. “Girlie, your ferry ride has ended.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Centaur,” Chloe said, sliding off his back.


    Damian’s elbow jerked. “Chloe?”


    His voice was so hoarse Chloe could hardly hear him. “Are you okay, Damian?” she asked, brushing his hair off his sweaty brow. “How do you feel?”


    “What’s going on?” Damian sniffed the air and grimaced. “What’s that smell?”


    Chloe wondered if the sour scent of the Centaur had woken him.


    The Centaur turned his head toward them and ground his teeth. “I save your atrociously adorned skins and this is the thanks I get? Childish insults?”


    “Take it easy, Mr. Centaur,” said Chloe. “No need to be so sensitive about your body odor. We’ve all got it.”


    The Centaur muttered under his breath and started walking again.


    Damian’s eyes widened as he lurched forward, finding his balance on the Centaur’s back. “The horse is talking?”


    “Shhh!” Chloe snapped, trotting alongside them. “He’s a Centaur.”


    Damian’s features froze as all the color drained from his face. He braced himself on the Centaur’s withers and slowly pressed himself up. “Oh my gods…”


    “What?”


    Damian leaned forward, straining to get a better look at the Centaur’s face. “Katsaros?”


    The Centaur ran a hand over his bald head, on which a black serpent was tattooed. “Is that some sort of joke?” He halted again. “Get off me, kid. If you’re well enough for insults and jokes, you’re well enough to walk.”


    Ethan caught up with them and eased Damian off the Centaur’s back. “How are you feeling?”


    “He’s about to be feeling a hoof in his spleen if he doesn’t shut his trap,” said the Centaur.


    “Your name is Katsaros,” Damian said. “I met you. Ethan and I both did.” His eyes darted back and forth between Ethan and the Centaur, waiting for one of them to confirm this, but neither did.


    “I’m afraid that whatever sickness the girl says you’ve got has turned your brain to mush.” The Centaur laughed. “Do you have any idea what ‘katsaros’ means in our language?” Damian shook his head. “Curly-haired.” The Centaur pointed to his shaven scalp. “Does it look like that description belongs to me?”


    Chloe looked the Centaur up and down. His bare chest and bulging arms, though undoubtedly strong, were covered in curly chestnut hair. “It does, actually,” she said. She reached out to touch his arm, but he sidestepped away with an aggravated neighing sound. “And guess why we’re even able to understand your language.”


    The Centaur made a mocking face. “You’ve stumped the odiferous Centaur. Tell me.”


    “Because of Carya,” said Chloe. “She did something to our ears.”


    The Centaur scratched his head, stupefied. “So that’s what that was. The little sprite paid a visit just this morning.” He tugged on his earlobe. “They’re still ringing a bit.”


    “What’s going on?” came Iris’s voice.


    Chloe spun around to see Tycho, Iris, and their teenage daughter Charis standing before them. Unlike the last time she had met all three of them, they didn’t look particularly pleased to see her.


    “Who are you?” Tycho asked Chloe, his voice stern but not angry.


    “Tycho,” said Iris softly. “Don’t you remember her? She’s from the ship that day.”


    Tycho’s jaw fell as his mind registered her face. “Our friend Chloe!” He leaned forward and kissed her on both cheeks. Iris and Charis did the same.


    “Yes, but I’m not alone this time.” Chloe looked around. The smoke had finally cleared enough for her to see the barren plain around them and the jagged mountains in the distance, their snowy peaks piercing the clouds.


    Without the faintest warning, the earth beneath their feet began to quake. A strong gust of wind whistled through the grass and kicked gritty dust into their eyes.


    “Mania…” said Iris. “We’ve got to get off this plain. We’re open targets here.”


    Fear fell like a shadow across Charis’s face. “There are outlaws in these mountains, Mama.”


    “There’s no need to worry,” Charis’s father said. “They’re mostly refugees, as well as a few centaurs. And we know their hearts are softer than they let on.” Tycho grinned at the Centaur.


    The Centaur threw back his head with a laugh. “Lightning doesn’t strike the same race twice, I’m afraid.” He glared at Chloe and Damian. “But our kind doesn’t make trouble…till trouble comes knocking at our door.”


    The ground shook again, this time nearly sending Chloe backward into the dirt. Ethan grabbed her arm and held her steady until the tremors passed.


    “Your threats will have to wait until we reach shelter,” Iris said in a firm, maternal tone, defying anyone to ignore her.


    The Centaur piped up again after a few moments’ pause. “Are we really going to trust these three ragamuffins so easily?”


    Iris’s posture straightened at this.


    “Call me paranoid,” the Centaur said, “but what if they’ve been sent by Mania to do a reconnaissance of our position, or worse? Perhaps the lass was a friend once, but who’s to say she hasn’t been corrupted?”


    Chloe looked helplessly at Ethan, who stood close, ready to catch her should the shaking start again. She could neither prove they weren’t on Mania’s side, nor that she and Damian were Ashers. But by the way everyone was staring at her, they obviously expected answers before they took another step.


    “The stone on your necklace,” said Damian. He was looking at Iris. “It’s jasper, isn’t it?”


    The warm wind blew across Iris’s auburn hair as she nodded.


    “It was handed down through generations, starting with you, I assume.” Damian’s glance swung to the Centaur. “You—well, you in the form of a middle-aged man named Katsaros—recited a poem that went along with it.” He looked down and frowned at the sun-scorched grass. “I can’t remember the words.”


    “You’re from the future?” Charis asked.


    “At least two thousand years from now,” Damian answered.


    Chloe whipped her head toward the Centaur. “That would be why we’re so atrociously adorned.”


    “I would show you my powers if I could,” Damian said, before the Centaur had a chance to retort. “But Carya recently informed us that domas have limits.” He lightly elbowed Chloe’s arm. “We both reached ours earlier today.”


    “Today…” Charis began.


    “You mean two thousand years from now,” Tycho said, finishing his daughter’s thought.


    “Duna dwells outside of time,” said Iris, with the sage wisdom of a goddess. “And so do his laws.” She pointed to the western sky. A black thunderhead sailed past the sun, covering the plain in darkness. Like waves in a squall, it churned with fury, swallowing the horizon in a matter of seconds.


    “I am honored to meet you.” Iris gave Damian a slight bow, and Charis and Tycho followed suit. “The three of you must be strong indeed if Duna saw fit to send you here.”


    Already Chloe felt fear—the same fear she’d felt in Hades—gripping her heart and shortening her breath, but she made herself speak anyway. “We’re here to help you, Iris,” she said. “Whatever it takes.”


    It was too late to turn back now.
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    CHAPTER EIGHT


    



PUNISHMENT


    Hermes sat on the palace parapet between the towers overlooking the miry gorges and the smog-filled valleys of Hades. The chimera stood watch beside him, its leonine head scanning the horizon for brazen souls trying to flee for the Styx or get their hands on Hermes’ brothers. It was funny, Hermes mused, that this horrific, fire-breathing creature, the stuff of children’s nightmares and the most monstrous of myths, was his only companion in the world.


    When Hermes wasn’t busy doing Apollo’s bidding and creating chaos for the mortals, he would alight upon this lofty corner of hell and let his mind daydream about heaven and what was happening there. What dark outer reaches of the cosmos were being stirred into life with a touch of Duna’s finger? What unmapped galaxies were his former countrymen exploring, with their blinding wings of gold and lightning-fast chariots? What glorious music, the kind that emblazons upon one’s heart epic tales of love and valor and sacrifice without a word being sung, was emanating from Duna’s throne room?


    Had anyone there seen or heard what he had done for the Vessel and her brother? Did Duna know that Hermes, dastardly rogue and sworn enemy of humankind, had divorced himself from the blasphemous trinity that had corrupted thousands of faithful ágioi—the holy ones—and bred vile monsters such as the one standing guard beside him? If he did know, was there even a hairsbreadth of a chance that he might call him up to heaven’s gates and bestow mercy?


    “There you are.”


    The chimera’s snake tail hissed at the sound of approaching footsteps. Hermes didn’t need to turn around. Only one voice in the world chilled his bones as Apollo’s did.


    “Where else would I be?” he said.


    Arrayed in a gossamer nimbus of light, Apollo stilled the chimera’s tail. On his periphery, Hermes watched his brother pull from the scabbard opposite his sword a pair of ivory pipes and begin to play the ghostly lullaby reserved for all the hybrid beasts, from the gorgons and harpies to Cerberus at the Styx.


    After a few seconds, the chimera’s mammoth-sized body fell to the ground with a thud that vibrated in Hermes’ ribs.


    “You’re not one for idling away the hours like some starry-eyed philosopher,” said Apollo, taking his seat beside Hermes.


    “Unlike you, brother,” Hermes began, although he knew better, “the All-Powerful has granted me the privilege of beholding the stars on the rare occasion that my pride doesn’t hinder me from looking heavenward. That they sometimes fill my eyes is perhaps the only beauty still afforded me.”


    A guttural growl rumbled in Apollo’s throat. The light around his body dimmed as a furious heat pulsed through it, burning Hermes’ skin. The dark lord balled his hands into fists, arms shaking as he fought to restrain his temper. “Why this sudden hatred of me, Hermes?” Apollo asked between clenched teeth.


    “You cast me away like some leprous beggar,” answered Hermes. He had nothing to lose by speaking his mind. Their chance to make amends had been dashed the second he had given the boy and his friends those seeds.


    “You failed your mission,” Apollo said, his voice rising. His cerulean eyes flashed black like onyx pearls. “It was because of you that the Ashers slipped through our grasp. Your negligence is the reason the fugitives escaped their execution.”


    The luminescent web around Apollo faded with a sharp fizzing sound. Vines of anemic light slid from the crown of his head and reached the granite wall, dripping to the ground a hundred feet below. His gilded armor gleamed red, glowing with the ire boiling deep in his bloodless veins.


    “And what of the girl?” Hermes asked. “Am I to take the blame for her disappearance from the Vale? Was she not entrusted to the watchful care of Deimos and Phobos?” He watched Apollo’s hand jump to the hilt of his sword, gripping it so tightly that Hermes expected his brother’s white knuckles to pop through the flesh.


    “The girl didn’t escape!” Apollo barked, then got to his feet and drew his sword. “She vanished, or so the witnesses say. Deimos and Phobos were helpless to prevent it.” He pressed the sword’s tip to Hermes’ chin and lifted up his brother’s face. “But you…” he seethed. “Aren’t you the gifted one among us three? The one with the power to fly, to shapeshift, to charm, to traipse around all Petros, unseen if you choose?”


    Apollo paused to give Hermes time to refute these charges, but no denial could be made. “And still two mortals eluded you. Two children whose powers only recently manifested.”


    “Let’s not beat around the bush, brother,” said Hermes. “I’d wager you’ve had more eyes than Argus watching me of late. No doubt one of your devils has informed you of my perfidy.” He pulled his head back and placed his neck against the side of Apollo’s blade. “Take my head and throw it to the furies. And when it grows back, chain me beside my father below and let his bolt be my bane for eternity.” He stared down at the blade, daring Apollo to deal the deathblow. “I care not what you do to me.”


    Apollo sneered down at the silver blade, contempt curling his lips into a bloodthirsty snarl. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


    “Of course,” said Hermes, unfazed by the pressure of the sword pushing harder against his jugular. “We’ve committed high treason against the All-Powerful.” He couldn’t help but chuckle. “We ascended the heights of hubris and staked our claim as the most imbecilic numbskulls in the history of all creation.”


    With one swift motion, Apollo flipped his sword in the air and thrust its pommel hard into Hermes’ chest, knocking the wind out of him. “If you weren’t immune to every poison and potion of our realm, I’d suspect someone played a trick on the chief of tricksters.”


    “It’s no trick,” Hermes wheezed, as he fell onto his hands and knees. “What’s done is done. I’m ready to face my punishment, from you and the All-Powerful both.”


    Apollo spun the sword on its tip and let it clatter onto the ground. He crouched before Hermes and pulled him up by the cowl of his cloak. “You think the All-Powerful cares about a sniveling worm like you?”


    He pushed Hermes against the sleeping chimera’s belly. The monster stirred as the snake tail impulsively whipped against Hermes’ shin.


    “You think he cares about a spineless, two-faced fox who acts without creed or convention? He sees straight through you, as I do.” Apollo spat in Hermes’ face, then again when Hermes wiped away the spittle. “You disgust me.”


    Hermes felt as if scales, which had hitherto blinded him from the truth, had been peeled from his eyes. He was beginning to think and see clearly for the first time since before the War, before the rebellion that had cleaved heaven in two. He lifted himself from the ground and drew his wand from the small leather sheath on his belt.


    “You will lose, brother.”


    Hermes reared back and heaved the wand over the wall. Next to go were his winged sandals, which he offered to the goat head bleating greedily from the chimera’s back. It gobbled down the snack then promptly belched with satisfaction.


    “Your success in blotting out Duna from the pages of history has been nothing more than an illusion.” Hermes dunked his fingers into his satchel and brought out gold grains of sand from Circe’s bewitched island of Aeaea. He threw them into the air and then, using his fingers, directed them to collect before Apollo’s face in the form of a diadem.


    Unable to resist its beauty, Apollo reached for it, but the crown broke apart and the sand gathered again into seven separate arches.


    The Moonbow.


    Apollo roared at the top of his lungs. Even the lion head of the chimera ducked its head in fear.


    But Hermes had never stood stronger. He waved the Moonbow toward him, and then sent it up into the false dome of sky pushing against Petros’s crust. “The Moonbow and all it stands for—sacrifice, salvation, freedom, triumph—will prevail.”


    “You know nothing,” Apollo roared. “I’ve been silencing and destroying Ashers for generations. I silenced our father, Zeus, and that sea monster, Poseidon. Do you think I’m afraid of these children just because there are two of them?”


    Hermes walked forward, stood within inches of Apollo’s face and gave his answer clearly, drawing it out with an orator’s flourish. “Yes.”


    Apollo stepped on the hilt of his sword and it sprang with eagerness into his hand. A second later, Hermes felt the cold steel pierce his abdomen. Apollo leaned into him, driving the blade deeper and deeper until not an inch of it was visible.


    “Get used to this,” Apollo whispered and then kissed Hermes on the cheek.
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    CHAPTER NINE


    



KINSHIP


    Damian jolted awake at the sound of metal clashing against metal. His eyes flashed to Chloe, who was sitting cross-legged on a straw mat, stuffing her mouth with bread.


    “Sorry,” she said, breadcrumbs spilling from her lips. “Did I wake you up?”


    Damian shook his head, then winced at a crick in his neck and frowned at the lumpy makeshift pillow he’d made of his hoodie. “No,” he said, pointing outside, “that did.”


    The door of the tent they’d been assigned to fluttered open long enough for Damian to see Ethan and Tycho sparring with swords, their bodies backlit by a peach sunrise peeking over the mountains. A huge, gray wolf-like dog stuck its nose inside the tent and sniffed the air. It seemed to be deciding whether it wanted to further investigate these new people or be on its way.


    Chloe held out her bread, and the canine bounded toward her and poked at her hand with its snout. “You hungry?” Chloe scratched its back then patted its belly. “You sure don’t feel like you’re underfed.”


    “It’s a dog, Chloe. They’re always hungry.” Damian rolled his eyes as his sister gave the dog her bread. It scarfed it down without chewing. “You know animals aren’t supposed to have people food, right?”


    “Not everyone reads the signs at the zoo.”


    The dog neared Chloe’s face and smelled her hair and ears. “That tickles!” she squealed.


    The dog’s wide jaws smiled at her excitement, and its tail wagged back and forth in a frenetic blur. It crouched down in a playful pose, floppy ears alert, tail fanning the ground.


    “What does it want?” Chloe asked.


    “For you to play with it,” Damian answered.


    Without hesitating, Chloe got on all fours and emitted a pathetic series of barks. The dog tilted its head to the side, then, as if it could think of nothing better to do, trotted forward and graced her cheek with a slobbery lick.


    “Ewwww!” She wiped the drool from her face and rubbed her hand on the hard dirt floor.


    “I see you’ve met Artemis.”


    Damian glanced up to see an old man in white robes standing in the opening of the tent. He stooped and stepped inside, then pointed an authoritative finger at the dog. “Artemis, out!”


    The dog spun around and sat on its haunches, like a soldier at attention.


    “Haven’t you got a corncrake to catch?” the man said.


    “Clever name,” said Chloe. “Artemis was my favorite goddess.” Hearing her name called, Artemis’s taut body relaxed and she cuddled close to Chloe’s side. “So you’re a girl.” Chloe grinned and stroked the dog’s head. Artemis panted happily as her tail made a swishing noise on the floor.


    The old man furrowed his brow as he squinted at Chloe from beneath his bushy salt-and-pepper unibrow. “A pagan goddess. If the hound were mine, I’d change her name and sprinkle holy water on her.”


    Damian stood and wiped the dust from his jeans. “I’m Damian. This is my sister, Chloe.”


    “I’ve been informed,” the man said as he lifted his chin and squared his shoulders, then placed a hand over his ear lightly. “I was informed by the messenger. She gave me quite a fright when she invaded my quarters like a ransacking thief.”


    Chloe laughed, but stopped when she saw the man was not the slightest bit amused.


    “You are Ashers, is that right?” He looked Damian up and down, suspicion deepening every wrinkle of his face as he studied him.


    “We are,” said Chloe. Maintaining a hand on Artemis’s neck, she stood up. “I hope that’s okay with you.”


    Artemis stopped panting. Her tail stopped wagging. She could sense the tension in the cramped space.


    “Of course.” The man combed his long hoary beard with his fingers. He turned to Damian. “After what Iris has done for our world, any Asher is a friend of the temple.” The man’s mouth smiled, although his lusterless eyes remained cold. He extended his hand to Chloe. “My name is Archelaos. I became high priest after Anatolius was assassinated.”


    “High priest at the temple,” said Chloe. “I don’t know if Carya told you, but my doma allows me to travel through time. During one of my trips, I saw the temple destroyed. There was nothing left except ruins.”


    The man’s hand lowered shakily to his heart. Sensing his distress, Artemis went to him and brushed up against his legs, then licked his fingers.


    “I take it that’s in the future,” Damian said to Chloe. She shrugged as the old man staggered back. “Way to go, Chloe. You’re gonna give him a heart attack.”


    The man quickly righted himself as if he were ashamed of his startled reaction. The hand on his heart returned gracefully to his side as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose. “How susceptible the flesh is to fear.” He opened his eyes. “How quickly it forgets that it does no good to fret about the future.”


    “Maybe that’s why we’re here,” Chloe said. “To change the future.”


    Carefully, the old man knelt beside a terracotta jar. He picked it up by its vertical handles and poured water into a shallow bowl. Artemis neared it, her pink tongue reaching for a drink, but the man shooed her away.


    “Worthless mutt,” he rasped.


    He washed his hands in the water and reached for a folded towel that had been placed on the tent’s solitary bench. “They say the Ashers are sent by Duna, that their powers flow from him and operate for our good. But I’m not convinced.” He dried his hands and then eased himself up from the floor. “Whatever becomes of you and your friends out there, my hands, and my conscience, are clean.”
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    A chill hung in the air, even though, from the sight of the red and yellow wildflowers dappling the foothills, Damian knew it was spring or early summer. He was surrounded by tents, and scores of people—men, women and children—milled about as if this rocky countryside were a proper city.


    One-wheeled carts filled with timber creaked along the uneven earth toward what appeared to be small houses under construction. There was only one finished building, which, from the puffs of smoke rising from its chimney and the repetitive banging of hammers, Damian assumed was a forge.


    Going the opposite way, toward the mountain, were young, suntanned women with wicker baskets on their arms. In the plain below, spans of oxen pulled their plows while unchaperoned children zigzagged between the rows in high-spirited games of chase.


    Damian and Chloe asked around for Ethan and the others, but they soon learned that the communication barrier between themselves and the general public hadn’t been broken by Carya’s magic. It was probably for the best, they decided; no information was better than a little information that could easily morph into gossip and rumor. As far as Damian was concerned, having Archelaos’s distrust was already a problem.


    They found a boulder to sit on and watched as the old man darted and weaved through the hubbub. When an attendant approached holding the reins of a sorrel steed, the old man mounted and cantered down the hill, out of sight.


    “No heart attack,” said Chloe.


    Damian blew air out his nostrils, his version of a laugh at one of Chloe’s quips. “Not yet.”


    He turned to Chloe and, for the first time since they’d reunited, realized how desperately she needed a bath. Her dirty-blond hair was darkened by the buildup of oil and dirt, and ash covered her pale skin. Her eyes, framed by puffy blue circles, were glassy, and every inch of her clothing was begrimed. But she didn’t seem to care. He knew she had never cared about anyone’s opinion of her, least of all his.


    “So tell me about this Mania person,” said Damian.


    “I’m only assuming she’s a person,” said Chloe, smiling at Artemis as the dog walked by, heeling at the side of a young man carrying a bow, a quiver of arrows strapped across his chest. “From what I saw, and what you saw last night…” Chloe paused and stared vacantly into the distance. “She’s more like a storm.”


    “Why did you go back to see the temple destroyed?”


    “I didn’t mean to, really,” Chloe said, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. “I’ve only used the doma a few times, but it seems to respond to prayer. When I used it to go to the temple, I just prayed for Ethan to survive.”


    “Survive what?”


    “Apparently the councilman rigs all the guards’ suits with bombs. Crazy, right?”


    Damian’s stomach balled into a knot as his mind flashed back to his own brush with death, when he’d helped Ethan and his parents escape the council building. “He’s a maniac.”


    “You can imagine how nuts Mania is if there’s a word named after her.”


    “So why do you think the prayer led you to the temple? Why not to the councilman’s so-called coronation?” Damian felt his neck grow hot. There was nothing he’d like more than to stick that needle into the councilman’s puny little arm and watch his life ebb away.


    Chloe picked at the dirt beneath her fingernails. “I thought it was because Duna wanted the councilman to see the world like it was before. When people were free and there weren’t any secrets.”


    She lifted her gaze to a group of little girls braiding each other’s hair beneath a shady plane tree down the slope. Not far from them, a half dozen boys kicked a ball back and forth.


    “There was a celebration going on before Mania got there,” she continued. “And it was so much better than the Lycaea Festival.” She looked at Damian as if she might elaborate, but instead pressed her lips together and reached for the cup of water on the grass beside her.


    “But the councilman’s perspective wasn’t changed, obviously,” said Damian.


    He saw Ethan and Tycho trudging up the hill, their faces glistening with sweat, their bare shoulders pink with the start of sunburn. Charis, holding Iris’s hand, appeared at their side and smiled shyly when her eyes met his. Iris’s jasper stone glinted in the sunlight as she waved at them.


    “No,” answered Chloe. “That’s why I don’t think that was the reason Duna led me there.”


    “Then why?”


    “I think he wanted to show me what I’m supposed to stop.”


    Whether she’d intended it or not, Damian felt the sting in her words; she was expecting to go after Mania alone, to change the course of history on her own. And why would she think any differently? Why would she think that he, her own flesh and blood, who’d left her to rot in Hades, would help her now? Even if he had helped the Rosses, he hadn’t lifted a finger when Chloe had needed him most. She had no reason to trust him.


    “I know I haven’t always been there for you—” Damian stopped himself. He couldn’t sugarcoat this. “I know I deserted you, is what I meant to say.”


    Chloe lowered her head, her long bangs hiding the side of her face.


    “What you said, back in the woods… It was all true, I was a coward. I had the power to save you, and I just walked away.”


    Chloe took a deep breath and sat up straight. She cleared her throat to speak. “You know what Dad told me when I saw him down there?” Damian shook his head, puckering his lips to keep from crying. “He said the Fantásmata haven’t made it easy to act brave or take chances. He said he should have told us about his doma, but he was too afraid, just like all the Ashers in our family before him.”


    Damian sighed. “You aren’t afraid.”


    Chloe turned to him. “I’m terrified. But we can’t let that stop us.” She scooted closer and wrapped an arm around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder. “The past is in the past.”
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    CHAPTER TEN


    



ORPHANS


    It appeared to Ethan that Chloe and Damian had made amends. Chloe’s head was resting on Damian’s shoulder and he didn’t seem to mind.


    “Sleep well?” Ethan asked as he removed a damp rag from his neck and wiped his brow. “We tried waking you up this morning so you could come with us. I swear, you two could probably sleep through an earthquake.”


    “We may very well find out soon,” Damian joked.


    Chloe raised her head. “Where’d you go?” she asked Ethan.


    Damian pinched his nostrils closed. “Did you find a lake or waterfall or something for Chloe to shower in?”


    Chloe elbowed his ribs. “You don’t exactly smell like a spring bouquet yourself, Damian.”


    Ethan laughed. “Be nice, kids.”


    It was nice to see them getting along. Even before this whole Asher thing started, Ethan had never known them to be particularly close. The majority of their classmates didn’t even know they were siblings, let alone twins.


    He turned at the sound of clip-clopping hooves sauntering up the rocky path. The Centaur was munching on an orange and wore a wide-brimmed hat on his head. If only Ethan’s friends at school could see this.


    “What are you gawking at?” the Centaur said, his mouth full of the orange flesh of the fruit.


    Ethan blinked and turned away. He hadn’t meant to stare. “Nothing. You’re just…”


    The Centaur spit out a seed. “Just what, man? Spit it out.”


    “You’re different,” Damian answered for Ethan.


    The Centaur leaned sideways so he could look past Ethan into Damian’s eyes. He jabbed a finger at him. “Don’t even start with me, kid.”


    “You’ll believe me one day,” said Damian. “One day when you’re dead.”


    The Centaur threw the orange skin into the dirt and stormed forward, nearly knocking Ethan off his feet. “Are you threatening me now?” He grabbed Damian’s arm and yanked him off the boulder.


    Damian wiggled his fingers tauntingly and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


    “Hey!” yelled Chloe. Was Damian really going to try and wrestle an eight-foot Centaur? She jumped up and stood between them, holding her brother back with her hand.


    “I’m not threatening you,” said Damian, in the most threatening tone he could use. He spun away from Chloe’s hand and stood in front of the Centaur.


    Ethan scanned the area for a stick, a rock, a bucket, anything he could use to intervene should things get ugly. He wanted to tell Damian to see if his doma worked so he could become invisible, but that would just put Ethan on the Centaur’s blacklist, and he didn’t have a power with which to defend himself.


    “All I’m doing,” Damian said, sounding only a smidgen calmer, “is telling you that I met you in the future. And you were different.” He took a step back, giving the Centaur some breathing room. “Way different.”


    The Centaur scratched his chin where the hat’s strap ran across it. “And why, pray tell, did I come back from the grave to visit the likes of you?”


    “Because Duna sent you to teach me.” Damian looked away, and Ethan could almost see the weight of remorse bearing down on his friend’s shoulders. “You said you were living proof that faith can save the soul of any wretch, even a murdering, thieving, lying, cheating Centaur like you.” Damian threw up his hands before the Centaur could retaliate. “Those were your words, not mine.”


    Ethan looked at the Centaur, but he didn’t appear angry. Quite the opposite: he’d pulled the hat over his face, trying in vain to hide the fact that he was crying like a child.


    Chloe looked at Ethan and shrugged.


    He shrugged back and waved her over to him. “Maybe we should give them some bonding time,” he whispered.


    Chloe smiled and shook her head. “Life just keeps getting weirder and weirder, huh?”


    “We’ve come a long way from the gryphon fossils back at the museum.”


    They walked down the road toward their tents. Ethan folded his arms across his chest, suddenly self-conscious about being half naked in front of a girl. If they’d been back in their time, he would have been suspended from school and probably jailed for aprépeia, indecency. It had never made sense to him that sexual intercourse was permitted at fourteen, yet being shirtless was a crime. Just more rules with which the Fantásmata reinforced their control and kept people more preoccupied with staying in line than seeking the truth.


    “Did you really meet the Centaur like Damian said you did?” Chloe asked him.


    “I met Katsaros. Remember the overweight PE instructor we had in grade four?”


    “That was the Centaur?” Chloe said, incredulous.


    Ethan laughed. “No, but he looked a lot like him, except Katsaros wore corduroy pants and suspenders instead of a sweatsuit.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “Afraid not.”


    Chloe looked over her shoulder. “Sounds like it was an effective disguise.”


    “I guess when things got desperate enough, he showed Damian who he really was.”


    Chloe became quiet as she slowed her pace.


    Ethan could see that he’d touched a sore spot. “So it seems like you and Damian have patched things up,” he said, hoping he’d been correct in his earlier assessment.


    “We’re in this together now,” she said. “Whatever he did or didn’t do, it doesn’t matter now.”


    Ethan smiled his agreement as two children sprinted past, the older chasing the younger and yelling angrily in Próta.


    “And if it’s true what Damian said about the Centaur changing from a murderer to a man of faith,” Chloe said, “then who am I to think Damian can’t change, too?”


    “That’s a good point. You may not have had your parents for long, but I think they taught you a lot in the short time you did have. They’d be proud of you.”


    “I hope so.” Chloe looked up to the sky and smiled softly. Then, as if just remembering something, she dropped her gaze and turned to him. “Where did you go this morning, with Iris and Tycho?”


    Ethan walked toward a copse of olive trees and stood under the shade. “How about I show you?”


    Chloe smiled and put a hand on her hip. “I don’t need a chaperone.”


    Ethan tried not to stare at her; at how pretty she looked, even covered in mud and grime and whatever other hell-borrowed substances were stuck to her clothes and skin. He couldn’t put words to what made her so attractive to him. It wasn’t so much what she looked like but what she did that drew him. The way she laughed and talked and asked questions, always hungry to learn. The way she didn’t care what anyone thought or said about her. The way she wasn’t afraid to express her emotions, to stand up for herself when necessary. And the way she let go of bitterness and extended forgiveness so readily.


    Even without the doma, Chloe was the most unusual girl he knew, in the best of ways.


    “I think I’d like to find a river or something first,” said Chloe, yanking a short twig out of her hair. She tossed it at him and smiled when he caught it. “I’m starting to smell myself, not a good sign.”


    “I don’t know. Bad things seem to happen whenever you get too close to a body of water.” Ethan twirled the twig in his fingers. “First Lake Thyra, which took you to Hades, then the river back home…”


    Chloe leaned against the gnarled trunk of the nearest tree. “Hey, neither of those examples ended poorly. I got out of hell, didn’t I? And this place isn’t all that bad. There’s just a storm-generating, humanity-hating, maniacal Asher to contend with. No big deal.”


    Ethan let the twig fall to the ground as his thoughts traveled back to the river. “I wish it could’ve ended well for my parents.” He hadn’t said it to make Chloe feel guilty, but looking at her now, he could see that was exactly how she felt.


    She pushed off the tree and went to him. “Ethan, I’m so sorry.” She reached out as if to touch his hand, but stopped herself. “That was a really dumb and heartless thing for me to say.”


    Ethan shook his head. “No. Don’t apologize.” He looked at her and forced his cheeks into a smile. “It’s been on my mind all day.”


    “You’d think that I, of all people, would be more sympathetic.”


    “I just want to know what happened to them.” Ethan wanted to cry, to feel some sort of release, but he couldn’t. He was utterly numb, as if his body and mind were in a state of shock. “I want to know where they are, if they’re even still alive.”


    “I know.”


    Ethan knew that Chloe understood. She and Damian were the only orphans in modern history. Everyone else lived until age seventy-five, at which time they were murdered in the Fantásmata’s twisted coronation ceremony. One day, Ethan hoped, everyone would know the truth, that the eagerly anticipated graduation from elderhood to sovereignty was nothing more than a ritual execution.


    Chloe stilled and closed her eyes, just as Ethan had seen her do by the river before Carya had shown up.


    “Chloe, what are you doing?”


    “Shhh! I have to focus.”


    Before Ethan could try to stop her, she was gone.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    



WARNING


    Ever since the night she’d eaten the walnut Carya had given her, Chloe had grown accustomed to darkness. From her time in Hades’ prison to the handful of occasions she’d used her doma, darkness seemed to accompany her everywhere she went. It had frightened her at first, but now it was almost a comfort, like the threadbare blanket she’d clung to as a child because it ensured she was never alone.


    Chloe was suspended in darkness now. She couldn’t even see her hand before her face, nor could she feel any sort of floor beneath her feet. Was she in space again, a part of space without stars or suns to illuminate it?


    And then a soft breeze, accompanied by the enlivening scent of lavender, blew through her hair.


    “Carya? Is that you?” She felt a small, warm hand take her fingers and gently squeeze.


    “Do not be alarmed by what you shall see,


    This is but a vision of a future that could be.


    Death will come for them again, and again will Ethan grieve,


    It is best to let them rest, and in your heart believe


    That they received the truth, which those in hell now know;


    Their spirits flew to heaven, free from suffering here below.”


    The lavender smell disappeared and was replaced by the nauseating odor of rotten eggs and acrid smoke blended together.


    “Carya!” Chloe yelled. She covered her nose as rocky ground rose under her feet and dim light pierced the center of the blackness, expanding like ripples on water. “It’s rude to just leave people, you know. Especially after giving them creepy messages.”


    “Mom! Dad!”


    Chloe jumped and turned as she heard Ethan shouting behind her. He was in a small wooden boat, rowing frantically toward the shore. Only a thin sliver of orange sunlight was left hanging on the horizon. As far as the eye could see, the waves were like a battleground covered with flotsam: dead fish, and fragments of shivered oars. What had happened here?


    Chloe looked over her shoulder at Ethan’s parents running toward her, sheer panic clinging to their faces like plaster masks. The sleeveless robes they wore were ragged and unraveling at the edges.


    Behind them charged two unnaturally large bulls whose pounding hooves made the pebbles jump as the earth shook beneath them. From their mouths and nostrils issued a ceaseless spray of fire, the smoke polluting the air with the choking stench of rot. Their entire bodies, from the tips of their horns to the twitch of their swishing tails, were made of solid bronze.


    “Automatons…” Chloe said, her heart skipping a beat. Her mind flashed through snippets of stories about these creatures, twin bulls forged by the god Hephaestus as gifts to an ancient king. A hero called Jason had once subdued them, but for whatever reason—a reason she thought was probably linked to Mania—they’d been unleashed to terrorize once again.


    Chloe snapped back to reality and commanded her legs to move. She dashed toward Moris and Lydia, hoping she’d be able to make contact and focus long enough to get them out of there. She stopped and held out her arms, yelling for them to take hold of her, but they didn’t seem to see her.


    She stepped into Moris’s path and he ran right through her, as did one of the bulls five seconds later.


    “It’s just a vision… It’s just a vision…”


    And then silence, followed by a helpless cry from Ethan and the sound of his body splashing into the water.


    “No!” he screamed.


    Chloe couldn’t bring herself to turn around. She knew exactly what she would see: Moris and Lydia mangled and bleeding on the ground, and Ethan standing on the beach, powerless to save them—if they weren’t already dead.


    “But I can save them,” she whispered, hoping Carya could hear.


    She didn’t have to close her eyes for darkness to return. It fell over her like a cloak and drew her back to the black in-between space where the messenger was waiting.


    “Your heart is good and so you wish to spare your friend from pain,


    But one way or another, they will meet their death again.


    Do not overwhelm yourself with choices not yours to make,


    Stay focused on the quest at hand, for all of Petros’s sake.”


    A deluge of warm liquid crashed down on Chloe’s head, drenching her from head to toe. It wasn’t water; it was thicker, like olive oil and shea butter mixed together, and smelled of pine and juniper.


    Over the next few minutes, something that felt like a giant loofah went to work scrubbing her face, hands, head and neck. She could taste the grit and bitterness of mud as it dripped and slid between her lips. After the loofah was set aside, a blunt metal tool scraped away the excess soap as a hot mist lightly sprayed her skin. It was only then that she realized she was naked.


    “Should I add ‘personal hygienist’ to your résumé, Carya?”


    “There is much more to a leader than appearances and smell,


    But it will not serve you to resemble a homely imp from hell.”


    Carya giggled softly as Chloe’s jaw fell in astonishment. “Well, that’s a little harsh,” Chloe said.


    But despite the levity of the moment, Chloe couldn’t help thinking of Ethan, of the grief she’d seen taking hold of him as shock began to wear off and all the distractions subsided. They’d been too busy escaping from the guards, running through the fire tunnel, and fleeing to the mountains to think about anything other than survival.


    Now Ethan was in the same place she’d been in eight years ago. His parents were dead, the latest victims of the Fantásmata. The only difference between them was that it could all be undone. Perhaps even her own parents’ death could be undone.


    Chloe shivered as the what-if scenarios escalated in her brain. What if she went back eight years and slit the tires of her parents’ car, preventing the car accident that had presumably killed them? What if she traveled farther than that and removed every shred of evidence that revealed her father’s identity as an Asher? Their family would be free, wiped off the Fantásmata’s radar, therefore protecting the Rosses by blocking their involvement in the first place.


    Carya was right. Chloe had wanted to spare Ethan from that pain, but she also wanted to spare herself. Even though she knew her parents were in heaven, she still longed to be with them in this world, in this time. She remembered thinking to herself in the Vale of Mourning that she would be more than happy to remain in hell as long as it meant being reunited with her parents. Now she was infinitely more willing to live in a fallen world run by tyrants, as long as her family was together again.


    And as quickly as the what-ifs came, they swiftly dissolved as two wrinkled faces materialized before her mind’s eye: Calix and Anastasia, the old couple from the Vale that Carya had entrusted with a message for Chloe. She envisioned how they’d danced together, overcome with rapturous bliss for the first time in centuries. In fact, with their memories erased from the River Lethe, they had no remembrance of happiness. In that moment they’d felt it in its purest form, all because hope had been returned to them.


    She remembered Anastasia’s last words to her: “Child, you must be brave. All of us can be restored if you’ll trust Duna, the god who answered us when we didn’t even know his name.”


    If Chloe returned to the past and undid her parents’ deaths, Calix and Anastasia and all the other souls who’d been freed from hell would still be there, and she would be destined for it, too. There, in that dusky dungeon of a valley, where listless spirits trudged through death without remembering a single fact about their lives or the people they’d loved.


    Chloe didn’t know she’d been crying until a salty tear trickled into the corner of her mouth. She wiped it away as waves of heat, like a summer breeze, fanned across her body. Her scalp tingled as she felt Carya’s hands braiding her hair. Seconds later, a woolen robe was draped over her shoulders and Chloe pulled it around her, adjusting it as best she could in the dark.


    “Thank you,” she said. “Any more warnings or sage advice you want to give me? I can use all the help I can get.”


    Carya kissed her on the temple as light, fainter than daybreak’s first breath, permeated the mysterious ether in which they hovered. Chloe smiled when she saw the deep blue of Carya’s robes and the lovely auburn of her waist-long hair. How frightened Chloe had been the first time she’d seen Carya sitting in the backseat of her brother’s car with two walnuts in her hand. She’d thought she was hallucinating, on the verge of a mental breakdown.


    “I meant to thank you,” said Chloe.


    The messenger dropped her head coyly, the coronet of pearls atop it glowing like midnight stars.


    “For saving my life on Circe’s island, and”—Chloe hesitated, reluctant to say the words—“for stopping me from going back to the river. I just…”


    Her throat burned as she fought to stay her tears. She smiled and gazed about the hazy sphere encompassing them; it twinkled with opalescent shades of amber, gold, and yellow sapphire, all alternately intensifying and fading as if to a rhythm reserved only for heaven and its denizens to hear.


    “I will tell him what you said, though,” Chloe continued. “They’re in heaven now. With mine.”


    “You asked for wisdom and a warning to light your path ahead,


    And both did you receive within your vision of the dead.


    A great power has been given you, a gift to change the times and seasons,


    And some may have you do so for their own self-serving reasons.


    You must not be swayed by compassion, fear, or pity,


    This your mission, this alone: preserve the truth of the holy city.”
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    



LETO


    The cool evening air drew Leto out of her house and into the moonlit tranquility of the courtyard. Jasmine blooms cast their fragrance along the unvarnished beams of the pergola while violet vines of wisteria spilled sleepily over its face. Firelight from the hearth inside shone just enough to shed an intimate glow upon the haven.


    Leto smiled up at the seven Hesperides glittering like gems along the wing of the dragon constellation. Whenever she saw these stars she knew her lover was near, for they always heralded his arrival. It had been weeks since Hermes had come to her, and now, in light of her most recent conquests, she couldn’t wait to see him as she guessed at the praises he might give her.


    By her hands, the port city of Ourania lay in ashes. With every trireme, punt, and scow destroyed, the survivors had fled on foot into the mountains. They would have found no river on which to journey elsewhere, for in a calculated act of preemption Leto had ravaged them all, one by one, with a relentless assault of whirlpools and winds. Rallying every ounce of stamina and strength she could muster, Leto had stoppered every spring and sucked up every last drop of water before sweeping them into the sea.


    Now, with the rivers rendered useless and every port either burning or blockaded, Iris and her cohorts were isolated and well within reach. Leto would have killed them already if not for the resilience of Iris’s doma.


    The fire had held out longer and burned hotter than Leto could have predicted. But she would be prepared next time. As soon as the Ashers were eradicated and every relic razed, all of Petros would be hers to rule forever, with her prince of Hades at her side.


    Leto’s heart began to flutter as the prospect of queenship swirled in her imagination like sparkling wine. She sat on the bench beside her favorite fountain: a marble statue comprised of half a dozen bottlenose dolphins, each with fresh spring water spouting from their buoyant bronze mouths.


    The fount had been given her by the gorgon, Medusa, back when Leto was still a beautiful maiden and could not make statues of flesh-and-blood beings. She and Medusa had grown up together at the desert fortress known as Ēlektōr, along with hundreds of other children raised to be warriors from the time they could hold a stick. But after Leto’s father, Diokles, had been slain, the seditious armies of Ēlektōr disbanded and dispersed before any arrests could be made.


    Only Leto had remained there, an orphan with nothing and no one, and nowhere to go. She had spent ten years alone in the abandoned desert, subsisting on lizards, beetles, and the occasional mouse when she could catch one.


    At night, she had slept on the hard cella floor inside the temple, two-thirds of her body wedged inside the niche that had once housed the sacred amber tablets. The light emitted from the terracotta lamps around the chamber had done little to comfort her. The only solace she found was in remembering her father’s promise to her: “All will be better when you become a woman.”


    And so, despite the increasing temptation to end it, Leto had clung to her life. She had made up her mind that if she was still alone in her forgotten circle of the Underworld on the final day of her eighteenth year, she would hike up to the fortress summit and cast herself into the dry gully below.


    But in the seventh day of her eighteenth year, on the coldest day yet in the month of Gamelion, something extraordinary had happened. In an instant she had known that her father’s words were true.


    It had all been ignited by a common spark of anger. Leto had just left the old mess kitchen after rummaging through the victuals for wine to keep her warm. The wintry desert air felt like icy fangs biting into her skin, and her bare toes were red and waxy with frostbite. The woolen cowl pulled over her head was so full of holes she thought it would make a better fishing net than a shield from the wind.


    “Lord Hades of the dead, if there is a portal beneath my feet through which the shades can see, let my father behold me now!” Leto had cried out with contempt so strong it briefly tamed the pitiless chill. “Let him see what has become of his beloved Leto, a name that means ‘hidden,’ ‘forgotten.’ Well, how very prophetic.”


    She stretched out her arms and looked up into the white waning moon, her ravishing pale face its only equal. “It’s a shame that his final oracle, that womanhood would bring me honor, has not proved so precise.”


    It was then that the sands had begun to swarm. Each “grain” was a tiny ant, and the insects coalesced and marched toward her in organized, fleet-footed ranks. The ground became warm beneath her as a savage wind erupted from a fresh-carved fissure in the earth between her feet. This unworldly gust gathered the army of ants and flung it against the unfeeling air, where it hung in silence like a crude mosaic.


    The wind died down as the moon hid its face behind a cloud. Leto jumped to one side of the crevice and studied the shapeless sand from afar. If Hades were to kidnap her, as he had the maiden Persephone, she would not run; instead, she would welcome him. Anywhere, even the throne room of hell, would be a brighter place to spend her days than here, alone in the ruins of her father’s failed regime.


    “Perhaps this is what he meant,” Leto whispered to herself as she crouched down and drew carelessly, defiantly, in the sand that remained. Perhaps he had meant that after her suffering had run its course, she would be deemed worthy of becoming a hapless mistress of Hades.


    She laughed and removed her cloak, but as she let it fall, it wrapped itself tightly around her waist and dragged her toward the frame that was still floating in the air. She dug her nails into the wool, tearing at it like a vulture claws at a carcass until it released her and dropped limply at her feet.


    “Show your face, you gutless coward!” Leto shouted. “I am afraid of no man, no matter what side of this cleft he hails from.” She gestured to the fissure and spat into it, rousing the wind from its slumber.


    The breeze, far gentler than before, moved slowly into the sand portrait and caressed its surface, mixing the grains together like paint on an artist’s palette. Soon, Leto saw a face taking shape as great swaths were cut away, as if struck by a sculptor’s chisel.


    “Leto…” the grains moaned softly. “The time has come for your impartation.”


    Dumbstruck, Leto stared at the specter spinning in the air, its edges tapering, the amorphous mass elongating as the form of a man appeared. He held a short golden staff at his side and wore a furry hat on his head.


    “You felt it moments ago, did you not?” the man said.


    Leto drew her dagger from her belt and thrust it toward the ghost. “Who are you? Are you one of the ghosts of my father’s men come to take his revenge?”


    The ghost raised his staff and twirled it in the air, guiding the grains in elegant spirals back to the earth. “I am no ghost, and nor am I an enemy. I am a friend.” He slipped the staff into its sheath and bowed before her, kissing her hand with ice-cold lips. “My name is Hermes, messenger of the Lord of Death and tutor of despondent desert orphans.”


    He stood and grinned at her, then looked down at the dagger still held firmly in the hand he’d kissed. “Put it away, child. You have far more powerful weapons within that hand than without it.”


    “You’re mad. I felt nothing moments ago.” Leto stepped back and bent down to fetch her cloak.


    “Are you cold?” Hermes asked. “No need for a cloak. Simply put heat in the sand as you did before.”


    “That wasn’t me,” she protested, “but the earthquake from which you emerged.”


    “Nay, I only emerged when the signal had been sent that you, my dear, had received your power.”


    Leto frowned at him as she put away the knife. Kicking the cloak, she knelt down and dipped her fingers into the sand.


    “That’s it,” said Hermes. “Tell the earth what you want it to do. Command the elements with your thoughts.”


    “Elements…” Intrigued by the word, Leto stood and waited.


    Hermes’ eyebrows narrowed as he scratched his ear. “Don’t stand there like a post. You must do something for the doma to be activated.”


    And then she felt it, the breeze she’d been waiting for. Push him! No sooner had she thought the words than Hermes fell back onto his rear end and half groaned, half growled with displeasure.


    “I was going to teach you about the wind after your lesson with sand,” he said, getting to his feet. He brushed the sand from his indigo tunic and faced Leto, a smug expression on his features. “You will not make sport of me, my desert flower.”


    He was whispering, as if the satyrs and nymphs were listening—and perhaps they were, Leto thought.


    “I may be a humble messenger,” he continued, “but I’m still more powerful than you can ever hope to be.”


    Leto smiled as the wind collected around her, warming as it blew against her face and through her white-blond hair. She told the sand to twirl like a tornado, and it gathered itself to the size of a cypress and spun fiercely into the distance. She told the cloud that hid the moon to split apart into pieces, and it obeyed.


    She could almost see the moon shuddering as it sat exposed within its starry cradle. Maybe one day she could tell even the sun and moon when to rise and set.


    “You called yourself a tutor,” said Leto, as another cloud sailed toward the milky moon. She wrote her name upon it with her forefinger as easily as if her finger were reed on parchment. “I seem to be teaching myself just fine.”


    Hermes unsheathed his staff and raised it behind his head as though it were a javelin. He ran a few steps and, with an agile lunge, threw the wand toward the cloud. Up, up, up it flew, flying like a wingless bird until it landed in the middle of Leto’s name and set the cloud ablaze. The smoke was so dense that it blotted out the moon and stars, shrouding the desert in darkness.


    Leto felt her heartbeat quicken as she contemplated her next move. Her father had always admired her stubbornness, even encouraged it, but had she gone too far by defying an immortal? From all she knew of the so-called gods, they didn’t tolerate human hubris for long.


    “You are powerful, yes. And brave.”


    Leto jumped at the feel of Hermes’ whisper on her neck.


    He wrapped her cloak around her shoulders and chuckled darkly. “But courage must be tempered with wisdom, and power honed with discipline.” He touched her shoulders and turned her toward him.


    Leto watched his staff float back into his hand as the smoldering cloud fell from the sky in a heap of ashes, giving the stars room to shine again.


    “To what end?” she asked, her pulse slowly settling.


    “Ah, that is the beauty of it.” Hermes’ cold hand took hers, sending an electrifying chill down her spine. “To your power and reign there shall be no end. All that is required of you, my fair flower, is to be an amenable pupil.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    



HESPERIDES


    I wondered when you’d come,” said Leto, as she held a pail to one of the stone dolphin’s mouths and collected water. “I was beginning to think you’d found another desert bloom to coddle and charm.” She watched from the corner of her eye as the golden wings of Hermes’ sandals fluttered into focus, flapping as fast as hummingbird wings above her head.


    “Desert blooms are beautiful, but their allure stops there.” Hermes slowly lowered himself onto the fountain’s pillar, which connected all six of the dolphin spouts. “You, my darling, have far surpassed the ranks of ordinary fauna, whose beauty reaches only eyes and nose.”


    “And what creature do you compare me to now? A scorpion, or a horned viper?”


    Leto laughed as she regarded her reflection in the water. Judging by looks alone it could be assumed she was one of the most beneficent of goddesses, Hestia perhaps. As a young girl she’d been nicknamed Kallisto for her silky white hair, ivory skin, and eyes as gray as a turtle dove. Her beauty, Hermes said, was her greatest ally. Who could help but trust her? Anyone who looked upon her would expect nothing but divine secrets and primordial blessings to trickle from her cherry-colored lips.


    “Your name is Mania,” said Hermes, and he kissed her, his cold lips like melting snow against her own, “for you are Fury.”


    “So you are pleased with me, then?” she purred, as he nibbled playfully on her ear.


    Hermes smiled and traced the length of her smooth, statuesque neck, then doffed his cap and set it on her head.


    “What are you doing?” Leto asked, looking down at her reflection. “It looks sillier on me than it does on you.”


    “Soon, very soon, it will be replaced by a royal diadem.”


    Hermes drew his wand and waved it before the cap, sending faint sparks of light through the midnight air. He bent over the pail, and with one pass of the wand the water became a sheet of perfect glass.


    “How splendid you look.” He picked up the pail and flipped it sideways so she could see.


    Leto’s cheeks flushed as red as roses, and for a moment she was breathless. Upon her head sat the most beautiful golden crown she’d ever seen. Around it were impressed intricate palmettes in low relief, and from the top sprouted foliage and rosettes, all intertwined like fine lace and highlighted by blue enamel and green berries made of glass. An intricate Hercules knot, from which two tassels hung, lay at the center, serving as a protective amulet as well as a symbol of marriage.


    “Hephaestus could not have crafted a finer one,” she whispered, her eyes locked, trance-like, on the diadem.


    “And Aphrodite could not have looked more stunning beneath it.”


    Hermes set down the pail and reached for the crown, but Leto shuffled back, clutching it tightly with both hands.


    “Why must you tease me, my love?” she whined. “I have done all Apollo asks.” She removed the crown and held it at her breast to admire it more closely. “What will it hurt to give me just this one piece of my reward? Iris is as good as dead.”


    “Patience, my furious flower.” Hermes almost sang the words as he floated toward her.


    Leto giggled when she saw the tuft of red hair sticking up where his cap had been. He made it so difficult for her to be upset with him for long.


    “We have more than Iris to worry about now,” he said.


    Frustration seethed within Leto as she squeezed the crown, her hands stinging as her palms pressed hard against the pointed leaves.


    “Iris and her companions were routed from Ourania last night,” she said. “They’re hiding like shrews in the hills. What other threat is there to trouble us?”


    “Iris and her daughter are not the only Ashers left.” Hermes came closer and touched her cheek. The coolness of his blood combined with the gravity in his voice made Leto shiver. “There is at least one other, and perhaps as many as three.”


    He pulled his hand away and unsheathed his wand once more, then pointed it toward a lifeless row of cressets, their metal baskets silvery blue in the starlight. With a swift series of jabs, he set them all ablaze. By their fire, Leto could clearly see the disappointment flaring in his eyes.


    “That’s impossible!” she shouted, flinging the crown like a discus across the courtyard. “I saw but four when Iris created the pathway: herself, her family, and that godsforsaken Centaur that tromps around with them.”


    “Yes, but from your vantage point you could not perceive the accompanying travelers. The Ashers.”


    Leto flexed her fingers at her sides, causing the earth to shake and the sturdy fountain to totter. She’d never learned how to master her temper.


    “They passed into the tunnel and accompanied the others to their current refuge,” he added.


    Leto rolled the pail toward her with her heel, and then with a rabid yell kicked the mirror Hermes had made, transforming the glass back to water, which shattered and spilled at his feet.


    “If this element would obey me,” she said, indicating the puddle, “if the storm clouds I conjure would produce rain, Iris’s precious fire would be extinguished with a snap of my fingers.”


    Hermes laughed as he always did at Leto’s tantrums.


    Fuming, she sat on the bench as a bright bolt of lightning struck a nearby poplar tree, splintering the trunk before the top half crashed to the ground. She gave a mild sigh of satisfaction.


    “Control yourself, Leto.” Hermes snapped his own fingers, calling back the crown from the shadows. He dusted it off and tapped it twice with his wand, returning it to the form of his unremarkable fur cap. “Your behavior suggests that you think I or my brothers are to blame for your doma’s shortcomings. I hate to inform you that the rightful recipient of your rage is the All-Powerful, and he cares little for your juvenile murmurings and complaints.”


    Leto sprang up from her seat once more. “The All-Powerful is cruel and unfair!”


    “You won’t find me claiming the contrary.”


    “Then what are you claiming, my love?” she asked, sardonic disdain dripping from her lips.


    “Humility was never your strongest aptitude.” Hermes flipped his wand in the air and caught it behind his back. Pointing it up at the sky, he hooked the full moon like a fish and reeled it in until it hovered above their heads, no larger than a cantaloupe. “I’ve made my peace with how far my powers reach.”


    Leto looked up in awe at the beaming orb, then went up on tiptoes and brushed it lightly with her fingers. The hair on her arms stood on end as she felt the powdery dirt of a foreign world. She jumped up, straining to pull the moon down, but it drifted higher, not stopping until it was once more nestled among the stars.


    “You see,” said Hermes, “the ultimate authority belongs to the All-Powerful. And there’s nothing anyone can do to change that.”


    Leto gave a heavy huff as she crossed her arms. “Your pessimism turns my stomach. Just because neither you nor your brothers have been able to undermine him doesn’t mean it’s impossible to do so.”


    A wry smile played on Hermes’ lips. “Your conviction is admirable, albeit sorely delusional.”


    Impelled by another torrent of anger, Leto stirred a breeze with her right hand and sent it rushing into Hermes’ chest. The force of its impact thrust the messenger into one of the pergola’s beams, shaking the structure from base to roof.


    “The only time I’ve ever entertained delusions,” she said, “was the day I thought that you, a pathetic sycophant masquerading as hell’s most revered polemarch, would have the courage to help me in my mission.”


    She strode toward Hermes slowly, eyes focused and hands rigid as she waited for him to retaliate. But he remained seated, slouched against the beam, his ankles crossed casually as he combed his fingers through his cinnamon hair. His cap had been displaced once again and now perched on the pergola’s roof, wedged between sprigs of wisteria.


    “Has the question of why you were unable to pursue Iris into the mountains even crossed your mind?” Hermes pointed at the cap with his wand and lured it back onto his head.


    Leto’s eyes darted to the stone pathway where the stray cat was sleeping. She tried to devise a response, but her mind was frozen, halted by infuriating images of the tunnel and the invisible barricade that had sabotaged her chase. She’d been aloft in the clouds, suspended by winds of her own making, every muscle and tendon taut as she held out her hands and amassed phalanxes of thunderclouds around her. All it would have taken was a single bolt stabbing through a chink in Iris’s fiery armor to end her life and begin Leto’s reign.


    “The All-Powerful thwarted me,” Leto said.


    That had to be the answer. Who else could have been responsible for constructing an impenetrable wall invisible to the naked eye? She had felt it, a wall as solid as marble, running the width of the valley and reaching to the thinnest layer of the atmosphere, where Leto’s breathing waned. It was from behind that bulwark that she’d watched them escape into the forsaken hills of the refugees and bandits. She had half a mind to think their luck would be no better there than in her midst.


    Hermes stood, and with his wand traced a triangle shape in the air. He rapped lightly against it with his knuckles; it sounded as though he were striking stone. Leto mirrored him as he raised his palm to it, but their touch was impeded by the invisible wall he’d erected between them.


    “The All-Powerful seldom works so spectacularly,” said Hermes. “It wasn’t his hands that constructed the wall but the desperate prayers of his disciples pleading for protection.” He stepped around the unseen shape and tenderly cupped Leto’s cheek. “You inspire fear in all but me.” Then he beckoned Leto to follow him toward the courtyard wall.


    He pointed up at the Hesperides, and with his wand, connected the stars with an amber streak, as brilliant as a meteor’s tail. “You’re familiar with the tale of the seven sisters?”


    “I know they guarded the golden apples of Zeus, along with Ladon the dragon,” she said. “What does that have to do with anything?”


    “Did you know the apples were once stolen?”


    Leto shook her head as she sighed. “No, schoolmaster. Do enlighten me.”


    “Hercules, greatest of the demigods, was sent by King Eurystheus to steal them, just one of the many feats the hero performed.” Hermes’ eyes jumped wistfully from star to star as he spoke. “Hercules’ quest to obtain the apples was not without peril. He did battle with Ares, wrestled two of Poseidon’s sons, slew the eagle that afflicted Prometheus, and, finally, dined with the Hesperides, who then gave him the apples freely, without a fight.”


    “Oh, Hermes, I do hope this prattling is headed for a conclusion of reasonable interest to me.” Leto feigned a yawn. “I was hoping our meeting tonight would end in something slightly more exciting than tedious woolgathering.”


    The Hesperides dimmed as Hermes dragged his wand away from the constellation and set it on the wall. His temple protruded as he clenched his jaw. His patience with Leto was wearing thin.


    “The lesson is this.” He turned and stared at her sternly until he knew he had her attention. “The Hesperides were won over not with force, but friendliness.”


    “And so,” said Leto, turning with a smile toward the stars, “I will befriend the Ashers.”


    Hermes nodded.


    “And what of the wall that separates them from me?”


    Mischief glinted in Hermes eyes. “If I know anything about mortals, it’s that they’re hopelessly proud and invariably reckless. And Ashers, as you well know, my queen, are known for their proclivity to seeking out adventure; they think themselves invincible.” He laughed. “These three won’t remain hidden for long.”


    “And you think they’re stupid enough to pass into my territory.”


    “I think they’re young people in a new world with heads full of questions, and domas they don’t yet understand. Why would they stay behind bars?”


    Leto smiled. “So I will let them come to me.”
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    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    



PREMONITIONS


    Damian sat on a settle by himself in the tent eating a bowl of cold lentils, finally relaxing after the premonitions had passed. Artemis lay sleeping at his feet as the bush crickets began their nightly noise outside.


    Chloe walked in quietly, holding a candle and wearing a lilac robe. Her hair was damp and her face free of dirt. Evidently, she’d had a bath.


    “Where were you?” Damian asked.


    Chloe shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I was with Carya somewhere.” She yawned and reached for a ewer resting on a small wooden table. She took a sip straight from the wide ceramic mouth.


    “That’s wine,” said Damian. He’d accidentally drunk from it earlier and spewed the stuff onto the ground.


    Chloe didn’t seem to mind, however, and smacked her lips. “I know. Circe’s was better.”


    Damian swallowed the last bite of his supper. “What are you talking about?”


    “When we have a good hour or so, I’ll tell you.” She knelt beside Artemis and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Where is everyone?”


    Damian pointed outside. “Around a fire somewhere, eating the rabbits Artemis killed.” His face twisted with disgust. “I watched Tycho and Ethan skin them. It was the nastiest thing I’d ever seen.”


    “Ethan skinned a rabbit?” Chloe laughed.


    “Yep.” Damian reached down for his cup of water and took a drink. “It seems everyone’s adjusting to this nightmare rather well.”


    “Nasty-tasting beverages. Bloody animals. Smelly dogs. What’s not to like?” Chloe said as she sat beside him.


    “You forgot to add ‘a sister that still doesn’t trust you.’” Damian leaned onto the arm of the settle and propped his head in his hand. “I wish you’d be honest with me and tell me where you went.”


    “I was being honest.” Artemis lifted her head and wagged her tail at Chloe. “I told you, I was with Carya. We were in some black void. If I had the latitude and longitude coordinates, I’d give them to you.”


    Damian sat up again and turned toward her. “Do you remember, when we were kids, any of the times I came into your room and found you holding that stuffed lion, crying?”


    “Leo,” Chloe whispered. “You ripped his nose off when we were four.” She furrowed her brow, angry at the incident all over again.


    “Chloe, focus. You remember those times, then.”


    She nodded. “Not as clearly as I remember you defacing Leo, but I remember.”


    “I’m sorry about Leo, okay? If we stumble across a toy store here in the boondocks, I’ll be sure to buy you a new lion.”


    “Thanks.” Chloe smiled. “So, back to your story.”


    “I would get these feelings, kind of like hunger pangs.” Damian pressed his fingers to his abdomen. “They almost made me sick sometimes. Then I’d see you crying, in my mind, and I’d get sad, too.” He looked up to see Chloe’s eyes moist with tears.


    “I always felt better when you hugged me,” she said. “I didn’t feel so alone anymore.”


    Damian pressed his lips together to keep from tearing up himself. He’d been so proud the day he finally ignored those psychic feelings, when he walked past his sister in the playground at school. Or when he passed her in the halls at home and pretended he didn’t know she was struggling. Over time, the telepathic bond he had with Chloe had been so suppressed that it disappeared completely—until the day she stepped into the portal to Hades. The day he’d been too selfish and afraid to save her.


    “I, uh…” Damian began as he nervously scratched his neck. “I’m sorry I stopped.” Artemis stood and rested her chin on his knee as if to comfort him. “I’m sorry for a lot of things.”


    “I told you, I’m leaving the past in the past,” said Chloe. “I meant it.”


    “I guess I’m having a harder time doing that than you are.”


    “Not entirely.” Chloe brought her hair to one side and fiddled with the silver brooch that secured the larger panel of her robe to her shoulder. “I wasn’t completely honest with you about where I went.”


    “I know,” said Damian. “I saw it.”


    He drew a deep breath through his nose as the images flickered past once more: Ethan’s parents running; eight giant hooves pounding; flames gushing from the bulls’ bronze mouths; debris floating on the sea; bone-chilling terror on Chloe’s face as her heart beat like a drum; the bloody tangle of limbs where Ethan’s parents lay fallen.


    “You saw them die?” Chloe asked.


    Damian rubbed his forehead as if the movement might erase the memories—memories of something that hadn’t even happened.


    “I’m so sorry you saw that,” said Chloe.


    “Why did you have to see it?” Damian looked at her intently once again, anxious to see whether she’d hold back the truth or reveal it.


    Chloe sighed and smiled softly. Artemis curled herself into a ball and laid her head on Chloe’s foot. A few moments passed in silence, but just when Damian felt convinced the conversation was over, Chloe opened her mouth again.


    “I can’t put out every fire,” she said. “It isn’t my job to save Ethan’s parents.” She sounded robotic, as if she believed what she was saying but didn’t yet accept it.


    “Carya showed you one version of the future if, hypothetically, you went back and saved the Rosses. It’s not written in stone, is it?”


    Chloe shrugged. “I guess not.” She sat up straight. He could see she already knew where his thoughts were taking him. “Damian, her point was that death isn’t something to be manipulated. People make their choices, and the family they leave behind has to move on.”


    “Like our parents made their choices?” Damian said, indignation burning behind his eyes. “Our parents were innocent, Chloe.” He rocked himself out of the settle, causing Artemis to yelp as he accidentally stepped on her tail. “They didn’t choose to die the way they did.”


    “I can’t save them, Damian.” Chloe’s voice was so low, so broken, that he could hardly hear her. “Please try to understand…”


    Damian shook his head, giving himself a few seconds to try and see things a different way. But it was useless.


    “How can I?” Chloe said.


    He paced around the tent, and then stopped abruptly by the opposite wall. He knew that what he wanted to say would hurt her, but she had to hear it. It was the truth.


    “If I had your doma, Chloe, there’s not a god in hell that could stop me from saving Mom and Dad.”


    He felt the sting of his own words boomerang back to him as Chloe stared at the ground, speechless and stunned. Then she got up, swept the edge of the robe over her shoulder, and walked out of the tent with Artemis panting at her heels.
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    Damian tried falling asleep for over an hour, but he was kept awake by the cacophony of crickets, barn owls, and musical instruments playing outside.


    Chloe hadn’t come back in again. Artemis had checked on him once without so much as a tail wag, and then left him alone after licking the empty bowl that had held his lentils. He couldn’t blame Artemis for her sudden indifference toward him; he’d been harsh with his sister, but he wasn’t sorry. The truth hurt sometimes.


    After he’d had enough tossing and turning on his sorry excuse for a bed, Damian got up. Surely enough time had passed for him to use his doma again.


    Each of the previous times he’d become invisible, it had happened quickly, involuntarily, activated not by will but emotion.


    The first time, he’d had no say in the matter whatsoever. The walnut from Carya had contained some sort of magic. After that, it had been a strong desire to save his sister that made his physicality disappear. Likewise, it had been his eventual cowardice that had brought it back. And later, when he helped Ethan and his parents escape, his doma had been precipitated by an overwhelming sense of duty, as if saving them could simultaneously redeem him and stop the Fantásmata.


    Channeling that same sense of purpose, of ineluctable responsibility, Damian felt the electrifying tingle pulse in his hands and feet, then race up and down his body. Within a matter of seconds, he was completely invisible.


    The air outside the tent was unseasonably thick and muggy, and carried the smells of dying campfires and imminent rain. The hills were dark and quiet, and everyone was asleep inside their tents under a full moon that kept watch overhead.


    He’d never seen so many stars. There was no smog here and so no discernible barrier between Petros and space, no distinction between order and chaos. Everything seemed so pure, untainted by pollution, not cluttered with industry. It was as though Petros was an infant kept safe in the arms of the cosmos.


    Damian’s thoughts were interrupted when he heard the pattering of paws on the rocky soil. He glanced back to see Artemis trotting toward him, her hackles raised in suspicion.


    “How can you see me?” Damian said.


    Then he remembered the fat dachshund he’d run into at the Rosses’ house just after he learned they’d been evicted. He’d been invisible then, too, and still the dog had seen him—and bitten two of his fingers. He realized that animals must have powers, too; they could see him despite his doma.


    Artemis wagged her tail and ran to him, her blubbery dewlap flapping as she panted.


    “I guess you’ve forgiven me, then.”


    The dog sat down and canted her head to one side, as if asking him to say it again.


    “Wanna do a little exploring?” Artemis’ ears pricked forward. “You can be my tour guide.”


    Damian scratched the top of her head and walked toward the path leading into the valley. When he didn’t hear her following, he turned back and watched her go to the door of a tent and lie down.


    Maybe the dog had been trained not to venture off, but Damian hadn’t. He was done waiting around to receive snippets of information and disturbing premonitions based on what Chloe was learning and seeing. He wanted to see for himself.
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    



MEDUSA


    It was nearly sunup and Damian was still walking through endless fields, waiting to find civilization. He wondered if it even existed, or if the people here were all nomads living in clans and tribes.


    Every few minutes, his eyes scanned the horizon for signs of Mania. It was not that he was afraid of her; in his invisible state he was impervious to the weather. He just hoped she hadn’t released any Asher-hunting canines to track him down. I should’ve taken one of Tycho’s swords, he thought.


    “Have you lost your way? Or perhaps your sanity?”


    Damian jumped at the sound of a woman’s voice coming from a rocky outcrop.


    “Do not come this way,” said the woman, “unless you want to become part of this rock.”


    “Who are you?” Damian stepped closer as he skimmed the ground for a stick to fight with or a stone to throw. “Are you a centaur? How can you see me?”


    The woman laughed, then hissed, and then did both together, the sounds blending into a haunting harmony.


    “You really are mad, aren’t you?” she said. “Do you think yourself a dandelion seed floating in the breeze?”


    “I’m mad? You’re the one making snake noises.” And then it hit him. He remembered a lesson from his ontology and mythology class that mentioned a hideous woman with wings and claws and venomous snakes for hair. “You’re Medusa.”


    The hissing stopped. “See for yourself, if you’re brave enough. I promise I won’t turn my face to you.”


    “I am brave, but I’m not an idiot. You can stay right where you are. I’m leaving.”


    Damian picked up his pace, jogging around the outcrop toward a hilltop he’d been eyeing. Maybe he could see the coast from there, or some evidence of a culture. He didn’t even know what year he was in.


    “Are you trying to find Mania, little dandelion?” Medusa called after him. “If so, I’m afraid you’re headed in the wrong direction.”


    “My name is Damian,” he said, still refusing to turn around. He heard the snakes start hissing again. “What do you know about Mania?” He heard something plop onto the grass near his foot. He looked down and saw an ivory-handled mirror, as polished and clear as any modern one back home.


    “It’s obvious you’ve heard of me.” Her voice seemed incongruous in light of the unflattering descriptions of Medusa in the myth books. It was sweet, soothing, with a smoothness that was almost hypnotic. “Don’t you wish to see if the rumors are true?”


    Damian couldn’t deny that his curiosity was piqued.


    “Use the mirror. Hephaestus made it for me. That’s the only way he could look upon me without turning to stone. He was my lover, you know. His heart was so riven with pity for me that he escaped Tartarus to find me. We were happy, for a time.”


    “No, actually I didn’t know.” Damian knew a little about the crippled god of metalworking and fire who had been expelled from Olympus by his own mother because she considered him too ugly to be her child. But those were all children’s stories. Like Medusa, like the Centaur… Why had it all been painted as fiction?


    Damian could hear her walking toward him.


    “I suppose it’s a bit of a secret. But I feel I can trust my secrets with mad country wanderers.”


    Damian picked up the mirror and spun it in his hand. “I’m not mad. And I’m from Eirene. But you’re right,” he conceded, “I am lost.”


    “And looking for Mania?”


    Damian nodded and held the mirror so it reflected the morning sky. “What would stop your reflection from killing me?”


    “You don’t know Hephaestus well at all. The materials of his forge are resistant to even Athena’s curses.”


    “Athena turned you into a…” What should he call a winged woman with snakes coming out of her head?


    “A gorgon. Yes. Jealousy will drive women to do unspeakably cruel things to others of their own sex.” The snakes fell silent as sadness quivered in her voice. “It’s a cancer that’s eating away at Leto even as we speak.”


    “Who’s Leto?”


    “Everyone else in Petros knows her as Mania.”


    She was standing a few inches behind him now. He almost felt her loneliness as a magnetic force, drawing her to him. Despite himself, Damian raised the mirror. He tried not to gasp but failed. The myths didn’t do justice to just how grotesque she really was.


    “No need to pretend my looks don’t alarm you,” she said. Her gaze, and the gaze of all the serpents’ eyes, fell to the ground. “I’m under no illusion that I’m anything but hellish.”


    Damian waited for her eyes to meet his before he replied. His mother had once told him that eyes reveal more about a person than anything else, and from the quick glance he’d had of Medusa’s, she wasn’t the man-killing monster of lore.


    “I’m sorry people have treated you unfairly because of how you look,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t be insulted. But she had told him to be honest.


    “Unfairly?” She laughed. “Unfairness is when two children perform their chores with equal excellence and only one receives a sweetcake for their labor. Unfairness is a virtue compared to what my fellow man has done to me.”


    “So what you did to them was in self-defense?” Damian recalled the drawings of men’s stone faces contorted in eternal expressions of horror.


    Medusa’s yellow eyes darkened to a softer, more human caramel. With a bony, sunspot-covered hand, she stroked the side of a snake as if it were a tendril of hair. “Most of the time, yes. Other times…” Her wings relaxed along her back, their charcoal tips nearly touching the earth. “Other times my temper got the better of me.”


    She folded her arms across her chest; two ribs protruded from her sunburned sternum. The ochre robe she wore appeared to Damian to be many sizes too big—if ancient robes came in sizes.


    She sauntered back to the outcrop and slid down its black side, snakes standing erect to keep from being squished against it. “I was never proud of what I did,” she said. “I never wanted to become the monster Athena made me out to be.” She drew her knees to her chest and rested her chin upon them, her wings wrapping around her like twin shields.


    Walking backward, Damian approached her and sat a few feet away. He couldn’t let himself become too trusting, no matter how much of a victim she portrayed herself to be.


    Sensing his nearness, Medusa lowered the wing closest to him and wiped rheumy tears from her face. “It’s why I’m here now. I swore I would never frighten another child, nor kill another man.” She looked east toward the halo of sunlight crowning the hills. “My days of terrorizing are over. It’s Leto’s turn now.”


    “How do you know her?” Damian lowered the mirror so he couldn’t see the brood of snakes as they writhed like worms dug from the soil.


    Medusa straightened one leg as she pulled a pear from a fold in her robe and bit into it with her yellow, horse-shaped teeth. “Where are my manners?” she said, her mouth full of half-chewed chunks of fruit. She held the pear out for him to take. “Care for a bite? I promise it’s fresh. Hephaestus brought me bushels of fruit from Hera’s garden years ago. They never go bad.”


    Any appetite Damian might have had was long gone now. Even so, he forced his head to nod. “Thank you,” he said, and reached over his shoulder.


    He watched through the mirror as Medusa handed him the pear, nearly a third of it already gone. Her long fingernails lingered for a moment, hovering over his neck as if she were tempted to touch him. Then she pulled away quickly and crawled behind the rock. She returned seconds later holding a wineskin.


    “Her name alone compels me to take a swig of wine.” Medusa raised the wineskin to her lips. “Let me ask you something before I tell you anything more about Mania.” She intoned the name, drawing out each syllable with unambiguous loathing.


    Damian took a nibble of the pear and swallowed it down fast. “Do you care to know why I want to see her?”


    “No,” said Medusa as she passed him the wine. “I want to know why you have a death wish.”


    Damian took a drink, trying not to wince at the medicinal taste. “I don’t have a death wish.”


    The wing closest to him twitched and Medusa stared at him blankly. He lowered the mirror and turned his profile to her.


    “What?”


    “Oh, nothing. It’s just that I was beginning to believe you weren’t mad after all.”


    Damian took a deep breath to quell his nerves. Medusa wasn’t the only one with a temper. “Would you believe me if I told you I’m from the future?”


    Medusa, and all the snakes, looked him up and down. He was still wearing his jeans, sneakers, and navy-blue hoodie. “It would explain a lot if you were.” She gave a wide grin and took another swig of wine. “That makes you either a god”—she drained the wineskin and tossed it aside as she wiped her mouth—“or an Asher.”


    Her pupils dilated as skittish sunlight touched her skin. “You want to join her?” She almost whimpered the words, as if he’d just transformed into another of her enemies.


    Damian shook his head. “No. I just want to see what she’s doing. I want to know how one Asher was able to completely corrupt the world I come from.”


    Medusa’s countenance brightened. Even the knot of snakes relaxed until their heads drooped to her shoulders. “The oracle!” She pushed herself off the wall as her wings, weary and worn, clapped open to their full span. Dead, gray feathers fell to the ground, but she didn’t seem to notice. She closed her eyes and lifted her arms to the sky, muttering inaudibly.


    Damian lowered the mirror; he was curious to look at her without it while her lethal eyes were shut. Turning around, he saw not a fearsome monster but a beautiful woman with golden hair and glowing, sun-kissed skin. Her wings were as white as Olympus’s peaks.


    “You’re beautiful,” he whispered.


    He couldn’t stop himself. He went to her, overcome with unprecedented lust. He knew a spell was compelling him, but he was helpless against it. He yearned to get closer, to smell her hair, to kiss her lips, to see what breathtaking shade her eyes were. But as he reached out to caress her cheek, she grabbed him by the wrist and jerked her face away.


    “Turn away, Asher,” she warned as she squeezed her closed eyes even tighter. “One accidental slip of my eyelids and you’re a dead man.”


    “I’m sorry. I can’t help it.” With his other hand, he trailed a finger along her heart-shaped jaw. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”


    “How beautiful I was. Another part of Athena’s curse I neglected to mention.”


    “What part of the curse? That when you close your eyes you’re hot again?”


    Medusa’s flawless forehead was furrowed in puzzlement. “Hot? No, the curse has no effect on my temperature.”


    Damian tried not to laugh. “I meant that when you close your eyes you look like your former self.”


    “Indeed.” Medusa dropped his hand and twirled the ends of her silken, honey-colored hair. “In the past, when men looked upon me while I slumbered they were drawn to me as if to a goddess, and then, well, you know what happened next.”


    This was enough to send Damian scrambling for the mirror. He held it up and watched as, in an instant, she transmogrified back into a hybrid witch. He wiped the sweat from his upper lip and unzipped his hoodie. He’d never felt so ashamed.


    “I’m so sorry,” he said.


    Medusa waved him off with her hand. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Asher. Men can hardly control their lusts without the curses of goddesses goading them, much less with them.”


    Awkward seconds ticked by as Damian debated what to say next. How could he resume a normal conversation after embarrassing himself with such an idiotic advance? But this conversation had never been normal in the first place.


    When his tongue finally unglued itself from the roof of his mouth, he asked, “So what’s so exciting about the oracle?”
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    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    



ENEMIES


    Medusa folded her wings as the restless snakes lifted their heads and flicked their tongues at Damian. “You don’t know about the oracle?”


    Damian looked away from her reflection. Dawn’s light was in full bloom and yet the world was as quiet as it had been at midnight. Not so much as a morning bird stirred or made a peep.


    “I don’t know much,” he said. “That’s why I’m out here.”


    “There’s a woman, an Asher like Leto, who received a prophecy long ago. It concerned a future Asher who would finish the business she began with Apollo.”


    “Iris?” Damian returned his gaze to Medusa’s reflection in the mirror as she disappeared into her makeshift shelter in the rocks. “I met her yesterday. She didn’t say anything about an oracle, or Apollo, for that matter.”


    His head was beginning to hurt. First centaurs, then Medusa, and now Apollo; how could all the harmless bedtime stories read to him as a child be undeniable fact?


    Medusa emerged holding a single sheet of weathered parchment. With its ragged edges and severe discoloration, Damian wondered how it was even legible.


    “Iris announced the oracle in Ourania before Leto razed it.” She held the parchment to the sun. The snakes eased forward, their eyes focused on the parchment as though they were helping her read. “It’s quite vague, as prophecies invariably are. I thought it nonsense myself. Until you showed up.”


    “Iris gave the oracle to you?”


    “No. I hid atop the roof of the stoa and wrote down her words as she spoke. The historians were there in droves, as was every other Ouranian, from the priests to the prostitutes, all eager to hear what the ‘girl who made fire’ had to say.”


    “And what did she have to say?”


    Medusa eyed him suspiciously, as did her slithering pets. “Perhaps it’s not my place to say. If you had been in her company, I’m sure she would have apprised you of the prophecy already, had it been prudent to do so.”


    Damian sighed and shifted the mirror to the opposite hand. “Is there any good reason I shouldn’t hear it now?”


    Medusa clicked her tongue. “Patience, Asher. If there’s anything I’ve learned in my miserable life, it’s that hastiness gives birth to affliction.” She rolled up the parchment and tucked it into her robe. “Shall I answer your question?”


    “Which question?” Damian had asked her to read the oracle, but clearly that wasn’t happening now that the parchment was out of sight.


    “How I know Leto.” Medusa pointed to a copse of olive trees near the hilltop he’d spotted earlier. “Let us fetch some water and escape this sun. In the shade I shall tell you my story, beginning to end, if you wish to indulge a desert hag. At the very least, it will orientate you with the time in which you find yourself aimlessly drifting.” She raised an eyebrow at him as her amber eyes flashed with jest.


    “Sounds fun,” said Damian.


    “Excellent!” Medusa exclaimed, as though she were a schoolgirl who’d won a new playmate.


    “But I’m not aimlessly drifting,” he added.


    Ignoring him, Medusa snatched the empty wineskin, spread her wings, and took off flying toward the trees.


    Awestruck, Damian lowered the mirror as he watched the half-woman, half-bird soar as effortlessly as an eagle across the plain. He wished his cellphone wasn’t dead; he would’ve snapped a million pictures, if only to convince himself later that what he had seen hadn’t been a dream.


    His mouth helplessly agape, he followed her a quarter mile to an old stone well overgrown with moss.


    “Only the cultists know of this well,” Medusa said. She was sitting on the edge of the well. The snakes hissed and curled themselves into coils, evidently chilled beneath the shade. “Well, cultists and outcasts, I should say. Prior to Ourania’s destruction, it was used to invoke Apollo through the dark art of hydromancy.”


    “Do you invoke him?”


    By the look on Medusa’s face, it was as though she’d just been slapped. “Duna forbid it. Channeling is what created it in the first place. Her father communed with Apollo, who then corrupted her when she reached womanhood.” She paused and wrung the wineskin in her hands. “I would rather be torn to pieces by three-headed Cerberus than confer with any so-called god.”


    “You’re just saying that because it was a god you fell in love with, a god who broke your heart, and a goddess who stole your beauty.” Damian watched in the mirror as Medusa’s ashen face became snow-white with fear. “What’s the matt—”


    “Leto…” she whispered.


    Behind Medusa, a tall, statuesque woman with striking blond hair stood blindfolded. She wore a scarlet robe that fell to just above her knees and leather sandals that laced up her shins. On the outer sides of each sandal was embroidered a serpent wrapping itself around a crescent moon.


    “Medusa,” said Leto. “It would break my heart to learn you’ve been speaking ill of me to my own relative.”


    Damian set down the mirror and looked at Leto. “How do you know I’m related to you?”


    “I don’t live under a rock, as some do.” Leto smiled and waved a hand toward the branches, causing a breeze to blow through them. “What is your doma? Wait, let me guess. Invisibility?”


    Damian’s heart beat faster. “How do you know that?”


    “You had no trouble passing through the wall that prevented me from requesting the conference I wish to have with you now.”


    “Everyone can go out of it,” said Damian. “But not everyone can go in. As you probably know by now.”


    “But my guess was correct.” Leto smiled.


    “Don’t you listen to her, Asher,” Medusa begged. “She speaks honeyed words. They will surely poison you if you let them.”


    “Honeyed words, deadly eyes…all of us have our gifts.” Leto took a step closer and looked, though she couldn’t see, directly at Medusa. “It’s how we use them that determines whether they’ll become poison or salve.”


    Damian saw goosebumps rise on Medusa’s neck. Her wings fell forward, now a coat around her shoulders.


    “You’ve got your friend Hermes with you, haven’t you?” said Medusa. “Do you feel it, Asher? The air’s got a chill.”


    “I can’t feel anything.” Damian was starting to wonder how many hours had passed. “Not while I’m invisible.”


    “Are you really invisible?” Medusa got up from the well. “Then how am I able to see you now? Quite plainly, I see a young man, no older than twenty, wearing a queer shrunken cloak and the strangest trousers I’ve ever seen.”


    Damian pointed to the snakes still coiled tightly on her head. “Animals seem to see me just fine.” He bit his lip. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to imply that you’re an animal. I just meant—”


    “Oh, but isn’t she one?” Leto asked cruelly. “Forget the nest of snakes she has for hair and that mangy pair of gryphon’s wings. What else would you call a woman with the blood of hundreds on her hands?”


    “If that’s your definition of an animal, then I think you’d have to put yourself in that category, too,” said Damian.


    Leto’s nostrils flared as her mouth tightened into a straight, humorless line. “Perhaps you have a point, Damian.” She leaned her head ever so slightly to the right. “Did Hermes just tell you what my name is? You know, in my time he betrayed Apollo. Maybe you shouldn’t let him be your puppet master.”


    It was then that the messenger revealed himself, materializing at first as a silhouette, and then as the selfsame person Damian had met in the woods just the morning before.


    “It seems this Asher may also be a scion of Odysseus,” said Hermes, as the wings of his sandals began to flutter. “He’s devised a clever scheme to try and drive a divisive wedge between my betrothed and me.” He turned Leto’s face to his and kissed her softly between her covered eyes.


    “Oh, Leto.” Medusa covered her mouth with her hand. “You would sell your soul for all eternity to become queen for a few fleeting decades?”


    “Nay,” answered Leto. “I swore my allegiance to become queen forever. To commence my endless reign beside Persephone, and to freely roam this realm with my husband whenever I please.”


    “You mentioned a conference,” Damian said to Leto. “What exactly did you want to talk to us about? I assume you know my sister is here, too.”


    “Yes,” answered Leto. “It’s a pity she didn’t accompany you. I am not a foe, Damian, but an ally.”


    “No, no, no. Cover your ears, Damian!” Medusa cried. “You mustn’t let her beguile you.”


    “Oh, shut up, shrew,” shouted Hermes, as he shot up into the air and settled upon a branch. “One more peep out of you and your next breath will be drawn inside that well.”


    The snakes unfurled and stood erect, tongues darting in vain toward Hermes’ heels. Medusa’s yellow eyes glared at him, but he was immune to her curse.


    “Do leave us, Medusa,” said Leto calmly. “I’m grateful for the hospitality you’ve shown my guest heretofore, but your presence is no longer necessary.”


    Medusa turned to Damian, her bleary, bloodshot eyes pleading with him not to engage with Leto a moment longer.


    Damian was torn. But wasn’t this why he had come here? Hadn’t he left the camp with the express purpose of finding out who Leto was, and why Iris and the others were so afraid of her? He couldn’t go back now. The real tale of Medusa would have to remain untold.


    He set the mirror on the well and turned his back to Medusa. “I’ll be all right,” he whispered. “Go now before they hurt you.”


    He listened as Medusa’s wings clapped open and her footsteps padded toward him. He tensed at the feel of her warm breath on the back of his neck.


    “Remember,” she said, “hastiness breeds affliction.”
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    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    



PROPHECY


    Did he say where he was going?” Ethan asked.


    It was lunchtime and Damian still hadn’t shown up. Charis had spent the morning searching the six square miles of hills and farmland that were protected by the wall, an absurd task considering Damian had very likely gone invisible while abandoning his sister yet again. Charis would still have been searching for him now had her doma not reached its limit; it had taken her an hour to trek back to camp.


    Chloe shook her head. “We didn’t part on the best of terms last night. After I told him about the flashback—or flashforward, I guess I should say—he said that if he had my gift, he’d use it to bring our parents back.”


    “I’m not a betting man,” said Tycho, as he reshafted a spear that had killed the boar now roasting on a spit before them, “but if I were, I would bet he left the perimeter. Young men have an uncanny way of following their noses toward danger.”


    “I guess going to Hades wasn’t enough danger for him, then,” Ethan said, regretting the bite in his words even as he spoke them.


    “He just needs to blow off some steam,” said Chloe, as she fiddled with the girdle of yet another robe, one Iris referred to as a chiton, which was apparently much better suited to campestral life than the heavier himation Carya had gifted her.


    “He won’t get far before Mania finds him,” Iris said. She sat cross-legged while her daughter braided her hair behind her. “She has Apollo’s brother helping her.”


    Chloe stopped fiddling and started pressing down her cuticles instead.


    “Hermes?” Ethan asked.


    Iris nodded.


    Chloe’s eyes darted to Ethan. “I thought Hermes was on our side.”


    “In the future he’s on our side,” said Ethan, “but until yesterday he was still as evil as they come.”


    The Centaur grunted as he picked at his teeth with a twig. “Everyone becomes sensible in the future, eh?”


    Artemis trotted down the lane and stood slobbering beside Chloe. “Everyone but the people in charge,” Chloe said, scratching the dog’s chin.


    “Who’s in charge?” Charis asked. “The Alphas?”


    Ethan knew only a little about the Alphas. His mom had told him that according to the scrolls she’d found, the Alphas comprised one of two religious groups. They worshipped the mythical gods and goddesses, while the other group, the Eusebians, bowed only to Duna. His mother never could find out what had happened to them.


    In modern Petros, religion didn’t exist at all. The Fantásmata only paid homage to what they referred to as “the unknown god,” and that was just once a year during the Lycaea Festival. Ethan couldn’t help but wonder what was really behind that festival anyway. Now that he knew the truth about coronations, he had no reason to believe Lycaea was the lighthearted holiday everyone thought it was.


    “The Fantásmata,” Chloe answered. “Phantoms.” She looked up at Ethan as the Petrodian translation unfolded in their ears, thanks to Carya’s spell. “Makes perfect sense. We never see them and know nothing about them, other than that they’re sadistic liars who love control and despise Ashers.”


    Iris ran her fingers along her new auburn braid and closed her eyes, as if trying to retrieve something from her memory. “Do the Fantásmata ever speak of Apollo?” Tycho laid a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. “Diokles, the wicked leader I once followed…” Her voice trailed off as her thoughts traveled back in time. “He secretly served Apollo. With his dying breath, he told me it wasn’t over.”


    “That’s all he said?” Ethan asked, as a cloud settled over the sun.


    Iris nodded. “He was gone after that. I waited for years, expecting another Apollonian leader to rise and take his place, but to this day no one has. On the contrary, we’ve enjoyed decades of peace for the first time in ages. Until Mania.”


    “I suppose when you have eternity to work with, it’s easy to bide your time,” said Chloe.


    “And then I was given this.” Iris turned to a small, linen-wrapped bundle beside her and picked it up. She only had to unfold a corner of it for Ethan to recognize what it was.


    “An amber scroll?” He felt the strangest sense of déjà vu as he remembered standing in the lower gallery at the museum, staring at another of Iris’s ancient scrolls. Now he was here, in her presence, about to be shown not just any scroll but an amber tablet, a sacred oracle.


    “You know of the oracles?” Tycho asked, setting his spear aside.


    “My mother was an archaeologist.” When Ethan saw Charis tilt her head sideways in confusion, he repeated, “Archaeologist. It’s someone who digs up old artifacts from the past to learn about history.”


    Charis gave a bashful nod. “I see. Has she found very many?”


    “She’s found two. The Fantásmata confiscated one, and shortly after that they stopped all excavations.”


    “And the second one?” Chloe asked.


    “She kept it. She showed it to Damian, Katsaros and me. It was burnt to a crisp on the outside. It’s a miracle it was still intact.”


    The Centaur pointed to himself with the twig. “Katsaros…you mean me? The civilized, congenial, future me?”


    “Yes,” replied Ethan. “You translated it for us. It was a poem about the Moonbow.”


    Iris gazed up at the last patch of blue in the overcast sky. “It truly was a miracle. Those scrolls are housed in the temple in Eirene. If Chloe really did glimpse the future, and I believe she did, Mania plans to destroy every last relic and oracle.” She unwrapped the amber scroll and hugged it to her chest. “Thank Duna she will not succeed.”


    “But she did succeed,” said Chloe, so abruptly that Artemis jumped and scampered over to Ethan, her hind end bumping into a stationary wagon filled with bushels of barley. “No one, except for me, my brother and Ethan even knows about the Alphas and Eusebians, let alone Duna and the reality of heaven and Hades. If that’s not success, I don’t know what is.”


    “You said it yourself,” said Charis. “When you have eternity to work with, it’s easy to bide your time. Maybe Duna has been biding his. He knew the oracle of the Vessels would come to pass.”


    “She’s right,” Tycho said, placing a hand on his daughter’s arm. “But I know what you’re thinking. Why did Duna allow Mania to conquer Petros in the first place?”


    “It’s a reasonable question,” Chloe said, as if defending herself before an Enochos jury.


    Ethan couldn’t help but smile. Chloe had more of Damian’s fire in her than he’d thought.


    “I agree,” said Tycho. “And it’s a question all of us ask at one time or another. But we must realize that while Duna could stop evil before its roots take hold, he doesn’t.”


    Ethan felt a fire of his own igniting deep within him. “Why doesn’t he, if he has total power? The coronations would never have happened.” He looked at Chloe, his heart breaking for her again as he considered, just for an instant, all she’d been through. “Chloe would never have been deceived by some dead poet and led to hell.”


    “Our parents would never have died.” Letting her hair fall in front of her face, Chloe leaned forward onto her elbows and traced lines in the ground with her finger.


    “If Duna intervened in the ways you wish him to, he’d be no better than the phantoms that control Petros in your time,” said Iris. “He would have followers who fear him but do not love him. Millions of Petrodians aligned beneath his aegis because of force and not volition. That sort of loyalty is artificial. You two should know that better than anyone.”


    Ethan and Chloe sat silently.


    Ethan couldn’t argue with Iris’s logic, but neither could he shake the anger still hooking its claws into his mind, infecting his thoughts with an animosity he knew perfectly well was anything but constructive. But in his opinion, his feelings were defensible, and every part of him was busy justifying his embitterment while the future of his world still languished in uncertainty. He needed rationality to return. He needed to numb his emotions, but he didn’t know how. In his time, doctors had drugs for emotional imbalance. Here, he was on his own, helpless and paralyzed, like he was pinned to the bottom of a rushing river but unable to fully drown.


    This is grief, he thought. This is what it feels like to lose everything.


    Chloe stood up and started back toward the tent.


    “Where are you going?” Ethan asked.


    She took an elastic from her wrist and pulled her hair into a ponytail. “To change out of this stupid robe.”


    “I hope you’re not thinking of going after your brother,” called the Centaur.


    Iris held up a shushing hand. “It’s as it should be.” She looked down at the amber tablet and cleared her throat. “Listen.”


    Ethan caught himself leaning forward, desperate to hear something—anything—that would divert his mind from its self-pity. He saw Chloe’s feet beside him and chuckled at the hot-pink toenails poking out of her sandals. She had been to hell and back, and back to the ancient past, all with neon polish on her toes.


    “‘This oracle was delivered to me by Carya, apostle of Duna, on the twelfth day of Thargelion in the four thousandth year since the War of Heaven,’” Iris read. “‘I received the oracle on the day Alexa was killed…’”—she paused, her voice cracking with emotion—“‘during the festival of Therismos by a woman who introduced herself as Alexa’s niece. The woman demanded that Alexa escort her to our home, but when Alexa refused, the murderess called forth lightning. A perfume merchant in a nearby booth watched Alexa fall.’”


    “Mania,” said Chloe.


    Iris nodded and looked up from the tablet. “Carya had warned us of Diokles’ daughter Leto months before. She informed us that she was a powerful Asher whose mind had been polluted with lies from the Underworld. All of us,” she said, indicating her family and the Centaur, “swore to one another we would be wary of any maiden we suspected might be her.”


    “Alexa was the bravest among us,” said the Centaur, his own gravelly voice broken by grief.


    Ethan remembered his mother giving him what scant information she knew of Alexa from the scroll fragments she’d been allowed to keep. Iris had met the young girl outside a tanner’s house while the latter was running from the Centaur after stealing his sword. Alexa’s brother, Diokles, had led the rebel Eusebian army, employing terror and fear to try and overthrow their Alpha oppressors. Iris had nearly been corrupted by him, as had her aunt Corinna, an Asher whose doma could change her into a gryphon. Yet another myth that was all too terribly true.


    “How could Alexa be Leto’s aunt?” Ethan asked. “Diokles didn’t have a wife, did he?”


    Iris’s eyes returned to the tablet and continued reading. “‘After obsequies were conducted and Alexa’s body interred, Carya appeared to me in the cemetery. Everyone had retired for the evening, except for me. She handed me this parchment, along with a reed, and told me to record these words:


    Knowing well that his reign would not last, Diokles made Corinna his wife,


    In secret they wed and in secret conceived the object of your future strife.


    The infant lay hidden in the dark desert caves and was nursed by her mother at night,


    Swords were her toys in her formative years, and swiftly she learned how to fight.


    Power she thirsts for, dominion she craves, and every Asher to her is a threat.


    She will succeed in subduing every inch of the world, and truth all the world will forget.


    Her fury will erupt from her fists like thunder—behind a wall built by prayer you’ll dwell,


    Meanwhile, unbelievers shall be deceived by this malevolent coup of hell.


    Your devout generation will fade, die away, leaving only the oracles behind,


    But these too shall perish, in time or in fire, and every soul will walk through life blind.


    Iris, don’t cry; though all hope seems lost, Duna’s faithfulness will always remain.


    A Vessel will rise when the Moonbow returns, then you shall revisit these divine words again.’”


    “Well, that’s heavy,” said Chloe with a flippant laugh. “So what makes you so sure I’m the Vessel? And what does ‘Vessel’ even mean?”


    “You and your brother are the Vessel,” Iris said.


    “Pardon me, Miss Chloe,” said the Centaur. “You and Damian dropped out of the sky with your friend here while the rest of us were running for our lives. Turns out you’re both Ashers who have suffered a great deal and want to see your world set right.” He stopped chewing on the twig and flicked it onto the ground. “On top of that, you’ve arrived at a time when we could use your help the most. If that’s not an act of God, please, call me a nitwit and tell me what is.”


    Chloe’s mouth puckered and twisted as she ruminated on this.


    “He’s right, Chloe,” Ethan said. “You’re a Vessel because you carry the possibility of hope for Petros. This Petros, and ours.”


    Ethan felt his mind becoming his own again as the claws inside it loosened. Even though he had neither a superpower to offer nor a shred of esoteric knowledge to share, he refused to turn to mush and let his emotions fester. There was a reason he’d narrowly escaped death at the Religious Council building. There was a reason he’d been allowed to follow Chloe through the portal. And there was a reason he’d been the one to learn of Chloe’s gifted family in the first place. He could only trust he’d find out eventually what that reason was.


    “I can’t do anything without Damian,” said Chloe. “He’s our only way of getting close to Mania undetected.”


    Ethan looked down at his watch, but it was dead; the trip through time had apparently done it in. “How long has he been gone, by the way? Doesn’t his doma wear off after three hours?”


    Chloe spun on her heel and stomped toward her tent. “I’m changing clothes and going after my brother,” she yelled at the Centaur over her shoulder. “Do I have your permission?”


    The Centaur nodded. “Aye. And my sincerest prayers.”
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    



CAVE ONE


    Chloe, we have to be strategic about this,” said Ethan from the doorway of her tent.


    She sighed as she laced up her tennis shoes and rolled her mud-caked jeans up to her ankles. “I knew it was a just matter of time before you said something like that.”


    “Why did you think that?”


    Chloe stood up and reached for the food-filled hidesack Iris had placed on the settle, then slung it across her body. “I might not know you that well, but I had a lot of time to think while I was in hell.”


    “And?” Ethan ran his hand along the strap of his baldric and fingered the haft of the short sword Tycho had given him.


    There was something about a man with a sword that made him fifty times more handsome—at least in Chloe’s opinion. She wondered if the robe she’d been wearing made her any prettier. Too late for her to change back into it now: Artemis had found it in a heap on the floor and was currently using it as a dog bed.


    “And,” she said, regathering her thoughts, “I couldn’t help but think that the reason you invited me to the museum on my birthday was because you knew something was about to happen to me. Or was it just a coincidence that Carya appeared in the backseat of my car as I was leaving?”


    Ethan laughed. “She did?”


    “Oh, yeah. She gave me an enchanted walnut. Did you know her name means ‘walnut’? I ate it later and it took me back to the past for the first time. Well, technically the first time was earlier that day, but I thought I was just dreaming.”


    Chloe stopped herself. She was talking too fast again and slurring her words. Suddenly she felt the urge to reach into the hidesack and devour the first thing she grabbed. She wanted to binge. Why was Ethan making her so nervous? There wasn’t time to stress-eat over a boy!


    Ethan gripped the sword and exhaled a long breath through his nose as he gazed out through the tent flaps. Arrayed in a tunic, cloak, girdle and funny boots, Chloe thought he looked like a proper warrior. He may not have known how to use his sword, but at least he looked the part.


    “I wanted to say something,” he said at last. “At the museum…in the cafeteria…I was just too scared, plain and simple.” He turned back to her, his jade eyes sorry and sincere. “When you invited me to Astrolux for coffee, I made up my mind then that I would tell you everything I knew.”


    “Orpheus said you left when you saw the crowd outside the café.”


    Ethan shook his head slowly. “No…I left when I saw you with him.”


    “What? Why?”


    Ethan shrugged and toed the dirt floor with his boot. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to interrupt your date.”


    “You know it was far from a date.”


    “I know that now.”


    “Well, like I told you earlier about Damian, the past is in the past. Whatever you could’ve, should’ve or would’ve done is irrelevant now, right?” Ethan had just lost his parents. She knew the last thing he needed was to be guilt-tripped about his failure to come clean when he’d had the chance.


    “I’m not so sure.” Ethan scratched his neck and then lightly rubbed his forearm. “You see this?” He pointed to a faint ring of scars just below his elbow.


    A line of chills, like icy ants, raced down Chloe’s back. “They almost look like teeth marks,” she said. It didn’t make sense, though. All the dogs the Petrodians were allowed to keep as pets were tiny. If an animal had done this to Ethan, it couldn’t have been a small one.


    “It was a wolf. Happened when I was ten.”


    Ethan didn’t have to continue. Chloe shuddered. Ten was how old she’d been when her parents died, when they were murdered by the councilman because her father was an Asher. But how were the incidents connected?


    “What in Zeus’ name was a wolf doing loose in Eirene?” It was a preposterous notion; all carnivorous animals were contained in preserves and zoos.


    “I’ve been trying to figure that out for the last eight years.” He paused and turned toward the doorway, as if pondering whether to leave. “I think…” He sat down on the settle and stared at the opposite wall where Artemis, curled into an unidentifiable ball of fur, lay napping.


    “Spit it out, Ethan. What do you think?”


    Ethan leaned forward, pressing the heels of his hands into his forehead. “I think the wolf was sent by the councilman to kill your father,” he said, looking up at Chloe as though waiting for her to reprove him.


    But Chloe was silent, eager to hear more. Could Ethan really think she’d find anything unbelievable after all she’d seen over the last few days? “Go on,” she whispered, steeling herself for whatever he might say next.


    “It was vocation day at school and I was at the coast with my mom. I got bored and took a nap, and when I woke up I saw your dad walking the beach. I shouted at him, but it was too windy for him to hear me. Then this enormous wolf charged me and latched onto my arm. I know it would’ve killed me if your dad hadn’t wrestled it off.”


    “Why was it coming for you and not him?” Feeling her legs grow weak, Chloe sat down beside him.


    “It attacked him next. I thought he was dead, but then—”


    “But then he healed himself,” said Chloe, a bittersweet smile on her lips and in her heart as she remembered her father’s cold hands on her temples after she’d been forced to drink from the River Lethe. His doma had healed her brain and brought back all of her memories. She could see the wheels spinning in Ethan’s head.


    “How could you know that?” he asked.


    “Because he healed me, too. In Hades.”


    Chloe wanted to tell him everything, from Orpheus and the tragic creatures on Circe’s island, to Charon and Cerberus and the River Styx. Maybe one day they could have that coffee date at Astrolux…when they weren’t on the Fantásmata’s wanted list. Right now, that prospect seemed next to impossible. As long as Mania was on the warpath, Chloe knew she would never lead a normal life back home. If she couldn’t change the past, her future would bring nothing but death.


    “It was the most incredible thing I’d ever seen.” Ethan’s eyes stared into space, focusing on nothing except the memory of moments that had turned his life upside down. “After the wolf left him for dead, your dad sat up like he’d just been sleeping. All his wounds closed up on their own.” He touched his elbow again. “And then he healed me.”


    “I wonder what my dad was doing out there. He was supposed to be at work.”


    “He was exploring. My mom showed your brother and me seven jars that he found in Cave One. Each one was connected to a color of the Moonbow.”


    “Orpheus told me the Moonbow’s appearing was an omen or something.”


    Ethan nodded. “‘The warning and the way,’ is what your dad told me.” He turned to her, his hand nearly meeting hers in the middle of the space between them. “He wanted me to tell you that. I’m sorry it’s taken me this long.”


    Chloe hardly heard his apology. Her mind was still stumbling over “the warning and the way.” She understood what “warning” meant. The Moonbow was how the Fantásmata knew that the “Vessel” had arrived. They knew the prophecies, too. After all, they were the ones who’d been hoarding them all these thousands of years. But what about “the way”? The way to what? She could think of only one option for getting answers.


    “We have to go back there, Ethan.”


    “Back to where?”


    “Back to Cave One, where my dad found the jars. We have to talk to him and find out what they mean and what the Moonbow has to do with any of this.”


    Ethan’s knee began to bounce. “And what if that wolf’s there and for some reason your dad’s doma doesn’t work?”


    Chloe looked down at his baldric. “Then I hope you know how to use that thing.”


    As if able to detect Ethan’s agitated nerves, Artemis stirred and wagged her tail at him. He stared down at the sword, then looked through the tent flaps at the pebbly path and the dusty feet passing by.


    Chloe couldn’t tell if he was giving himself a mental pep talk or trying to figure out how best to tell her he wasn’t going. “If you don’t want to go with me, I understand,” she said, “but you can’t talk me out of it.”


    “No, I’m going with you. That’s not the issue.”


    “Then what is?”


    “Your brother. Damian’s life is in danger every second he’s with Mania.”


    He had a point. The only thing she or anyone else seemed to know about this rogue Asher, Mania, was that she was, well, maniacal. The prophecy said she considered every other Asher a threat, so what would stop her from harming Damian…or worse?


    “You said yourself we need a strategy,” said Chloe. “Mania has to have her own, don’t you think?”


    Ethan’s face brightened as an epiphany hit him. “She’s probably using Damian to lure you and Iris to her.”


    “Exactly. And we’re no match for her.”


    “Not yet.” Ethan smiled. “I have a feeling those jars will be more useful than the sword.”


    Chloe laughed. “But it does make you look significantly more intimidating.”


    “That’s all that matters then,” he said, in his signature deadpan way.


    “You ready to go?”


    Ethan stood and held out his hand for her. She took it and pulled herself up, then gave him a funny look when he didn’t let go.


    “I have to touch you in order for this to work, right?”


    Chloe could feel her hands get clammy. “Good call.”


    Then she closed her eyes, took a breath, and focused on her father’s face as she said the words: “Cave One.”
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    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    



AISON


    The salty breeze was the first thing Chloe felt as sunlight flooded the spinning darkness. Whatever wormhole was responsible for transporting her through time, it was anything but cozy; it was pitch black, damp, and emitted a soft buzzing noise like a lightbulb about to burn out. Her inability to see only worsened the queasiness brought on by what she guessed was her body trying to cope with the inexplicable mechanics of time travel. She would get used to it eventually—at least that’s what she told herself.


    She felt Ethan lift his hand from her shoulder. Had she only imagined that he’d held her hand?


    “We made it,” she said breathlessly, and then bent over to wait for the nausea to subside. “I knew I shouldn’t have eaten any of that boar.” She groaned and tried not to focus on the surplus of saliva pooling in her cheeks. “What’d you think of the ride?”


    When Ethan didn’t answer, she looked up and gasped. Damian was sprinting away from her, turning invisible as he did. Ethan was nowhere to be seen.


    “Damian!” She took off after him, but she knew it was foolish to try and catch up; he was a cross-country all-star after all and already she had a stitch in her side.


    Chloe’s mind was racing so fast she could barely keep up. Should she use her doma now to go back to the past and stop Damian from sabotaging her trip? What was he doing here anyway? She wished she could go to the future to find out what he was planning, but Carya had made it clear that traveling forward wasn’t part of the arrangement.


    She stopped running, partly because she wanted to and partly because she thought a lung was about to collapse, then turned to gaze at the Great Sea. The only time she’d ever seen the ocean was in ancient Petros, as Petrodians were rarely permitted to venture outside their own cities. Why had her father been out here exploring anyway, and how had he managed to do so unnoticed? But then again, he had been noticed, hadn’t he, by some kind of mercenary wolf, a wolf that might be nearby, even now…


    “Just breathe,” Chloe whispered as her heart beat faster. “You have a doma. You have a brain. Use both of them.”


    It only took a single long exhale for Chloe to realize what Damian was up to. He wanted to save their parents, an act that, if successful, would undo everything. From Chloe learning the reality of heaven and Hades, to her and Damian hearing a two-thousand-year-old prophecy about their critical role in history, rewriting the past would assure victory for both the Fantásmata and the rulers of hell that controlled them.


    Chloe knew what she had to do. When her heart rate finally normalized, she closed her eyes and visualized the tent along with Ethan and Artemis’s faces. She waited for her heart to leap into her throat as the feeling of weightlessness replaced gravity. But her focus was interrupted by a low growling sound not ten feet away.


    Don’t open your eyes, don’t open your eyes… She pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth and tried to concentrate on the sound of the surf.


    “Where did you come from?” came a young man’s voice.


    Chloe tried her doma again, but as she did, the man let out a blood-chilling bark, and she knew he wasn’t just any man.


    “I know what you are,” he snarled.


    Every muscle in Chloe’s body tensed as she heard him coming closer. Where was that sword when she needed it? Desperate, she plunged her hand into the hidesack and pulled out the first piece of fruit her hand touched.


    “Here,” she said, tossing it toward the wolf. “I promise it tastes much better than I do.”


    The creature laughed, and a few seconds later, Chloe heard the scratchy Velcro-like sound of an orange being peeled.


    “A kind gesture,” he said, taking a bite. And then a firm human hand grabbed hold of her wrist. “If you’re planning on going anywhere, you’re taking me with you.”


    Chloe opened her eyes and was astonished to see a familiar face standing beside her, his wide eyes fading from orange to yellow to hazel.


    “Aison?” she said. The last time she’d seen Aison he had been serving her ice cream with Orpheus.


    “Answer me, Asher.” Aison bit off a chunk of the fruit, tossed the skin onto the sand and tugged on her hidesack.


    As she stumbled into him, Chloe thought he smelled like fresh laundry, with just a hint of citrus and sweat. Had she only imagined that he’d growled and barked at her?


    “You can move at the speed of light, is that it?” he said.


    “How about you tell me why it matters so much to you?” she rejoined as she jerked away from him.


    Little by little, patches of tawny hair began to sprout along his arms and cheeks, and his angry eyes glowed orange again.


    Chloe commanded her feet not to move. Running would only rile him further. “You really are the wolf.”


    Aison growled as the orange fell to the ground. His fingers stretched five inches past their normal size and sharp claws ripped through the tips. “How do you know what I am?”


    Chloe stared past him, hoping she would see her dad approaching in the distance.


    “Answer me!” Aison roared, his neck lengthening as four of his teeth transformed into long incisors. “Or are you that eager to die?”


    A seagull squalled as it circled overhead, as if searching for a carcass to feast on.


    “You said it yourself,” said Chloe. “I can move fast. And you can turn into a wolf. Your secret is my secret.” She pretended not to notice his dissatisfied snort. “Now, if you don’t mind giving me some space, I need to go—”


    “You’re not going anywhere.”


    Aison hunched over and fell to all fours as a repulsive series of cracking noises accompanied the appearance of canine vertebrae through his white T-shirt. His nose elongated into a grizzled snout, and with a shrill howl, his jeans ripped from his body as he kicked off his sandals, making room for furry legs. From his paws to his shoulders, he stood at least four and a half feet tall.


    Chloe had to admit she was relieved to see that, unlike her prison guards in Hades who were horrific mishmashes of creatures, Aison was just an old-fashioned, regular wolf. Granted, he was three times the size of any dog she’d ever seen, but at least he wasn’t part lion.


    “Can you speak properly when you’re all wolfed out like that?” Chloe was sure her fear was making her delirious. This wasn’t a joke, after all. Aison could take her down with a single pounce.


    “Of course I can,” he answered, his voice just the same as it was before.


    “Great news. The conversation was starting to get good.”


    Aison’s fur bristled. “You’re lying.”


    “Of course I am. You really think I enjoy talking to shapeshifters?”


    “Not about that.” He walked in circles around her, sniffing her jeans and tennis shoes. “You lied about your doma.”


    Chloe didn’t make a peep: there was no way Aison could know that unless his nose was a lie detector.


    “You reek of Molossus.” He tucked in his tail and snarled. “The Molossus has been extinct for fifteen hundred years.”


    “I don’t even know what a mo-whatchamacallit is.” Chloe wasn’t lying about that one.


    Aison’s eyes, level with her chest, squinted up at her. “It’s a hunting dog. An ancestor of the mastiff.”


    “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” She paused and put a hand on her hip. “How would you know what a Molossus smells like, anyway?”


    Aison lowered his eyes and fixed them on the surf lapping against the coast. She’d backed him into a corner, but she knew it was only a momentary advantage. She reached into the hidesack, rummaging for a knife or something else that was sharp. And then came a boy’s voice shouting at the top of his lungs.


    “Get away from her, you big ugly dog!”


    Chloe stopped breathing as her hand clamped onto a worthless lemon. She pulled it out and turned her head slowly toward the boy, the boy she knew was Ethan at ten years old. He was just as lanky and pale as she’d remembered.


    “Ethan, go back to your mom,” Chloe said as calmly as she could. “The big ugly dog just wants a snack.” She threw the lemon at Aison, hitting him lightly in the ribs. Aison crouched low, cocked his tail and bared his fangs, preparing to attack Ethan.


    “How do you know my name?” The boy seemed more troubled by that question than having a wolf stare him down as though he were a T-bone steak.


    Chloe extended her arms, one toward Aison, the other toward Ethan, and stood between them. “Aison, look at me,” she whispered, hoping Ethan couldn’t hear.


    Aison glanced up, but didn’t speak. It was clear he didn’t want the boy to know who and what he really was.


    “I’ll tell you who I am,” Chloe whispered. “I’ll even show you. Just let the boy be.”


    Aison gave a slow nod, but his body didn’t relax, nor did he tear his eyes from Ethan.


    “Aison…”


    The animal barked and curled his lips higher, exposing mottled gums and hungry teeth. Then he shifted his weight onto his hind legs and sprang forward, covering five yards easily with a single bound.


    He was going after Ethan, and there was nothing Chloe could do to stop him.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY


    



DISCORD


    This was Chloe’s chance to go back to the past, to totally erase this entire encounter and start from scratch. If she could only concentrate, this trip would soon be nothing more than a bad dream.


    But she couldn’t go back. Something inside her wouldn’t allow it, was telling her to wait. Was this the moment in time when her father and Ethan were both attacked? She closed her eyes and said a silent prayer: Duna, don’t let them die today.


    “Trying to leave without me, are you?”


    Chloe’s eyes flashed open to see Aison back in his human form, complete with a fresh T-shirt and jeans.


    “Where’s Ethan?” Her voice was breathy with panic. She spun in circles, expecting to see Ethan’s crumpled body lying somewhere along the beach.


    “I chased him off. He needs to learn to mind his own business.”


    “One could say the same about you.” Chloe took a deep breath, ripples of relief replacing the tidal wave of anxiety.


    “I have a feeling our businesses are intertwined.”


    Chloe’s chest filled with heat as she fought back the impulse to punch him in the face. She’d never been one for violence, but she could make an exception for assassins.


    “My business has nothing to do with murdering innocent people,” she said, glaring at him with more hatred than she’d ever felt before, even in hell. This man had attempted to kill both her father and her friend. She wanted nothing to do with him, and yet that voice inside her was telling her otherwise.


    “I have murdered no one.” Aison came closer and whispered, “Hold up your end of the bargain and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”


    Chloe snapped her elastic against her wrist. She didn’t have time to argue with him. Who knew what damage Damian would do if she didn’t get out of there soon. She would have to take her chances bringing a shapeshifting wolf back to Ourania.


    “I hope you’re not afraid of the dark,” she said. Then she clapped Aison’s shoulder and closed her eyes once more.
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    “Damian!” Chloe yelled even before her eyes had fully adjusted to the light inside the tent.


    “What in Hades is he doing here?” Ethan drew his sword. He was sitting on the settle, just as he had been before she’d left, only now, there was visceral aggression burning in his eyes. “You brought back Aison? The ice-cream guy? Is this a joke?”


    Artemis sat wagging her tail on the bed she’d made of Iris’s chiton.


    “Molossus,” Aison muttered.


    “Long story. Keep your sword out,” Chloe told Damian. “I don’t trust him.”


    “Nor do I trust you,” Aison retorted as he strode out of the tent, leaving Chloe no choice but to follow.


    “Wait, we’re not done in here!” she yelled, nearly bumping into him as he stopped abruptly outside the door. She stepped around him and stood in his way, as if she’d be able to detain him for even a millisecond were he to try and proceed.


    But Aison didn’t appear to be in a rush to go anywhere. A look of incomprehensible peace settled over his features. His strong, square jaw relaxed slightly and his gray-green eyes became misty. “It’s been two thousand years,” he said softly.


    Ethan brushed past Aison, eyeing him closely. “Why is he here, Chloe? And where did you go?”


    “Where’s Damian? I’ll let him explain.” Chloe pressed the sides of her hands around her mouth and resumed yelling Damian’s name. “Damian! I know you’re here. I know what you’re planning.”


    Aison pointed at a wooden shed not a hundred meters away. Men and boys were having lunch outside it, their hoes and mattocks strewn on the ground between them. “There’s a guy dressed like you over there,” he said to Chloe. “The one who ran away the second you appeared on the beach. If I’m not mistaken, it’s your brother.”


    Chloe looked, but everyone she saw was wearing chitons and straw sunhats. “Where? I don’t see him.”


    Aison stabbed his finger at the shed. “Right there. Wearing jeans and a dark blue jacket.”


    “How can you see him?” Ethan asked, dumbfounded.


    “How can you not?” Aison’s exasperated face turned red. “He’s right there, plain as the nose on your face.”


    “He’s invisible to us,” said Chloe, “but obviously not to you. Where exactly is he standing?”


    “Now he’s walking down the road. And now he’s running.”


    Chloe followed Aison’s gaze down the hill and groaned. She hated running, a fact Damian knew better than anyone. “Ethan, you run faster than me. Mind catching up to him for me?”


    “Sure,” said Ethan, a question in his voice, “but I can’t guarantee I could take him in a fight if he started one.”


    Chloe stared at Aison a moment, trying to weigh whether or not she could trust him not to take things too far were he to confront her brother. But she didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t let Damian escape that wall again, not without resolving a few things first.


    “Aison, we had a deal, right?”


    “Yeah, and I kept it.” He looked at Ethan. “The boy’s reached manhood, hasn’t he?”


    “How do you know he’s the same person?” Chloe asked.


    Aison tapped the tip of his nose. “Same scent.”


    Ethan’s hands flew up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Would one of you please tell me what you’re talking about? How did you know me when I was a kid?” he asked Aison. “And how in Hades’ name do you know my scent?”


    “Later, Ethan,” said Chloe, “please.” She looked back at Aison. “I’d appreciate it if you could extend our terms and not hurt anyone here.”


    Aison nodded. “I didn’t come here to harm anyone. I’ll go with your friend to retrieve your brother, and I swear not to touch a hair on the pretty boy’s head.”


    “Thank you.”


    Then Aison took off, running far faster than the best sprinters at her school, including Damian and Ethan.


    Ethan shot Chloe a look out of the corner of his eye. “I hope you’re not leaving me in the dark.”


    “Only when I time travel,” Chloe said.


    Ethan laughed and followed after Aison, who was already halfway to the shed.


    “Back so soon?”


    At the sound of the familiar voice, Chloe turned to see the Centaur looming over her shoulder with a leather bowcase strapped to his back.


    “I didn’t go after Damian,” she said. “Turns out he was here all along.”


    “Good news then, eh? Simplifies things a bit.” He took a swig from his wineskin.


    “Not really. Damian just followed me into the past—my past—and I’m pretty sure I know why.”


    “And why’s that?”


    “He wants to rewrite history so our parents were never killed. He doesn’t understand the damage that would do.”


    The Centaur sighed and looked around the camp, at the dozens of men and women building new lives for themselves, literally from the ground up. Their old lives had been burned to ashes, yet not a one of them seemed aware of it, or, if they were aware, they simply didn’t mind. They worked and laughed and ate and sang as if they were the most fortunate people on the planet. They had each other and they had security. They didn’t seem to need anything else to be happy.


    “Who wouldn’t want to rewrite history if they had the chance?” he asked.


    It was a rhetorical question, but Chloe felt compelled to answer anyway. “If there wasn’t so much at stake, you can bet your life I’d go back and try to prevent a lot of things, starting with my parents’ deaths. But that would be the cowardly thing to do, and my family is through being cowardly.”


    “A noble sentiment, as long as your family’s not through being a family. Take it from someone who knows, Miss Chloe.” The Centaur turned to her. She tried not to stare at the triangular serpent head tattooed on the bridge of his nose. “If you haven’t got your family, you haven’t got anything.”


    Chloe wondered what secrets lay hidden behind his gruff exterior and tattooed face. He obviously wasn’t a part of Iris and Tycho’s family, nor did she see any other centaurs walking around. But before she could ask him what his story was, she saw Damian, Ethan and Aison trudging toward her. Much to her relief, no one appeared to be bruised or bleeding.


    “Can we talk about this in private?” Damian asked Chloe, staring at the ground the way he used to when their parents scolded him for something.


    Chloe looked past his shoulder at the carpenters by the shed. They were shaking their heads and mumbling to each other, pointing at them with their tools. She didn’t want to know what they thought of the three strangers Iris had brought to their new colony. Did they suspect she was another Mania? She couldn’t blame them if they did. So far she’d done nothing to ingratiate herself with them, much less give them reason to trust her.


    “We can talk farther away from them,” she said to Damian, indicating the men and boys behind him, “but I think the rest of us deserve to know where you’ve been and why you’re betraying us.”


    “Strong words to speak to one of your own kith and kin,” said the Centaur.


    Chloe held her gaze on Damian until he finally lifted his eyes to hers. “It’s the truth, and he knows it,” she said. “Warning Mom and Dad or whatever it is you’re intending to do by following me to our past would undo everything we’ve accomplished up to now.”


    “What have we accomplished?”


    Damian didn’t sound angry, the way he had in the tent. Instead, sadness, verging on apathy, shaded his words. She could feel the weight of them pulling on her heart like an anchor.


    “We’re freaks, Chloe. Exiled from our own world and this one, too.” He gestured toward the rows of tents beyond him. “We don’t belong here.”


    Iris, Tycho and Charis emerged from the woods and rounded the corner near the shed, each with a wicker basket on their arm. Chloe’s thoughts shot back to the Fields of Asphodel and the flower-filled baskets every soul there was obsessed with. Like Sisyphus, who rolled and rolled his boulder upwards without ever reaching the summit, the spirits of Asphodel labored in vain. But, Chloe thought, at least Sisyphus was aware that his monotonous lot was the gods’ retribution. To those in the Fields, picking flowers was their life’s purpose. It would be everyone’s purpose if they died without knowing the All-Powerful.


    It was that thought alone that restored Chloe’s reason whenever she found herself fantasizing about meddling with her parents’ murder. Even their deaths, which were senseless and devastating, were being used for the greater good—the good of all Petrodians, both present and future.


    She couldn’t trade their eternal damnation for her temporal happiness.


    She wouldn’t.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    



MERCENARY


    Iris waved at Chloe, but Chloe could only manage a superficial smile in return. As her own smile faded, Iris hastened toward her.


    “And you think we belong back in the past with our parents,” Chloe said. “You want to just erase your mind of all we know about the Fantásmata and the fact that they want our family dead.” Chloe fixed her eyes on an early evening star crowning a distant peak. If only Damian could see the Fields himself. If it weren’t such a risk, she’d take him there right now.


    “What’s going on here?” Iris turned to Damian and rested a hand on his arm. “It’s good to see you, Damian.”


    “Just a little sibling spat,” said Ethan.


    Chloe wished this were just a spat and not a quarrel concerning the fate of humanity.


    “Did you go outside the wall?” Charis asked. Her strawberry-blond hair danced in the breeze as her eyes widened with curiosity.


    “Maybe,” said Damian, thinking this was a convenient change of subject. He would have loved to talk about anything other than his and Chloe’s “spat.”


    “Don’t beat around the bush, kid,” said the Centaur. “If you saw something worth telling, you’d better open your yap and have out with it. I didn’t save your skin for nothing.”


    Damian glared up at the Centaur, whose massive hand rested on the strap of his bowcase. Damian had always been the braver twin. “You know,” he said, “I liked you a whole lot better when you were Katsaros.”


    Charis and Ethan laughed, despite the Centaur’s disgruntled sneer.


    “Come now, Damian,” Charis said sweetly. “What have we done to so upset you that you won’t tell us what you’ve seen?”


    “No one’s done anything to upset me,” Damian assured her. “I just wish my sister would see that there’s nothing we can do here. Mania isn’t our problem.” He sighed and stared down into Charis’s basket as a gust of wind rushed by them. “I met Mania today. She wanted me to go with her. She wasn’t scary at all, actually.”


    “Then why didn’t you go?” Ethan asked. “You could’ve gotten some intel and then used your doma to leave without being noticed.”


    “Because,” began Damian, his apathy giving in to heated conviction, “this is what I’m trying to tell you—she isn’t our problem.” He pointed to Iris and Charis. “These Ashers are the ones who should have stopped Mania, not us. I wanted to go with Chloe to the future because that’s where we can make a difference. We could save our parents, and Ethan’s, too.”


    “No,” said Aison, “you couldn’t.”


    All eyes swung to the shapeshifter, whose true identity only Chloe knew.


    “Who are you?” Charis asked, as if only now noticing Aison’s presence in their circle.


    “The proper question is what are you,” Chloe said, glad that two of the three men around her were armed and that one of the two women had fire in her hands.


    But Aison didn’t seem to mind her remark. He pointed to the back of his right hand, just below the space between his thumb and forefinger. “You see that?”


    Everyone but the Centaur bent down to get a closer look. Chloe had to squint to make out a small, flesh-colored rectangle the size of a stamp imprinted on Aison’s skin.


    “A tattoo,” said Tycho. “Pythonian. Look, there’s a serpent running through the middle.”


    Chloe looked up at the Centaur, whose own snake tattoo was glaring at her. She turned back to Aison and said, “Why do you have the same mark as someone from this time?” But she already knew the answer: Aison wasn’t from her time. He probably had more in common with Iris and the Centaur than Chloe or anyone else back home.


    “The Pythonians are what you know as the Fantásmata,” said Aison, flecks of orange flickering in his eyes. “They’re cut from the same blood-soaked cloth as Apollo. This”—he tapped the tattoo—“is not just the Pythonian mark. Beneath it is a tag called the Lycaean Seal, and that contains everything there is to know about me, as well as the others.” He looked at Damian. “And there are others, thousands of them.”


    Charis’s pale cheeks flushed pink with impatience. “Others of what? What are you?”


    “One of the young men chosen at the Lycaea Festival. I was the first.”


    “The first what, Aison?” Ethan said.


    “Asher hunter.” Aison grimaced, and his four incisors protruded from his mouth. Within seconds, his face and arms were covered with yellowish-brown fur.


    Charis and Iris gasped and stepped close to Tycho, whose hand flew to his scabbard.


    “Peace,’ Aison said. “I’m only showing you.”


    Less than a minute later, Aison’s metamorphosis was complete. Artemis growled at him from her post outside Chloe’s tent, but at half the wolf’s size, she wasn’t dumb enough to provoke him.


    “So that’s how you could see me,” Damian said to Aison. “You’re part animal.”


    The Centaur cleared his throat. “Keep that in mind the next time you try to sneak by me, kid.”


    “You’re the wolf that attacked Chloe’s dad and me,” Ethan said, more stupefied than upset.


    “I…” Aison’s fiery gaze fell to the earth as he dug his claws into the earth. “I cannot say. It could’ve been me, or it could’ve been a dozen other Lycaeans assigned to that area.”


    “You can’t stay here, Aison.” Chloe said, and Aison’s ears and tail went limp. “We can’t risk changing history if it was you who went after them. I don’t think it was a coincidence that Ethan showed up there on the beach with us.”


    “Then what stopped him from coming after me?” Ethan asked. “Or going after you? If he’s our attacker, he would’ve attacked.” He stared at Aison a moment, examining him from head to tail. “He isn’t the same wolf.”


    “It was hope that stopped me.” Aison released the word as if it had been pushing against his lips for hours. “The second I saw Chloe and Damian appear out of nothing, I knew they were Ashers with great power, Ashers who might be able to help us.”


    “You mean help all the other wolf people?” Damian asked.


    Aison nodded. “We’re not all assassins. We do what we must to survive, mercenaries compensated with another sunrise.”


    “Tell us what happened to you,” said Charis. Then she ducked into the tent and returned with a bowl full of water. She set it before Aison and smiled as he lapped it up.


    “Thank you.” Aison lifted his wet nose from the bowl. “My past is not a pleasant one, nor one I’m proud to share, but perhaps it will help redirect your perspective.” He was looking straight at Damian.


    “Come,” said Iris. “Let’s get you into the woods and back to your human form before someone sees you.”


    Iris led them behind the tents and up a steep narrow path lined by armies of beech, oak and eucalyptus trees whose foliage blocked the sun. The air was infused with the intoxicating scents of pine needles, mint, and honey, a virtual paradise for the moths and butterflies floating through the branches in search of the best place to feast.


    It was easy for Chloe to believe that the mythical wood nymphs known as dryads dwelled here. Eurydice, Orpheus’s wife, was one such nymph. Her tragic death by a viper’s bite was one of the many reasons Chloe was here. Without it, Orpheus would not have been desperate enough to do the bidding of his beguiling uncle Hermes by luring Chloe to the gateway to hell; she knew him better than that. Had Eurydice lived and their marriage endured, who knew how the future would have unfolded, and what tack Apollo would have taken to stop the Vessel when the Moonbow appeared.


    It was useless to speculate, but following the thread back to the moment Eurydice died only further persuaded Chloe that good really could be made of evil. Her time on Circe’s island and later in hell hadn’t exactly been a bed of roses, and nor had losing her old life and coming here been easy. But the fact was, Eurydice and Orpheus were together in heaven now. As were Chloe’s parents. All of it, from discovering Carya in her backseat that first day at the museum to being forced by Deimos to drink from the Lethe, had prepared her for this, her one and only chance to change history.


    “Have none of you ever heard of or seen a Lycaean before?”


    The sound of Aison’s voice interrupted Chloe’s thoughts and she looked up to see him, in his human form, standing beneath an oak tree. The others circled around him slowly, cautiously, eyeing him as though he were a feral animal. He seemed genuine enough to Chloe, but she acknowledged that her judgment wasn’t always spot on. She’d been naive enough to believe Orpheus, after all. She had learned the hard way that people aren’t always what they seem.


    She noticed that the Centaur was also staying back, eating a handful of mulberries he’d no doubt picked from one of the others’ wicker baskets. Though he appeared nonchalant, Chloe had a hunch he was more interested in serving as bodyguard for the group than hearing Aison’s story. She watched him remove his bow from the bowcase and set it beside him, a clear warning to the shapeshifter.


    Before Aison could continue speaking, he stumbled sideways, catching himself on the oak’s wide bole. Unable to support his weight, he slid down the tree, his neck and brow suddenly slick with sweat. His arms and legs began to shake. Charis tried to go to him, but Tycho held her back. He didn’t trust Aison either.


    Chloe gasped. “Aison!” She ran to his side and crashed to her knees. “What’s happening to you?”


    Aison’s lips parted and thin rivulets of blood spilled between them, trickling down his chin, staining his white shirt. He raised a hand to his mouth to cough, filling it with inky blood.


    “The seal,” he rasped, holding up a bloody, trembling hand until, wracked with exhaustion, he let it drop onto his thigh. “Take the seal.” Then he wheezed a final breath as his head fell back against the oak.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    



BLOOD


    Chloe stared at Aison’s lifeless eyes, hoping that if she looked long enough she would see a glimmer of orange. She refused to feel for a heartbeat. He couldn’t be dead; he hadn’t been sick or wounded. On the contrary, he’d seemed in better spirits than he had been on the beach. One second he’d been healthy, and the next, fighting for breath.


    Iris stepped between Chloe and the oak where Aison reposed and held out her hand. “Come, Chloe. Leave him in peace.”


    “I’m going back.” Chloe whispered, unable to find the strength to shout. She wanted to scream, to let her voice ring out and echo through the woods—echo until every Petrodian and dryad heard her. She would make this right. Aison hadn’t deserved to die.


    She reached around Iris and placed her hand on Aison’s, tears welling at the shock of his cold, stiff skin. “Please go,” she said to Iris. “I need space to do this.”


    “You’ve used your doma twice already today,” said Ethan, standing just a few feet behind her. “Remember what Carya said?”


    “Then I’ll wait and go back tomorrow,” Chloe said, finding her voice again. “I’ll go back to the beach, to the moment I saw him, and then…”


    “Then you’ll try to convince him that he can’t come here with you.” Iris placed a maternal hand on Chloe’s head, stroking her hair. “There’s a reason he wanted to come with you, Chloe. You heard him yourself.”


    Chloe looked down at Aison’s tattoo and the minuscule snake bisecting its middle. She thought of the stained-glass windows in the foyer of the Religious Council building that depicted a crescent moon and a serpent just like this one. And then she knew.


    “The councilman killed him,” she said, releasing Aison’s hand and leaning back against Iris’s legs. “Just like he almost killed Ethan.” She turned to look at Ethan, recalling, with tears running down her cheeks, the moment the councilman had held the fob over Ethan’s head, one touch of which could have taken his life in an instant.


    “The microchip was rigged, just like the suit was,” said Ethan. “It was probably programmed to kill its host if something ever seemed off.”


    The Centaur cursed under his breath. “By the Twins, if I ever get my hands on a Petrodian…”


    Tycho knelt beside Aison and gently closed his eyes with his palm.


    “He said to take the chip, didn’t he?” Damian said to Chloe. “If you try to go back in time, we won’t know what he’s talking about.”


    Shakily, Chloe got to her feet and wiped her eyes, anger roiling beneath her eyes where tears of grief still stood. How could Damian be such a hypocrite? “And if I go back and save Mom and Dad, none of this is relevant.” The woods went silent with her shout. Even the Centaur froze.


    “So take your pick, Damian,” she said in a softer but no less severe tone. “Should I go back and save our parents, promising them nothing but maybe a day, a week, a year of life? Or would you rather we stay here and fight for something that could make a difference?”


    Damian pressed his lips together firmly and stuck his hands into his hoodie’s front pockets. “There’s a reason we’re the first ones in our family to stand up to the Fantásmata, Chloe.”


    “Yeah, I know,” she said, feeling the ground firm up beneath her feet. “It’s because we’re the Vessel, Damian. And we can ignore it and resent it, or we can run with it.”


    Damian stood so still that Chloe could have sworn he was going to make himself invisible again and take off through the trees. She wouldn’t try to bring him back if he did. If he wanted to leave, she’d let him.


    “I’ve got it,” said Tycho.


    Chloe turned to see Tycho pinching something between his fingers: the microchip. He had cut it from Aison’s hand.


    “The decision whether to time travel and spare Aison’s life rests with you, Chloe,” Tycho said. He walked over to her and placed the rice-sized wafer in her hand. “But I think you know what he would’ve wanted.”


    Fresh tears spilled over as the Centaur pulled a cloak from his kit and draped it over Aison’s body, making his death all the more real to Chloe, all the more final. She clutched the chip. I can’t go back.


    She forced the words from her heart to her tongue and willed herself to speak them. “We’ll honor Aison and our parents,” she said, glancing at her brother and Ethan beside him, “by doing everything we can to ensure that their deaths weren’t for nothing.”


    Iris put her hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “I told you when I met you that you had to be quite strong if Duna saw fit to send you here. I still believe it.” Iris’s blood-red jasper stone was twinkling in what little sunlight had made its way to the forest floor. She placed her free hand on the stone and lifted the necklace over her head. “My brother Jasper gave this to me. He was murdered by an Alpha guardian who was threatened by Jasper’s beliefs in Duna.” She put the necklace on Chloe and pulled her blond hair over it. “There was a time when it kept my mind fixed on vengeance.”


    “And now?” Chloe asked, rubbing the cool stone with her finger.


    “Now it symbolizes redemption, of recovering that which was lost. For me, it was recovering the faith of my fathers.” She smiled warmly at Damian. “For you two, it remains to be seen what its purpose is.”


    “It represents blood,” Damian said. He walked toward Chloe, unspoken apologies filling his eyes. “Flesh and blood.”


    Chloe nodded once, then turned back to Iris and Tycho, who now stood at her side. These strangers, these ancients from a forgotten time, were her family. They, along with her brother, were all she had in this world. The Centaur had been right: if she didn’t have them, she didn’t have anything. The stone around her neck would serve to remind her of that. She knew it.


    She lifted the stone so Damian could see it. “Didn’t the Centaur give this to you, when he was Katsaros?”


    Damian sighed. He studied the rock a moment as a look of deep-seated shame washed over him. “I gave it back to him. 
Another one of my prouder moments.” He gave a weak laugh, and then lowered his gaze to her closed fist. “The microchip is useless here. Wouldn’t Aison have known that?”


    “What does it do?” Tycho asked.


    “We always thought the chips were just for tracking pets,” said Chloe. “Obviously, they’re for a whole lot more than that.”


    “Killing people,” Damian muttered.


    Ethan pulled his dead cellphone from his pocket and popped out the SIM card. “Makes you wonder what else these do.” He dropped it to the ground and crushed it with his heel. Damian did the same.


    “All the chip’s information is stored in a database somewhere,” said Chloe. “It’d be like searching for a needle in a haystack if we tried to hunt it down.”


    “Not to mention there’d be no way we could hack into the computer, even if we could find it,” Damian added.


    “Well, aren’t you a sunny bunch?” the Centaur said. “This lad risked his life following you Ashers here. If you want to honor his memory, you can start by having a little faith in him. He entrusted that blasted object to you. I’d like to think he knew you’d find out why.”


    Chloe had a dozen reasons to explain why she thought the task impossible, and how she meant no disrespect in thinking so. But the Centaur’s imposing disposition alone had a way of discouraging arguments.


    Chloe, Ethan and Damian stood in silence.


    After what felt like hours, Tycho intervened. “The best thing for you right now,” he said, putting an arm around Damian’s shoulder, “and for all of us, is to give Aison a proper burial.”


    “What about this?” Chloe said, indicating the silicon chip in her fist.


    “Has anything thus far been left unknown to you?” Tycho asked.


    Chloe shook her head. The fact that she and those standing around her were still alive was proof enough that the god they served was faithful. He wouldn’t leave them in the dark on this.


    “Who has perished?”


    Chloe looked up to see Archelaos, the high priest, on horseback behind the Centaur, his young attendant mounted beside him. When no one answered, Archelaos kicked his heels into the horse’s flanks and trotted to the oak tree. He pointed at Aison’s covered head and said, “Cael, pull back the cloak.”


    The attendant dismounted and did as he was told.


    “No…” Archelaos stumbled off his mare and ran to Aison in panic. “No, it can’t be.” He took Aison’s face in his hands, turning it tenderly from side to side as if to confirm his identity. When there was no longer a question, he fell prostrate onto the hard dirt ground and wept.


    Ethan took the attendant by the elbow and drew him aside. “He knows Aison?”


    “Aye,” nodded Cael. “Aison is his nephew. Aison ran away this time last year and no one’s seen him since.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    



ULTIMATUM


    The fetid stench of pig blood turned Hermes’ stomach as he floated down the aisle of Hades’ throne room. Of all the creatures the Pythonians sacrificed, swine were by far the most offensive to the nostrils, even nostrils accustomed to the sulfurous fumes of the Underworld. Hades himself, the dark lord, choked with disgust as waves of blood mixed with the fire of the far, magma-canvassed wall.


    Hermes watched his master remove his horned helmet and begin to pace back and forth on the precipice, below which roared the insatiable mouth of the Phlegethon.


    “I would rather they sacrifice the aphids from their gardens than one more stinking pig.” Hades swung back his arm and sent his helmet spinning through the air, straight into Hermes’ chest.


    “The Lycaea Festival is tonight, brother,” said Hermes, placing the helmet over his cap. “The purest Petrodian blood will soon rid the air of this unholy odor.” He plugged his nose and offered his most charming smile.


    “We don’t tolerate you for your humor, Hermes,” said Apollo, who was seated on his basalt throne, arrayed in his blinding panoply of gold. “Give your report, and please, spare us any embellishment.”


    Hermes nodded. He forced himself to remember that if he were condemned to remain sequestered here in Petros’s bowels as they were, he would no doubt be equally inhospitable.


    “Sires,” he said, “I have told you that two Ashers have joined the refugees in the hills outside Ourania. I have reason to believe that one, perhaps both, of these is the Vessel the oracle spoke of.”


    Hades raised a hand toward his helmet, and with a flick of his finger jerked it toward him, the force of his pull dragging Hermes to the floor. “Have you seen the Moonbow?” With his opposite hand, Hades made a sweeping motion across the igneous wall, commanding the flow of fire and blood to cease.


    “No, my lord,” said Hermes, pushing himself up onto hands and knees, “but—”


    Apollo held his palm beneath his lips and blew across it, his breath lighting the rows of cauldrons atop their tripods, one by one. “The prophecy was clear, brother. The Moonbow precipitates the Vessel’s appearing.” He stood from his throne and stepped off the dais, drawing his sword. “We all know you love a good battle, Hermes, perhaps more than Ares once did, but the time has not yet come to make war.”


    Apollo pointed his sword at Hermes and made three mock thrusts, laughing when he saw Hermes’ hand reach for his wand, a reflex Hermes had never learned to control in the presence of his brothers.


    “You see,” Apollo said, turning to fence with the air, “you feel paranoia because you’re itching to fight. Why don’t you return to your mistress and enjoy peacetime while you can. Mania will finish off the Ashers soon enough, and your bloodlust will be sated.”


    Hermes sheathed his wand. “It’s not as simple as that, sire. As I speak, the Ashers are with Iris, protected behind a wall the All-Powerful is using to protect them. Mania is powerless as long as they’re in hiding.”


    “Then get them out of hiding.” Hades’ cavernous voice echoed throughout the chamber; the wind of his breath sliced the tripods’ flames in half, sending skeins of smoke into the noxious air. “Every second those Ashers live bolsters the All-Powerful’s plans against us.”


    “Our brother speaks truth, Hermes,” said Apollo, bringing the sword to his side. “If we don’t eradicate them, the Pythonians—from the centaurs to the aristocracy—will be subverted.”


    “Our hands are tied as long as the wall stands, my lords,” Hermes said. “One of the Ashers, the boy, was intercepted by Leto just this morning, but the encounter was unproductive.”


    “Don’t be cryptic. Unproductive in what way?” Apollo asked.


    “I-I counseled Leto that it would be best to befriend the new Ashers rather than play the foe. B-but the young man regarded her as nothing more than a common beggar and disappeared before an inroad could be made.” Hermes cursed his tongue for stuttering. He was no mightier than a mouse when interrogated by these two.


    “A doma that permits him to disappear…” Apollo tapped his chin. “Perhaps you’ve met your match.”


    “Indeed, sir.” Hermes paused, feeling his pride creep down his throat like a spoonful of bitter herbs. “That means one of the other two is the time traveler. In any case, I’m afraid to say that I’m far outmatched. It’s my suspicion that they’ve come from the future to thwart our present plans. Perhaps the Moonbow rose in the time they’ve come from, and whatever stratagem our future selves concocted failed.”


    “Our future selves?” Hades bellowed. “Don’t include me in your baseless hypotheses, Hermes. I will take Zeus’ place in Tartarus if I’ve played a part in this ignominious fantasy of yours.”


    “His theory is feasible, Hades,” Apollo rejoined. “But as you say, if it’s true, our brother insults us by implying that we’re at fault.”


    Apollo spun on his heel and pointed his sword once more at Hermes’ head, only this time there was no trace of mirth in his ice-blue eyes; he’d spilled plenty of Hermes’ immortal blood before, and in circumstances far less dire than these.


    “I care not what the reason is for why these Ashers are here,” Apollo said, “be they Vessel or minor delinquents. I only care that you dispose of them and anyone who comes to their aid, including their comrades behind the wall. If any one of them so much as sets their big toe outside that barrier, chop it off and slit their throat.”


    Hermes gave a humble bow, the final step before he begged to be spared Apollo’s blade. “Brother, you know I can touch no one bodily. I ca—”


    “I am well aware of the laws!” Apollo shouted, the luminous glow of his face fading as his ire increased. “Every day we’re bound here in this rathole is a reminder of that millstone.”


    “Then you know that I cannot harm the Ashers, much less take their lives.” Hermes folded his arms across his tunic, thankful for the bronze cuirass beneath it. If he lingered here much longer he’d undoubtedly need its protection.


    “Are you so daft that you’ve forgotten why you charmed Diokles’ daughter in the first place?” Hades moaned and pouted, his round bloated head turning a sickly shade of green. “Why do we tolerate him, Apollo? If he is our eyes, I would rather we gouge them out.”


    Apollo settled back into his throne and threw his feet onto the ivory footstool, a gift from Hephaestus before he, too, was chained in darkness. “Aye, and he’s our ears as well, ears that had better be rid of wax right now or these words will be the last they hear.”


    “My ears are opened, my lord.” Hermes bowed so low that he could see the whites of his eyes reflecting back at him from the slick obsidian floor.


    Apollo leaned forward and drummed his fingers against his lips. “It’s time to involve the child.”


    “Which child, sire?” Hermes said.


    “Your son, you imbecile. You say you’ve met your match with these Ashers, that they’re unreachable, unknowable behind their wall. It stands to reason, does it not, that Mania’s spawn will serve as a worthy rival?”


    “That boy is being spared for my sacrifice, the pure, undefiled blood of an Asher’s child,” shouted Hades, now rushing toward Apollo, his horned helmet lowered like the head of a charging bull.


    Apollo snatched his shield from behind his throne and forced his brother back with a warning blow to his chin. “Don’t be so myopic, Hades. You’ll have your Asher blood the hour this inconvenience is contained. We’ll maintain his innocence as much as possible, but at this juncture, it’s required that we dirty his hands a bit.”


    Hades grunted; he held his jaw in his hand, opening and closing it while Apollo set down the shield, bowl side up. “You strike me again and I’ll have Deimos and Phobos feed your rotten heart to Cerberus.”


    Hermes shuddered. He knew these two made no empty threats. Despite their ability to regenerate, an ability with which all souls of the Underworld were cursed, they still played by mortal rules, wounding and killing one another as a virile show of power. Hermes had lost count of the number of times his own organs had been roasted for the hound of hell.


    “You give me a need to strike again and I’ll weave a rug from that glaucous skin of yours,” Apollo said.


    Hades turned away, and with an indignant air stalked off into the shadows.


    “Stand like a man, you spineless imp,” said Apollo, spitting as he turned back to Hermes. “It’s no wonder that the Ashers torment you so, even from afar; your affair with Mania has robbed you of all your mettle.”


    Hermes stood and brought his right arm across his chest, a sign of gratitude that his own skin was not yet stripped off his bones. In no small way did it hearten him to hear his brother pinning blame on Mania. “You speak truth, brother, as always. The woman has been a distraction. I’ve spent all my time tutoring her, training her—”


    “Bedding her,” said Apollo.


    Hermes’ cheeks grew hot. It was true he’d been Leto’s lover, but only because he’d been commanded to ensure she produced an unblemished Asher’s son for sacrifice once all of Petros had been purged of Duna’s devoted. Since he couldn’t convince her to woo any man save himself, he’d been left with no choice but to take her as his mistress, his own Persephone.


    “Indeed, sire,” Hermes said, “forgive me for my indulgence in such carnal pleasures.”


    Apollo smiled as he waved off Hermes’ apology. “Your carnal pleasures have maintained Mania’s trust all these years. I don’t ask for your repentance, only that you will carry out my wishes.”


    “Anything you ask, brother.” Hermes’ heart beat wildly, so anxious was he to leave this place and fly through the night back to Leto.


    “You will make a weapon of your offspring and your lover,” Apollo said.


    “Yes, my lord,” said Hermes, bullets of sweat now pouring from his brow, “but you forget that the lad is just ten years old. His doma will not manifest for another eight years.”


    “And you forget that your immortal blood runs through his veins.” A shadow fell darkly across Apollo’s porcelain face. “Death will elude him for centuries. Even his sacrifice, which our selfish brother so craves, will not result in his annihilation. You must use this to your advantage.”


    Hermes’ jaw fell slack. He took the cap from his head and wiped his perspiring face. “I am daft, like you say. Pray, speak plainly of your plan.”


    “I make no pretense about having a greater intellect than yours.” Apollo came to Hermes, clapping his shoulder as his piercing eye winked. “I leave you to your own devices now. But should you fail…”


    Apollo unsheathed his sword, cast it onto the floor and shoved his cold, steel-like fingers between Hermes’ ribs. “I will rip out your liver and feed it to Prometheus’ eagle piece by piece. This I will repeat for as many days as it takes me to forget your failure.” He clenched Hermes hard and pulled him close. “And my memory is not short.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    



CURSED


    Aison’s corpse was the first ever to be interred behind the refugees’ wall. Every man, woman, and child gathered that evening with small cakes and libations and laid them on his grave, lamenting a man they knew nothing about, save that he was a runaway, just like them.


    Archelaos had replaced his white robe with a sackcloth tunic, which he’d torn from neck to navel. He sat beside the grave mound, watching through tear-stung eyes as the last of the lamenters wandered back to camp.


    “It was kind of them to mourn for him,” he said, placing his hand on the ancient yew tree towering above him, its low-hanging branches like a shroud around the bereft.


    “They’re goodhearted people,” said Iris. “They know better than most what it’s like to lose a loved one.”


    “And you three,” Archelaos said, gesturing at Damian, Ethan, and Chloe seated to his left and right, “am I wrong to presume that you, too, have lost family?”


    Damian watched Chloe and Ethan give hesitant nods, neither of them willing to explain the details of their parents’ deaths.


    For Damian’s part, he didn’t want to answer questions but ask them. The afternoon had passed and not a single question had been put to the priest. Damian was doing his best to pay his respects and give the man some space, but the sun was setting now, and he refused to let the priest leave without first answering his questions. Someone had to break the silence. It might as well be him.


    “How did you know he’d died?” he asked Archelaos.


    Chloe slapped Damian on the back of his hand. Leave him alone, she mouthed.


    Archelaos sank his wrinkled hands into the mound and began digging a hole. “It’s all right. I feel it necessary that my grieving period be cut short.” He took a dagger from his belt and sliced a diagonal line across his palm, letting the blood trickle into the hole. “On this grave, at this death, I hereby pledge to bring to justice to he whose hand has taken my nephew’s life.”


    The priest ripped off a piece of his garment and wrapped it around the wound. “In answer to your question,” he said to Damian, “I knew only that a relative had perished in Ourania.” His gaze fell to the modest headstone, Aison’s name carved crudely into it. “I had no idea it was my nephew.”


    “But who told you?” Ethan asked. “We were the only ones who knew, and we’ve all been here this whole time.”


    “And you got here pretty quickly,” Damian said to Archelaos.


    Archelaos sighed as he sprinkled dirt over the hole of blood. Damian didn’t have the heart to tell him that his solemn oath was useless; the man responsible for Aison’s death wouldn’t be born for another two thousand years.


    “I knew because an envoy of the Pythonian oracles intercepted me on my journey home to Eirene,” Archelaos said.


    Iris and Charis shifted beside one another, uneasiness sneaking its way into their sadness.


    “You break your vows as high priest by consulting with Pythonians,” said Tycho, his face livid with outrage. “It’s little wonder you’ve always been so distrusting of Iris and my daughter when your loyalty is clearly divided.”


    Cael, standing at attention over his master’s shoulder, put a warning hand on the hilt of his sword.


    Iris touched her husband’s arm. “Tycho, calm down. You’re jumping to conclusions.”


    “I don’t claim to be the man my predecessor was,” said Archelaos. “He led by faith and I lead by pragmatism. The Pythonians and I have an understanding.”


    “Do you realize that these Pythonians are the ones responsible for your nephew’s murder?” Damian was unable to temper the exasperation in his tone. “They’re called the Fantásmata where we come from, but they’re still the same bunch of bastards.”


    Tycho let out a long exhale, willing his emotions to cool. “Forgive us for reacting with such passion, Archelaos. My wife and I, and our new friends, have seen firsthand what the Pythonians are capable of. The fact that you have any sort of agreement with them is—”


    “Sheer idiocy,” muttered the Centaur, before tramping off into the trees, yanking down limbs as he went.


    “It’s misguided, is what he meant,” Tycho said, glaring at the Centaur’s tail as it swished back and forth tempestuously.


    “What sort of understanding do you and the Pythonians have, exactly?” Ethan asked, so far maintaining his civility.


    “It’s a simple one, really.” Archelaos’ eyes welled again. “I give them money when they request it, and they protect my family in return. They’ve sworn to spare my family from Mania’s wrath, and their own, when the time comes.” He turned to Chloe, his mouth quavering, reluctant to speak. “You were right. They’re going to destroy the temple.”


    “Aison gave this to us,” she said, taking the microchip from her jeans pocket. “We don’t know why he wanted us to have it, though. It’s technology that doesn’t even exist here.”


    Archelaos bent low, his long nose nearly touching Chloe’s palm as he studied the chip. “My god, the Lycaean Seal. This isn’t technology, my dear girl, but sorcery.” He straightened and held out his hand. “May I?”


    Chloe set the chip in his palm. “What do you mean? What does it do?”


    “In truth, I’m ignorant of its function,” Archelaos said, as his old eyes squinted at the seal. “I only know that it’s used to seal the missives I receive from the Pythonians. I don’t even know their names, only what they write to me when they demand more gold for their coffers.”


    Ethan ran his hand along the scars the wolf had left him with over eight years ago. “Sounds familiar. They like their anonymity.”


    “Why did you call it sorcery if it’s just used to seal letters?” Damian asked.


    “Because the seal kills whomever does not comply with the Pythonians’ wishes. It’s cursed.” In that moment, the high priest’s olive face turned ashen as sudden terror seized him. “I fear I have already revealed too much.” He closed his hand around the chip before drawing it to his heart. “I pray you let me keep this, Chloe. I cannot, in good conscience, leave it here with you. It’s only a matter of time before its dark magic descends upon you.”


    “Let him have it, Chloe,” said Damian.


    “But Aison gave it to us,” she said firmly.


    “And how do you know his motives were pure? You knew virtually nothing about him.” Damian stopped himself from continuing. He wanted to add that they did know one thing about Aison: he was a Pythonian, and a murdering, shapeshifting one at that. Surely his sister didn’t need reminding.


    Chloe stared down at Archelaos’s closed fist. “He didn’t want to hurt us.”


    “Don’t be naive, Chloe.” Damian stood up, no longer caring whether he hurt her feelings. They had bigger problems to worry about besides making sure they weren’t being insensitive. “He was playing you. He followed you here so he could kill as many of us as he could. He was probably expecting the chip to take out more people than just himself. If you keep it, there’s a chance it still will.”


    The priest opened his hand as every eye fixed on the dormant chip. Damian couldn’t help but wonder if it was leaking its poison into the air right now. How did it kill people, anyway? He didn’t want to find out.


    “What do you guys think?” Chloe said, looking up at Iris and Tycho.


    After a few long seconds, Iris finally answered. “I’ve been trying to consider what I would do if I were in your place.”


    “And?” said Chloe.


    “And I wouldn’t risk the lives of those I love for the sake of knowledge.”


    “Give it to him,” said Charis. Though no one had asked her opinion, she wasn’t one to withhold her thoughts until someone asked for them. “It’s too big of a risk to keep it.”


    “Why not make your decision the democratic way?” said Archelaos. “I will not take the chip from you by force.”


    “The Centaur isn’t here to vote,” said Chloe. “But he’d want me to keep it.”


    The high priest sighed as he stroked his wispy beard. “Centaurs are just as devious as Lycaeans, my girl. Whatever the Centaur has told you in the past, my advice to you is do the opposite.”


    “All in favor of giving Archelaos the chip,” said Damian, “say aye.”


    Charis, Iris, and Damian were all in favor, making it a tie vote.


    With the help of his attendant, the priest got to his feet. “I think I deserve a vote as well. I’m in favor of the notion, and therefore take this burden upon myself.”


    Damian looked away from his sister, feeling her grief as if it was his own.


    Cael returned in a matter of minutes with the horses, and the priest was helped onto his mount.


    “I’m afraid you won’t be welcome here after what you’ve divulged to us today,” Tycho told him.


    “Understandable, my friend. If and when you require my assistance, you know where to find me.” Archelaos reined his horse toward the trail before looking once more upon Aison’s grave. “If you receive news of my death, do me the honor of burying my bones beside his.”


    “You have my word,” said Tycho.


    When Archelaos was out of earshot, Chloe stood up and placed upon the burial mound a small bouquet of hyacinths and lilies tied together with twine. “I will honor your memory,” Damian heard her say. “I still have faith in you.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    



HERMOGENES


    Hermes stayed away until sunrise, hoping that the brightness of day would make his proposal—his orders—for Leto more palatable, even sweet, if possible. He had never met his son before. Hermes had made it clear to Leto on more than one occasion that he didn’t want to learn anything about the boy, not even his name. He’d already let himself grow dangerously close to her; he couldn’t afford to form a bond of any kind with their child.


    Today, however, he would not only meet the boy but also inform him and his mother of Apollo’s nebulous plan, a plan Hermes had been assigned to carry out. He knew of only one way to ensure Leto’s compliance, and that was to appeal to her love for him, a love he only wished he didn’t share.


    He flew over the courtyard wall and settled onto the lone branch of the poplar tree that Leto had smitten with lightning just days before. The house was quiet, save for the barking dog below his feet.


    “Get away, you!” he snapped.


    He didn’t want to wake Leto. He needed more time to prepare a speech whose fervor would command obedience, a Herculean labor considering his mind felt like a cart half sunk in mud. The longer he sat, the more he realized that it wasn’t for want of ideas that his thoughts were stagnant; he could not will himself to corrupt a child, much less his own.


    Up to this time, all the mortals Hermes had ever lied to and led astray had been grown men and women, no longer innocents with hearts as impressionable as clay. He’d found it took very little guile to tempt adults toward wickedness, so long as he pandered to their selfish desires. Children were different. Their consciences had not yet been silenced by the raucous demands of the flesh, or soul-consuming avarice. They still saw the world as a bright rose blossoming before them. To wrong anything, or anyone, within it would be to trample it.


    Leto emerged from the colonnade, her eyes searching for the yapping mutt presently leaping to reach the wings of Hermes’ heels. His breath nearly left him when he saw her, for he’d never before beheld her in the sun. The silvery streaks of her flowing hair shone like rivers under starlight. Her ivory complexion was a moon in the long gray shadows of dawn.


    Leto had been just eighteen when he’d met her in the desert, a woman by the world’s standards yet still a child in desperate need of love. Love had been all she’d ever wanted, and love he had lavished on her in return for her loyalty. It had not seemed shameful to him to ratify an agreement of which she was completely oblivious.


    To her, their affair was as natural an arrangement as Orion or Pisces in the heavens. Bringing the boy into it would prove to her that his affection was disingenuous, and, to be fair, in the beginning it had been. Now, he rued the hour he’d bewitched her with promises of love and conquest. He’d corrupted her heart, and she’d stolen his. Soon, he would drive her to break it.


    “What are you doing up there, you silly bird?” Leto called, laughing as the dog ran circles around the tree.


    “I didn’t want to wake you,” Hermes replied.


    “You never come in the morning. Is something wrong?” She came closer, seeking to discern from Hermes’ countenance whether he spoke the truth. He prided himself on his talent to deceive, but she’d seen through him before, in tender moments of intimacy when his affiliation with hell was temporarily forgotten. In those times, he didn’t exist in reality, but in a dream.


    “Not at all,” said Hermes.


    The dog had stopped barking. He had lifted his forepaw and pricked his ears toward the courtyard wall, focused on the green lizard scurrying across it.


    “I wanted to see you in the daylight, my flower.” Hermes leapt down from the tree and pulled out his wand, which now appeared as a yellow daffodil, the narcissus she loved so well. “For you.”


    Leto took the flower and kissed his cheek. “I feared your brothers had hung you over the Phlegethon by your wings.” She nudged his sandals with her bare toes.


    “Mama?”


    Hermes’ eyes jumped to the colonnade and the statue of himself, called a herm, which the Alphas believed warded off evil, an imbecilic notion that benefited no one except the merchants who sold them. Beside the herm stood a young boy wearing a loincloth and rubbing his sleepy eyes. He was a redhead, just like Hermes.


    “Go inside, Hermogenes,” said Leto. “I’ll be right there.”


    The boy took a step forward, shielding his face from the rising sun as he regarded Hermes. “Who are you? And why are there wings on your sandals?”


    “I…” Hermes felt as if Apollo’s sword had pierced straight through his lungs. He could barely breathe as agonizing pressure permeated his torso and numbness gripped his limbs. He stumbled rearward and caught himself on the tree trunk.


    “He’s a neighbor,” Leto said to Hermogenes. She waved the daffodil for him to see. “He brought us this narcissus. Isn’t it beautiful? He picked it while shepherding his flocks.”


    Hermes frowned. Did the boy have no idea who his mother was? Did he not know that everyone in Ourania was either dead or hiding from her?


    “Why does he have wings?” The lad grinned. “Can he fly?”


    “Don’t be ridiculous.” Leto rushed to him, shooing him back with the flower. “Now go inside and get yourself dressed.” She spanked his bottom and the boy scooted into the house, glancing back over his shoulder as he went.


    “You named him Hermogenes?” Hermes asked as air refilled his lungs.


    “As you know, it means ‘born of Hermes.’ Don’t worry yourself, my love. He thinks I named him after the herm.” Leto laughed. “He knows nothing of the true gods, and I intend to keep it that way, in deference to your wishes.”


    A sharp pain, like the pinch of a pair of calipers, bit down on Hermes’ heart. He knew he’d been wise to keep his distance these ten years, but never did he expect that a single glimpse of his son would affect him so profoundly. Hermogenes’ resemblance to him was uncanny. Even the boy’s mellifluent voice was his, as was the cleft chin, broad shoulders, and oval face full of freckles.


    Hermes had never experienced boyhood, and if he followed through with Apollo’s plot, Hermogenes’ own would be cut short. He would become a fiend like his parents. Innocence—the belief in herms and the fascination with flying—would melt like snow at Hades’ gates.


    “Did you really come only to bring me this?” Leto asked, caressing her cheek with the daffodil. “I cannot even keep it.”


    With a flick of his finger, Hermes changed the flower back into his wand. Taking it by its end, he pulled Leto into his arms. “I came to—”


    The hound resumed its barking at the wall. This time there was no creature to excite it; the dog was looking directly at something, or someone.


    Hermes leaned in and whispered into Leto’s ear. “We have a visitor. You must conjure a strong wind to buffet him. Hurt him, but don’t kill him. We need them alive.”


    Leto tried to conceal her grin as she nodded. “The time for befriending the Ashers has come and gone.” She balled her hands into fists as the dog chased the unseen trespasser around the wall’s perimeter.


    Hermes twirled the ends of her sun-streaked hair. “The boy had his chance to accept your hospitality.”


    All thoughts of pacifism, which had disarmed him the moment he saw the boy, fled Hermes’ psyche as he was seized by an alternative plan: trap the Asher. Hold him captive to lure the others. Apollo would be satisfied, and Hermogenes’ innocence would remain intact, a fact that would please both Hades and Hermes, but for two very different reasons. The former desired a pure sacrifice; the latter a guiltless life for his child, one untainted by the gods for as long as possible.


    The dog was now jumping at the wall, yapping at the creature only he could see.


    “Panther, come!” Leto whistled, but when the dog wouldn’t obey, she extended her hand toward him, shaking the earth beneath his paws. The dog jumped, tucked in his tail, and took off toward the house. “Good dog.”


    Hermes also retreated into the shelter of the colonnade as Leto’s arms stretched forward. “Be swift,” he called.


    “What’s happening?”


    It was Hermogenes, his little voice like a morning lark.


    “A storm is coming,” grunted Hermes, refusing to incline his head toward the boy. “Go hide underneath your bed.”


    “But my mama’s out there.”


    Hermogenes went to the fountain just as whirlwinds of dust began to spin, advancing like infantrymen toward the wall.


    “Boy, it’s not safe there!” Hermes shouted, pulling his cloak around his nose and mouth.


    The poplars and myrtles started to sway as the wind howled around them, yet Leto stood like a pillar in their midst, untouched by the storm she conducted. Within seconds, the sky was cast with an eerie pall as storm clouds were marshaled overhead.


    Hermes thought that even Poseidon, who had ruled the seas, would have been impressed by Leto’s power to rally the winds, and control their direction and speed. If the Great Sea would obey her, no doubt she’d rule the world and forget about her masters below.


    “Get back inside before you get hurt!” Hermes yelled at the boy.


    But Hermogenes latched onto a stone dolphin’s nose and dug in his heels, stubborn just like his parents. “Mama!” he cried out, but Leto didn’t hear; his shout was a quiet whisper in the wind.


    The pergola groaned; the wisteria vines whipped against each other as the beams beneath them shook. Sharp pellets of rain shot down from the sky like murderous darts, followed by hailstones the size of a fist.


    A peal of thunder sent Hermogenes to one knee, but still he held his ground, craning his neck forward as the fierce wind pushed him back. Every muscle in his skinny body straining, he proceeded toward his mother, his footsteps faltering as he fought to stay upright. He didn’t seem to notice when a lump of ice crashed onto his head and fell with a thud to the sodden ground, nor did he cover his ears as the wind shrieked like a harpy. He merely rubbed his eyes and continued forward.


    Leto was shouting something at the Asher, but her words were garbled in the stormy melee. She had no idea that her son, who heretofore was ignorant of his mother’s power, was reaching for her robe. When she felt him tug, she spun around with a fury so raw that with one look, blue bolts of lightning tore from the clouds and struck in a circle around them.


    The boy screamed and darted back, faster than a hare through a thicket, and joined Hermes beneath the colonnade.


    “I told you to get back inside,” Hermes growled.


    “Is Mama making the storm?” Hermogenes was trembling as primal fear besieged his nerves and stripped his face of color.


    Hermes reached for his wand, and then stopped himself from forcing the boy into the house. It wasn’t his job to protect Hermogenes’ innocence. The child was guilty the day he was conceived, marked and sentenced to suffering.


    The black hound, Panther, rubbed against Hermogenes’ leg, whimpering as his tail slowly wagged. They stood there, the three of them, watching Leto orchestrate this most unorthodox hunt. Somewhere out there, perhaps just behind the wall, or maybe a furlong removed from it, the Asher was fighting. Even if the Asher couldn’t feel the impact of the raging elements swirling around him, Hermes knew that his concentration was being tested. And concentration, for every Asher, had to be keen for a doma to operate.


    Hermes wanted to help, to fly out above the storm and see if he could use his own powers to further fracture the Asher’s concentration. But the second he exposed himself, Hermogenes would know that the gods were real. He would set his heart on becoming one, thereby making himself an enemy of Apollo. And Apollo had no patience for ambitious mortals, even half mortals like Hermogenes.


    “Why is she doing this?” Hermogenes’ honey-sweet voice was now soured. He clutched the dog’s scruff as he leaned against the animal for strength against the gale.


    Before Hermes could concoct a lie, Leto lowered her hands, signaling the deluge to end and the winds to cease. “He’s getting away!” She whipped her head back to Hermes, who stared at her dumbly. “What are you waiting for?”


    Still Hermes said nothing; he glanced at Hermogenes, hoping Leto would intuit his concerns.


    “Hermes!” she roared. “Seize him, or I’ll send a bolt through his skull.”


    “Hermes?” Hermogenes said, his copper eyes wide and glistening.


    Hermes dipped his brow to the boy in both affirmation and shame, and then took flight over the wall in pursuit of the Asher. He looked back over his shoulder, catching his son’s awestruck expression as he studied those golden wings.

  


  
    [image: hour-glass]


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    



ANSWERS


    Wake up, Mr. Centaur,” whispered Chloe for the seventh time. She’d never seen anyone sleep so hard, especially in so uncomfortable a position. The Centaur was standing in an olive grove, leaning against the largest tree, his chin resting in a narrow crook between two boles. His bowcase hung from the branch nearest his snoring bald head, and his sword was propped next to his fingertips, its bronze tip sunk into the dirt.


    Ethan picked up a fallen limb and pointed it at the Centaur’s side. “I’d stand back,” he said to Chloe.


    She did so, backing all the way to the path. She knew better than to disturb a sword-carrying Centaur. “Please don’t kill him, please don’t kill him,” she whispered.


    Ethan reached out another inch and poked the Centaur gently in his flank. As she expected, the Centaur bucked, snatched his sword, and swung it around with a whoosh.


    “What in Zeus’ name do you think you’re doing, boy?” the Centaur said, lowering his sword, but just halfway.


    “Trying to wake you up,” shouted Chloe, holding up her palms in surrender as she walked toward them. “You know, it doesn’t do any good to lie down next to all your weapons if you sleep harder than a rock.”


    “Neither does it do any good to criticize a Centaur when he’s armed and you’re not.” The Centaur grinned as he directed his sword at Chloe.


    “With all due respect, Mr. Centaur,” said Chloe, “you’re full of crap. I don’t know why you try to play the tough guy all the time. We all know you’re more bunny rabbit than bully.”


    Ethan held his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing.


    “You think that’s funny, do you?” the Centaur said to him. “It’s amusing to you, is it, to cast aspersions at your elders?”


    “She’s just joking, sir,” said Ethan, dropping the limb. “Please, put the sword down. We only wanted to ask you something.”


    “Whatever it is, the answer is no thank you.” The Centaur stuck his sword in the ground and turned back to his tree. “I need my beauty rest.”


    “I think maybe you’re so grumpy because you’re bored,” said Chloe. “I’m the same way.”


    The Centaur cleared his throat then covered a yawn with his hand. “I’m in a poor mood, Miss Chloe, because the dawn has only just broken and you’ve awakened me rudely, in the fashion of thieving hoodlums.”


    “Just because we wear weird clothes doesn’t mean we’re hoodlums,” said Ethan. “We came here because we wanted to tell you that we agree with you about Aison. We don’t think he wanted to harm us.”


    “That’s all very well,” said the Centaur, spinning around to face them once more, “but what does it have to do with anything?”


    “Except for Tycho, everyone voted that we give the chip to the high priest,” Chloe said. “You weren’t there to vote, so we lost.”


    “That two-faced, yellow-bellied greybeard had a say, did he?”


    “He took the chip,” said Ethan. “He said it would curse us, maybe even kill us, if he didn’t.”


    The Centaur shook his head. “Nothing but poppycock, if you ask me. That man doesn’t have an honorable bone in his body.”


    “That’s what we think, too,” said Chloe. “Something about him—”


    “Everything about him,” the Centaur said. “His predecessor Anatolius would kick open his grave if he heard his successor was conferring with Pythonians.”


    “And giving money to them, too,” added Ethan.


    “Righteousness embodied.” The Centaur sighed. “Mark my words: he deceived the others.”


    Chloe smiled. “I knew you’d say yes.”


    The Centaur shifted his weight as he yawned again. “You must be hearing things, Miss Chloe. I’ve agreed to nothing.”


    “I was getting ahead of the conversation,” said Chloe. “You know the high priest has ulterior motives, so it stands to reason that you’d want to find out what those motives are, does it not?”


    The Centaur scratched the tattooed serpent atop his head. “If you’re proposing that I take part in upsetting the universe with your time-traveling shenanigans, I’ll have you know I’d rather scrub the priest’s crusty feet every day for a year.”


    “We’re not upsetting the universe,” Ethan said. “We’re trying to fix it. Duna gave Chloe her gift for a reason. You wouldn’t be here with Iris and Tycho if you didn’t believe that domas are meant to be used for good.”


    The Centaur glared at Chloe. “Aye, they are meant for good. But in the wrong hands, they work only evil.”


    “So because the Ashers have one bad apple, you’re not going to trust the rest of us?” Chloe asked. “That doesn’t seem fair.”


    The Centaur scratched the rust-colored stubble of his chin. “And what would you have me do concerning your ill-fated friend?”


    “Come with us back to the first Lycaea Festival,” said Chloe. “Help us find out what the chip does and why Aison wanted us to have it.”


    “Why do you need my assistance? I have no doubt you two would fare perfectly well on your own.”


    “You were a Pythonian, weren’t you?” Ethan said, regarding the Centaur’s tattoo.


    “And what of it?” he snapped. “I know nothing of that blasted pagan festival. It was founded long after I broke free from Python.”


    “Python?” Chloe said.


    “Another name for Phoebus Apollo,” the Centaur said. “One part ray of the sun, the other part snake of the pit. It was his fall from heaven that cursed all of Petros with his depravity and pride.” He spat and took his bowcase from the tree. “He’s the far-striker, the great archer whose arrows destroy far more than men’s bodies.”


    “You don’t need to know about the festival,” Ethan said. “We just need you to help us infiltrate. I have a feeling they don’t let just anyone behind the scenes.”


    “You’re right about that. The mark of Python and the synthēma are required to participate in any ritual.”


    The word synthēma translated in Chloe’s ears as “passwords.” “Do you know the synthēma?”


    “As much as I’ve tried to forget their blasphemy, I’m afraid they’re as ingrained as ever.”


    “Good,” said Chloe, ignoring the Centaur’s scowl as she patted his back. “So they’ll let you in. Ethan and I will wait for you until the ceremony ends. We’ll be back in time for lunch.”


    “You’d better not go anywhere dressed like impious hooligans,” the Centaur said.


    Chloe looked down at her faded blue jeans and oversized plaid shirt. “Fair enough.”


    “But”—the Centaur pointed his hairy finger in Chloe’s face—“if you leave me behind, I will do everything in my power to visit you in the future after I die. And I swear the Katsaros you meet then will be anything but pleasant.”


    Chloe extended her hand for the Centaur to take. “Again, fair enough.”
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    Damian’s skin tingled as he flexed every muscle, straining to make himself invisible. His hands were bound with iron shackles, and heavy fetters were fastened around his ankles. Hermes and Leto sat around the hearth enjoying unappetizing bowls of porridge and conversing in tones too low for Damian to hear. The boy, who was a miniature of Hermes, sat on the floor a few feet from him, rolling a leather ball back and forth against the wall.


    “What’s your name?” the boy asked.


    “Darling, I told you not to speak to him,” Leto said, pointing her spoon at Damian.


    “Why is he dressed so strangely, Mama? He’s wearing trousers like the outlaws do.”


    “Because he is an outlaw, Hermo,” she answered.


    Damian turned to Hermes. “Hermo. So he is your son.”


    The god’s face burned red as he snatched a rag from the empty stool beside him. “I should have done this earlier.” In a flash, he flew to Damian and gagged him with the rag. “Be grateful I don’t cut out your tongue, you little maggot.”


    The boy called Hermo let the ball roll down the uneven floor. His face held the ecstatic expression of an orphan who’d just learned his family wanted him after all. “Is that true, Mama? The flying neighbor is my father?”


    Leto’s eyes fell to her porridge and stayed there for long, soundless seconds. She folded her lips and crossed her arms as she scooted back her chair and glanced up at Hermes, who was still brooding over Damian.


    Damian could almost the see the battle being waged in Hermes’ brain. He parted his lips to speak, sealed them and paced a few steps. Then he floated to the top of the open ceiling, where the hearth smoke masked his face. Damian was sure the messenger would leave this place this second if it weren’t for his obligation to serve as prison guard.


    “I’m not an imbecile,” Hermo lifted his little voice to his elder. “You gave my mother a flower this morning, and I look like you, too. You’re my father, aren’t you?”


    “Don’t be a pest, Hermo.” Leto rose and laid a firm hand on her son’s slight shoulder.


    Damian studied the boy’s eyes, watching as his joy dissolved to confusion, then sadness, and finally anger.


    “Why have you been away all this time? Why do you want to keep it a secret?” Hermo needled his father as the latter descended slowly to the kitchen floor.


    “To protect you,” Hermes answered, in a tone that was almost gentle.


    “Protect me from what?”


    Hermes unsheathed his wand and waved it at the ball, propelling it back to its owner. Hermo picked it up and gazed in awe at the magical staff, his freckled cheeks reflecting its golden gleam. “The gods really do exist.” He looked to his mother. “Are you a goddess, Mama?”


    “Not yet, my sweet,” she cooed. “Not yet. And neither are you a god.”


    “Not yet,” the boy echoed.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    



LYCAEA


    It was just after sunset on a mountaintop Chloe had never seen before, not even in her history books. The Lycaea Festival, she knew from her time, was held in all four colonies in Petros on the same day each year; she had no idea where the festival had originated.


    Around her danced at least a dozen priestesses dressed in animal skins and carrying long sticks wrapped in vines. On some heads lay wreaths of ivy, while other dancers wore bull-shaped helmets. They were chanting and singing gibberish, their discordant notes interrupted by sporadic shrieks and squalls as a frenzied rhythm directed them from rows of frame drums and tambourines.


    Around the perimeter, hundreds of observers looked on, their silence a stark contrast to the clamorous spectacle before them. Men, women, children, even infants in their mothers’ arms, were gathered, all of them transfixed, waiting patiently to see what this new festival was about. What were they to make of hysterical women clothed in skins, dancing and shaking sticks?


    Chloe knew that the Lycaea Festival was an occasion for dressing up in funny wolf costumes and eating candy until it hurt to breathe. There was even a band of drummers, and castanet and rattle players, but the music was harmonious, not wild and abrasive like this. Here, the percussionists’ faces were dripping with sweat, their bloodshot eyes glazed over as they punched the drums with their knuckles, pounding them again and again, smearing the leather membranes with dark crimson streaks.


    In the midst of the commotion was a bronze wolf the size of the brazen bulls she’d watched chase down Ethan’s parents. Its eyes, the only part of it that was painted, were bright orange and seemed to follow Chloe as she stepped closer to the Centaur.


    She watched as two men, arrayed in white, approached the statue, their arms full of logs. A teenager followed closely behind, holding a torch with two hands, the flame of which enlivened the wolf’s hard eyes. As the men began to stack the logs, one of the priestesses stopped dancing and leapt onto a rock, then forcefully raised her stick, a gesture that seized the audience’s attention. Unlike her peers below, her robes were royal purple, and atop her raven hair rested a laurel wreath.


    “My fellow Pythonians,” she said, her orotund voice traveling easily to every ear. “On behalf of the holiest among us, the oracles of Python, whose presence here would be too glorious to behold, I welcome you to the inaugural festival of Lycaea. Henceforth, this shall be an annual celebration to honor almighty Python.”


    She paused and scanned the sea of faces, ensuring that every eye was upon her. With a proud smile, she continued. “Today marks the first occasion in which Python’s true identity shall be revealed.” A collective gasp swept through the throng. “The Eusebians have preached to you that the gods—Zeus, Poseidon, Apollo—are nothing but made-up entities, mythical deities created by clever poets to enchant the populace with tales of woe and valor. Let it be recorded here, on this day, that no greater lie has ever been told.”


    “Here we go,” the Centaur muttered.


    It was only then that Chloe noticed that many of the people around her were not people at all, but centaurs, and they all had the same serpent tattoo on their faces.


    The priestess dropped her stick on the grass below her. It writhed for a few seconds, then hissed and slithered toward the wolf. “Python, the serpent of the Great Sea, is just one of the many forms with which the preeminent god identifies.”


    The crowd murmured as the snake made its way up into the center of the logs just as the third man touched them with his torch. The serpent neither squirmed nor tried to flee the sudden blaze. It simply let itself be devoured by the hungry onslaught of flames. A few seconds later, it unhinged its jaws and bit into its own flesh, expediting its death.


    “Do you wish to know the name of the god, the most powerful god, who has ordained this festival,” the priestess said, “who has looked upon us all with favor and afforded us the honor of calling upon him by name?”


    The crowd cheered. Toddlers jumped up and down, feeding off the excitement of their parents and siblings.


    “Let us see who among us is well versed enough in our Pythonian lore to guess his name.”


    The priestess raised her palm; silencing her sisters and bidding them stand still. Another stick was handed to her, only this one was shorter, and made of gold: Hermes’ wand. The priestess lifted the wand overhead and waved it at the sky. The pink puff of cloud directly above split down the middle, taking the form of twin dolphins gliding through the dusk.


    “Apollo!”


    It was the Centaur who had shouted the answer, though the priestess didn’t see him. She merely acknowledged the whole of the crowd with an approving nod of her head. There were more gasps and utterances. Chloe held her gaze on Hermes’ wand, trying not to cower behind the Centaur. She’d experienced its power. If these people knew what it was capable of they’d be running, not marveling.


    “Who said that? Come forward at once,” said the priestess. Her expression was pleasant, welcoming, but Chloe knew better.


    “Don’t go,” she said, elbowing the Centaur in the leg.


    He stepped forward. “Trust me,” he said behind clenched teeth.


    Ethan took the Centaur’s place beside Chloe and touched her hand. “It’ll be all right,” he whispered.


    She wanted to believe Ethan. Have faith, she told herself, remembering Orpheus’s final words to her. She tried to block out the words that had preceded those, the ones about Apollo’s mission to destroy her. But, inevitably, those were the ones that replayed in her mind like a mantra. If she were found to be an Asher, she’d be dead in minutes within this pit of Pythonians. Just because the immortals couldn’t harm her didn’t mean their disciples couldn’t.


    She watched the other centaurs sprinkled throughout the assemblage, all of them dwarfing their neighbors. They regarded the Centaur suspiciously as he approached the priestess, whispering to one another as they craned their necks to get a better look.


    One of the other centaurs stepped forward, his muscles just as bulging and his face just as ugly as the Centaur’s. The only difference between them was that this one had a full head of curly black hair and a tattoo darker—fresher—than the Centaur’s. “He’s a Eusebian!” he cried.


    The priestess beckoned to the centaur. “Step forward. Explain yourself.”


    The crowd parted to let him through as the centaurs’ murmuring grew louder, their discomfiture more apparent.


    “He’s right!”


    “He follows the Asher!”


    Chloe squeezed Ethan’s hand. There was nothing they could do. They couldn’t even speak to each other without someone hearing.


    The accusing centaur genuflected before the priestess, and Chloe gave a relieved sigh when she saw he wasn’t armed. “My name is Solon, my lady. I beseech you, don’t let this centaur’s mark of allegiance fool you,” he said. “He is no Pythonian.”


    The priestess’s countenance darkened as she looked down on the Centaur. “Does this man speak truthfully?”


    The Centaur didn’t hesitate to respond. “It is true—”


    There was a roar from the crowd before he could continue, but the priestess quieted them with a swift stroke of the wand across the air. Mouths continued to move, but no sounds were emitted. She’d struck them mute.


    “Silence!” the priestess bellowed, her voice chillingly masculine in her anger. “This is not some jester’s court or chorus stage, but an assembly of order. You will conduct yourselves with the civility of the gods if you wish to enjoy their favor.” She turned back to the Centaur and her woman’s voice returned. “Now defend yourself, if you can.”


    “I was saying, my lady, that it’s true what my brother Solon has said. But his charge contended that my loyalty still lies with the Eusebian blasphemers.”


    The priestess’s knuckles went white around the wand. “Does it not?”


    Chloe prayed in silence.


    “My association with Iris and her husband Tycho is no more, my lady,” the Centaur said. “I joined them because my life was in danger and I had no other recourse. She broke me free from Diokles’ prison and I followed her, knowing her doma could protect me from the rebel army.”


    The centaur called Solon rose from his position of reverence and raised a finger to speak. “If I may, my lady. He broke his centaurian oath once before and was promptly ostracized by the herd. Even if he is telling the truth, his cowardice still violates the oath.”


    “What is the punishment for dishonoring the oath a second time?” the priestess asked.


    “His eyes must be gouged out,” Solon answered coldly, “to symbolize his blindness and the spiritual darkness to which his treachery has banished him.”


    Chloe’s stomach shrank into a nauseated knot as she fought to keep her hands from flying to her mouth. She wanted to shout, to call the Centaur back to her so they could get out of there. But there was no way she’d get enough space, let alone enough stillness, to use her doma now: they were surrounded by enemies.


    The priestess looked in amusement at the captivated faces of the crowd. The priestesses giggled amongst themselves, enjoying the prospect of the Centaur’s pain.


    “What is your name?” she asked the Centaur.


    “My name, when I had one, was Katsaros.”


    “You must be joking. That name means ‘curly-haired.’” The priestess gave a chuckle, eliciting waves of devilish laughter from the people. “Where has your curly hair gone, Katsaros?” she asked mockingly when the laughter settled.


    “It was shaved off the day he was exiled,” answered Solon. “He keeps his head shaven as a sign of his shame.”


    “I see.” The priestess tapped her chin as she stared at the Centaur. “And have you not chosen another name for yourself? Falakrós, perhaps?” The audience snickered again; the name meant “bald.”


    Chloe clenched her fists. Ethan’s jaw tightened. The Centaur was being humiliated, and their hands were tied.


    “Only creatures of worth are given names,” said the Centaur. “My worth was stripped from me the day I betrayed my vow.”


    “Tell us, that your account might serve as a word of caution for my brothers and sisters, how you first betrayed your vow.” The priestess stepped aside, making room for the Centaur on the rock beside her. “Stand here so all may hear.”


    The Centaur jumped onto the rock and looked quickly at Chloe. His eyes gave away nothing. If he was in control of the situation, she couldn’t tell.


    “It’s shameful, my lady,” he said to the priestess. “My greatest weakness was exposed, the selfsame weakness that prevented me from bringing harm to the Asher when I had a thousand chances to slice her throat.” He looked at the priestess, pausing to see if she might relieve him of this task, but she didn’t speak. The subtlest movement from the wand in her hand was enough to encourage his resumption.


    “I find it difficult to take the life of an innocent, someone who has done no harm to our cause or our people.” The Centaur lowered his head. “I wished to present myself to you here today to publicly confess and repent of my repeated failures as a Pythonian and a centaur.” He ran his hand across his tattoo then looked up at the dolphins still sailing overhead. “The dolphin, I have always believed, symbolizes both Apollo’s majesty and his mystery. I can only hope that it also suggests his mercy, for dolphins are known to rescue men from drowning. I ask for his mercy now.”


    “You demonstrate great bravery by coming here today and speaking up as you have.” The priestess motioned for the Centaur to step down from the rudimentary platform. “It’s not every day I see a criminal come forth, willing to have his eyes plucked out in return for his soul’s absolution.”


    The crowd grew restless in anticipation of the Centaur’s punishment. Chloe dared not say a word. She inched closer to Ethan, preparing herself to use the doma if the Centaur sold them out. He couldn’t really be betraying them, could he? She turned to Ethan, hoping his expression might indicate whether it was better to stay put, or leave while they were still anonymous. But his eyes were closed and his face strangely serene. She realized he was praying. What else could they do?


    “If that is the fate I must embrace,” the Centaur said, “then I shall embrace it and give praise to Apollo for upholding justice.”


    The priestess turned to Solon and waved him away. “You shall be awarded five drachmae for your loyalty.” Solon nodded gratefully before disappearing into the throng.


    “You are wise to see mercy in the dolphin,” the priestess said to the Centaur, directing the wand to the sky. “Apollo, as I’m certain you know, is the god of prophecy. He glories in symbols, portents, and omens. I could have chosen any of his sacred creatures to place in the clouds, such as the hawk, the griffin, the snake, all of which speak of his judgment and wrath.” As she thrust the wand upward, the dolphins merged and formed a balance scale, one side of which was elevated high above the other. “But the dolphin is a creature of peace, of balance.”


    Chloe looked around. Everyone seemed as stymied as she was by the turn of events. But she knew the Centaur wasn’t off the hook, not yet anyway. The dolphin scales weren’t even, after all.


    The priestess tucked the wand into her belt and clapped her hands three times. Two of the drummers left their places and scurried off into a colonnade surrounding a circular limestone structure, a temple, Chloe guessed. A loud series of shouts echoed against the columns, turning the attention of the crowd away from the priestess, but only for a moment.


    “Today marks the beginning of a new and hallowed season,” proclaimed the priestess. “And in his unsurpassed wisdom, Apollo has chosen to christen it with both the tears of atonement and the blood of sacrifice.” She reached down and placed a hand on the Centaur’s shoulder. “Mercy shall be yours, as will your reinstatement as our Pythonian kinsman, if you prove your loyalty before your elders and peers.”


    Half the crowd cheered while the other half folded their arms and rolled their eyes with displeasure. They would rather see pain inflicted than mercy extended.


    The two musicians who had been dismissed now tarried outside the colonnade, holding a man between them; a sack covered his head and his wrists were bound by rope.


    “Bring him!” the priestess called.


    The men started forward, but their prisoner leaned back and dug in his heels, resisting them with all his strength until the guards landed punches in his sides.


    “Katsaros.” The priestess sang the Centaur’s name with ironic sweetness. “How fortune has smiled on you today. Not only do you share with us all the honor of ushering in the age of the wolf and Lykaios Apollo, but the stains of your past shall be cleansed and forgotten.”


    “And by which form of absolution am I to receive the god’s far-reaching mercy?” the Centaur asked. He hadn’t yet turned around to see the prisoner standing just ten yards behind him, beside the bronze wolf and the fire burning beneath it.


    “The form of killing an innocent,” said the priestess. She pointed over the Centaur’s shoulder, directing his gaze and everyone else’s to the wolf and the trembling captive. “You must prove to us that your weakness no longer controls you. Slit the boy’s throat and feed him to the burning belly of the wolf so that our father Apollo might be glorified by the aroma of a pure and spotless sacrifice.”


    With a nod to the musicians around her, the haunting rhythm began again, as did the inelegant dance of the priestesses. They encircled the prisoner, chanting louder and louder as they huddled to form a compact ring around him. Lowering their voices, they raised their suntanned arms, blocking him from view.


    The music died abruptly. The priestess took the Centaur by the hand and let him to the circle. “Reveal the offering!”


    The priestesses bowed in unison, and then backpedaled away from the prisoner. The sack that had covered his head now lay crumpled at his feet.


    “Aison!” Chloe gasped.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    



PRODIGY


    Aison was just the same as when she’d met him on the beach, only he was dressed not in jeans and a T-shirt, but a bright white robe that glowed gold in the torchlight. His eyes darted around the ring of priestesses, searching for a gap he could escape through, but there was none. Even if he did slip past them he’d never evade Hermes’ wand, or the sadistic crowd hungry to see him sacrificed.


    Chloe leaned over and whispered in Ethan’s ear, “We can’t let the Centaur kill him.”


    Ethan didn’t seem to hear her. “They just chipped him.” He nodded toward Aison.


    Chloe’s heart skipped a beat when she saw that Aison was holding his right hand, around which was wrapped a blood-soaked linen bandage. She looked away as the high priestess stepped down from the rock.


    “Katsaros, do you accept this offer of mercy?”


    “I do, my lady.”


    The priestess smiled. “Excellent. Now go into the temple and recite the sacred words of the Pythonian oath so that Apollo may hear.”


    One of the priestesses left her post behind Aison and led the Centaur past the colonnade, into the shadows of Apollo’s temple.


    Babies began to cry as the evening chill swept in on the breeze. Sinister whorls of black and gray replaced the pastel shades of sunset. Thunder bellowed from above and below, evoking images of the Underworld swirling in Chloe’s head. It was just beneath their feet, after all: the Styx, Cerberus, the River Lethe, all of it.


    Chloe shivered as she watched the scale-shaped cloud rip apart and regather into the snarling face of a wolf. She couldn’t just stand around waiting to see how this would all pan out. She’d already been still too long. She nudged Ethan’s arm. “The seed Hermes gave you.”


    Ethan looked at her quizzically.


    “Do you still have it?”


    Ethan nodded slowly and then patted his pants pocket.


    “Give it to me.”


    He stared at her with stern, disapproving eyes, but when her eyes stared back with equal stubbornness, he relented, pulling the pomegranate seed from his pocket. “You don’t know what you’ll turn into,” he said.


    “I have to try.” She took the red seed and studied it. Duna, help me. She didn’t have a plan, only that prayer. It would have to be enough.


    The Centaur reemerged from the wall of columns. With shoulders stooped and head bowed, he looked smaller, weaker, as if years of life had been drained from him. He staggered as he walked, leaning on his escort for support. His mouth hung open, his unblinking gaze was vacuous. Chloe wondered if he was drunk or drugged, or pretending to be. Duna, let him be pretending.


    The priestess led him into the circle, straight to Aison’s side. Kissing the Centaur on the cheek, she placed a dagger in his hand.


    The crowd began to chant: “Lykaios Apollo! Lykaios Apollo!”


    Chloe placed the seed on her tongue and swallowed it quickly. Whatever she did, she’d have to be fast; the high priestess would waste no time dispatching her with Hermes’ wand—if Chloe wasn’t overtaken by the brainwashed mob first. She could only hope she’d either transform into something huge and terrifying, or something small and discreet.


    She squeezed Ethan’s finger. “Just play dumb.”


    Her skin began to itch, as if her entire body had been bitten by a swarm of mosquitoes. Next, her gums started to throb as the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.


    Ethan slowly backed away, pointing briefly to his upper teeth.


    Chloe touched hers. Two of them had become long and alarmingly sharp. She held in a scream as another pair forced their way through her gum line. Go, she mouthed.


    Ethan turned and faded into the crowd. Chloe hoped no one would know he was associated with her; this was no place to be aiding and abetting an interloper.


    A burning feeling replaced the itchiness on her skin and rushed down to the tips of her fingers and toes. Short, dark-blond hair sprouted on her hands and her nose began to stretch. She heard the crack of cartilage as her ears lifted and enlarged. The coarse fur proliferated until it covered her body from head to toe, rubbing uncomfortably against her clothes, the seams of which she could feel tearing apart.


    “Wolf!” someone beside her cried out in terror.


    Better milk it, Chloe. She fell forward onto what used to be hands and knees. She looked down. Instead of hands, she now had two gigantic paws, each one outfitted with four bone-colored claws.


    She sniffed the air with her new nose, taking in a profusion of scents simultaneously: the sweat in the ruined clothes beside her; the rain sitting heavily in the pregnant clouds; the smoke rising beneath the bronze wolf’s belly; the fear of all who watched her; and lastly, the most overpowering of all, a vile odor she couldn’t identify. All she knew was that it originated in the high priestess, whose attention was now being directed to the interference of a wolf.


    Chloe wanted to growl, or bark, or howl, whichever came first. It didn’t matter. She’d have to be intimidating if she had any chance of saving Aison, not to mention Ethan and the Centaur, though the latter she didn’t exactly feel like saving. She’d deal with him later—if there was a later.


    Remembering what Aison had looked like at his fiercest, Chloe ducked her head, pinned back her ears, and bared her teeth. She locked eyes with the priestess and yelled as loudly as she could, the effort translating into a deafening bark. Her audience packed in closely to one another. The babies’ crying went quiet as their mothers covered their mouths.


    Chloe had command. Now she just had to keep it.


    “What magnificent prodigy is this?” the priestess shouted. Her face displayed not fear, but elation. “Apollo has smiled upon our bronze idol and sent us one of flesh and blood as a sign of his favor. Do not fear the beast, but worship it.” She collapsed to her knees and stretched her arms in front of her, prostrate between both wolves.


    Chloe decided to try a different tack. She raised her ears and relaxed her tail into a neutral, comfortable position. Opting not to pant like a common canine at the park, she set her jaw and made eye contact with as many people as she could. One by one, like a row of dominoes, the people in the crowd knelt and folded forward in worship.


    “Do you wish to die slowly?” The high priestess’s voice was as clear as a bell as it lashed out at Aison. “Bow at once, both of you.”


    Aison and the Centaur did as they were told. Every eye in the crowd was either closed or focused on the earth, waiting for permission to look elsewhere. The only creature still standing was the bronze wolf, whose fiery eyes had been fixed on Chloe since she arrived.


    Hands and knees scooted aside as Chloe made her way to the wolf. She spotted Ethan easily because his hair was shorter than anyone else’s, and gently pawed at his arm. When he lifted his head, she growled and gave an aggressive bark, then clamped down on his wrist, yanking him forward. He got to his feet and stumbled behind her as she dragged him the rest of the way.


    Looking up from her reverent posture, the high priestess’s eyes glittered with dark delight. “Do you wish us to sacrifice another virgin in the fire?”


    Chloe nodded. Then she jerked Ethan sideways, letting him loose as she nudged him toward the Centaur with her snout. She forced herself between the three of them, taking care to ensure that some part of her legs and feet were touching them.


    Ethan bowed.


    The high priestess chanted with the deep, unctuous voice of a god: “Lykaios Apollo! Lykaios Apollo!”


    The rest of the cult followed suit, repeating the mantra over and over as the clouds began to rumble and churn.


    This was it, the small window Chloe needed.


    Aison was looking up at her, his hazel eyes moist with tears, his body quaking. “Please don’t kill me,” he pleaded.


    Chloe closed her eyes and took a breath, inhaling his debilitating fear, the Centaur’s stupor, and the mushrooms that had induced it.


    Ourania. Iris. Tycho. Charis. Chloe repeated their names in her head, envisioning their faces and the camp as clearly as she could. Darkness spun around them like a cyclone, enveloping them in the weightless cocoon that would soon shuttle them to safety.


    “They’re disappearing!” cried a woman nearby.


    But the high priestess didn’t stop chanting. Who was she to question the mysterious ways of Lykaios Apollo?
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    



PARADOX


    For what felt like eternity, no one said a word. The world around Chloe looked like a dream she was seeing only in her mind’s eye. The trees appeared as an imposing wall of incubi, the wind blowing through them the rush of their steel-tipped wings. The starlings’ song was strident, like Stymphalian birds. Even the tranquil stream trickling behind her was reminiscent of the pitch-dark Styx over which Charon had ferried her.


    Her body, which she perceived was human again and fully clothed, felt dazed and disconnected, as though it were trapped back on that mountain, or bound beside the bronze wolf. She dipped her hand in the stream, hoping to be refreshed by its coolness, but the water might as well have been mud. Her tongue was dry, but she couldn’t bring herself to drink.


    “Thank Duna!”


    Chloe squinted at two forms as they passed through the shadowy wall of demons. Trees, Chloe told herself. You’re back in Ourania. You’re in a forest.


    “Chloe?” It was Iris’s voice. “Chloe, can you hear me?”


    As Iris came closer, Chloe’s vision sharpened around her auburn hair. Her face faded into focus. Chloe smiled. “It’s good to see you.”


    “And you.” Iris took her hands in hers and kissed them, then pulled a wineskin from her sack. “Drink up. You’ll feel better soon.”


    On Chloe’s right, the Centaur lay sprawled on his back, staring at the sky like an idiot high on nirvána, a psychoactive powder prescribed for overanxious adults. Next to him was Aison, who was sitting in a ball, his knees pulled into his chest, his spindly arms trembling atop them. He glanced at Chloe a few times, but still looked too traumatized to speak. They all looked too traumatized to speak.


    “Is that…” began Tycho, looking at Aison.


    Chloe nodded. “We went back to the Lycaea Festival. The first Lycaea Festival.”


    “You did what?”


    “Please don’t be angry, Tycho.” Chloe turned to Aison. An abandoned puppy couldn’t have looked more pitiful. “We got back here just before they were going to kill him as a sacrifice to Apollo.”


    “You could’ve been killed,” Tycho shouted. “You all could’ve been killed.”


    Iris watched her husband as he paced back and forth, settling down a little more with every step. “Now’s not the time, Tycho. They’re alive. Aison is alive. Let’s praise Duna for that.”


    Tycho stopped, sighing loudly. “Anyone care to tell me why the Centaur looks as drunk as blazes?”


    “It’s a long story,” said Ethan. “They made him go into the temple and swear some kind of oath. They must’ve drugged him while he was in there.”


    “Mushrooms,” Chloe added. “I smelled them on him while I was the wolf. Aren’t they hallucinogenic?”


    “Some kinds are,” replied Ethan.


    They both looked down at the Centaur. His glassy gaze bounced from one part of the sky to another, following some unknowable hallucination.


    “Please tell me you have a second doma and you weren’t turned into a Lycaean,” Iris said to Chloe.


    “I ate a pomegranate seed,” she answered flatly. It had been one of the more normal parts of her day.


    Tycho crouched next to the stream and splashed water onto his face, shaking his head in disbelief as it ran down his neck, darkening his light-blue tunic. “And where exactly did you get a seed that turns one into a wolf?”


    “Like I said,” said Ethan, “it’s a long story.”


    “Over dinner,” he said, “I want to hear it.”


    Ethan nodded.


    Tycho cupped his hands in the water and took a long drink.


    Ethan walked over to Aison and sat beside him, making sure there was plenty of space between them so Aison wouldn’t be startled. “How’s your hand?” he said.


    Aison looked down at the bandage.


    “They put something in it, didn’t they?” Ethan said.


    “How do you know that?” Aison’s eyes flashed to Chloe, then all around him as a fresh wave of fear washed over his face.


    “Take it easy,” said Ethan. “You’re safe now. We’re not Pythonians.”


    “Then who in Hades are you?” Aison winced as he gripped his hand.


    “We’re Ashers,” said Iris. “At least, Chloe and I are.” She put her arm around Chloe’s shoulder. “As well as my daughter and Chloe’s brother.”


    “Where are they?” Chloe asked, looking through the trees as the last nightmarish shadow fell away from them, revealing their benign green leaves. “Are they back at camp?”


    Neither Tycho nor Iris spoke for several seconds. The Centaur hummed to the infernal rhythm of the Lycaean drums.


    “Damian’s gone missing again,” said Iris. “Charis is out looking for him, but her doma won’t last much longer.” She squeezed Chloe’s shoulder.


    Chloe chewed on her lip to keep from yelling. Why was Damian acting out like this, leaving the safety of the wall a second time without telling anyone? Did he have a death wish? Was he hiding somewhere close by, waiting for her to go back to Cave One again so he could stop their parents’ death? Or was he just trying to infuriate her? If so, he was definitely succeeding.


    “Ashers,” Aison said, looking warily at Iris and Chloe. “My uncle says you’re Pythonian-bred menaces. He says you were created to destroy the memory of Duna by hoarding glory for yourselves.”


    “I wouldn’t believe everything your uncle says,” said Tycho. “The high priest belongs in the temple the way a horse belongs in a chariot’s carriage.”


    “How do you know my uncle is the high priest?”


    “Because we’ve met you before,” said Chloe. “My Python-bred doma allows me to travel back in time. Long story short, if it weren’t for us you’d be an immortal shapeshifter living two thousand years from now, hunting down Ashers so they won’t rise up and restore the memory of Duna to our world. Despite what your uncle told you.”


    “And for the record,” Ethan said, “in a different timeline the chip in your hand is the cause of your death.”


    Aison shifted uncomfortably as he picked at the bandage. “That’s impossible. Becoming a Lycaean grants immortality.”


    “Maybe if you stay loyal,” Chloe answered wryly.


    Aison carefully unwrapped the linen, revealing a green goopy poultice covering the chip. “I suppose I should thank you for saving me, then.” He pushed the mass of herbs until the round wound was visible.


    “If you wanted saving, sure,” said Chloe, finally feeling like herself as she took a swig from the wineskin.


    “I never wanted to be a Pythonian. I hope my uncle doesn’t think so. They fooled me in Limén. A gang of centaurs said they had work for me in a quarry.” Grimacing, Aison scraped around inside the hole and pulled out the chip. “I guess you know what happened after that.”


    “I don’t know,” Iris said, tears welling in her eyes.


    “They kidnapped me and hauled me off to Mount Lykaion.” Aison jammed the heel of his left hand into his right, matting down the poultice. “To be sacrificed.”


    Iris’s tears broke like water through a dam. “I’m so terribly sorry.”


    Aison shook his head and gave a nervous smile. “I was a fool to leave Eirene in the first place. I only wanted to see the world.”


    Chloe knew just how he felt. Before her eighteenth birthday, before her doma had changed everything, she, too, had dreamed of an unbridled, unrestricted exploration of Petros. She wanted to escape her aunt and uncle who, while not strict or abusive, were so aloof that she and Damian could only interpret their indifference toward them as hatred. She had wanted to escape Damian, who outshone her in every way and always seemed resentful that they were related. She wanted to escape the colony of Eirene and see what the other three were like, and if any other lands lay beyond them.


    But, like every other Petrodian confined to their colony of birth, exploring anything outside of school and study was out of the question. She had turned to her cartoons, to Rhoda and to Farley the dragon, and lived vicariously through their adventures, which were boundless and as free as the birds. Never in a million years could Chloe have imagined that one day she would indeed become an explorer, and that the people and things she saw would never be believed back home.


    But now, if she were to be honest with herself, there was much she wished she couldn’t see.


    “Just before you were killed,” Ethan said to Aison, “you told us that the microchip holds information about you.”


    “Aye.” Aison turned the chip over and handed it to Ethan. “Believe it or not, the bloody thing’s cursed. My name, where I came from, the day I was sacrificed—or supposed to be—is all encoded by some godforsaken magic.”


    “Or technology,” said Chloe. “It’s a tracking device, too. It has to be. That explains how the Pythonians knew you died here.”


    “We’d be wise to get rid of it,” Iris said. “You heard what Archelaos said about it.”


    Aison crossed his legs and leaned over them, his worried face gaunt with exhaustion. Chloe found it hard to believe this was the same person she had met on the beach. He was childlike now, fragile and innocent; still a naïve young man who’d only wished to see the world. It was as if the sacrifice, or perhaps the chip itself, had changed his demeanor entirely into the volatile shapeshifter she’d encountered.


    “What did my uncle say?” Aison asked.


    “That it might harm us if we stayed too close to it,” said Tycho, staring at the chip in Ethan’s hand.


    “He feared you might have been disingenuous about your reason for coming here with Chloe,” said Ethan. “He said that you leaving the chip with us after you died was a trap. So, after all of us had voted on whether or not to keep it with us, he took it back with him to the temple.”


    Aison shook his head in frustration. “That isn’t true. I was there when they implanted the seal in my hand. The incantation said nothing that could be even remotely construed as a death curse, not on myself or anybody else. Besides that, curses don’t exist.”


    “So curses don’t exist, but men who can turn into immortal wolves do?” said Chloe.


    Aison stood up and scanned his surroundings. “Where is my body buried?”


    Ethan put the chip in his satchel. “Nowhere,” he said. “You didn’t really die, remember? It’s a paradox thing.”


    “I still know it wasn’t the chip that killed me.” Aison looked to each one of them, as if seeking their affirmation.


    “There’s no better explanation,” Iris said. “Your symptoms came on so suddenly—”


    “A weapon is a perfectly reasonable explanation,” Aison interjected. “Did you check my body to see if perhaps an arrow had pierced me?”


    “There was no weapon,” said Tycho, stirring the water with a stick. “Not one we could see, anyway.”


    “What do you mean?” Aison asked. “What sort of weapon is invisible?”


    “Poison,” Tycho replied. He stood and flung the stick into the stream. “But that doesn’t make any sense either.”


    Just then, the sound of a woman crying mingled with the wind and the starlings.


    “Charis?” said Iris, eyes frantically searching the trees.


    In an instant, Charis appeared among them, sniffling and dabbing her cheeks with the hem of her cloak.


    “Charis, what’s wrong?” Tycho said, embracing her.


    “Artemis,” she said softly. “She’s dead.” Her arms fell to her side as she sobbed into her father’s shoulder.


    “How?” Ethan asked. “She was fine yesterday.”


    Charis lifted her head and stood there silently, breathless for half a minute as she waited for her sobs to abate. “I found her in Chloe’s tent beside the sack of fruit you gave her, Mama. It must have poisoned her.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY


    



POISON


    Chloe’s heart beat like the Pythonian drums, pounding rapidly, furiously, louder and faster as the revelation hit her: she’d given Aison an orange back on the beach. She was the one responsible for killing him.


    “I poisoned Aison.” She felt like she was reciting the words of an oral essay for school, perhaps a line from a letter or an ancient play. They couldn’t possibly belong to her.


    “Chloe, that’s impossible,” said Ethan. “We were with you the whole time. You didn’t give him anything.”


    “I gave him an orange.” She looked at Aison. His was the only face not stricken by surprise. “When I met him on the beach back in time. I threw it at him as a distraction.”


    Aison lowered his head and looked away in shame.


    “I thought he was going to attack me. I’m so sorry, Aison,” she said.


    Aison swallowed hard, then picked up a stone and sent it skipping across the stream. “It isn’t your fault,” he said. “You were defending yourself, for one thing. And you didn’t know an orange would kill me, for another.”


    “He’s right,” said Tycho, “in more than one regard.” He walked over to Aison and held out his hand. “The seal isn’t cursed. And, praise Duna, neither are you.”


    Aison smiled, the first real smile Chloe had seen him give, and shook Tycho’s hand. “Praise him, indeed.”


    Iris stood and went to Charis, wrapping a consoling arm around her waist. “Don’t you worry about Aison,” she whispered. “He isn’t a wolf anymore.”


    Charis looked over her shoulder at Aison. “If the seal doesn’t kill people, then why did you want Chloe to have it?”


    Aison drew a deep breath, fingering the wolf-shaped brooch at his shoulder. “The only thing I know about my seal is what I’ve told you. It identifies who I am, or rather, what I was supposed to be.”


    “You told us it identifies all the thousands of Lycaeans who came after you, too,” said Chloe.


    “Thousands?” Aison shuddered.


    “Aye,” Tycho said. “One every year at the Lycaea Festival. They celebrated the sixth last evening.”


    Aison wrapped the bandage around his hand. “Because I was the first, perhaps the seal given to me is unique. Perhaps it has a dual purpose.”


    “And I have a hunch Archelaos knows what that purpose is,” said Chloe.


    With an agonizing groan, the Centaur rolled over and got to his hands and knees. His normally tanned skin took on a greenish tint as he started to perspire. “I feel like I’m going to…”


    “Vomit?” said Tycho.


    The Centaur shook his head. “No. The other end.” He jumped up and bolted into the trees as everyone struggled to hold in their laughter.


    When he was out of sight, Chloe belly laughed for the first time in what felt like years. Her laughter spread to Charis and Ethan; theirs transferred to Iris and Tycho, and finally Aison was infected by it, chortling so hard he cried and was sent to his knees.


    The Centaur reappeared a few minutes later, pressing a finger into his sweat-bedewed forehead. “I had the strangest, most terrifying dream,” he said. Then, startled by something unseen, he jerked and glanced around the woods, eyeing the foliage, stream, and cloud-streaked sky above him with suspicion. “Where are they?”


    “Where are what?” Iris asked. “Here, drink some water. It’ll help your headache.” She took the wineskin from Chloe and handed it to him.


    “Where are Zeus and Cronus? I saw them a few minutes ago.” The Centaur searched their faces, each one still flushed from laughter. “Why do you all look at me as though I’m some grog-besotted sap? I saw them. Ferocious men as big as mountains.” He gestured toward the brook. “They’d drain this brook with a single gulp.”


    “You were drugged,” said Tycho, “with ceremonial mushrooms at the Lycaea Festival. You went there with Chloe and Ethan. Do you remember?”


    The Centaur twisted his mouth and took a swig from the wineskin. “So it wasn’t a dream.”


    “Everything up until the point you got drugged was real,” said Chloe. She paused, envisioning the moment he’d spoken up at the ceremony, endangering not only him, but Ethan and herself as well. “Why did you do it?”


    The Centaur hung his head. He knew exactly what she was talking about.


    Tycho paced toward the Centaur. “Would you mind telling us what, precisely, you did?”


    “Save your breath,” Chloe said to the Centaur. “Your throat’s probably sore from all the talking you did earlier.”


    “Back your oars, Miss Chloe,” the Centaur said, his olive complexion returning.


    “Why? I’m only going to tell them that you presented yourself to the high priestess—a lovely lady, might I add, full of hospitality—and would have slit Aison’s throat yourself had I not eaten the seed and saved all our hides.”


    The Centaur stomped his hoof. “You’ve not been in our world one week and yet you still have such arrogance. You may be an Asher, my lady, but that doesn’t make you omniscient. You cannot rightly judge everything, least of all my motives.”


    “Make your defense,” Tycho said to the Centaur. “You must see how rash your actions seem to the rest of us. We’re not accusing you of treachery, or even imprudence. Please enlighten us so we may understand your true intentions.”


    The Centaur clenched his jaw, pawing the gravel as he poured water along his neck. “Despite the turbulence of our journey there, my wits did not escape me once we arrived on Mount Lykaion. I knew what I was doing. I knew I would be recognized, and I knew the risk it would present.


    “But I also knew that it was possible, and in fact probable, that the high priestess would propose an alternative to punishment, one meant to display mercy only as a minor character in the night’s drama. The major player, as in every tragedy, was catharsis. The high priestess wanted her audience to put themselves in my place, to feel their own hands taking the blade, and to equate their own freedom, their own repentance, with the killing of an innocent.”


    Chloe’s breath chilled in her lungs as a dead calm fell over the forest. The water stood still as glass. Every breeze and bird ceased to move as all mourned in silence for the sacrificed.


    As the sun slipped out of the clouds, Ethan asked, “What if you’d been wrong? You would’ve had your eyes gouged out, and then what?”


    “Then you and Miss Chloe would’ve traveled back five minutes to tell me to keep my cake hole shut.” The Centaur chuckled, but no one else seemed to find his words funny.


    “That’s what you think.” Chloe couldn’t keep a straight face; she laughed, too.


    “But you didn’t know that Chloe would be able to save you with the seed,” Ethan said.


    The Centaur pointed to his right hip. “Do you not see the dagger ever at my side?”


    Ethan examined him closely, cocking his head sideways. The Centaur grinned. There was no dagger to see.


    “Centaur, I’m sorry to say the drugs haven’t cleared your system yet,” said Ethan. “You left all your weapons behind last night.”


    “He’s toying with you,” said Charis. “He carries Carya’s knife. The one she used to free my mother and him from prison at Ēlektōr.”


    “Why must you spoil the fun?” the Centaur said. “I was going to show them.” His hand hovered over the invisible object sheathed at his hip. “Like this.” His hand clutched the air and left a hole in his fist that a hilt could fill. A thin column of light appeared in his hand. It began to pulsate, buzzing as it brightened to a bold electric blue.


    Chloe moved closer, eyeing the diaphanous blade from all angles. “Does it work?”


    “It cut through iron bars,” said the Centaur. “Of course it works. And had you stayed put a little longer, you would’ve seen for yourselves. I’d have cut Aison free and dared anyone, even the high priestess with Hermes’ silly staff, to challenge me.”


    “I mean no disrespect,” Aison said, “but I confess I favor Chloe’s plan over yours. I’m not sure you could have prevailed against so many.” He eyed the dagger with caution, second-guessing his choice to offend its owner. “Though your bravery is laudable. Unsurpassed, I should add.”


    “No need to kiss up to me, kid,” said the Centaur. “I’m only free to use this when innocent lives are on the line.”


    The Centaur lifted the glowing knife to his shoulder, holding it sideways with the flat of the blade face up. With a guttural roar, he reared back and flung it across the stream, where it veered left, spun in the air at a sharp right angle, and sliced through the trunk of a young juniper, sending the top half toppling onto the bank.


    The knife’s errand wasn’t done yet. Adjusting its course, it curved upward and cut away scores of leaves from a dozen trees lining the brook. Then, lowering its tip as if to nosedive, it sped across the water, tip touching the surface, skimming in a brilliant blur as water shot up like miniature geysers along its sides. Only when the Centaur lifted his hand did the dagger decelerate and circle back to him, floating on the air like a fairy.


    “I changed my mind,” Aison said, as the dagger slipped into its invisible scabbard.


    “And how was I supposed to know you had a magical knife?” Chloe said. “I wasted a perfectly good magical seed for nothing.”


    The Centaur shrugged. “So I forgot to tell you.”


    Chloe’s fingernails dug into her palms. “We’ll never get anything done as long as there are secrets between us.” She looked around the circle. “Between any of us.”


    “You’re right, Miss Chloe. Sometimes the horse part of me overrides the man part. Will you forgive me?” The Centaur’s brown eyes showed that he meant it.


    Chloe’s hands relaxed. “If you’ll forgive me for not trusting you.”


    The Centaur looked down as he picked at his callused hands. “I never gave you reason to.”


    “But today you have.” Chloe went to him, drawing his eyes back to hers. “Magical dagger or not, it took guts to do what you did.” The Centaur’s cheeks took on the subtlest shade of pink as he smiled. “Because of you, we’ve proved that Aison is innocent.”


    Tycho pulled his family close. “There’s one we cannot trust yet.”


    “Archelaos,” said Chloe.


    “Yes, but also one of our own.”


    Chloe knew whom he was referring to before she’d answered with Archelaos’s name. She just didn’t want to admit it.


    “Your brother,” Ethan said.


    “Did you have any luck locating him, Charis?” Iris asked. Charis shook her head. “It’s all right. It’s an impossible chore.”


    “He’ll come back,” said the Centaur. “Just as he did before.”


    “That’s if Mania lets him leave of his own volition this time,” said Chloe. She turned to Tycho, conviction steeling her bones. “I know you have reason to distrust my brother, but I have greater reason than anyone to doubt him, and I still believe that deep in his heart he’s good.”


    “I want to believe that, Chloe,” Tycho said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “But there comes a time when we must face the truth about those we love. When we have to let them go.”


    Chloe closed her eyes. Quick snapshots of her brother’s face, irrepressible memories of all the times he’d hurt her, and the sting of the fateful day he’d abandoned her, flashed and burned in her brain.


    “No,” she whispered, willing herself to forget the past, just like she’d promised she would. “You’re wrong about him. And even if you aren’t, there’s no way in Hades I’m ever letting my own brother go.”


    Before doubt or self-pity could poison her thoughts, Chloe took off into the woods, an unfamiliar fire of fervor propelling every footstep, filling every breath. She would keep walking until she found him.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    



PAWNS


    Damian’s stomach tightened and growled at the robust smell of stew lingering in the air. His captors had enjoyed three meals in his presence and hadn’t spared a single nibble for him. Hermogenes had tried sneaking him an apple, but the second Damian reached to remove the gag, his parents noticed and snapped their disapproval. They’d retired to bed hours ago, leaving Damian under the watch of Panther, who snarled when Damian breathed too loudly or even rubbed an itch on his nose with his shoulder.


    Never in his life had Damian felt his body revolt against him as it did now. Previously he’d been sick enough to vomit only a handful of times, and that was only in reaction to routine vaccines and had been readily remedied with a pill. He’d had sore muscles from track and wrestling practices, and even broke an arm when he fell on it wrong. But none of that came close to rivaling the discomfort he felt now.


    His throat was so parched that he could no longer tell his tongue to swallow, nor could he move his stiff ankles without drawing blood from the iron chains wrenching his skin. Too dehydrated to sweat, he felt himself baking in the sticky heat of the wilderness; it seemed evening’s cool would never come.


    Hadn’t Leto called him an ally? This was some way to treat one. A day or two more without water and he’d be dead. He wondered how many other people had died two thousand years before their birthday. Maybe what they said was true; maybe there really was a first for everything.


    He jumped as a cold pair of hands grazed the back of his neck and untied the rag. “I didn’t want it to be this way.”


    It was Leto’s voice. She gently pulled away the rag, then flung it onto the floor as she strode to the hearth. “I’d hoped we could be friends.” She grabbed a spoon and hastily filled a nearby bowl with stew. “Wine or kykeon?”


    “Pardon me?” Damian rasped, desperately eyeing the amphora of wine beside her.


    “To drink. Wine or kykeon?”


    Damian blinked. “Anything. Please.” He’d never been one to beg, but he would if he had to.


    Leto sighed, took the jar by the neck and poured the wine into a wide black bowl. Just hearing the sound of liquid spilling into the vessel heightened Damian’s thirst a hundred fold. She held the bowl to his lips. He hardly breathed as he drank it down. It didn’t taste at all like cough syrup this time, but honey-sweet nectar of the gods. It was only on the third refill that his taste buds sensed the abhorrent, herb-like flavor he remembered.


    Leto laughed at his disgusted expression and served him the stew.


    “Thank you,” he said.


    Leto didn’t answer; she just lifted a spoonful of vegetables to his lips. After he’d had enough to appease his stomach, he paused, and she set down the bowl.


    “I didn’t want it to be this way, either,” he said.


    “I offered you my friendship yesterday,” Leto said, the subtlest breeze blowing back her silvery white hair as she spoke. “And you rejected it. You came here today uninvited and unseen, like a rat looking to steal my cheese or make a home beside my hearth. Two offenses in so brief a time hardly persuade me that you’ve come here with pure intentions.”


    “I came here looking for truth.” Damian rolled his neck from side to side. He’d never sat in one position for so long. Now that his thirst was slaked, he wanted nothing more than to lie down and stretch his limbs as far as he could.


    Leto lifted another spoonful to his mouth. “You can thank your doma for your shackles. They’re the only way to ensure you stay put once your power returns.”


    “When does your power stop working?”


    Leto pounded her fist into the floor, causing Panther to whimper as thunder shook the columns, and rattled the pots and bowls. The pot hanging over the hearth squeaked as it swung back and forth in a violent gust of wind.


    Damian closed his eyes and mouth to keep dust and rocks from blowing in. I get the point, he wanted to say.


    “My doma operates when I tell it to,” Leto shouted above the thunderous refrain still echoing around them. “And it stops when I command it.”


    Damian opened his eyes just wide enough to see her hovering six feet above him, arms extended toward the east and west as twin thunderbolts crisscrossed the courtyard, carving a flame-red X through the dusky fabric of sky.


    “You’ll wake…your son…” Damian strained to speak through the din of howling wind.


    “It matters not. He’s already seen who I am.” Leto dropped to her feet, signaling the thunder to cease and the winds to blow softly once again. She drew her blood-red cloak across her shoulders. “The All-Powerful might have created me, but I don’t belong to him, nor does the doma with which he endowed me.”


    “May I ask you a question, or will you throw another tantrum?”


    A smile tugged at Leto’s lips, but she twisted it into an indignant smirk. “No one save for immortal Hermes has spoken to me with such insolence.”


    “I guess we Ashers all have a bold streak.”


    The smile escaped. “You may ask it. And I will control my temper.”


    Despite her promise, Damian braced himself. He took a breath. “Why do you want to own the world when you yourself resist belonging to anyone? Why can’t you leave Petros alone and let the people worship how and whomever they want to?”


    Leto threw her hands onto her head and looked up at the gibbous moon rising over them. “You fancy philosophy, do you?”


    “I fancy people being able to do whatever they please. I don’t fancy tyrants who manipulate the world to align with their own private agendas.”


    Leto lowered her arms to her sides and looked on him with something much deeper than pity. Lines of anguish etched her face. Sorrow glimmered in her eyes as they fought to withhold their tears. Her hands, normally rigid, poised to command the weather, interlocked as she clasped them to her chest. Just like Chloe’s did whenever she was sad or afraid, Damian noted. Leto’s long hair fell like a platinum shield across her face, forbidding him from witnessing any more of her emotions.


    “The world is cruel, Damian,” she said, turning her sharp chin toward him. “The people within it, the gods below, are all heartless, selfish creatures who do just as you say. But whether aristocratic tyrant or common merchant, they are all gods in their own eyes, displaced deities seeking a throne. And they’ll deceive, abandon and kill anyone who stands in their way.”


    She showed him her face, lovely in its sadness as her radiant complexion shone even brighter in the moonlight, her tears like crystals on her cheeks. He made himself look away.


    “My cousin Iris killed my father.” The crystals melted and slipped down her ivory neck. “For her beliefs in Duna, the All-Powerful,” she said mockingly. She wiped her cheeks and knelt in front of Damian. “And do you know what is cruelest of all?”


    Damian watched Panther slip into the shadows behind Leto, his tail between his legs.


    “She oversaw the death of the gryphon Corinna, who was my mother. She fell dead, a dozen arrows in her back, before my father’s eyes. And Iris did it all because she wanted a throne for herself.”


    Damian knew there had to be another side to this story, but it would do no good to probe for it now. “I’m sorry about your father. I lost my parents, too.”


    Leto’s face softened at this, but only for a moment before fresh anger filled it. “I can see in your eyes that they were murdered as well.” Damian nodded. “By whom?”


    “By someone we call the chief councilman. He hates Ashers. That’s why we’re here.”


    “You’re not here to hinder me?”


    “I can’t speak for anyone else,” Damian said, measuring his words carefully; one wrong syllable and she’d stir another storm. “But I’m here because I wanted to see who you are for myself.”


    Leto drew back, eyeing him askance. “And have you made your judgment? Have you decided who you think I am?”


    “I know you’re not a monster. You’re not Mania. You’re hurt, you’re angry. Just like I am. The only difference between us is that you’ve made an enemy of the entire world.”


    He held his breath, certain that any second she’d unleash her fury to prove him wrong, to show him she indeed was Mania, through and through. But she remained still, pensively studying his face as if hoping he had more to say.


    “And how do you view the world, the world that allowed your parents to die and will kill you as well if it gets the chance?”


    “I view it as another victim.” Footsteps padded behind him. He heard Hermogenes yawn.


    “Father said we shouldn’t talk to him, Mama,” the boy said.


    “Your father isn’t here now, is he?” Leto answered sharply. “I am master of this house, not he. Now go back to bed.”


    Damian looked over his shoulder as the boy, shoulders stooped and feet shuffling, turned the corner. “The world is a victim, just like your son is,” he said, turning back to her.


    Leto’s gray eyes narrowed. “What do you mean? My son is a victim of no one.”


    “I’d be willing to bet his birth wasn’t an accident. I don’t know much about the so-called gods, but I know every step they take has been carefully strategized. Your son, even you, you’re both just pawns on their board game.”


    Leto picked up the bowl of half-eaten stew and threw it against the pot. Whipping back around to Damian, she stretched her arms toward him as a forceful wind gathered the dust from the floor and spun it into a small cyclone. It grew wider and taller and faster by the second, and then shrank as quickly as it had appeared.


    “I told you I’d hold my temper, and I’ll keep my word,” she said, clearly using every bit of self-control she had to keep her fingers curled. “But if you ever slander the name of my beloved again, that whirlwind will just be the beginning of your woes.”


    She smiled and bent down closer to whisper, “I may not be able to kill you, but I can still make you suffer until you pine for the Styx.” She stood and pushed a wind into the lamps, extinguishing their light and sending ribbons of smoke into the sultry air.


    It struck Damian with perverse amusement that this was what he deserved: to be held prisoner by a capricious witch who could kill him with a snap of her fingers. After all, he’d been the one to leave his own sister in Hades, chained and tormented by the embodiments of evil. It didn’t matter that Chloe had forgiven him; justice required more than an apology.


    No sooner had Damian closed his eyes to sleep than the temperature dropped fifty degrees, causing his teeth to chatter. He brought his knees to his chest and buried his face between them. He felt a blanket fall across his shoulders, then looked up to see Hermes standing over him, wand in hand.


    “I want to see it,” Hermes said.


    “See what? And have you been here this entire time?”


    “Aye, but I kept my distance.” He patted Damian’s shoulder. “We wouldn’t want our pet Asher to get chilly now, would we?”


    “Go back to hell, Hermes.”


    “I shall.” Hermes’ jovial demeanor turned dark. “And I shall take you there with me if you don’t do as I ask. I wish to see my future self betray Apollo. And you will take Leto with us so she can see with her own eyes that you’re a liar.”


    “You’re afraid she’ll find out that what I said is true.”


    Hermes bore down on Damian’s shoulder and squeezed into a pressure point with his thumb. With his opposite hand he pointed his wand at the chains binding Damian’s feet and cut them off. “You’re the one who should be afraid.” He stuck his wand into Damian’s back, pushing him onto his feet.


    “Uh, slight problem, buddy,” Damian said.


    Hermes pressed the wand harder, twisting it into his spine.


    “Easy. I just wanted to inform you that I can’t travel in time, and my sister can only go backwards. Neither one of us can show you anything that hasn’t happened yet.”


    “I don’t need your rotten domas. I need your brain.” Hermes drew back the wand and stashed it at his side. “It will only hurt a little.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    



MNEMOSYNE


    We’ll have to make this quick,” said Leto, combing her hair with her fingers as Hermes lowered her gently onto the sand; Damian he’d dropped carelessly from three feet above. “Hermogenes won’t sleep much longer.”


    “He’ll sleep just fine,” Hermes replied. “I made him drink water before we left.”


    “Water will only send him to his chamber pot.”


    Hermes grinned. “Not when it’s filled with valerian.”


    He directed his wand at Damian and the blindfold covering his eyes. “Hold still.” Damian froze as Hermes pulled off the blindfold and summoned it into his satchel. “The shackles stay.”


    Despite his close eye on the Asher, Hermes wasn’t too worried about him escaping. They’d traveled halfway around the world, and Damian had seen nothing of their journey. He’d wander for weeks before finding civilization again, if he didn’t die first.


    “Where are we?” Damian asked, shivering as snow flurries danced around him. They were standing at the base of a peak that had long been forgotten, accursed by Zeus after the Titanomachy of eons past.


    “Mount Othrys,” answered Hermes, “the oldest mountain in Petros.”


    Leto drew her cloak across her nose and mouth. “It smells of death here.”


    “This place is death.” Hermes crouched down and collected a handful of snow. Though the earth was covered with snow, it failed to conceal the stench of ichor, smoke and charred skin saturating the soil beneath. Somewhere, bones of Hermes’ own limbs lay buried.


    “Want to tell me what we’re doing here?” Damian’s voice quivered in the cold.


    “You mortals are so fragile.” Hermes removed his cloak and with a flick of his wand covered it with fur. He draped it over Damian’s shoulders. “We’re here because this is where the mechanism is.”


    Damian threw his bound hands toward the sky. “Thanks. That tells me a lot.”


    Hermes turned to face the mountain. He’d sworn to Hades and Apollo that he would never speak of this place, much less return to it. They had assured him that doing so would be futile since they had eradicated all the Titans, save one, and every remnant of their existence.


    But Hermes had to try. He had to put his doubts to rest by proving that what the Asher said was false. Never had he so much as fantasized about forsaking Apollo. However, the fact that Hermes was suddenly so hellbent on making sure he never did only made him suspect it was true. Just yesterday, Hermes had violated Apollo’s command by sparing Hermogenes and using the Asher as bait instead. Two thousand years was a long time for resentment to germinate and bud into betrayal. This mountain was proof that even the strongest alliances could be shattered.


    “Mnemosyne, guardian of all mankind’s memories!” Hermes exclaimed, the bitter air searing his eternal lungs. “It is I, Hermes, protector of travelers, and with two such Petrodians have I come to request one hour with the pýli, the machine wrought by the Cyclopes before snow erased the glory from Othrys.”


    Beneath his feet, Hermes could feel the mountain rumbling. He seized Damian and Leto by the hands lest he need to snatch them away from a crashing avalanche. He didn’t expect the goddess to act hospitably. After all, it had been he, along with his Olympian brethren, who had banished her family to Tartarus.


    But an avalanche didn’t come. The quaking shook away snow from the craggy face, revealing a cave’s mouth that was the shape of a screaming skull. There were even two concave recesses above it resembling the sockets of eyes that could see far better than any god or mortal. The goddess was inside, waiting.


    Hermes dropped their hands. “Come.” But the others didn’t budge. “Don’t stand there like a daft pair of mules. If she wanted to harm us, she would have done so by now.”


    “I’m thinking I should have taken my chances in hell,” said Damian.


    Leto blew into her hands and scowled at the snowflakes gathering on her boots. “You still haven’t said plainly why you’ve dragged us all the way to a desolate wasteland just to see some useless old relic. It probably hasn’t worked in centuries. I can’t imagine it worked to begin with if it was crafted by one-eyed barbarians.”


    Hermes took a breath and turned to her. With as much equanimity as he could muster, he said, “You expose your ignorance when you speak so disdainfully about a race you’ve never seen. I have seen the Cyclopes and they were far more intelligent than the cream of Petros’s elite.”


    “I suppose with heads the size of a gourd, they would have sizable brains.” Leto laughed.


    It was all Hermes could do not to slap her. Who was Leto to mock the sons of Titans, men who had aided Hephaestus in his forge, built entire palisades in a single night, and crunched the bones of impudent maidens just like her for supper? He had felt unparalleled relief when Cronus banished them to Tartarus, but never would he stop respecting them.


    It was arrogance like Leto’s that made Apollo’s job so simple. All he had to do was let men believe they were supreme in strength and intellect, and that nothing, neither on Petros nor beneath it, could best them. Even the Pythonians believed, deep in their hearts, that they could defeat Apollo should he emerge from hell as a foe. This much Hermes had heard them say with his own ears.


    If Duna ever did permit Apollo to roam freely as the gods once had, Apollo would take up his bow and wage the briefest, bloodiest war in history, and doubtless break the oath between himself and both his brothers. Indeed, he would see to it personally that Hermes and Hades were chained nearest the sweltering heart of Petros’s core. After all, the proclivity for uprising coursed through their ichor veins.


    Hermes turned and gazed upon the snow-covered plain before him. Steel clashing against steel, Apollo’s arrows whistling through the air alongside Zeus’ bolts…the sounds of the Titan War were still etched in his memory. And why wouldn’t they be? After all, the memory holder herself stood behind him.


    Mnemosyne could force him to relive every excruciating blow and witness the bloodshed a second time if she so desired. In the blink of an eye, the pýli could show him the moment Cronus and his ten siblings were herded like cattle to the volcano north of the mountain. Hermes could hear again their pleas and ululation as they were thrown into the fire, leaving Hades, Zeus and Poseidon to divide the world among them. He could again witness Apollo’s smug, satisfied expression, content to bide his time until his armies were ready.


    Hermes felt a heavy somberness descend on him like a rain-soaked mantle. Duna’s eyes were on him now. He could feel them boring a hole through the restless machinery of his mind and surveying the emptiness of his soul.


    He heard the All-Powerful asking him: Was it worth it? Do you not regret rising against me?


    “Leave me!” Hermes shouted. He pressed his hands to his ears, but Duna’s voice could not be silenced. It continued: Are you prepared to learn the truth? Are you prepared to act upon it?


    Hermes reached out and grabbed Leto and Damian once more, this time by the tender bend in their elbows, and dragged them into the cave.


    “Despite your reputation, you are unwise, Hermes.” The goddess’s voice echoed throughout the main chamber as a spectral glow materialized before them.


    “Do not fear her, the Titaness has been subdued,” he whispered, assuring himself more than he was assuring the mortals standing beside him.


    The light intensified as a woman’s body slowly took shape within it. “You cannot serve two masters,” she said. “You’ve brought yourself to the place where your road diverges. You must choose which path to take.”


    Hermes widened his stance and searched for the eyes still hidden in the lambent haze around her. “I have not come to alter my path, only to use the mechanism, if it’s possible.”


    “Your path, cousin, shall alter you.”


    Leto stepped forward; Hermes could sense the aggression boiling in her hands. “As long as his path does not lead him to sequestration inside some damnable mountain,” she said, “I think he will be just fine.”


    Hermes took her wrist and pulled her back. “Your insolence will get you in trouble one day if you don’t learn to hold your tongue.”


    Hermes doffed his cap and bowed his head. “Mnemosyne, forgive our intrusion, as well as our impertinence. You were—you are—the last of the illustrious Titans, heaven’s unequaled protectors. I must say I’m astonished that even now you try to protect me, messenger of the one who vanquished you.”


    As if throwing aside a cloak, Mnemosyne cast the light off her shoulders, revealing her full, unobscured splendor. Her beauty had not diminished one iota since Hermes had last laid eyes on her all those centuries ago. She was a temple statue come to life: tall, regal, and immaculate. Her entire being—hair, skin, eyes and robes—was the color of white clay, brighter than snow in the sunshine. Despite her station here in this cold corner of the world, her bearing was dignified, fearless, and ineffably peaceful. Why did she not wish to hurt him as Apollo had hurt her, Hermes wondered.


    “The burden Apollo gave me was not light.” Mnemosyne’s voice was resonant and full, as if flowing through water. “He left me here not as a display of mercy, which he does not possess, but as a monument to his pride. For through my memories, the blessed gift by which I’m now cursed, he can forever remember the victory he won at the price of his own soul.”


    “Each of our souls was sold far before the Titanomachy, goddess,” said Hermes, as his frigid blood caught fire.


    Mnemosyne lowered her head, the circlet upon it lightly reflecting the scarlet of Leto’s robe. “Duna’s forgiveness reaches farther than I once thought. Have you never heard him call to you, Hermes?”


    Her soothing voice coaxed his gaze upward into the porcelain pools of her eyes, but he dared not speak. He could not acknowledge that he had indeed heard Duna’s voice, and it wounded him more deeply than any strike of Apollo. He wished his own memories of heaven, of his life before the War, could be erased. He’d drunk from the Lethe on countless occasions, but the river had the reverse effect on him: it sharpened his recollections, magnified his regret, and made the suffocating shell of hell all the more insufferable.


    “I wouldn’t know his voice if it shouted to me from Olympus,” Hermes said.


    Mnemosyne turned her face toward the shadows. “I pity you, then. Perhaps in time your ears will regain their sensitivity.”


    Leto’s fingers twitched at her side. She pressed her lips together to keep from insulting the goddess a second time.


    “This will be over soon,” Hermes whispered to her.


    He unsheathed his wand and turned it into a torch. “If you will direct me to the mechanism, fair cousin, we will depart before dusk.”


    Without turning her head, Mnemosyne pointed at Damian. “Answer this first. What business do you have with this boy? And tell me truthfully, how is that I have no memory of his existence?”


    “I’m an Asher,” Damian said. “And so is my sister.”


    Hermes jabbed him in the side. “Who gave you permission to speak?”


    With a sweep of her arm, Mnemosyne ripped the torch from Hermes’ grasp and held it to her face. Its luster, compounded by the radiance of her skin, shone like the evening star. “He needs no one’s permission!” Her voice shook the stalactites over their heads, each one an arrow poised to drive straight through their skulls. “Do you understand?”


    Hermes flew to the torch and clasped it with both hands, trying with all his strength to wrench it from her fingers.


    With a single breath, Mnemosyne created a wind that rivaled Leto’s and sent Hermes cartwheeling into the wall. “Don’t make me remind you of the Titans’ strength.”


    The threat did not fall on deaf ears. Hermes knew full well the power the Titans possessed. It was not for want of force that they had lost the war to Zeus, rather, the want of loyalty. What Hermes and the other Olympians lacked in brawn they more than made up for with cunning. They’d won the giants and Cyclopes to their side, procuring enough brawn to defeat a hundred Titans, let alone a dozen.


    “Forgive me,” Hermes said, every joint and tendon throbbing.


    If Mnemosyne had heard him, she didn’t show it. Her attention was turned to Damian; he stood before her as stolid and stiff as a soldier awaiting a reprimand.


    “I’ve always wanted to meet an Asher,” she said, holding the torch’s light on him now, examining him from head to foot.


    “It’s nice to meet you.” Damian held out his hand.


    Rather than taking it, the goddess cut off his shackles with one flick of her finger. “You come from the future?”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Damian answered. He glanced at Hermes, who was still slumped against the wall, licking his wounds. “Hermes brought me here because he wants to see whether what I said was true.”


    Mnemosyne leaned in and caressed the side of his face, peering at him tenderly as though he were an exotic pet or her own newborn babe. “You’re the one the oracle spoke of. The Vessel. I’ve been waiting for you.”


    “Actually, my sister and I together are the Vessel.”


    Before the goddess could speak another word, three flaming arrows pierced her chest, sending a spray of icy golden fluid onto Damian’s face and clothes.


    “Apollo!” Hermes gasped. He watched in terror as the Titaness’s body was dragged into darkness.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    



CHIONE


    Damian rushed after the fallen goddess, stopping only when he saw the colossal crater in the limestone floor. One more step and he would have followed her into it.


    “You told me Apollo and Hades couldn’t cross into our world,” Leto shouted at Hermes.


    Damian pointed at the hole. It looked bottomless. “I haven’t seen too many portals to hell in my life, but I’d say this is one of them.”


    Hermes flew past Leto and landed at Damian’s side. “Aye, and a secret one, it would seem. Perhaps that’s why Apollo housed Mnemosyne here.” He jumped up and hovered over the abyss. “I know you can hear me, Apollo. Is my theory correct?” He began flying in circles above the crater. “You claim I’m the clever one, but I see you’ve been concealing your craftiness all along.”


    Damian stepped back. He didn’t want to be around when three more arrows came whizzing out of there. The walls of the crater began to thunder, the vibrations rattling his ribs. He took off for the exit, taking Leto’s hand as he ran by.


    “No need to scamper off like a scared rabbit, Asher,” Hermes yelled. “Neither Apollo nor I can harm you, nor any other deathless god for that matter.”


    “But you can push me into hell,” Damian called back as he picked up his pace, lungs already burning from the altitude.


    “And what makes you think I can’t do the same?” Mania halted and reached her arms out in front of her, summoning the snow from the ground. “I could push you into Hades before you take your next breath.”


    Damian had no idea which way home was—home for the time being, anyway. But given his options, he’d rather wander aimlessly on his own than take his chances with these two. He closed his eyes, and felt his hands and arms begin to tingle.


    “Hermes!” Leto shouted. “Damian’s disappearing.”


    Hurryhurryhurry, Damian thought.


    But his doma wasn’t fast enough. In a flash, Hermes was in front of him, binding his wrists in a new set of shackles.


    “Take him back to Ourania,” Hermes told Leto. “I’ll follow once I find the mechanism.”


    “Be careful,” she said. “Try to stay in one piece.”


    Hermes laughed halfheartedly. “I make no promises but this,” he said, pulling her close and kissing her forehead, “I will come home to you.” He paused, tasting his next words before he spoke them. “And to Hermogenes.”


    The miniature blizzard Mania had conjured died away, the snowflakes settling onto their heads and shoulders. Sheets of snow cascaded down the mountain as it erupted again with another rumbling warning. From the mountain north of them, thick plumes of smoke were rising.


    “I think that might be a volcano getting ready to blow,” said Damian.


    Leto and Hermes turned to look, then held one another tighter. Were they not evil megalomaniacs trying to take over the world, Damian might have felt sorry for them.


    “Come with us now, Hermes,” whispered Leto. “No matter what that stupid machine shows you, you’ve already betrayed Apollo by coming here.”


    Hermes sighed as he took in the dreary scene of smoke and infinite snow.


    Damian could only imagine what history these plains and peaks contained, much less what Hermes, this notorious menace of the ages, had endured under Apollo’s reign. One thing was for sure—he didn’t envy him.


    “I was telling the truth,” he said. “You helped us—my sister, and Ethan and his parents. I have no reason to lie to you. I can tell you exactly what the pýli would’ve shown you.”


    Hermes cast a defeated look back at the crater as a wall of fire sealed its mouth. “I should have predicted this moment. All of us who fell from heaven are nothing if not fickle. Our loyalty is never fixed.”


    “And where is your loyalty now?” Leto asked him.


    “With you,” Hermes said, taking her hand. “And with whatever twist of fate awaits us.”


    He turned to Damian and stared down at the shackles. “It would seem these are no longer necessary.” He touched his wand to each ring and snapped them open, then sent them spinning into the fire.


    “Thanks,” Damian said, rubbing his wrists. The snow actually felt pleasant against his chafed skin. “Now take my hands.” Leto and Hermes looked at him as if he’d just sprouted another head. “It’s safer to be invisible right now, don’t you think?”


    “You want to help us?” Leto asked.


    The surprise on her face made Damian wonder if anyone besides Hermes had ever shown her kindness.


    “This is a thank-you to you, Hermes,” he said, “for what you did for us in the future.” As Damian reached out to take their hands, a numbing wind swept through them, so strong it nearly knocked them to the ground.


    “What was that?” Damian looked around. Sitting three feet in front of him was a round block of ice the size of his floor mirror back home. Around it pulsated a silvery orb from which tinkling music emanated.


    “The pýli,” rasped Hermes, his voice hoarse from the cold, dry air. “What in Zeus’ name is it doing out here?”


    “In Duna’s name, it’s here because he deemed it be.”


    Damian’s wind-stung eyes darted in all directions in search of the female speaker until, finally, he noticed not a person, but an iridescent sphere floating near the ice. “Look.” He pointed to it. “How many goddesses live out here?”


    The sphere expanded to twice its size then turned to sapphire blue. “I am not a goddess,” it declared. “Chione is my name. I am a messenger, as Hermes is, except that I serve the true god. The only god.” The sphere glimmered as it grew once again, stretching to the length of a human.


    “Your father Poseidon has surely missed you all these years,” said Hermes, a wry smile on his face. “No doubt he dreams each night of his daughter and the endless snow that follows her.”


    “Yes, as Maia above misses you,” Chione said. “The chasm between heaven and Hades is no greater than the one in her heart, Hermes.”


    Hermes’ smile vanished. “What have you to do with the Cyclopes’ machine?”


    Chione floated to the ice and, resting upon it, thawed it to reveal a bronze, clock-like device surrounded by dark wood. It was sleek and streamlined, as modern-looking as anything Damian had ever seen.


    “Mnemosyne entrusted it to me ages ago.” The dial in the center of the pýli shimmered as Chione spoke. “She was wise enough to know that her proximity to Hades’ void was no coincidence. It was only a matter of time before some curious soul came hunting for it.”


    The fire roared behind them as though desperate to pulverize the snow and everything on it. Chione rose higher into the air and extended a sinewy arm of blue light toward the cave. With a flick of her finger, the fire went out, the flames replaced by opaque layers of ice. This only angered Apollo further. The mountain quaked as the volcano beyond them expelled black smoke like a factory chimney.


    “Um, maybe we should take this conversation elsewhere,” said Damian.


    “Peace, Damian,” Chione said, her voice like the metallic chime of a harp. “You mustn’t bow before Apollo’s tantrums. He can kick and he can scream, but he cannot bring peril to Petros’s land.”


    Damian waited for Hermes to refute her claim, but he kept silent, eyes fixed upon the machine as though hypnotized.


    “Would you like to see what you came for?” Chione said, her glowing arm now stroking the top of the pýli.


    Leto linked her arm with Hermes’ and whispered into his ear. Damian didn’t dare tell her it was useless to try and keep secrets from the All-Powerful’s messenger.


    “I am weary of running,” Hermes said, making no effort to conceal his response. “Running to and fro through Petros. Running through the portals to do my brothers’ bidding. Running from the omnipotent eye of the All-Powerful, who created those who endeavor in vain to destroy him.”


    He removed his cap and tapped it twice with his wand, transforming it into a gold tiara. Leto’s gray eyes turned the same color as the tiara elevated past her face and rested atop her head.


    “Sometimes, my flower,” Hermes said, “I pray to him.”


    Leto’s head tilted left, her expression a resounding question mark.


    “I ask that you would love me not for the power you think I possess but for my heart,” Hermes said. “That is to say, what’s left of it.”


    Leto’s eyebrows arched as she felt the tiara shrinking. She unhooked her arm from Hermes’ and slid off the crown, tears springing to her eyes as it shriveled and tarnished, turning into a tangled knot of common weeds.


    “Why are you so cruel, Hermes?” She glanced at Damian. “Damian was right about you, I’m just a pawn.” She flung the tiara into Hermes’ chest. “From the night you appeared to me at Ēlektōr, your mission has been to win my loyalty through grandiloquent speeches and intoxicating promises of power.”


    Damian noticed that the phantasmal bobbing ball called Chione was fading. If she had eyes beneath that blue facade, they were probably rolling. How many thousands of lovers’ arguments had she been privy to since the dawn of man, or the dawn of immortals, for that matter? Damian was willing to bet she could predict their words verbatim before they spoke them.


    “We made pawns of each other,” Hermes said, lifting a hand to Leto’s cheek.


    Leto recoiled. “You are the most pathetic creature.” Her words dripped out slowly behind gritted teeth, each one more vindictive than the last. “You are lower than a creature. You are scum.” She stepped toward him, pressing a finger into his chest. “You are excrement. If I were Apollo, I’d have buried you in the vilest dump of hell the second I had the chance.”


    Hermes blinked rapidly and staggered back, absorbing her verbal blows as if they were delivered on the ends of spears.


    Damian looked away, considering whether he should create some distance between himself and the bickering couple. He knew that if he’d been behaving rationally, he would take advantage of their squabble by escaping while he had the chance. But for reasons he couldn’t explain to himself, he wanted to stay. And something, perhaps his conscience or a benevolent inner voice, was telling him that he should.


    “I cannot deny that I deserve such vitriol,” said Hermes when he recovered his breath. “The anguish it causes me, like a javelin through the heart, testifies to my love for you. There was a time, I admit, when your words touched me like a feather. They were immaterial, forgettable…” He paused, and with caution, took her hands. “But I do love you, Leto. As sure as the snow falls in this blighted hinterland, I love you.”


    Leto shook her hands free and jerked her chin at Damian. “Where am I in the future, Damian? In your interactions with this silver-tongued cretin, did he ever make mention of his desert flower?”


    Damian glanced at Hermes. He didn’t want to tell her the truth: that he’d never heard of Leto before he traveled back here, not from Hermes and not from his teachers.


    “Your silence answers plainly.” Leto rested her cold eyes back on Hermes. “Once you used me for your own clandestine purposes, you discarded me like scraps for the hellhound.”


    Chione rushed between them, blocking their view of one another should Leto’s doma rise up against Hermes’ wand. “Stop this nonsense,” she said.


    Leto and Hermes turned away, the former pouting and the latter sulking like a chided child.


    “The future is yours to see. That’s why I have been sent.” Chione pointed at the machine still nestled in the snow. Damian, for one, wanted to see what it could do.


    “We came here,” Leto said, in a low, composed tone that belied her temper, “to put Hermes’ nerves at ease.” She dug the toe of her boot into the ground and kicked snow into the air. “But you always knew what the future held, Hermes, because you knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that your heart will be as black and villainous in two thousand years as it was the day you were cast from heaven.”


    Leto swept her arms up and over her head, summoning the winter winds to her side. Chione leapt in front of the pýli, another arm appearing as she stretched herself in front of it.


    “I won’t touch your precious pýli,” Leto shouted to Hermes as the winds propelled her above the plain. “Nor shall I touch a hair on your head, my darling, as long as you stay out of my way.”


    Then, increasing the winds with a spin of her finger, she flew down and wrapped her arms around Damian’s chest. “Tell the gods you serve to mind their own affairs,” she barked at Hermes over her shoulder.


    Damian wriggled and squirmed, he even bit the side of Leto’s arm, but she continued to fly. Behind them, blue veins of lightning cut through the sky, rendering any pursuit impossible.


    “I’ve had enough of gods and Ashers,” she whispered.


    “So this is the part where you make me suffer until I ‘pine for the Styx,’ right?” Damian squeezed his eyes shut as the thunder boomed beside him.


    “This is the part where you help me.”


    “Help you do what?”


    “Become mightier than the gods.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    



REFLECTION


    May I come in?”


    Chloe finished securing her chiton to her shoulders. She’d started to pick off all the dog hair Artemis had left behind while napping on it, but stopped when her tears blurred her vision. She wiped her face and turned toward the door of the tent. “Sure.”


    “You’re ancient-looking again,” Ethan said with a smile.


    “I’m going to assume you’re talking about my outfit.”


    “Oh, yeah.” He laughed, realizing his mistake. “You don’t look ancient. You look fine.”


    Chloe bit her lip to keep from looking disappointed. What if violet wasn’t her color? What if her hair looked awful in a bun? There were no mirrors around to show what she looked like, and for once in her life she actually wanted to know.


    “It’s late. Why aren’t you in bed?” she asked, before the silence became even more awkward.


    “Same reason no one else is.” Ethan looked outside, to where one campfire was still burning bright. “We want to know what you’re planning.”


    “I would’ve thought that was obvious.” Chloe crossed the tent, picked up the hidesack, which was now only half full, and slung it over her shoulder. “I’m going to find my brother. Did they send you in here to talk me out of it?”


    “Iris and Tycho did, yes.” Ethan drew the tent flaps together. “But I’m not going to try.”


    Chloe took a breath. She’d been preparing to give him an impassioned spiel about blood being thicker than water. After that, she was going to tell him she was willing to take the risk because she’d never be able to live with herself if she didn’t. But instead, Ethan was looking at her somberly, as if he already knew all of that.


    “I know it won’t do any good,” he continued. “I’m sure Mania will be a breeze after dealing with Hades.”


    Chloe couldn’t help but burst out laughing at his unintended joke.


    “What? What’d I say?” he asked.


    Chloe leaned against the back of the settle. “Mania will be a breeze. And thunder, and lightning, and maybe some hail and a snow flurry or two.”


    “And you’re not intimidated by any of that?” he asked, too preoccupied to be amused.


    “I would rather Mania’s doma be sheep shearing, but like you said, I’ve lived through worse.”


    Ethan sighed and stepped into the center of the tent. Maybe it was just shadows from the oil lamps falling across his face, but Chloe thought he looked tired, like he hadn’t slept in days. She remembered the first few nights after her parents had died, and how she’d counted the stars to try and lull herself to sleep. The one time it had worked, she’d been so overcome with renewed grief when she woke that she avoided sleep for nearly a week until the doctor made her take a pill. Sleeping had made their deaths feel like a bad dream; it was a terrible trick of her unconscious, one that took months to escape.


    “Try to rest, Ethan. I’ll be fine.” She gave her most convincing close-lipped smile, but she could see it did nothing to reassure him. “Really. Don’t worry about me.”


    “We both know that’s not going to happen.”


    “What, the-me-being-fine part, or the you-not-worrying-about-me part?”


    “The me-not-worrying part.”


    Chloe felt her face grow warm as he came closer.


    “I just lost my parents,” he said. “I’m not going to sit on my hands while you go out there and face the weather monster.”


    Chloe laughed. “She doesn’t sound so scary when you call her that.”


    Ethan cracked a smile, then reached out and placed his hand on hers, brushing the top of it with his thumb. “I’m serious. I walked away when I saw you with Orpheus that day at the café because I had no clue who he was. But I know everything now. Well, almost everything. And I’m not walking away.”


    Chloe relived the moments she had stood on the sandbar at Lake Thyra, watching the portal to Hades appear as a silver mist on its surface. She’d been too enthralled by Orpheus’s lyre-playing to realize what she was stepping into.


    An idea hit her. “Orpheus…” she whispered.


    Ethan pulled his hand away. “Orpheus? What about him?”


    “His power. I watched him hypnotize a witch who was seconds away from turning me into an animal. For life. I know it could work against Mania.”


    Ethan sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s a good theory, but there’s a slight problem: you can’t travel forward in time. And even if you could, there’s no guarantee Orpheus would believe you or want to help you.”


    “I don’t have to travel to our time. I can go to his time and bring him here.”


    “But there’s still the other part of the problem. He’ll have no reason to believe you.”


    A breeze blew through the door and the air suddenly got colder, sending chills up Chloe’s arms. Either a cold front had just rolled in, or an immortal was in their midst. She had a hunch she knew which it was. She looked at Ethan. “Hermes?”


    Ethan drew his sword and held it before him with both hands.


    “Sheathe your sword,” came Hermes’ voice, as mellow and deceptively suave as ever. “I come here peacefully with but one request: that you accept my aid in the matter of the poet Orpheus.”


    He appeared in the center of the tent, holding his golden staff at his side. With a snap of his fingers it morphed into an olive branch. He held it out to Chloe. “Take my wand if you suspect my intentions are foul.”


    Chloe snatched the branch from him and held it behind her back. “I don’t suspect. I know. The last time you and I met, you picked me up at the gates of Hades and dropped me off in the Fields of Asphodel.”


    Hermes didn’t laugh or grin or wink, as she’d known him to do in the past. On the contrary, he regarded her with eyes as tired as Ethan’s, and equally sincere. “And according to your brother, I betrayed Hades.”


    Chloe took a step toward him, half tempted to wield the wand and see what it would do. “Where is he? Where’s my brother?” she demanded, her anger brimming from deep inside her chest.


    “With Leto.” Hermes’ eye was on the branch as it slowly changed back to solid gold. “Or Mania, as she’s affectionately known. She took Damian during our excursion to acquire this.” He slipped a large leather sack from his shoulder and pulled out a bronze clock encased in a wooden box.


    “I don’t care about a dumb clock. Where did she take him?”


    Hermes shrugged. “To her home west of here, perhaps. But then, all of Petros is hers to hide in. And no one, not even I, can approach her without first confronting her fury.”


    Chloe and Ethan exchanged glances. Despite her efforts to see past what was surely a ruse, Chloe couldn’t help feeling that Hermes was going against his nature and being honest for once. There was just one more thing she wanted from him before she let him explain why he was there.


    “Take off your sandals,” she said, pointing the wand at him, “and toss them over there.”


    “You’ve leveled the playing field,” said Hermes, throwing them onto the mat. “A wise strategy. But I told you, I haven’t come here to play games.”


    “Does that thing have snow on it?” Ethan asked, pointing at the clock. It was covered in white powder.


    “Aye. It’s been kept safe at Mount Othrys since the dawn of time as you know it.”


    “What does it do?” Chloe asked. “What does it have to do with Orpheus?”


    Hermes beckoned her with his finger. “I’ll show you.” He turned the clock around, revealing a small black circle the size of a drachma. “Look and see.”


    “You must think I’m a special kind of stupid,” said Chloe.


    Hermes went to the table and set the clock on the edge. “Would it put you at ease if I showed you how the mechanism works?”


    “Maybe,” Chloe replied.


    “Very well.” Hermes knelt down, took off his cap and pressed his right eye against the circle. Nothing happened.


    “Maybe snow got inside the gears,” said Ethan, with his usual dry wit.


    A muted light spread against the wall behind the table. Small gray figures curled up from the bottom like shadow puppets stretching to life. There was the sound of faint voices as the figures, now grown and consuming two-thirds of the gossamer-like screen, began to move. And then, as if the light were a TV monitor that had just been switched on, the shadows became suffused with color and a full background bloomed into view behind them.


    A tall mountain loomed in the middle, overlooking scores of soldiers and horses. Three giant creatures five times the size of the Centaur, with dozens of heads sprouting out of their necks and twice as many hands, tore chunks of rock from the earth as if they were flowers and flung them at the opposing ranks; their targeted shields splintered and fell underfoot. The bodies, now exposed, became pincushions for falling arrows.


    Chloe lifted her eyes to the top of the screen, where a silver chariot led by two black steeds raced through the low-hanging clouds. The driver, his hair and panoply gleaming gold, was the ruthless archer. Though she’d never seen him before, she knew instinctively that this was Apollo.


    “What’s this?” she asked Hermes.


    He lifted his arm and pointed at the right side of the screen. Three Cyclopes were marching onto the field. Hermes, clad in armor, floated over their heads, a red guidon flapping at the end of his wand. Above him, dark clouds spun in circles, clashing against one another, creating thunder so loud it shook the mountain and made even the giants jump.


    When lightning flashed, Chloe could make out a bearded face among the clouds. “Zeus,” she murmured under her breath.


    The army beneath Zeus’ clouds halted as Apollo’s chariot landed near the enemy lines, a spear’s reach from the front-rankers. But instead of advancing toward him, they laid down their weapons and fell to their knees, then lifted their palms in supplication. As if in response to their surrender, an eagle swooped down from the ether and circled overhead, crying out triumphantly in sharp, staccato shrieks.


    Sounds of lament drowned out the eagle’s taunts and the bird perched on Apollo’s shoulder. A thunderbolt crashed behind the chariot’s carriage and dragged itself along the ground, directed by Zeus’ unseen hand. A wide fissure was left in its smoky wake.


    Chloe gasped. She could almost smell the sulfur of the Underworld rising out of it. The defeated foe had no choice but to march toward it.


    Hermes leaned back from the clock. The light, and the war it depicted, faded instantly. “The War of the Titans,” he said, his voice quavering. He looked haggard, as if the clock had aged him fifty years. “Five hundred years after that, it was Zeus who was deposed, and all the Olympians with him.”


    “So that machine is like a live-action history book?” Ethan asked.


    Hermes looked at the space on the tent wall where the grisly scene had been depicted. “One’s own history can be seen through the pýli. Every smile, every moment of ecstasy, every tragedy and tear. It was created by the Cyclopes to preserve the memories of the immortals.”


    Chloe willed herself not to pity him. She had to remember that Hermes had been deceiving people for eons. If his present distress was genuine, it was the least of what he deserved. “What does that have to do with us?” Her cold tone was harsher than she’d intended.


    Hermes stood. “I have a theory that the pýli’s capabilities transcend reflection into the past. Its guardian, Mnemosyne, seemed to indicate as much when I encountered her at Othrys.” He locked eyes with Chloe and planted a hand over his heart. “As surely as I stand before you, she told me she’d been waiting for something, or someone, called the Vessel. She said this after your brother informed her that he was from a future time.”


    “And where is this Mnemosyne person now?” Ethan said, drumming his fingers along the hilt of his sword.


    Chloe was almost positive that Ethan still didn’t know the first thing about sword fighting, but even so, she was still grateful he had it.


    “In Tartarus, I would assume,” Hermes said. “Her abode was close enough to a portal for Apollo, or one of his minions, to hear our conversation.”


    “Sounds like ol’ Lykaios Apollo doesn’t want us to have the film projector,” said Chloe.


    Hermes scrunched his brow. “The what?”


    “That,” Chloe said, gesturing to the clock.


    “Indeed.” Hermes sighed. “He knows the cycle of conquest better than anyone. Each day he’s driven by his maddening fear of subjugation. He also knows the oracle, and has stationed spirits and Pythonians throughout Petros to inform him of any rumors of the Vessel. Should it emerge, and emerge it has, he’ll be ready to act.”


    “Why are you telling us this?” Chloe asked. “Don’t you fear subjugation, too? You’re on his side, remember?”


    Hermes’ cheek twitched as he glanced up at the door.


    If he wants to leave, he’ll have to use it, Chloe thought. Right now Ethan was blocking his way. “Aren’t you on his side?” she said.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    



IMMORTAL


    Leto stood in the doorway looking at Hermogenes, who lay on his bed, his chest rising and falling peacefully. It was just the two of them now. For ten years she’d dreamed of becoming Hermes’ bride and eclipsing Persephone’s legend. Now a new prospect burned inside her heart, that of wedding power alone and erasing the immortals from memory. Mania—fury—would supplant Apollo, Hades and Hermes, and Duna in heaven would quake as his renown also drew to an end.


    But one thing stood in her way, something her sleeping son possessed.


    “You forgot to gag me,” said Damian from his shackled spot in the kitchen.


    Leto ignored him. Hermogenes stirred and turned onto his side. What had her own father thought when he watched her sleep? Had he wondered what doma lay dormant in her veins, the way she wondered now as she stood over her own offspring? If her father had survived to see the first storm she ever conjured, what would he have done?


    She already knew the answer. He would have used it to carry out his mission. Within an hour, he would have decimated the temple in Eirene and murdered its priests in cold blood, just as he’d intended before Iris thwarted him. Not a single soldier would have been mobilized, for Leto’s doma was more powerful than a hundred armies combined. Together, as mortal counterparts to Zeus and Athena, Hermes and Leto would have ruled the world.


    This fantasy is what most consumed Leto’s thoughts when sleep eluded her, which it did almost nightly, ever since the oracle had been given. She dreamed of a palace all her own, and lavish banquets with the finest meats and delicacies. She pined for festivals devoted solely to her and her father, of standing within a chariot in the midst of a grand parade. She longed to hear the people chant her name and adore her as the women of old adored Demeter.


    But more than the wealth, the tributes and adulation, Leto wanted reunion with her father, whose spirit, thanks to Iris’s fire, was now adrift in some hazy vale of the Underworld. The instant she became queen of all, she would free him and put Hermes in his place. Hermogenes would understand. His father had never loved them. Even the crude plan arising in her mind was for her son’s own good, and if he was wise he would realize it one day.


    “Just so you know,” said Damian, “my sister is one of the smartest girls in school. I’m pretty sure she knows you’re using me as bait.”


    Leto turned and strode to the kitchen. “Is that supposed to concern me?”


    “I’m just saying, you could be waiting a long time if you think she’s coming here to find me.”


    “And what’s her alternative?” She sat down at the table and crossed her legs comfortably. “She’s your sister. Do you mean to tell me she’ll leave you here to suffer my cruelty?”


    Damian popped both thumbs and gazed off toward the stone dolphins.


    “Your reticence tells me you think she would leave you here.” Leto poured a cup of wine and sipped it slowly.


    Damian’s eyes jerked back to hers. “No. She’s not like me.”


    Leto set down her cup and leaned forward, chin resting in her hands. “Ah, how terribly fascinating.” She smiled and waved at him. “Go on, I love a good story. Especially a tragedy.”


    He knitted his brow and leaned against the hearth beside him. He felt like a mouse trapped beneath her cat’s paw; he had no choice but to let her toy with him. “She was kidnapped and taken to Hades, which at the time I thought was just a made-up place meant to scare little kids into following the rules.”


    Leto laughed. “I once thought the same, until Hermes emerged from its depths. I’ve never had the privilege of visiting the realm of the dead, but I would wager that he represents it rather well.”


    Damian’s eyes shifted to the mountains, their peaks washed white by the moon and stars. “It was a miracle she made it out of there. No one helped her.” His eyes fell to his tattered shoes. “Including me. And with my doma, I could have.”


    “So,” said Leto, taking a long, satisfied drink of wine, “even in the future, mankind is as heartless and selfish as it is today.” Damian turned away from her the same way that Hermes did whenever her conversations with him went sour. “I don’t say this to condemn you. I state only an objective truth, namely that the nature of man will remain unevolved till the end of time.”


    “People are not always selfish,” Damian said.


    “Of course not. Feeding my child is unselfish, as was my choice not to stop Hermes’ heart with a lightning bolt this afternoon. But when our lives are at stake, or our most sacred desires, our strongest impulse tends to supersede all virtue. And that impulse is pride, of honoring, favoring and preserving ourselves above all.”


    Panther wagged his tail and curled up next to Damian’s hip. The dog always lay next to Leto on chilly nights. Whenever there was noise, even the faintest rustling of leaves outside the courtyard walls, he barked and burst from the door to seek out signs of trespassing. She’d lost count of the number of times he’d tempted Hermes’ wand by snarling at him at midnight, daring him to come one inch closer toward his mistress.


    Panther was perhaps the only selfless creature Leto had ever known. His sole purpose and favorite pleasure was keeping her safe. She’d done nothing to earn his loyalty or protection, and yet he behaved as though he owed her his life.


    “I don’t understand,” said Damian. “You talk about selfishness like it’s a plague or something, and yet everything you do is selfish.”


    Leto rose, accidentally stepping on Panther’s tail. The dog yelped and ducked under the table. As she knelt in front of her prisoner, an owl, Athena’s most beloved bird, hooted from atop the dolphin fountain.


    “Tell me,” she said, “what did you feel that day you chose to leave your sister in Hades?”


    Damian shrugged. “I don’t know. Anger, fear…”


    “And a modicum of guilt, I’m sure,” Leto added. “But your innate sense of self-preservation prevailed, as it always does. It does no good to fight it.”


    She stood and tilted her head toward the twinkling stars, which seemed to be peering down at her like a thousand inquisitive eyes. “The way I see it, Damian, those with the strongest wills are those to whom life is kindest. I was created to be an outcast, as were you, but I, and I alone, create my destiny. If that’s selfish, then so be it.”


    “And is it your most sacred desire, to use your phrasing, to become better than the gods?”


    Hearing the edge of amusement in Damian’s tone, Leto pointed at the gray owl, which was still watching from a distance. “The owl is Athena’s bird. It symbolizes her wisdom because of its talent to see clearly in the black of night.” With a yell, she reached toward the heavens and pulled together myriad clusters of clouds. “But even this goddess, for all her valor and sagacity, is not invincible.”


    The newly formed thunderhead crackled and groaned as light began to flicker within it. In the next breath, a red streak of lightning ripped from its belly and struck the owl at the first flap of its wings. The bird dropped to the ground, a tousled heap of feathers on the paving stones.


    “That owl didn’t do anything to you,” said Damian. “You didn’t have to kill it to make a point.”


    Leto divided the storm cloud into harmless wisps and sent them floating over the mountains. “Did you not hear what I said? The owl belongs to Athena. And I will tolerate no creature, no matter how virtuous or lovely, whom the gods have claimed.”


    “You can play god all your life, Leto, but what happens when you die?”


    She smiled, the sting of her doma still pulsing in her fingertips. She’d been waiting for him to ask her that.


    “You’ll die and go to the Underworld,” continued Damian, “just like everyone else who doesn’t believe that Duna is the All-Powerful.”


    Leto went to the table and snapped her fingers in front of Panther’s face. The hound sprang up, eager to hear her command. “Take the owl, Panther,” she said, pointing at the dead bird. “Go!”


    The dog dashed into the courtyard and happily carried away his supper.


    “The answer to your question is simple,” she said, stirring her wine with a ladle. “Ambrosia.”


    “Ambrosia? The stuff the gods eat?”


    “Precisely. It’s their lifeblood. And my way to immortality.”


    A look of bafflement crossed Damian’s face as he stared down at his shackles.


    Leto reached forward and grasped his arm, feeling his muscles tense beneath her hand as he leaned away. “Your sister is going to help me get it.”


    “She won’t help you. No matter what you say to try and convince her.”


    “Oh, but I think she will.” Leto reached for the knife hidden in her girdle and pressed its blade to Damian’s throat. “As you said before, she isn’t like you. She won’t leave you to die.” She trailed the blade lightly around his neck, laughing when he flinched and shut his eyes. “At least you’d better pray she doesn’t.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    



FREEDOM


    There were few things Chloe missed from her time, but one of them was definitely a cup of hot coffee. The sunrise, although beautiful with its peaceful shades of peach and lavender, was hardly enjoyable when seen through stinging, sleep-starved eyes. The music of the morning birds might as well have been clanging cymbals or violins played by toddlers; each note exacerbated the splitting headache that had been going strong since midnight, the hour Hermes, Ethan and the others had finally gone to bed.


    I wonder if Hermes’ wand can make coffee? Such were Chloe’s thoughts as she gazed into the cirrus clouds, imagining them as froth on the top of a mouthwatering cappuccino.


    “Tea?”


    Chloe jumped. Iris sat down next to her on the hillside, a stone’s throw from the breakfast bonfires now starting to flicker.


    Chloe looked down at the nondescript cup of tea. It smelled like dirt. “I was just daydreaming about having a cup of coffee.”


    “What’s coffee?” Iris set the tea between them.


    Chloe’s mouth twisted. How did one describe coffee? “It’s like tea. But better. A thousand times better.” She rubbed her head. “It’s especially good when you’re sleep deprived and feel like crap.”


    Iris tapped the rim of the cup. “So is this. Try it.”


    Chloe held the cup in both hands and tried not to inhale. She would rather suffer her headache than drink liquid dirt, but she didn’t want to be rude. “What is it?”


    “Ironwort.” Iris said the word as if it were the most poetic in the universe. “It’s one of Petros’s most healing herbs.”


    “No wonder it smells so bad.” Quickly, before she could talk herself out of it, Chloe took a sip, immediately fighting the reflex to spit it out. The bitter concoction slid like slime down her throat. “Ironwort’s a good name for it.”


    “It isn’t pleasant to drink, but it’s good for you.”


    Chloe fought down another swallow. “I have a feeling you mean that metaphorically.”


    Iris smiled and leaned back onto her hands. “Perhaps I’m speaking of Hermes, too. I can imagine that forgiving him, let alone trusting him, is not an easy drink to swallow.”


    Chloe thought back to just hours before, when Ethan had given the pýli contraption a whirl. She hadn’t been there in the Folóï Forest when Hermes had appeared to the Rosses and Damian. Five seconds into viewing the encounter, the mystified messenger had melted to the floor and alternated between covering his eyes and groaning as he watched, like a nosy pedestrian gawking at a car crash, his future betrayal play out. Within minutes, he had been virtually apoplectic.


    The second the scene showed Hermes handing Ethan the seeds that guaranteed the mortals’ safety, he let out a terrified cry and pulled Ethan back from the machine. Once he regained his composure, Hermes sheepishly admitted that Damian had been right; Hermes’ fate was to help the Ashers.


    “You should have seen Hermes when he foresaw the future,” Chloe told Iris. “I’ve never seen a man look so afraid.”


    “Becoming an enemy of Apollo is no small thing,” Iris said.


    Her blue eyes dimmed, and Chloe couldn’t help but wonder what memories were flashing behind them.


    “Not to mention,” Iris added, “until he trusts Duna to light his path, he’s wandering aimlessly through a self-made darkness, with neither a purpose to fulfill nor a home to return to.”


    Chloe shuddered as Hermes’ impish face flickered and grinned in her mind’s eye. “He’s the one responsible for the literal hell I’ve been through. How can I trust someone whose purpose up to now has been to destroy me and my family?”


    “Don’t trust him.”


    Chloe drew up at Iris’s words. “What? Really?”


    “Forgive him. Only then will you be able to see him clearly for who he is.”


    “But he didn’t even ask me to forgive him.” Chloe spilled a splash of tea as she set it on the grass. “He probably doesn’t even know what ‘apology’ means.”


    Iris sighed, then reached out and touched the jasper stone that hung from Chloe’s neck. “My mission in life, after I received my doma, was to avenge my brother. Day and night, the only thing I could think about was killing the man who ordered Jasper’s execution. It was my purpose, or so I was convinced, to assassinate every last Alpha and Pythonian who had brought such pain and sorrow to my people. I felt I was doing what Duna had neglected to do. I thought I was being just.”


    Chloe’s breath caught in her throat. She reached again for the tea. “And what were you really being?”


    “I’ve had many years to ponder that same question, and there are many answers that suffice.” Iris reached into a small satchel attached to her belt. “Ethan told me about the cave your father was exploring before he died.”


    “Ethan said my dad found seven jars in there that had something to do with the Moonbow.”


    Iris nodded and closed her fist around the object she’d pulled from the pouch. “The jars are now with Gennadius in Limén.”


    “And Aspasia?”


    Iris froze. “Aspasia died six months ago. Did I tell you about them?”


    “I met them when I traveled back in time,” Chloe said, “before we came here and stayed at their house. Charis was just a little girl.” She smiled and placed a hand on Iris’s shoulder. “You and Tycho gave me some great advice then. You’re good at that.”


    Iris smiled and lightly touched Chloe’s hand. “They took me in when I was like Hermes, wandering, searching…running from Duna.” She plucked a blade of grass and twirled it between her fingers. “The dried calendula flower Aspasia gave me has a sacred jar all its own. Its orange petals represent healing, and the hot desert sun that would expose my need for it.”


    Iris opened her hand, revealing an emerald oval, no larger than a pomegranate seed. “This, as the future has shown you, will be hidden away with the other artifacts, but I cannot part with it yet.”


    “It’s beautiful,” Chloe said, watching the gemstone sparkle as a shy ray of sun winked through the clouds. “What does it symbolize?”


    “New life,” said Iris. “The kind that springs forth from forgiveness.”


    “You forgave the man who ordered your brother’s death?”


    “Yes.” Iris looked down with fondness at the emerald. “And the executioner himself. It was he who gave this to me. He expected me to kill him and bring my brother justice. I wanted to. It was the moment I’d been waiting for, the chance I’d been chasing since the fire first escaped my palms.”


    “Why didn’t you do it?”


    Iris tapped the jasper stone in Chloe’s necklace. “Because of Jasper. Of all the people I knew, my brother had the most compelling reason to retaliate with violence against those who mocked him for his beliefs in the All-Powerful. He was ostracized, beaten, imprisoned on numerous occasions, yet he never once uttered a single syllable of complaint.” A solitary tear trailed down Iris’s cheek. “He would only repeat the words I’ve been saying to myself more and more: ‘I give thanks that I’ve been found worthy of suffering disgrace for the name of Phos.’”


    “Phos…” Chloe envisioned Orpheus’s face, surrounded by the otherworldly cloud she’d last seen him in. “I’ve heard that name before. Who is he?”


    “Hope,” Iris smiled, wiping the tear away. “Redemption. As Duna’s son, he’s the embodiment of all things pure and righteous. It was Jasper’s belief in Phos that got him killed.”


    “And where is this Phos person now?”


    Iris cast her gaze to the purple mountains, still shrouded in shadows as they slept soundly beyond the sunlight’s reach. “In heaven, letting Apollo’s rebellion unfold; waiting for us to call upon Duna to end it.”


    Chloe felt the all-too-familiar heat of frustration in her chest. “Why wait? Why doesn’t he just stop it now and let everyone see him do it?”


    “Because, unlike Apollo and Hades and every other man or god who’s ever set himself up as tyrant, Duna and Phos do not force themselves upon us.” Iris took a breath and looked up. Two falcons soared low over the valley, gliding downward with folded wings. “But they do pursue us—Ashers, Pythonians, orphans, widows, the whole world. But the day is coming when the world, and everything in it, will be theirs again, with no evil left to trouble it.”


    “I was born two thousand years from now, and that day still hadn’t come,” Chloe said, watching the falcons arc upward and fly into the clouds.


    “Duna’s patience is long. Long enough to wait for even the likes of Hermes to emerge from darkness.” Iris placed the emerald in Chloe’s hand. “Forgiving my brother’s killers freed me just as much as it freed them. If not more.”


    Chloe felt the gem vibrating in her palm, punctuating Iris’s words.


    “It doesn’t matter if Hermes never asks for your forgiveness,” Iris said. “You’ll be bound by bitterness unless you release him from the dungeon of your thoughts.”


    Chloe clasped the jewel tightly before putting it back in Iris’s satchel. “I don’t think I could forgive myself if I lost it. But I’ll remember what you said.”


    She stood up and helped Iris to her feet, then gulped down the remainder of her ironwort tea. Amazingly, the stuff had worked. Her headache was gone. Her eyes no longer felt like they were being pricked by forks. She felt awake, energetic, and strangely optimistic. “I do feel better. Thank you.”


    “The heart, the soul and the body are connected, Chloe. When one is sick, the others suffer. When one is depleted, the others falter and grow weary. Tend always to all three, and you’ll find a contentment that no being, whether on Petros or below it, can destroy.”


    The sound of footsteps treading on gravel made Chloe turn around. It was Ethan.


    “Hermes is awake…” He paused when he saw their faces. “Sorry. I interrupted something, didn’t I?”


    “Just girl talk,” said Chloe, pretty sure she’d never used that phrase before. In the past, any time she wanted to talk she went to her diary. It was refreshing to confide in a real person. “Hermes still wants to do this?”


    “Right now I think he just wants to eat more honeycakes,” replied Ethan. “The Centaur said Hermes needs to put some meat on his bones. I guess honeycake making isn’t part of his wand’s repertoire.”


    “I don’t recall seeing any food during my stint in Hades,” Chloe said. “I imagine he could use a good breakfast.” She felt her own stomach start to growl.


    “Sounds like you could, too.” Ethan smiled when her stomach grumbled even louder. “Want me to bring you back something? Quail eggs? Salted fish? Barley stew?”


    Chloe frowned in disgust. “It’s okay. I’ll see if I can get in on the honeycake action.” Maybe if she asked nicely, Hermes would make her a pot of coffee to go with it.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


    



ORPHEUS


    So far, Chloe was still alive. She’d taken Hermes’ advice and transported them back five hundred years to Orpheus’s time. The only name Hermes had given her to focus on was Mount Parnassos, home of the muses, and apparently Orpheus’s favorite place.


    Hermes fell flat on his back when the time travel was over. Holding his stomach, and with his lips sucked in tightly, he rolled slowly onto his side.


    Chloe took the wineskin from her sack and set it on Hermes’ chest. “I should have warned you that eating eleven honeycakes probably wasn’t the best idea before taking a ride in a wormhole.”


    “That was incredible!” Charis exclaimed, her pale cheeks flushed and her red hair wild. “Can we do it again?”


    “After we get Orpheus,” Chloe said. Hermes groaned in opposition. “We’ll have to if we want to get back.”


    She turned back to Hermes. “Is this the right place? It’s kind of hard to breathe.”


    Hermes suppressed a belch, pushed himself up to a sitting position and pointed to a mountaintop half covered with snow. “Aye. Liakouras is up there. The highest peak of the mountains.”


    “Well, you know what they say,” said Chloe. “Go big or go home.” They blinked at her, clearly not knowing that’s what they said, whoever “they” were.


    “How do you know Orpheus will be here?” Iris asked Hermes.


    He poured water into his hand and splashed it onto his face. “I don’t. But it’s my best guess.”


    “Great.” Charis plopped down to the grass and lay back, closing her eyes. “Wake me up if you need me.”


    After a few more seconds of rest, Hermes got himself up and flew five feet into the air, holding a hand to his ear.


    Iris was quick on the draw. She held out her hands, emitting a small flame of warning. “No flying, remember?”


    Chloe took his wand from her sack and pointed it at him. “I have no idea how to work this thing. Don’t make me turn you into a newt or something.”


    Hermes, still hovering, pressed a finger to his lips. “Shhh! I can’t hear over all your yammering.”


    “Hear what?” Charis said, lifting herself onto her elbows.


    Hermes fluttered a few yards forward, toward the mountain, stopping abruptly behind an olive tree. Two seconds later, he vanished.


    Charis stood up and marched in a circle around the tree, looking it up and down. “How did he do that?”


    Chloe shrugged. “No idea. I didn’t know he could do that either.”


    “It’s my cap.”


    Charis jumped at Hermes’ voice behind her. “You scared me to death!” she shouted, yanking the cap from his head. “Where did you go?”


    “The Corycian Cave. Orpheus is there, wailing like an alleycat.”


    “Eurydice must have died recently,” said Chloe.


    “Such was my deduction as well.” Hermes jerked his cap from Charis’s hand. “Come. I’ll lead the way.”


    What was it with Orpheus and caves, Chloe wondered. On the day she met him he’d taken her to the Psychro Cave, which contained a portal to the creepy zoo on Circe’s isle, where she almost became the latest attraction. If there were any mysterious-looking pools in this cave, she was keeping her distance.
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    The sound of Orpheus’s crying was as painful to Chloe’s ears as his music was beautiful. It echoed through the cave’s main chamber, filling it with a sorrow so strong it was almost palpable. The darkness, already difficult to navigate, was made all the more disorienting by the musician’s heartrending cries and sporadic gasps for air. It sounded as though he was being tortured. In a way, she realized, he was.


    An orange flame floated out of Iris’s hand, only slightly illuminating the claustrophobic space of stalagmites, stalactites and water droplets falling from the roof. From her opposite hand emerged another fireball; five times the size of the first.


    Orpheus’s sobbing stopped. “Leave me!” he shouted.


    Chloe could barely make out his dark figure slumped against the farthest wall. “Orpheus, it’s me, Chloe.” No sooner had she said the words than she remembered that her name meant nothing to him, and nor would it for another twenty-five hundred years.


    “Calm down, Orpheus,” said Hermes, his tone like that of a master pacifying his riled-up dog. “I come as a friend.”


    “Uncle…” Orpheus growled the word, then rose and charged Hermes, grabbing him by the throat.


    Chloe’s hand twitched over the wand in her sack. She’d throw it to Hermes if things got bloody.


    “It is I, dear nephew,” Hermes managed to say as he lifted up his empty palms. “Please. I’m not here to set a snare.”


    Orpheus grunted and shoved Hermes hard into the wall. “Apollo took your wand, did he? Have you come to request the use of my lyre so you can lull him to sleep and retrieve it?”


    Chloe winced as Hermes cracked his neck back into place. “I took his wand, actually,” she said.


    Orpheus glared at the three women standing before him. His gaze fell to the wand. He clearly knew what it was capable of. “I don’t know you.”


    Chloe’s heart ached when he lifted his eyes to hers. They were empty, hopeless, reddened by a grief that wouldn’t subside. The first time she’d seen him, she’d been struck by the beautiful blue color of his eyes. Now they were totally gray, the color of the cavern to which he had exiled himself.


    “I know you don’t.” Chloe lifted her sack over her shoulder and carefully took out the pýli. “Not yet. I’m from the future. You and I become friends in, oh, about two and a half thousand years.”


    Orpheus returned her smile with a withering stare. He turned to Hermes. “This must be the most pathetic ruse you’ve ever devised.”


    “It’s no ruse,” Hermes said. He pointed at the machine. “We need your help, but there will be no gimmicks or traps to obtain it. You have my word.”


    “Your word is worthless,” the poet snapped. He wheeled around to face Charis and Iris. “Don’t believe a word that proceeds from this miscreant’s mouth. Whatever he’s promised you in return for your presence here, it’s a lie from the pit of hell.”


    “He’s promised us nothing,” Iris said. She stepped forward and sent a tiny light, no bigger than a candle’s flame, in front of the pýli. “This device of the Cyclopes proved to us that Hermes is different. Let it prove to you that you know Chloe. Then you can decide whether to help us or turn us away. We will leave you if you wish it.”


    Orpheus’s pupils constricted as he marveled at the flame that had come forth effortlessly from Iris’s hand. “You are goddesses, then. I gather you are Hestia,” he said to Iris.


    “We’re Ashers,” said Charis. Then she vanished, appearing that same second in the entrance of the cave fifty yards away.


    Orpheus stumbled back toward the corner they’d found him in. “I know of furies. Harpies. I know the muses that reared me, and the dryads to whom my beloved belonged. But never in my life have I heard of the Ashers.”


    “The Ashers were created long after your time, nephew.” Hermes went to the pýli and took it from Chloe’s arms. Before any objections could be made, he turned the device around and set his right eye on the circle. “I remember it as if it were yesterday.”


    As Hermes spoke, half of the limestone wall before them turned as black as tar. A low rumbling sound crawled across the darkness, accompanied by the quiet howl of the wind.


    “What is this? Stop this madness,” Orpheus protested. But he didn’t make a move to stop it. His curiosity, or perhaps his fear, was getting the better of him.


    Jagged lightning flashed on the wall, illuminating a diminutive grove of olive trees in the lower left corner.


    “I’m hiding there.” Hermes pointed at the trees. “And so is Asher. The very first.”


    Innumerable stars studded the sky as a full moon slid slowly into the frame. The midnight storm subsided.


    “Asher…”


    The voice was quiet and deafening all at once. It wasn’t a human voice, and it seemed to come from the moon itself.


    “Duna,” Iris whispered. She and Charis fell to their knees in worship.


    Chloe stood frozen, both petrified and awestruck.


    A man, small as an ant in comparison to the vastness of space above him, tiptoed out of the trees. He, too, fell to his knees as a fingertip, as big as the moon, drew a vibrant red arch across the smoky black palette of sky. The first band was followed by ribbons of orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet.


    It was the Moonbow.


    “Record what you see, Asher,” said the voice, as the finger faded into the moon’s white aura.


    The man opened his hands to the sky. “But, my king, I have neither stylus nor tablet to do what you say.” With a despondent cry, he tore his tunic and plunged both hands into the earth.


    Chloe went closer, squinting at the tiny man to see what happened next.


    “You have trusted me all your life,” said Duna. “Trust me now. Take the stylus I’ve placed in the earth and receive your doma, the first of many your line shall bear.”


    Asher leaned toward his right side, sinking his hand deeper into the soil. When he brought it out, a stylus was wedged between his fingers. Chloe’s heart beat faster as her eyes jumped to a small mound of mud moving beside him.


    “By the gods,” said Orpheus, “what is happening?”


    “A miracle,” Iris said, from her prone position on the floor.


    The amorphous sludge beside Asher tightened, its round edges evening out as it stretched into a rectangular tablet. A column of hazy light appeared beside him, like the mist that had surrounded Carya on several occasions. The column spun to face not Asher, but its onlookers. A bare foot stepped out of it, followed by another as the mist vanished like a vapor.


    It was Carya, but Asher didn’t seem to realize she was there.


    “She wasn’t there that night,” Hermes whispered.


    Carya walked forward, her body growing taller with every step as the fresh scents of lavender and lemon permeated the air.


    “She’s here,” Chloe said.


    Hermes lowered the pýli away from his face, but still Carya’s form grew bigger. “I’m sorry!” he shouted. “Take the mechanism. I’ll never use it again.” He dropped the device and cowered like a cornered animal, covering his face with his hands.


    Chloe wondered why he was so afraid of a teenager, and a female one at that.


    Carya was now standing before them in three dimensions. Chloe could smell the sweetness of her wine-colored hair mingling with the aroma of herbs that followed her everywhere she went. Then she began to speak.


    “I do not come to harm you, Hermes, so be not anxious or afraid,


    I come with news of Leto and the plan that she had made.


    She yearns to strike Duna’s name from history, to rise above Zeus and Apollo,


    To silence her rivals, destroy every Asher, leaving no faith for Petros to follow.


    All she lacks is one bite of ambrosia, and for this she keeps Damian in chains.


    An age of darkness will surely descend if that substance fills her veins.


    There is but one way to stop her, so listen to these words well:


    Orpheus must save Hermogenes, and Chloe must undo the spell.”


    The bejeweled coronet on Carya’s head glittered in the flames as she gave a slight bow and stepped back toward the plain cave wall. All eyes but hers moved to Orpheus, now holding his lyre at his side.


    “I have half a mind to think this strangeness nothing more than a perverse hallucination,” Orpheus said. “I’ve been living alone in this squalor so long that perhaps I’ve lost my sanity.”


    “You haven’t,” said Chloe. “I thought the same thing the day I met Carya in my car.”


    She smiled at her friend, remembering when Carya’s reflection had appeared in the rearview mirror and she had given Chloe those ludicrous walnuts. Chloe had been positive she was going crazy, but curiosity had compelled her to eat one of the walnuts regardless. She’d convinced herself she had nothing to lose. That simple bite had changed her life, just as the bite of ambrosia could change Leto’s.


    “Why not see where the hallucination takes you, Orpheus?” Charis said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.


    Then Chloe saw it, the piece of Orpheus she knew from before. The goodness she’d seen in him when he’d saved her from Circe. The compassion she’d observed when he met her outside of time and asked for her forgiveness. His was a poet’s heart, and she knew it couldn’t bear to see the world in turmoil, even a world that had crushed him.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


    



AMBROSIA


    I have one request,” said Orpheus, as the last speck of Carya’s mist evaporated.


    Chloe glanced at the pýli on the floor. “You want to see Eurydice.”


    “How do you know her name?”


    “I told you. I know you, Orpheus.” She picked up the pýli and carried it to him. “Put your eye there,” she said, pointing to the black circle.


    “It will only sting a little,” Hermes warned.


    “I’ll endure any torture to see her face again,” answered Orpheus.


    Charis and Iris sighed in unison; Orpheus was a romantic, that was for sure.


    “Wait,” said Chloe, her heart falling to her stomach. “I forgot. You can’t see Eurydice in the future because you haven’t lived it yet. I’m so sorry, Orpheus.”


    Iris approached, twin flames hovering above her. “But you can see the future, Chloe.”


    “Yes, but I never saw Orpheus and Eurydice together,” Chloe answered. “He only told me they had reunited in heaven.”


    Tears welled in Orpheus’s eyes, filling them with a heartbreaking shade of blue. “That will more than suffice,” he said.


    As Chloe raised the pýli to her eye, a long, green-speckled tail burst from the shadows and wrapped itself around the device. Orpheus and Hermes pulled against it, but the creature was too strong. Without a struggle, it broke free from their hands and disappeared into the darkness. The pýli clattered to the floor.


    “What in Zeus’ name was that?” Chloe said, clutching Iris.


    A loud splash sounded from somewhere deep inside the cave, followed by an ominous hissing noise that weaved, like a ghost’s whisper, throughout the labyrinth of rooms.


    “Orpheusss…isss…mine…”


    Chills ran up Chloe’s neck. She had heard such a hissing voice before, the first time her doma had manifested and taken her to an ancient ship that Iris and Tycho were aboard.


    “Scylla?” she said.


    “Scylla’s lair is in the Great Sea,” Iris whispered.


    “It’s Echidna,” Hermes said.


    The creature’s tail, strong and scabbed, crept around the rock closest to Charis.


    “Charis, watch out!” Chloe shouted.


    Charis vanished, reappearing in a split second beside her mother as the serpent’s tail extended into the center of the room; it was at least fifteen feet in length.


    Where’s this thing’s head, Chloe thought, gripping Hermes’ wand at her side.


    And then it—she—peered around a pillar that reached from floor to roof. The snake was a woman—at least, part of it was.


    From the neck down, Chloe thought her hideous, as Scylla was. Her brown, bloated belly was distended from whatever her last meal had been. But her head and face were striking, more beautiful than Circe’s, which made Chloe wonder why the world’s most evil women were also gorgeous. Her black hair, shiny as silk, cascaded to the floor in luxuriant waves. Her eyes were amethyst and hypnotic, and drew Chloe further into them the longer she looked.


    “It isss Orpheussss’ desssstiny to dwell here forever with me…”


    “Go back to Hades, you stinking witch!” Orpheus yelled. He ran across the cave and fetched his lyre. “Cover your ears,” he said, as he set his fingers to the strings.


    As Chloe and the others obeyed, Echidna emitted an ear-piercing shriek, drowning out Orpheus’s music, neutralizing its effects.


    “It isn’t working,” Chloe shouted.


    Echidna smiled, her brilliant white teeth beaming in Iris’s flames as they floated like lanterns above her head. She stuck out her long, forked tongue and pierced one of them, making it sizzle into smoke. Then she uttered a high-pitched scream with such superhuman force that the lyre fell from Orpheus’s shaking hands.


    The instant he bent down to get it, the serpent’s tail raced toward him and snatched the lyre, then raised it high overhead where it dangled mere inches from the largest of Iris’s flares.


    “He isss uselessss to you without thissss, isss he not?” Echidna intoned. “I’ve alwaysss wanted to learn how to play like Orpheussss. But sssince I have no handsss, I shall have to be content to use hissss…”


    Orpheus drew a dagger from his belt and pressed its tip to his wrist. “I would sooner hack off my hands and watch you eat them than play a single note for you.”


    Echidna’s body stiffened as she lifted her head higher until it grazed the ceiling. Her tail lowered the lyre nearer to the fire. “Sssooo you will not be needing thissss…”


    Before she could burn the lyre, Chloe took the wand in both hands and pointed it at Echidna’s face.


    Tape.


    As soon as the word popped into Chloe’s mind, a silver piece of duct tape appeared across Echidna’s mouth. The monster tried to scream, but only a muffled shout was heard. Her tail swung the lyre toward the flame, but in a flash, Charis was in the air to intercept it and vanished to who knew where.


    Chloe breathed again. The lyre was safe. And now for the rest of them…


    Hermes clapped his hand on Chloe’s shoulder. “Well done. The wand is fond of you.”


    Echidna was struggling to reach her sealed mouth with her tail.


    “Or maybe it’s just not fond of her,” Chloe said, watching as the serpent part of Echidna began to thrash and flail. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome.”


    Iris held out her palms to Echidna. “I doubt you’ll be able to withstand a tunnel of fire as well as you do a single flame.” Two walls of fire streamed out of Iris’s hands as her face contorted with pain. The flames formed a fence around Echidna’s body, rising around her so only her raven-black head was visible. “Hold still and you won’t be harmed,” Iris shouted.


    The four of them backed away toward the cave mouth, eyeing the beast as her fierce tail tore through the flames.


    Chloe raised the wand once more and aimed it at Echidna’s lips.


    “What are you doing?” Hermes said.


    “How will she eat if she can’t open her mouth?”


    Hermes sighed. “You want to spare the life of the creature that would kill us all if she had the chance?”


    Chloe lowered the wand and looked at him, silently weighing whether the decision to save Echidna was the right one. “Duna gave all of us life, even monsters like her. As far as I’m concerned, it’s his job to take life away, not mine.”


    Chloe pointed the wand at Echidna again, this time envisioning the tape being peeled from her mouth. The wand obeyed.


    Echidna wasted no time using her freed vocal cords to hiss curses and scream at the flames. “Ashersss, you will never defeat ussss… Apollo…shall alwaysss…win!”


    Chloe stepped into the sunlight, then called back over her shoulder, “It’s not over till the fat monster sings.”
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    “Did she say anything else?” Ethan asked. “I mean, did she give you any more details about the ambrosia?”


    Chloe rubbed the sleep from her eyes as he handed her a cup of ironwort and sat beside her.


    This time the scent of the tea turned her stomach only slightly. “Thanks.” She took a sip, trying her best to imagine it was a cinnamon-sprinkled latte. “And no, not really. She just said that it’s the reason she’s holding my brother hostage.”


    Ethan stared into the campfire, stroking the light brown stubble of his chin.


    “What are you thinking?”


    “The ambrosia she wants has to be back in time somewhere,” Ethan said. “That has to be the reason she has your brother.”


    “To get to me,” Chloe said. “To use my doma.” Ethan nodded. “I can’t help her, Ethan. If I do, she gains immortality. If she gains immortality, the world is worse off than it was when we got here.”


    Ethan turned to her, his expression grave. “If you don’t, she’ll keep Damian prisoner forever. Or worse.”


    “Yes, worse,” came Hermes’ voice.


    Chloe turned to see him hovering in the air, honeycake crumbs tumbling from his mouth.


    “I know Leto better than anyone,” Hermes said. “She is many things, but merciful is not one of them. She has only two uses for Damian: to hold him hostage until you help her, or to kill him if you refuse.”


    Chloe gazed over at Orpheus. He was standing beside the paddock in which a group of colts loped and kicked up their heels. His lyre protruded from a leather sack one of the refugees had given him after he’d serenaded the children, and many adults, to sleep the night before.


    The poet had been here only a few hours and already he was a celebrity. The women couldn’t walk by him without blushing and fanning their faces. The teenage boys desperately wanted to learn how to play and charm as he did; this second they were off searching for instruments or making them. The older men, no doubt feeling inferior in this hero’s presence, had brandished their swords and were fencing with one another instead of working. A few were engaged in foot races, churning up dust as they sped past. Chloe could almost smell the testosterone in their sweat.


    She couldn’t help but think of Damian. He would outrun every one of them if he were here. “That’s why we have Orpheus,” she said.


    Ethan shifted and threw another log on the fire. “It’s not enough.”


    “What do you mean? All Hermes has to do is take us to Mania’s house. We’ll take cover somewhere and guard Orpheus while he plays his lullaby, then Damian can disappear and come find us.”


    Hermes lowered himself to the ground and dusted the crumbs from his hands. “One problem. Unless Damian knows we’re coming, and by some miracle has use of his hands to cover his ears, he’ll be just as susceptible to Orpheus’s lyre as Leto. There’ll be no getting him out if he’s unconscious.”


    “Then we carry him out,” said Chloe. “Not a big deal.”


    “That’s if everything goes perfectly, Chloe,” said Ethan. “And there’s no guarantee of that. The lyre’s effects aren’t instant. Mania could hear Orpheus start playing and then go completely berserk.”


    “She could make ten times the noise that Echidna did to mute his music,” added Hermes.


    Chloe had thought of that, but she couldn’t afford—Damian couldn’t afford—for her to succumb to fear and what-if, worst-case scenarios. She had to be positive. But she also couldn’t be dumb.


    “Then what do we do? Just let my brother die? Just let Mania destroy the world and rule it the way she wants to?” Chloe’s heart tightened in her chest. Hot tears rushed to her eyes and blurred the orange flames before her. How could she live with herself if she failed to save the future—and lost Damian in the process?


    “You have to help her,” said Hermes.


    Chloe pulled the wand from her belt and pointed it at him. “So that’s what this is about, this whole I’m-a-changed-man act of yours. You’ve just been waiting for the right time to convince me to help your beloved maniac become invincible.” She took a step toward him, waving the wand in circles. “I should’ve known better than to forgive you. People like you don’t change.”


    She lunged forward, and the image of an overweight platypus flashed through her brain.


    Ethan grabbed her wrist and snatched the wand from her hand. “Don’t,” he said, pulling her back. “He’s right.”


    “What do you mean ‘he’s right’? Don’t you see how he’s been playing us?”


    Hermes stood up and doffed his cap. “Quite the other way around. My intention is not to play games with you, but with Leto. What you must do, you must do alone. But this should help you.” He placed the cap in Chloe’s hand.


    “Fine,” said Chloe. “I’m listening.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


    



ADMISSION


    Hermes looked around, ensuring that there was no one near enough to eavesdrop. “Go to Leto,” he said. “Tell her, with indubitable conviction, that you’ll happily assist her if she unshackles your brother and lets him go. This she has to do first, you must tell her, because you rightly cannot trust her. Then,” he said, floating in circles around the fire, “you travel in time, fetch the ambrosia and bring it back.”


    Chloe put on the cap. It was more comfortable than it looked. “And what do I do with this thing?”


    “You put it on, of course. Simply by wishing it, you will make yourself invisible and free your brother. Then you steal the ambrosia from Leto before she eats it.”


    Chloe sighed, fiddling with the frizzy ends of her hair. “I can’t just shut her mouth like I did with the serpent lady?”


    Hermes shook his head. “Her winds are too strong. You’d have to do something more permanent, something that would prevent her from opening her mouth ever again.”


    “And I won’t let her die,” said Chloe. “At least not on my watch.”


    Ethan stood up and stuffed his hands in his pockets the way he did when he was trying to tame his frustration. “But what if you have to? It could come down to that, Chloe. You have to be prepared to kill her with Hermes’ wand if you have to.”


    “No,” said Chloe, a sharp edge of vehemence in her voice. “Then I’d be no better than she is. Duna will make a way. He hasn’t let me down so far.”


    Ethan exhaled loudly through his nose and interlaced his fingers on the back of his head.


    Chloe smiled. Ethan was an expert temper restrainer.


    “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” he said. “I’m not telling you to do it. I’m just asking you to be ready.”


    Chloe’s body got warm. She set the tea aside and stood up. “I couldn’t live with Leto’s death on my conscience, Ethan. It’s easy for you to tell me to kill someone when you’re here sitting on the sidelines.” She regretted the words as soon as she’d said them, but it was too late now.


    A long silence passed before anyone moved.


    Finally Ethan returned his hands to his sides. “I know what it’s like,” he said softly, a hollowness filling his eyes. “I killed someone.”


    Chloe thought she hadn’t heard him correctly. Even if Ethan were capable of such a thing, when would he have had the chance to do it? And then the answer came to her.


    “At the Religious Council building.” The question sounded more like a statement.


    Ethan nodded and clenched his jaw, his lips straightening into a thin hard line. “One of the councilman’s guards, just after your brother and my parents escaped.” He closed his eyes, both eyelids quivering under the strain of those dark memories. “I had no choice.”


    Chloe went to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Ethan, I’m so sorry.”


    “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said flatly. “It was my decision to kill him. I chose my life over his.”


    “But if you hadn’t done it…”


    Ethan stepped away, out from under her touch. “If I hadn’t done it, nothing would’ve changed.”


    “That isn’t true.”


    “It is true.” He pivoted to her, taking a moment to compose himself. “Even if I’d been killed, everything would have played out just the same. My family and Damian would’ve escaped, you would’ve found them without me, and I’d be dead, in heaven, sitting on the sidelines just like I am here.”


    Before Chloe could say anything, he closed the gap between them, standing mere inches away from her. “I’m not proud of what I did,” he whispered, “but I don’t think I was supposed to roll over and do nothing. And I don’t think you are, either. Just be ready.”


    “Forgive me,” Hermes said. Tears filled the messenger’s eyes. His hands shook as he lifted them and pressed them to his heart. “The blood you shed, Ethan, covers not your hands, but the hands of all the gods. It was we who created war. It was we who ushered death into this planet. The world suffers the repercussions of our perfidy.”


    Despite herself, Chloe’s heart sank at the sight of Hermes. Standing there weeping, absent his cap or wand, he looked like a common beggar or homeless transient. She didn’t want to pity him. Up until now, she’d still been suspicious of him, half expecting him to whisk her away to the Fields of Asphodel like he’d done before.


    Iris was right. Bitterness had taken hold of Chloe’s heart, but this was her chance to break free of it. Sure, there was still no guarantee that Hermes wasn’t up to something, but the tortured look in his eyes was genuine, she knew that much. Right now, in this moment, he was a different god; he was a god pleading with mortals to forgive him.


    “Forgive me,” he repeated, dropping to his knees as he clasped his hands and held them against his brow. “For all the pain I’ve brought to you, and all the lies I’ve told. I swear, and may Duna strike me if my tongue speaks falsely, I will never again work evil against mankind, nor hoodwink any Asher.” He prostrated himself across the rocky ground and stayed there for a long while.


    Her mind made up, Chloe transformed the wand into an olive branch. She tapped him gently on the shoulder. “You gave this to me once, and I refused it. I hope you’ll accept it from me now.”


    Hermes lifted his head, tears spilling from smiling eyes as he beheld the branch and the green leaves sprouting from it.


    Chloe offered her hand and helped him to his feet. “This belongs to you,” she said, holding out the wand.


    Hermes took her other hand to his lips and kissed it softly. “You reminded me of something just now.” He lowered her hand and stepped backward. “Keep the wand. You are far more worthy of it than I am.” The golden wings of his sandals buzzed like hummingbird wings as he levitated off the ground.


    “Where are you going?” Chloe asked.


    “Somewhere I should have gone ages ago,” he answered. “I’ll return before nightfall.” And then he was off, arms outstretched like eagle’s wings as he weaved across the sky, disappearing over the dewy, sunbathed hills.


    Chloe secured the wand in her girdle and looked back at Ethan. He sat on a log, spinning a stick between his fingers. She sat down next to him, praying silently for the right words to say.


    “That was big of you,” he said. “While you were talking to Hermes I tried to imagine me forgiving the councilman for what he did to our parents.” He shook his head and tossed the stick aside. “I think I’d rather take a tour of the Underworld.” He gave a half smile, but it didn’t last.


    “The Underworld is worse. Lots worse,” said Chloe. “It’s strange, but I feel better than I have in a long time. Free…relieved…I can’t explain it.”


    “I think I get it. Our emotions can take their toll on us if we hold onto them too long.”


    “Exactly. It’s as though my anger toward him was bleeding into the rest of me. Like poison.”


    Ethan leaned forward, laughing quietly to himself.


    Chloe felt her cheeks flushing. Had she said something wrong? Was there food in her teeth? Had the ironwort stained them brown? “What are you laughing at?”


    “Nothing. It’s dumb.” He pressed two fingers to his lips, as if to stop himself from saying whatever it was he was obviously thinking.


    “Please tell me,” Chloe said, trying her best not to sound whiny. “Don’t make me use the card.”


    “What card?”


    “The card that says this could be the last time we talk, and therefore you’d better tell me.” She laughed, but he didn’t seem to find it so funny. “Sorry. Everything’s going to be fine.”


    “No, you’re right.” Ethan took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “I do need to say something.”


    “Can I say something first?”


    He hesitated. “Sure.”


    “It’s my turn to ask for forgiveness. What I said about you just sitting here on the sidelines, that wasn’t true. And it was a terrible thing to say.”


    “But that’s what I’m doing, isn’t it?” Ethan indicated the log beneath them. “I’m not like the rest of you. I’m not an Asher, and I don’t belong here.” His gaze drifted to the sheets of rain falling on the horizon. “I don’t belong anywhere.”


    “You do belong here,” Chloe insisted. “You just don’t know it yet. Duna has you here for a reason.” She squeezed his hand. “I know it.”


    Ethan’s whole body relaxed as he nodded his head slowly and turned his knees toward hers. “You know, you’re good at giving pep talks.”


    Chloe smiled and let go of his hand to point out a faint double rainbow peeking through the rain. “I never get sick of seeing those.” She could feel Ethan staring at her. Now what was it? Was there a smudge on her face?


    “Can I say my something now?”


    There was an unfamiliar tone in his voice that made Chloe’s palms get clammy. She could feel her upper lip starting to sweat. Her throat was suddenly swollen, and all she could do was nod.


    “Do you remember what I said when I saw you in the stairwell back at the Religious Council building?”


    Chloe tried to think back, but all she remembered was Ethan holding a gun to her face. “You asked me who I was.”


    Ethan laughed. “After that. After you told me it was good to see me.”


    “Oh. I don’t really remember. You probably said the same thing back to me.”


    “I said it was good to see you, too,” Ethan said, “but it was a gigantic lie.”


    Chloe’s eyes skimmed the hillside for a dark hole she could crawl into. Finding none, she sat there, dumbstruck, waiting for the strength to walk away with some semblance of self-respect.


    “Chloe, there’s not a word strong enough to describe how I felt when I saw you again. It was the best feeling in the world.”


    Chloe closed her eyes, letting his words echo and sing in her ears. When she opened her eyes again, the rainbow seemed a thousand times brighter. She knew exactly the feeling he was talking about.


    “You’re not saying anything,” Ethan said.


    Chloe held up her forefinger, silently shushing him as a smile filled her face. She wanted to savor this. “What does my smile say?”


    Ethan took her hand in his, and with his other hand he touched her face, pulling her closer as a wormhole of a different sort enveloped her. His kiss was a doma all its own, and she was powerless against it.
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    CHAPTER FORTY


    



KRATÍRAS


    Kratíras was perhaps a more cursed place than Mount Othrys, for it was here that the Titans and Olympians first made contact with Petros after their banishment from heaven. Three hundred and sixty rebels had been sent spiraling through the cosmos, each of them secured to a meteorite by shackles they could not shake. Not until they collided with the coarse sands of this foreign world did the chains fall away and their trek to Othrys begin.


    The crater that had resulted from the impact was over a mile wide and over three hundred feet deep, forming a perfect circle in the middle of the desert.


    It had been Hermes’ job, along with the others gifted with flight, to escort the rebels out of the pit. How different things would have been, he mused, if he’d refused to assist them, if he’d left them there to bake in the sun for all eternity. How much less suffering would the incipient race of humans have had to endure?


    He had so much to atone for. He’d wronged Iris countless times, and the record of his own offenses against the All-Powerful could fill this crater a thousand fold. Duna would be a fool to forgive him as Iris had.


    The sun overhead burned Hermes’ uncovered head and scorched his skin. It was as hot as Tartarus here. If he were Duna he would chain him here, in this very spot, never to move again for the rest of time. That was what he deserved, after all: a judgment no milder than the one Apollo had sentenced for the Olympians and Titans before them.


    “Why are you here, Hermes?”


    Hermes’ heart beat wildly as fear, greater than he’d ever felt, even before Apollo’s sword, swept through him. He knew that voice. It was the one that had called all life into existence, and the one that had decreed his exile.


    “Duna?” he said, laboring to control his anxious breaths as he stretched himself along the basalt ground. He heard footsteps approaching, but dared not look for fear his eyeballs would melt in their sockets at the sight of Duna’s glory. Not even Cronus’s magnificence came close to rivaling the aura of holiness that clothed the All-Powerful.


    “Do not be afraid.” Duna’s voice was as peaceful as rain and yet as fearsome as thunder. “Since you were created, I have heard everything you’ve ever said or thought, desiring one day to discern contrition in your words.”


    The shadow cast by Duna’s form felt like the shade of an oak against Hermes’ back. Duna’s presence never failed to bring relief.


    “You have never been far from my thoughts, Hermes. You may have broken my heart, but you never left it.”


    “I am unworthy of such love, my creator,” said Hermes, his whole being trembling with awe. How foolish he’d been to have once deemed himself divine, and to have viewed Hades and Apollo as such. Comparing themselves to Duna was like parasites posing as lions. That Duna was not mocking him now was astonishing.


    “Are you truly repentant?” From the nearness of his voice, Hermes knew Duna was kneeling beside him.


    “My heart aches with shame, my lord.” Hermes lifted his chin so that he might project more clearly. “I have spent centuries trying to outrun my guilt, but it pulls me down like an anchor.”


    Duna placed a hand on the crown of Hermes’ head. “Be thankful for that anchor, my son. So many of your brothers and sisters were lost in the sea of their hubris long ago; now nothing draws them back to me.”


    “Please, tell me what I must do to earn my way back through heaven’s gates.”


    Restlessness festered in the marrow of Hermes’ bones. He could almost smell the stench of his sins. The weight of them crushed his soul from all sides. He had to do something to purge himself, even if it meant repeating all twelve labors of Hercules, or staying here to bake in the sun until the skin peeled off his flesh.


    “You only need to trust me. Turn from the unrighteousness of your past and never think on it again. I will make all things new, my son. Your future is in my hands.”


    Duna’s voice fell like dew upon Hermes’ ears, a mere whisper of life-giving wind. He couldn’t help himself; he began to weep, the mercy radiating from the All-Powerful almost more than his inferior frame could take. When he could cry no more, he started to laugh, for the stench was fading and the weight was falling away.


    “I trust you, Duna. I want to be made new.”


    Duna held his palm against Hermes’ forehead. His warm touch sent a surge of heat through Hermes’ body, starting in his right foot, traveling all the way up to his head, and rushing like lightning down his side. Then it stopped as his toes continued tingling.


    “You are clean. Think no more of making restitution. Grace is a gift I freely and joyfully give.”


    Hermes wanted to turn and kiss his creator’s feet, but he knew the light that covered Duna was sacrosanct. One touch of that light would still his heartbeat, an effect that would be irreversible, despite his immortality.


    “Your mercy is more vast than the heavens, deeper than the Great Sea. Your righteousness more mighty than Olympus.” Hermes felt his adulation bubbling up from within him, unrestrained and overflowing. He would have continued had Duna not laughed and touched his shoulder.


    “Your words bless me, Hermes. Such poetry rivals that of Orpheus. But time is short, and there is something I must show you.” He removed his hand from Hermes’ brow and stepped away. “Stand, and keep your back to me as you send your gaze out over Kratíras.”


    Slowly, his body as weak as if he’d been sleeping for days, Hermes rose and turned to face the crater. What he saw took his breath away. The basin, once nothing but an enormous layer of thick sediment, was now a smooth mirror through which he could view perfectly the vault of cloudless sky.


    “Tell me who you see,” said Duna.


    The edges of the crater darkened as a pale oval face materialized in its center, followed by a smattering of freckles, and lastly a percipient pair of copper eyes with red hair spilling over them. It looked like Hermes, and yet the man was far too young.


    “Hermogenes,” Hermes said, his eyes flickering in the sunlight. “But…but he’s just a boy.” He indicated the mirror. “This shows him nearly fully grown.”


    “It’s difficult, even for immortals’ minds, to fathom the nature of my infinitude,” Duna said. “I created time. I am not limited by it.”


    “You know the end from the beginning, and the beginning from the end,” Hermes sang softly, recalling a heavenly chorus he thought he’d long forgotten.


    “Keep watching.”


    The image of Hermogenes’ face faded as his mother’s profile took its place. Leto was older, with tiny lines framing her eyes and mouth, and more silver in her hair; even so, she took Hermes’ breath away. As she parted her lips to speak, Hermogenes appeared before her, clothed in white robes, his head shaven.


    “You always wanted to be an Asher,” she said tenderly to her son, “and now that your eighteenth year has come and gone, I know you are grieved. It breaks my heart to see my boy so crestfallen.”


    “I only desired a doma in order that I might serve you more completely and become a son you could be proud of.” The lad hung his head. “Now, for the rest of my life I will be known only as Leto’s bastard.”


    Leto rushed to him and threw her arms around his neck. “Mark my words, Hermo. This day shall bring an end to your sorrows. I will give you a gift far better than any doma stored away in Duna’s coffer.”


    Hermogenes lifted his head. “What gift?”


    “A long life with which to rule and reign beside me,” she said, her gray eyes flashing as they did whenever she lied.


    “The boy is half immortal,” Hermes protested to Duna. “Surely he must know that his days are destined to be long.”


    No response from Duna. He didn’t need to give one; Hermes knew what Leto was plotting.


    “Mama, you are not making any sense. It’s impossible for me to become—”


    Leto gripped her son’s shoulders and gave him a shake. “You know better than to tell me what is impossible.”


    Hermogenes closed his eyes, waiting patiently for the chastisement to end.


    “I’m so sorry, my love.” Leto kissed his forehead and dropped her hands onto his. “There is a way. A way that will please the lords of Hades as well as serve to advance us one step closer in our quest to subvert their sovereignty.”


    Hermogenes brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. “Tell me what I must do, Mama. I know that all things must bend to the will of Mania.”


    Leto smiled as she drew a dagger from the hidden sheath on her thigh. “You must be sacrificed upon Olympus. And then shall Hades mingle your blood with the ichor of the gods.”


    The surface of the mirror began to move like waves on the sea, obscuring the two faces until they had receded into the walls of the opposite rim. In less than the blink of an eye, the crater floor had returned to bedrock.


    Terrible despair gripped Hermes’ heart. It had pained him enough to prepare, however briefly, a libation offering of his son’s pure blood. But to see Apollo’s plan brought to fruition was almost more than he could bear.


    “Why have you shown me this?” he asked, inclining his head toward Duna.


    “This is what the future could become should the Ashers succeed only in preventing Leto from obtaining immortality. Her legacy would continue within a man whom not even death can conquer, not for centuries.”


    “So it’s not already decided.”


    Hermes’ head spun as he tried to separate the future from the present while at the same time making peace with his past. He’d always thought time was as steady as the Styx, moving immutably in one direction only. That had all changed the day Chloe tore through Iris’s fire tunnel. Were it not for that, he would be with Leto this second, plotting the immolation of Eirene.


    “The refugees behind the wall have been praying ceaselessly since the night Chloe and Damian joined their number.”


    A silver bowl of water appeared in the air before Hermes’ chest. He nodded his thanks and drank as Duna continued.


    “The Vessel has bolstered their faith, as it has restored yours. I honor my people’s prayers by giving you this warning.” He waited until Hermes’ thirst was slaked before saying his final words. “Your son must be spared.”


    As Duna walked away, Hermes piped up with a single request. “Please, if you wouldn’t mind indulging me before you go. Why did the oracle prophesy one Vessel, and yet the Ashers are two?”


    Duna neared him again and placed a fatherly hand on his shoulder. “You’re not the only skilled strategist in the cosmos, Hermes. Apollo has been expecting one individual, has he not?”


    Hermes smiled. “Of course. And by that strategy the Vessel was able to escape the future snare set by my brothers.”


    “The theory you posed to Apollo was correct,” said Duna, the warmth of his glory like a hot spring gushing around Hermes. “The Moonbow was the signpost, as it has always been.”


    “So you could even hear the conferences held in Hades.”


    “As I told you before, my son,” Duna whispered, “I have heard your every word. I have waited for you to call upon me as a father watches by moonlight for his son who has wandered astray.”


    Hermes felt Duna’s glory slowly departing as the relentless sun began to beat down on him once more. All at once he knew the kind of father Hermogenes needed, and with not one ounce of guilt, nor stiver or shame left to stop him, he made up his mind: that’s what he would become.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


    



MISSION


    Thank Duna!” Chloe exclaimed.


    Beside her on the ground, Charis jumped from her sleep. Only Chloe and Ethan had stayed awake, waiting for Hermes to come back from whatever errand he’d suddenly felt compelled to run.


    “You haven’t done anything yet, have you?” Hermes kept his voice low over the crackling fire.


    “If we had,” replied Chloe, “either Damian would be here or I’d be…well, dead, probably.”


    “Chloe…” Ethan murmured as he squeezed her hand. He’d been holding it so long she could hardly feel it.


    “It was just a joke.”


    “It’s no laughing matter, Chloe,” said Hermes.


    Chloe thought Hermes looked different, changed somehow. “Where have you been?”


    “To the place where war and tyranny began.” Hermes’ visage brightened as he looked up at the twinkling stars, as if he and they shared a secret. “Ironically, it’s there that I was cleansed of all the blood I’ve shed and all the lies I’ve told.”


    Charis sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “You’ve been with Duna, haven’t you?”


    Hermes nodded and held a hand to his chest. “Aye, and I have each of you, as well as those absent, to thank for helping rescue my wayward soul.”


    He looked at Chloe, his moist eyes smiling at her. “Your obedience has sent ripples out through the waves of eternity. And by Duna’s grace, one of them touched me.”


    “They’ve touched all of us,” Chloe said. “It pains me to say it, but without your help, we wouldn’t have Orpheus.”


    “And we wouldn’t have the pýli,” added Ethan. “It’s not every day you get to see a visual record of the first time Duna ever spoke to mankind.”


    “Ah, but you forget that without me you wouldn’t be in this predicament to begin with,” Hermes countered.


    “Don’t give yourself too much credit, Hermes,” said Chloe. “If you hadn’t agreed to join Apollo and Hades’ little mission to rule the world, I’m sure they would’ve found some other flying, wand-wielding madman to fill the role.”


    Hermes chuckled, then gestured to the wand sheathed at her side. “Now who’s the madman? Or madwoman, I should say.”


    Chloe removed the wand then pointed it at him playfully. “Touché.”


    “Congratulations, Hermes,” said Ethan. “It’s good to see you happy.”


    Hermes’ smile faded as the notes of a lyre came floating through the trees, followed by the sound of footsteps.


    “Orpheus!” Chloe shouted. “Stop playing or you’ll put us to sleep.”


    The music stopped and Orpheus stepped into the firelight. “My apologies. I’m a bit rusty. I must be at my best if I’m to sedate this villainess. When, exactly, do we march out?”


    Chloe looked at Hermes. “I just remembered. The plan you laid out for us earlier didn’t include Orpheus.”


    “It does indeed,” answered Hermes. “We need him for another purpose, one of no slight importance.”


    Orpheus’s skeptical eyes narrowed to slits as he lowered his lyre to his side. “What purpose?”


    “That of saving my son.”


    Orpheus shook his head slightly, as if doing so would make Hermes’ words make sense. “You have a son?”


    Hermes nodded.


    “With Mania?”


    Hermes nodded again, but more hesitantly this time.


    “This is news to us as well, Orpheus,” Ethan said.


    Chloe took a deep breath. “It’s in the past. It’s forgiven. Don’t be angry, Damian.”


    She turned to Hermes and asked softly, albeit through gritted teeth. “Would you mind telling us why you didn’t mention your son before?”


    “I was ashamed, which is itself a shameful thing to say.” Hermes’ eyes fell to the fire, where they lingered for long, still moments. “After my time with the All-Powerful, shame no longer dwells in me, least of all concerning my flesh and blood.”


    “I’m glad, Hermes, I really am, but can’t we just focus on getting my brother back right now?” Chloe could feel her nerves starting to unravel as she thought of Damian in chains in some dank cell, expecting to die at any moment, probably wondering if she knew he was there and, if she did, whether she cared.


    “Duna showed me the future,” said Hermes. “A potential future, I should say. And in it, my son, Hermogenes, is sacrificed to Hades by Leto’s hand. This abomination assures him immortality, or so she has convinced him, even if the ambrosia is withheld from his mother.”


    “What do you mean, ‘or so she has convinced him’?” Charis asked. “He cannot be granted immortality?”


    “Quite the contrary. With half ichor in his veins, he’s already nearly immortal. Leto only means to use his sacrifice as a vehicle to gain her closer access to Hades’ throne.”


    Orpheus plucked a sad, single note with his finger, and its sound seemed to echo to the moon. “What would you have me do?”


    Hermes paced a few steps, head down and hands joined behind his back. “The lad, as all boys do, adores his mother. As such, he will not stand to see her precious ambrosia taken from her. He will intervene, and afterward bear even more affection for her.”


    “So Orpheus needs to put him to sleep,” said Ethan.


    Hermes stopped walking. “Exactly. While Chloe distracts Leto, Orpheus will sit outside his window and start to play. Charis, it will be your responsibility to bring the boy back here, behind the wall, as soon as you can.”


    Charis grinned. “I can do that.”


    “What can I do?” Ethan asked.


    “Wait for us,” said Chloe. “And if you don’t mind, pray while you’re at it. Hard.”


    Hermes beckoned them to their feet with an urgent wave of his arm. “Come now. Let us finish this before dawn. Orpheus’s music is more potent beneath a theater of stars.”


    Charis and Orpheus followed the messenger down the hill, but Ethan held Chloe’s hand tightly.


    “Ethan, I have to go,” she whispered. “I’ll be back, I promise.” She lifted herself up and lightly kissed his forehead.


    “I want to go with you,” he said. “I don’t care if it’s dangerous. I just want to be with you.”


    Chloe lifted their interlaced fingers and brought them to her chest. “You are with me. Right here.”
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    It was well after midnight when Leto spotted the party making its way toward her walls. They stood out starkly on the open road, the stars like lanterns beaming down on them. They are wise to approach as friends, she thought.


    “It appears you were correct.” She turned to Damian, who was still chained inside the kitchen. “Your sister comes for you. Unless you want to watch her die, you’ll let her make her deal with me.”


    If Damian’s glare were a sword, it would have pierced clean through her skull. She smiled at him, amused by the hatred burning like cinders in his eyes. She’d never been looked at with such contempt; she had killed any who had come close to regarding her in such a way.


    She went to the courtyard gates and flung them open. It had been ages since she had had real company. She looked around, taking in the disarray of what had once been as pristine as the Eirenian temple, every tree and flower planted by the touch of Hermes’ wand. She wasn’t expecting visitors, and the house was such a shambles.


    With wide, slow strokes, her arms sent swift wind to sweep the dirt from the floors and carry away any remaining rubble from where the lightning had struck the owl. The owl’s carcass, half eaten by Panther, she left as a subtle warning.


    She plucked a larkspur and stuck it behind her ear as she strode into the kitchen. “This will be the last night I enjoy wine,” she mused, pouring a cupful. “After this I shall sustain myself with nothing but nectar and sweet ambrosia.”


    “Have you ever stopped to think that maybe nothing will satisfy you?”


    Leto clenched her fists, restraining the fury within them. “Immortality always satisfies,” she said.


    “Uh-huh. And that’s why things are going so well for Hermes and Mnemosyne, wherever they are.”


    “Silence!” Leto took a damp rag from the table, stormed over to Damian and secured it over his mouth. “You’re awfully bold for a man no better off than an unlucky lamb picked for slaughter.”


    She waved at the party halted at the gates. “Come in, my friends. My doors are open to you.”


    There were three in total: two girls—one the Asher, she presumed—and a young man, a handsome chap with hair as long as a woman’s and downcast eyes fixed shyly on his sandals.


    “I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t come alone,” the blond girl said. “Charis brought us here, and my new friend from the village gave directions.”


    “I don’t mind at all,” replied Leto, smiling cordially at each of them. “They may leave now. When your brother is free, your friends can guide you back.”


    Chloe turned to her companions. “I’ll see you later.”


    The pair gave her long, unwilling stares.


    “I swear on the graves of my beloved mother and father,” Leto told them, “your friend will reunite with you shortly.” This, paired with a solemn bow of her head, seemed to satisfy them. They threw their cloaks over their heads and set off into the shadows.


    “Tell me,” Leto said when they were out of earshot, “how did you know I wished to see you? Did that miscreant Hermes pay you a visit?”


    The girl’s head cocked sideways. “Hermes? Why in Zeus’ name would he want to help me? Do you have any idea what he did to me where I come from?”


    “I can imagine,” said Leto. “He cares for no one’s interests but his own.”


    Chloe folded her arms and sighed bitterly into the cool night air. “You can say that again.”


    Leto smiled. She couldn’t help but feel a sort of solidarity with this rival. After all, an enemy of Hermes’ was a friend of hers—at least for another few hours.


    “What is your name?”


    “Chloe. And it was Carya who told me my brother was here. Do you know her?”


    A sour taste crept up Leto’s throat. Indeed, she knew the messenger. Carya had appeared to her just after her father died, speaking in rhymes like a blathering fool, making not one iota of sense except for what she’d said about Hermes, whom she called “the beguiling imp of Hades.” Carya had warned Leto not to listen to his lies. She’d said his promises were empty and that he would only bring more heartache to her already woeful life.


    But Leto had seen no other alternative. If Duna, whom Carya claimed to represent, cared anything about her, he would have done more than send down some spindly waif who offered only worthless words of caution. He would have stopped Hermes from exiting that fissure to begin with. He would have swooped Leto up from her homelessness and given her a new family, a new purpose, a new life.


    Leto knew she had become Mania long before Hermes’ charms won her over. Her heart had turned black the moment she knew the All-Powerful had left her to rot in the ghostlands of Ēlektōr.


    “I don’t know how you tolerate that singing loon,” Leto hissed at Chloe.


    “Her rhyming does get a little annoying.”


    “As does her nosiness.”


    Leto glanced around at the nearby poplars and atop the pergola. She wondered how many times Carya had perched among the trees to spy on her late-night lessons with Hermes. She was probably here now, weeping in silence over the deceased owl or Damian’s present plight.


    Carya’s compassion turned Leto’s stomach. Even on the morning Carya had appeared, her crystal eyes seemed to pierce straight to her soul. They’d wept at what they saw, and she’d pleaded with Leto to take her words to heart. Maybe if she’d done more than speak eloquent words. Maybe if she’d done something to free Leto from her undeserved circle of Hades. Maybe then she’d have received Carya’s message in a more favorable manner.


    “Did she tell you what it is I request of you?” Leto asked, shoving the messenger’s cherubic face from her mind.


    “She mentioned something about ambrosia. I’ll be more than happy to get it for you, on one condition.”


    Leto tapped her foot impatiently. “I have almost as little tolerance for conditions as I do for Carya.”


    “I want you to let my brother go first. I think I know better than to take you at your word.”


    “Even when I’ve given it to you under oath, sworn on my parents’ graves?”


    Chloe nodded. “I’m afraid so.”


    Leto couldn’t help but grin. “Very well. Come.” She led Chloe to the kitchen and pointed to Damian. “I had no choice but to muzzle him. He’s mouthier than the harpies.”


    “I get it.” Chloe removed the rag from Damian’s head. “I probably would have done the same.” She went to the table and brought him back the bowl of wine.


    Damian began to whisper to Chloe, but she held up a warning hand for him to see. “Remember what I told you, Damian.” One more word from him and she’d slap him unconscious. She didn’t always need her doma to make people obey. She helped him to his feet and gave him a hug. “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”


    “I’m sorry I got here at all,” he said, as he glared once again at Leto. “Everything we heard about her is the truth.”


    Leto smiled, pleased. “I’m glad to hear I’ve lived up to my reputation. I’ll unlock his shackles, but first you must separate from him and maintain your distance. I know how his doma works, and I won’t let you fool me with it.”


    “Perfectly understandable.” Chloe backed up to the hearth.


    Once the shackles and fetters were loosed from Damian, he stood, but didn’t move.


    “No thank-you?” Leto asked. “You’re a free man now. At least thank your sister.”


    He looked at Leto coldly and bent down to tie his shoe.


    “Fine. Be gone with you. Wait by the shed outside the wall. Panther will keep you company.” The dog wagged his tail and lifted his snout to lick Damian’s wrist, red and raw from the iron’s abrasion. “If I see him stray, I’ll know you’ve left. But you know better than that, hmm?”


    When Damian gave a half nod, she said, “Excellent.”


    It was then that she saw it: a faint gold flicker winking at her from the folds of Chloe’s cloak.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


    



CORINNA


    Leto waited in silence as Damian rounded the corner and disappeared from the courtyard. Then she crossed to Chloe and placed her hands lightly on her shoulders.


    “May I take your cloak?” she asked. “You must be burning up here so close to the hearth.”


    Chloe pulled the garment closer. “No,” she said abruptly. “Thank you. I’m cold-natured.”


    Leto gripped the cowl with both hands and tugged Chloe backwards. “I insist,” she said, swinging her against the table.


    Chloe struggled to right herself and her cloak fell open, exposing the end of the golden wand that gleamed innocently in the firelight.


    “I knew it,” Leto growled, knocking the full amphora from the table. The red wine pooled like blood on the floor. “Hermes did betray me and send you here. And with his wand, no less.” She lunged for it, but Chloe’s hand was too fast.


    “You wanted me to come, didn’t you?” Chloe pointed the wand at the wine-stained floor. “Hermes told me not to mention him to you.”


    “I should say not. He doesn’t want to take the blame for my murder.”


    “I didn’t come to murder you. This is for self-defense. I didn’t show it to you because I’d hoped we could be civil with one another. Showing your host one’s weapon, even a defensive one, doesn’t exactly scream, ‘I come in peace.’”


    “So we make a bargain, then,” said Leto, her heart rate slowing as reason returned to her. “I don’t harm you with my powers, and you don’t harm me with Hermes’.”


    “Sounds fair to me. Now where, or should I say when, do I find this ambrosia you’re looking for?”


    Leto raised an eyebrow at the wand. It reminded her, for a moment, of Eros’s arrow. “To the dawn of Petros, when immortals and men still dwelled together, long before there was enmity between the gods.”


    “Sounds safe.”


    “It’ll be safe enough, especially for an Asher. All you have to do is go to the cape of Tainaron, find Eros and Psyche on the eve of their wedding day, take the ambrosia prepared for the bride, and bring it back.”


    Chloe picked at her fingernails. “And what if I can’t?”


    Leto considered this as a strong wind rustled the trees. She would have no problem killing the girl’s friends if she failed to obtain the ambrosia, but she couldn’t let it come to that. She needed the ambrosia, and quickly, before Hermes could hatch another plot against her.


    “You can,” she said, “and you will.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “Because I’m going with you.”
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    Chloe knew Hermes and the others might never forgive her, but she was going to change the plan and risk her life in the process. It was only a matter of time before Leto took the wand, and Chloe was willing to bet she’d use it for far more than self-defense; sooner or later she would use it, along with her own doma, to take down her rivals and wipe the Ashers from the face of Petros, just as she’d planned all along. Once the ambrosia was in Leto’s system, all bargaining and talks of peace would be over.


    Chloe couldn’t let that happen.


    “Hold onto me,” she told Leto, wrapping her hand tightly around the wand. She had the feeling that if Ethan were here, he’d tell her to knock Leto out cold while she had the chance. But she knew in her heart that he knew better than that. Like her, he had to believe deep down that killing Leto wasn’t the answer. And that maybe, just maybe, Leto could change.


    Leto wrapped her fingers around the back of Chloe’s girdle, and Chloe jumped at the fiery heat of her hand.


    “I beg your pardon,” said Leto blithely. “My hands get a little warm whenever I feel threatened.”


    “Well, I hope you don’t feel threatened by darkness and a little motion sickness.”


    “Are you stalling?”


    Chloe sighed. “No. I’m just warning you.”


    She closed her eyes and quieted her mind long enough to focus on the single word Damian had whispered to her before he left: Corinna. The black tunnel rattled and shook as the buzzing sound popped in her ears. Bright flashes, like tiny lightning bolts, electrified the swirling shadows around them. They were going somewhere, that was for sure.


    “How marvelous,” Leto shouted, her hand much cooler than it had been seconds ago. She wasn’t threatened in the least. She was enjoying this. “It’s like a storm.”


    A few minutes later, the rattling stopped and the flashes faded into a deafening downpour of rain. When the tunnel disappeared, Chloe could see the faint silhouette of a mountain range, backlit by the cloud-covered moon. There seemed to be nothing and no one around. Where had she brought them?


    “This is the desert,” Leto yelled, pushing Chloe away from her. “We’re supposed to be by an ocean.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Do you smell the sea?”


    “All I smell is rain,” Chloe said, trying to suppress any signs of fear. Let this be the right place, she prayed, and the right choice.


    “I’ll prove it to you.” Leto stretched out her arms to the storm overhead, and with a slow, controlled exhale, turned the sky as bright as noon with rapid bursts of thunderbolts.


    Chloe saw a giant cage fifty yards ahead, and a bird, ten times the size of an eagle, peering at them from within.


    “Mother…” Leto dropped her arms and took off for the cage, then fell on her knees before it. “Stop!” she shouted at the sky as she lifted a defiant fist into the air. The rain ceased. The lightning fled. The clouds broke apart. The full moon was free to shine again.


    Chloe threw off her hood and approached the cage, standing a safe distance away. The gryphon’s yellow eyes were staring at Leto, the black-tipped talons of her front feet clawing at the wooden platform on which she was perched.


    “Mother, do you know who I am?” Leto said, her voice higher, sweeter than before, like a child’s.


    The gryphon’s tufted tail swung back and forth. Using her lion-like paws, she jumped off the platform, landing in front of the cage’s log latch. Motionless, the two looked at one another as rain slid down the bars and splashed their faces.


    The gryphon opened her mouth as if to speak, but only a soft squawk came out.


    Then, as if she was standing right beside her, Chloe heard Carya’s words whisper in her mind: Orpheus must save Hermogenes, and Chloe must undo the spell.


    The first part she’d understood, as had everyone else. If all had gone according to plan, Orpheus, Hermogenes and Charis would be back at the village now, enjoying a celebratory cup of ironwort tea. But the last part had been brushed over, forgotten about as seemingly more important things, such as winning over Orpheus and getting away from the crazy snake lady in one piece, stole their attention.


    Now, however, Chloe realized it was just as important. The spell Carya referred to had to be about this, about Leto’s mother.


    “Corinna’s cursed,” Chloe whispered. She went closer to the cage, slowly unsheathing the wand. “I’m going to try something.”


    Leto turned around and eyed the raised wand in Chloe’s hand. “If you hurt her, I will kill you.”


    “You think I don’t know that?” Chloe closed her eyes and prayed aloud. “Duna, I know this isn’t the body you gave Leto’s mother. I ask you to use this wand to heal her, to undo whatever curse made her this way.” She kept her eyes shut, continuing to pray in her head.


    “Something’s happening,” Leto shouted.


    Chloe opened her eyes to see the gryphon’s charcoal feathers being shed from her body, revealing smooth white skin. Two wings of pale violet unfurled and fell around her like a cape. Her hooked yellow beak shaped itself into a human nose as her head shrank, and auburn waves of hair tumbled down onto her bare shoulders.


    “Leto.” Corinna smiled as she coughed and brought a trembling hand to her throat.


    Leto laughed and cried simultaneously as she reached through the bars and joined hands with her mother. “You know me?”


    Corinna cupped Leto’s chin in her hand. “I knew somehow I would see you again,” she said, looking at Chloe and the wand still hanging from her hand, “just as I knew I would one day be released from that prison, either by death or the benevolent hand of a god.” She looked at the feathers blanketing the cage floor. “It was transforming me, replacing my soul with that of a beast. Your name,” she said, stroking Leto’s hair, “was one of the last ones I could still remember.”


    Tears spilled shamelessly from Leto’s eyes as she looked back at Chloe, whose own eyes were welling as she thought of her reunion with her father in the Fields of Asphodel, an occasion just as miraculous as this.


    “Let’s get you out of there.” Chloe reached up for the log just as Leto ripped the wand from her belt.


    “You think you’re so clever, don’t you?” Leto roared. She pointed the wand at the log and split it cleanly down the middle.


    “Leto, what are you doing?” Corinna asked, stepping back into the cage.


    “Come with me, Mother.” Leto reached for her mother’s hand. “The poor sap thought she’d changed my mind, but she’s only given me an even stronger advantage.”


    “Please, Corinna,” Chloe said, as the rain began to sprinkle on her face, “talk some sense into your daughter. She wants me to take her back in time to get the ambrosia that will make her immortal.” What Chloe saw in Corinna’s eyes made her blood run cold. She gasped. “No! I thought your curse was the one I was supposed to break.”


    Leto threw back her head and gave a devilish laugh. “I’d planned all along to come back for my mother and father. You rearranging things did little to inconvenience me.” She pointed the wand at her mother, and a scarlet robe appeared on her body, followed by leather sandals on her feet.


    Chloe looked at Corinna, clearly seeing now the deviousness radiating from within her. Every word she’d said had been a lie, and Chloe’s brilliant plan had blown up in her face.


    “I’m curious,” Leto said to Chloe, “about what exactly you expected to accomplish by bringing me here.”


    Chloe didn’t answer. What good would it do to try and explain her reasoning to someone who was incapable of comprehending it? She’d hoped that helping Leto get her mother back would change her heart, that their reunion would grant Leto a contentment that far outweighed the attainment of endless world domination, and that she would realize it.


    But Leto hadn’t gained contentment, just an accomplice. Chloe wouldn’t be surprised if Leto killed her mother in cold blood if she ever stood in her way. Luckily for Corinna, though, she was cut from the same cloth as her maniacal daughter.


    “So you want to save your father even though he turned your mother into a monster and kept her inside a cage,” Chloe said.


    “It wasn’t always going to be this way,” Corinna said. “Diokles has chosen to keep my true identity a secret until the time comes to show Petros who I really am.”


    “Well, the secret’s out now, isn’t it? How will Diokles react when he sees his killing machine is back to being a woman again?”


    “Come now, Chloe,” said Leto, beckoning her with the wand. “Don’t worry your silly little head with such useless questions. It’s time to hold up your end of the bargain. I let your brother go, and now you fetch me the ambrosia.”


    Corinna kissed her daughter’s cheek. “I always knew you would grow up to be brilliant. Your father will be so proud.”


    “I’m not taking you to get the ambrosia, Leto,” Chloe said. “And without me, you can’t get back to the future to carry out your threats.”


    Corinna flapped open her wings, their span nearly as wide as the cage behind her. Even without her sharp beak and pointy talons, she was no less intimidating. It took little imagination for Chloe to consider what she could do with those wings, like carry her over the Great Sea and drop her into the middle of it.


    “Don’t be careless with your words,” Corinna warned. “They could get you into trouble.”


    “I’ve never meant anything more sincerely in my life, Corinna. If you want to kill me, so be it. I happen to know that death isn’t all that bad.”


    Leto sneered as dirt collected around her feet and wind whistled through the cage. “Death, perhaps not. But dying… I can make it so terrible you’ll wish you were never born.”


    “Then do it,” Chloe challenged.


    Corinna bent down, ready to charge her, but Leto gripped her arm. “Don’t. I need her alive a while longer.”


    “I told you, I’m not helping you,” Chloe repeated. Ethan’s face flashed through her brain, followed by the feeling of his lips upon hers. What she wouldn’t give to kiss him one last time.


    “You don’t need her, Leto,” Corinna said. “Your body may die, but your name shall live on forever. Make an example of her. Tomorrow we can take her to the temple and show Petros what happens to anyone who fails to cooperate with Diokles’ daughter.”


    She looked at Chloe with sadistic joy, her eyes like the snuffs of dead candles. “Her screams will ring out through the streets and fill every plain and valley. And no Asher will ever dare defy you again.”
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    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


    



PRISONERS


    Very well.” Leto waved the wand, effortlessly creating a pair of shackles.


    Chloe closed her eyes, half tempted to leave this place now and be done with it, but she knew she couldn’t. She’d never forgive herself for saving her own skin while leaving the world worse off than it had been before she’d traveled back in time to begin with. With Diokles, Leto and Corinna in league with each other, who knew what havoc they could wreak throughout Petros.


    It was her fault, and she was resolved to die at Leto’s hands. Ethan would understand one day, at least she hoped he would.


    “You don’t have to do this,” she said, her voice shaking as Leto slowly made her way toward her through the pouring rain. “You don’t have to kill me, or anyone else. You can have your family back and take them to the future to meet your son. You can start over together.”


    “Why would I want to do that when I can stay here and kill Iris?” Leto grabbed Chloe’s wrists and secured them in the shackles. “She’ll be so surprised to see me here, don’t you think?”


    She yanked Chloe forward and led her past the cage where a lone tamarisk tree waved flimsily in the wind along the sheer cliff’s edge, as if asking to be struck by lightning. She pushed Chloe to the ground, locked a pair of fetters around her ankles, and created heavy chains with which to bind her to the tree’s slender trunk. The smell of hot metal filled the air as the wand glowed orange in Leto’s hand.


    “As a thank-you for what you did for my mother, I’ve decided not to kill you.” She smiled as lightning illuminated the long dark drop below them.


    Chloe wondered how many dead men’s bones were down there, and how long it would be before hers joined them.


    “That’s not even me creating the storm,” Leto said. “It’s your beloved Duna. You’re not worth wasting my power on, anyway. I’ll give him the pleasure of taking your life.”


    Chloe’s heart skipped a beat as she saw it appear, band by band, color by color in the yellow haze of moonlit sky still untouched by the storm. The Moonbow was there, watching her. I can die now, right here. If this is what Duna wants for me.


    “Leto!” Corinna shouted.


    Leto silenced the wind with her fingertips and craned her neck toward the cage. “No,” she whispered, then gathered her robes and ran to her mother.


    “Chloe.”


    A voice had whispered in Chloe’s ear, and she tried to turn around. It was Ethan’s voice, but she couldn’t see him. She watched as the Centaur’s blue blade sliced through the shackles and fetters.


    “I tied up Corinna in the cage,” Ethan said. “Stay here, I’ll come back for you.”


    “What…how…”


    “I’ll tell you later. Just stay here,” he repeated, letting his hand linger on hers a second longer, allowing her to see his face, if only for an instant.


    Chloe felt a rush of air as he ran past her, and she breathed in the slight scent of his sweat mixed with rain. Protect him, she prayed.


    “It’s the other Asher!” Leto cried out above the thunder’s din. She ran toward Chloe, open hands raised to the sky, the wand nowhere in sight.


    “Hurt her and I’ll kill you,” came Ethan’s voice.


    Chloe watched the wand zoom toward Leto in a golden blur, striking her square in the chest. Leto reeled back with a yelp, then found her balance and gnashed her teeth at the air.


    “Who are you?” she barked. “You don’t sound like Damian. I command you to reveal yourself.”


    Another blow, this time strong enough to knock Leto down and send her over the cage’s threshold. Before she could stand, a new latch, this one nearly two feet thick and made of steel, appeared across the bars. They were trapped. Inside, Leto ran to the bars and screamed until her lungs finally gave out and she collapsed to her knees.


    “Chloe.” Chloe jumped at Ethan’s whisper in her ear. “We can’t leave them here,” he whispered, “and we can’t take them back to Ourania, either. It’s too dangerous.”


    “Take me to the cage,” said Chloe.


    She knew just where to send them, as well as another spell she could undo; she only hoped this idea would turn out to be better than the last.


    Ethan took her hand, his body appearing on her left side. She couldn’t wait to get home and find out how he could be here right now. Slowly, they made their way to the far side of the cage. Chloe grasped a bar lightly, careful not to make a sound. She mouthed: Ready?


    Ethan nodded.


    Corinna bawled and savagely beat her wings while Leto dragged her nails along the cage’s wooden floor, sparks flying from her fingers. Chloe knew that if she didn’t move quickly, Leto would burn her way to freedom. She closed her eyes and envisioned the island. She had never wanted to see or think about it again, but it was the only place she knew where Leto and Corinna could live without harming anyone.


    Except for maybe one person.


    Aeaea.


    Chloe concentrated on the name and the beautiful sorceress it belonged to, a woman who would waste no time turning Leto into a rodent at the first sign of assault.


    The lightning gave way to the darkness of the wormhole. Inside the cage, fury raged, increasing in volume and intensity until Chloe was sure the prisoners had escaped. She could feel the heat of their breath on her skin and the wind from Corinna’s flapping wings. Sparks from Leto’s hands flew through the air, intersecting with the tunnel’s erratic flashing as Leto continued to claw at the floor.


    And then, the salty smell Leto had wanted all along, followed by the feeling of warm soft sand underfoot and the familiar chirping of a bird, a parakeet whose name Chloe remembered was Erato, the first of Circe’s pets she’d met that day with Orpheus.


    The sun’s hot beams tore through the tunnel, revealing the calm, aquamarine-colored ocean and the low-flying seagulls hunting for fish. Still clutching Ethan’s hand, Chloe gazed eastward at Circe’s palace. Already, Erato, or perhaps some other of Circe’s winged spies, was flying toward it, no doubt to inform its mistress of her guests.


    I’m here to free you! Chloe wanted to yell at the bird, but she decided to let her actions speak for her.


    She took the wand from Ethan’s free hand and directed it at the compound, then waved it in small, smooth circles, completely aware of how ridiculous she must look to Ethan, who had no idea who or what lay behind Circe’s walls.


    He nudged her side. Nothing was happening. Even Leto and Corinna had paused their tantrums.


    Shouts and laughter spilled from the courtyard and trickled through the surrounding shade trees, followed by the sound of clapping hands and swinging gates.


    The prisoners were free.


    Chloe could see them, an army of young men, running into the ocean, embracing it as if it were their dearest love. They splashed themselves again and again, dove down like ducks and reemerged only to go under again. She’d never seen such happiness, such rejoicing over something as simple and common as ocean waves.


    “Stop, all of you!” cried Circe.


    Chloe’s eyes swung back toward the courtyard to see the witch’s magenta robes sweeping out of the shadows and onto the sparkling sand. She marched toward the men, at least a hundred of them, then stopped when they turned to face her, drawing the swords from their scabbards.


    “Let us be, if you wish to keep your head!” cried one.


    “My princes,” Circe said, her tone now sweetened at the sight of their weapons raised, “I fear you’re making a grave mistake. In your human state, you’re mortal and will be met with death one day, and perhaps very soon, on your voyage home. Stay with me. I have treated you only with kindness.”


    “You’ve treated us as dogs and slaves,” shouted the same man.


    His comrades affirmed his words with rounds of whoops that might never have ended if the man hadn’t raised his hand to silence them.


    “From this day forward,” he continued, “no man, save he without sense or regard for his soul, will set foot upon this island. Far and wide, all Petros will know that Aeaea is accursed and its chieftain as black-hearted as Hades.”


    Circe bowed her head and backed away. What else could she do? She was the helpless creature now, alone, abandoned, and nearly forgotten. All she would have left once they departed was a frieze of the men’s frightened faces, each one etched with torment, forever depicting the terror they’d felt when Circe’s spell overtook them.


    “Help us!” Leto shouted from the cage.


    Circe approached. A man of equal beauty trailed behind her, his eyes downcast on the hem of her robe. Chloe had a hunch this was the parakeet, Erato. Circe claimed he was named after the muse of lyric poetry. For reasons unknown, he remained loyal to her, so perhaps he was the one she truly loved.


    “Have you done this?” Circe asked Leto, circling the cage as she gestured at the sailors, who were chopping down branches with their swords. “And what abhorrent hybrid is in there with you?”


    Leto spread her hands at her sides and cast her gaze toward the cloudless sky.


    “What are you doing?” Circe asked, an amused smile on her face. “Do you expect Zeus to swoop down from heaven and release you?”


    “Strike her, Leto!” Corinna called out.


    “I’m trying,” Leto shouted back. Her domas were drained.


    Chloe knew she and Ethan had better leave before theirs stopped working, too.


    As if he’d read her mind, Ethan squeezed Chloe’s hand. “Time to go.”


    Chloe looked once more at the cage, where Corinna was crying and Circe was laughing as Leto pounded her fists on the floor.


    “Laugh while you can,” Leto said, looking up at Circe from beneath her disheveled mess of hair. “When my powers return, I’ll send a lightning bolt straight through that pretty throat of yours and you’ll never laugh again. You won’t even be able to weep as you choke on gurgling blood and feel flames consume you from the inside out.”


    “We’ll see about that,” said Circe. “This island, if you haven’t heard, is filled with wondrous vegetation. My warning to you: choose carefully what you eat. There is a fate worse than death, as the sailors behind me can attest. And if I’m dead, you will not avoid it.”


    Peas in a pod, thought Chloe. Then she sheathed Hermes’ wand and set her thoughts on Damian, Orpheus, and the glow of a warm campfire.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


    



MEMORIES


    Strange music, unlike anything Chloe had ever heard, flooded the walls of the wormhole as her eyes adjusted from the blackness to amber shafts of light. The rhythm of the instruments was joyful, and the drumbeat full of life as a chorus of voices began to sing.


    “Sing! Sing! Sing!


    Make music and lift up your hands!


    Darkness has been defeated!


    Love and light forever stands!”


    Ethan wrapped his arm around her waist. “Chloe, look.”


    Chloe recognized downtown Eirene only by the dome-shaped Religious Council building at the end of Eiríni Boulevard. Before it stood an aluminum stage, on which a band was playing instruments she’d never seen before.


    The area was foreign to her in every way. The sidewalks, typically reserved solely for use by council employees, were crowded with people. Men, women and children lifted and clapped their hands, singing and swaying to the song. Some held long-stemmed roses, olive branches and balloons, waving them high over their heads. Many more balloons were tied to streetlights and open doors, from which delicious smells were wafting. The younger children sang with their mouths half full of pastries as they gleefully flicked icing off their fingertips.


    In the middle of the street danced teenage girls, each one waving multicolored streamers, and executing graceful pirouettes and long leaps through the air. They were dressed in white leotards covered with golden sequins, which made their movements all the more mesmerizing. As far as Chloe could tell, the only thing that distinguished one from another was the color of the tiaras atop their heads. The foremost rows of dancers wore tiaras of various shades of red, while those immediately behind them were crowned with resplendent hues of orange, followed by yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet.


    The Moonbow’s colors, Chloe thought.


    “Ethan,” she said, linking her arm with his, “where—I mean when—are we?”


    As the young girls moved down the boulevard, the band’s song died down and an old, gray-haired man stepped onto the stage. Chloe recognized him instantly, for he was only one of nine men permitted to live so long: the chief councilman.


    “No…” The colors around her faded away as her vision focused only on his feeble frame. “He’s still here.” She stood on her tiptoes and spun around in circles. “We have to find Damian.”


    “Eirenians, I welcome you to the five thousandth festival of Therismos,” came the councilman’s voice through a nearby speaker. The crowd erupted with applause and beat their branches together as his face appeared on giant screens beside the stage. “It is with this festival that all of Petros celebrates the bounty of the harvest and the elders of our land. It is they, the old and wise among us, who keep our traditions alive, and pass down to our youth the oracles and myths of the ages. By these we learn, and in learning we defend against the wiles and schemes of the evil one.”


    Another roar of applause, so loud that it caused the shop windows to shake.


    Chloe’s breaths became short. She could feel Ethan’s elbow grow hot beneath her own. There had never been a Therismos Festival in her time, much less speeches that made mention of the “oracles” and the “evil one.” Did he mean Apollo? She knew Apollo controlled the councilman, and yet he clearly seemed to view Apollo as an enemy.


    “The harvest time symbolizes abundance,” the councilman continued, “and mankind’s dependence upon the All-Powerful for the sustenance that gives us life. It represents the cycle of sowing and reaping, and the truth that everything we plant, either by word or by deed, produces fruit. It also has a personal significance for me, an Asher whose doma manifested during the olive harvest some two thousand years ago.”


    Chloe stopped breathing altogether as the councilman drew two fingers to his temples and held them there in silence. “Some would call my gift a curse, and perhaps sometimes it is. When I’m very still, I can hear the suffering below our feet, the travail of Apollo’s enemies and the souls who chose to follow Python, Lykaios, and every other infernal iteration under which he placed his standard.”


    The people froze, and even the children stopped eating as everyone hung on his every word and watched him wipe tears from his eyes.


    “It is my great suspicion,” he said, before clearing his throat, “that I would be on the pathway to the pit if four brave Ashers and their comrades had not risked their lives so long ago to save mine. And, more than that, they saved my soul.”


    Ethan bent down and whispered in Chloe’s ear, “Chloe, it’s—”


    “I know,” she said as the hair on her neck stood on end. “Hermogenes.”


    The councilman gripped the edges of the podium, his knuckles protruding from his spotted, arthritic hands. “I often think my doma has been given to me as a reminder of that hell from which I’ve been spared. For what else can a boy become if all he’s been taught proceeded from the mouth of a tyrant?”


    “Duna’s grace prevails!” came a shout. It was Damian’s voice, and it was echoed by a hundred others chanting the same three words.


    The councilman’s visage glowed and a warm smile settled upon the pallor of his features, transforming him into someone almost completely new—at least in Chloe and Ethan’s eyes.


    The last time Chloe had seen him, he’d been channeling Apollo inside the council building’s sanctuary. He’d called her a heretic, a traitor, and a threat to Petros, while lamenting the fact that he wasn’t permitted to kill her. Before that, he’d stood with her in the past, perhaps right here where they stood now, staring up at one of Mania’s storms with searing hatred blazing in his eyes. “The final Asher,” he’d called her.


    And why wouldn’t he have hated her after she’d spilled his blood to win favor with Hades? He must have spent his entire life observing her sly manipulations, clever lies and heartless conquests. He’d learned from them—that much was obvious—but he must also have resented them. Why else was her memory no longer honored? Why else would he have devoted his entire, nearly immortal, life to annihilating the Ashers?


    She knew he hated them because she’d hurt him, and perhaps also because no other Asher had intervened to stop her. Until recently.


    “Damian Zacharias,” said the councilman, straightening up as best he could into a posture of formality, of respect, as he focused on a face in the front row.


    Chloe’s stomach lurched as her eyes found the back of Damian’s blond head and his broad shoulders pulled back.


    “It is your family we honor this Therismos, for it was you and your sister Chloe…” The councilman paused and brought a hand to his brow, shielding his eyes from the late afternoon sun as he scanned the crowd looking for her. “It was the two of you, and your friend Ethan, who saved me from what I might have become, who carried me out of a home of war and unrest to one of peace.”


    He made a mild gesture toward the Religious Council building behind him. “It’s taken five years to complete, but the renovations are finally finished and the temple is ready to be unveiled. We have Lydia Ross and her team to thank for that.”


    The crowd clapped and cheered as the screens zoomed in on Lydia and dozens of others waving and smiling outside the dome.


    “Mom,” Ethan gasped. His eyes were fixed unblinkingly on his mother’s face, his breath unmoving in his chest, as if the slightest twitch would make her vanish.


    When the applause had faded, the soft melody of the last song began to play beneath the councilman’s voice.


    “On behalf of the Eirenian Council, and the Ross and Zacharias families, I invite you all to congregate here tomorrow morning for the sunrise dedication of the temple. Until then, enjoy the music and food of the festival.” He waved a farewell and carefully made his way down a ramp before disappearing into the sea of faces.


    “Come on.” Chloe took Ethan’s hand and cut through the dispersing throngs, making a beeline for her brother.


    “I’ll meet you back here,” said Ethan. He kissed her cheek and took off running toward the dome, to his mother.


    A cool breeze wrapped itself around Chloe’s body, carrying her forward despite the heaviness taking hold of her limbs. The beat of the drums and thrum of the strings fell away as her senses tunneled around the image of her brother and the two others standing beside him. Now she knew why Ethan had stared so intensely at his mother on the screen. She felt distrustful of her eyes. She stood motionless, breathlessly quiet; waiting for the rest of her body to confirm that what she saw was real.


    And then: her mother’s laugh, high and light, fluttering gently into her ears; the woodsy scent of her father’s favorite cologne, filling her mind with childhood memories, of climbing onto his lap and nestling against his neck.


    “Daddy,” she whispered. “Mommy…”


    Her mother’s laughter faded as she turned to Chloe with a smile. “The woman of the hour is finally here.” She opened her arms wide for a hug and Chloe ran into them, nearly knocking her mother back.


    Mrs. Zacharias stroked Chloe’s hair as she kissed the top of her head. “Did you and Ethan have a nice drive in? We heard there was a storm down your way in Ourania.”


    “Ourania?” Chloe asked, still clinging to her mother as her throat tightened with imminent tears. “What were we doing in Ourania?”


    “You go to university there, silly,” her mother said, pulling back. “Honey, are you feeling all right?” She pressed a palm to Chloe’s forehead. “You feel a little warm to me.”


    Chloe turned to Damian and, with one look, she could see that he knew.


    “Maybe you’re a little dehydrated,” said Damian. “Come on. I’ll show you where the drinks are.”


    “Not before I get a hug from my little girl.” Mr. Zacharias stepped over to Chloe and drew her into his arms. “It’s good to have you home, sweetheart.”


    No Fields of Asphodel. No monsters watching nearby. No memories washed away then returned at the shores of the River Lethe. No daunting journey ahead. Just this. Just her father’s heartbeat against her ear and the unyielding warmth of happy tears trailing down her cheeks.


    Chloe followed Damian under a purple-and-gold pavilion selling snacks and festival souvenirs. She grabbed a package of peanuts and pretended to read the label. “Damian, please tell me—”


    “I know,” he said gently, his eyes bluer than usual, softer. “I fell asleep last night, I don’t know when, and woke up in a dorm room three blocks from here.” He turned and looked down the street, scratching the back of his neck. “I’m studying theology.” He smiled. “And you and Ethan are history majors.”


    Chloe stared at him, shock and joy and bafflement and bliss all swirling around inside her, making it almost impossible for her to speak.


    “You don’t remember anything else?” she managed.


    “A little. I remember that our whole changing-the-timeline thing is common knowledge here. It’s in the history books and everything.”


    Damian glanced at the group of kids in the corner of the pavilion who were hiding behind rainbow-shaped hand fans. Chloe could tell by their stiff bodies and hushed voices that they were trying to eavesdrop on them.


    “They don’t remember,” one boy whispered. “How can they not remember?”


    “Hey,” said Damian, whipping his head toward them. That one stern word sent them scuttling off, their abandoned fans strewn on the ground.


    He turned back to Chloe and sighed. “We’ll remember more eventually.” He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. “Mnemosyne, a woman I met when I was with Leto, must’ve left this for us, or sent it somehow. I found it on my desk.”


    Chloe took the paper and unfolded it carefully. It was a letter written in Próta, the letters and markings of which translated themselves in a shimmering blur before her eyes. She skimmed the note in silence.


    Greetings to Chloe, Damian and Ethan,


    Before I deliver my message from the All-Powerful, I wish to inform you, Damian most of all, that I am no longer stationed at Mount Othrys, nor am I bound by Apollo in the heart of Tartarus, as you might have suspected after our meeting that day, two thousand years ago.


    The instant I was dragged to Hades’ depths, Duna sent one of his messengers to release me, and restore me once more to the courts of heaven. After meeting you, Damian, one half of the promised Vessel, my presence at Othrys was no longer necessary since the world’s memories are now secured, preserved in pious hands.


    The fact that you are reading this missive testifies to your victory, by Duna’s strength and provision, over Mania and the darkness of her legacy, the memories of which the three of you alone now carry with you.


    As for your own memories—the ones formed in this era presently foreign to you—they shall return, little by little, over the course of the coming months. Some will come back sooner and sharper than others, while others may be delayed and remain dim for quite some time. I tell you this so you will not be afraid, or think yourselves crazed or deceived. Such things, I understand, are difficult for mortals to comprehend, and so I urge you only to trust and give thanks for this most blessed gift of reunion with your families.


    You have my word, as guardian of all Petrodians’ memories, that the friends you left behind lived well, happily, and long. They wait for you, as I will wait for you, within the gates of heaven. Until then, cherish the days both behind and ahead, and forget not the things you have fought for.


    Mnemosyne
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    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


    



DÝNAMI


    The next evening, Chloe and Ethan sat on the beach at Ourania, a place they had seldom been to, at least not in the world they knew; the government had had strict rules about when and where one could travel. But here, now, there were no such rules. Petrodians were free to go where they wished and do what they wanted, according to the divinely given laws Chloe’s ancestors followed in ages past.


    There was no Fantásmata, no coronations, no dictating who would bear children and where one would work, and no Lycaea Festival held in secret honor of Apollo.


    Chloe straightened her arms and leaned back, enjoying the rush of the tide as it lapped on her ankles and shins, and caked her feet with sand. The orange sun bobbed lazily on the horizon as a sheet of rain slanted into it from a solitary patch of gray. There would be a Moonbow tonight. She could feel it.


    “I think it’s safe to tell me now,” Chloe said, casting a furtive glance around the beach, ensuring there was no one around to hear.


    Ethan didn’t need her to expound. He reached into his jeans pocket and slowly pulled out the small black chip that had been implanted in Aison’s hand. “I wasn’t sure it had survived the time hop back here. I took it from Aison after we got back from the Lycaea Festival and hid it in my satchel.”


    Chloe sat up, dusting her hands on her thighs. “I don’t get it. The chip is what made you go back in time?”


    “With Iris and Tycho’s help. They’re the ones who helped me figure it out.”


    “Figure what out?”


    “That the chip was created to help its owner manifest domas, at least the domas of Ashers who’d been around it.”


    Chloe took the chip from him and studied it, looking for some sort of telltale sign of its power. But there was nothing to indicate that it was anything more than an ordinary microchip. “How could you possibly figure that out?”


    “Let’s just say the campfire needed some stoking and…” Ethan lifted his right palm to the sea and winced slightly as a thin yellow flame broke through the flesh and sailed out over the waves.


    “And that happened,” Chloe said, as she reached for his other hand. “That’s incredible.”


    Ethan watched the flame until it disappeared, then closed his fist and rested it on the sand. “Tycho made the connection that perhaps I could use it to find you. And with Duna’s help I did.”


    Chloe brought his hand to her lips and kissed his knuckles. “Thank you for saving my life. I should have said that a long time ago.”


    Ethan smiled, his green eyes appearing bluer beside the sea. He took her hand in both of his and set them on his thigh; she could still feel the heat where the fire had flowed. “I should have said the same to you, back at the Regional Council building after I found you in the stairwell.” He kissed her eyebrow. “You disappeared before I had the chance.” He kissed her lips. “Before I had the chance to say a lot of things.”


    Chloe rested her head on his shoulder and dropped the chip into his lap. “I guess we know now why the high priest wanted it so badly. I wonder how it was made.”


    Ethan shrugged, picked up the chip and squeezed it tightly. “I don’t know, but I know how it’s going to be destroyed,” he said, and stood up.


    “Destroy it? Why?”


    Ethan turned to her, his expression grave, his body rigid. He didn’t have to explain. Chloe knew. The chip had helped save their lives—and the world, as they knew it—because it had been in Ethan’s possession. In the wrong person’s hands, however, it had the potential to cause unprecedented damage that Petros might never recover from, especially now that there were more Ashers in existence, and therefore more powers to imitate.


    Chloe nodded. “Do it.” No sooner had she uttered the words than the chip went flying into the Great Sea, to rust and disintegrate into oblivion.


    Ethan sat down beside Chloe and pulled her toward him, his lips just inches from her own. “I’m just back to regular old me now.”


    She leaned into him, kissing him softly as she held the back of his neck. “I love you.” The words slipped effortlessly from her lips as her heart hammered inside her chest. She hadn’t meant to say them out loud, but by the look on Ethan’s face, it wasn’t a mistake.


    He held her, whispering those same three words in her ear as the sun’s crown dipped beneath the horizon, making room for the Moonbow to shine.
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    Below the dark surface of the water, the sea nymph Eione was swimming, searching for the dýnami forged long ago in the molten bowels of Mount Aetna.


    “Foolish mortals,” she said, grinning as she spied the dýnami—the power—sinking further into the murk. But how could they have known that the dýnami could only be destroyed by the volcanic fires that formed it? Its origin was kept secret for a reason.


    Only Apollo and his former cohorts knew the Asher whose blood had imbued the object with powers even the Olympians would envy. Straton, he was named, for the army his sacrifice would raise, when the time was ripe. An army created for reasons unknown, for Apollo never acted first. Instead, he waited for the All-Powerful to incite him.


    But as fate would have it, it was Eione, a lowly goddess compared to the vaunting rulers of Hades, who now snatched the dýnami for herself and tucked it into the sea-foam folds of her dress. She could feel its strength pulsing like a heartbeat next to her skin, as if asking her to unleash it here, while the sea was asleep in shadow.


    Eione remembered the first time she had seen its power, when Straton swam past the nereids’ caves and stole her favorite hippocampus from the stable. He then sped off toward the sky, too fast for her to catch up. He returned the animal hours later before inviting himself to dine with her and the other sea nymphs, fifty in total. He charmed them all with his tricks and jauntiness, boasting and telling jokes well into the night over honeywine and figs.


    Straton could have taken any one of Nereus’s daughters for a lover, but his escapades were just beginning. There were many more goddesses to enchant, many more mythic realms for his mortal feet to find.


    It was from Straton alone that Eione had heard of the dýnami. It became the ocean-dwellers’ chief source of gossip as rumors swirled about its owner and what he could do: fly like an eagle, swim like a dolphin, create tablets of clay from dry earth. He was a shapeshifter like Nereus and a sorcerer like Circe, able to turn into whatever beast he wished and craft objects out of air.


    But Apollo, as was his nature, had failed to honor his end of the bargain with Straton. Straton had offered his blood—his life—in return for equality with Apollo and his brothers. But only a few weeks after the Dýnami was issued from Hephaestus’ forge, Straton was overpowered by the hounds of hell and dragged to Tartarus to molder along with his memory.


    A surge of adrenaline coursed through the sea nymph’s veins as she darted and weaved through the waves, her keen eyes fixed on a faraway reef, behind which lay the entrance to the River Styx. A train of bubbles streamed from Eione’s nose as she laughed, envisioning the look on the gods’ faces when they saw her, dýnami in hand, sneaking into Tartarus to rescue them.


    They would defeat Apollo. They would rule again. And the Ashers would fear their names once more.
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    For Aubrey, my beloved niece and fellow writer:


    It’s been such an incredible joy, sharing my love of fantasy with you and seeing your passion for it grow with each passing year. I pray that you never stop imagining, and that you always keep writing so the world can be blessed by your huge, enchanting heart.


    Love, Aunt Diana
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    CHAPTER ONE


    



EIONE


    The sea nymph could smell the sulfur now. She was fast approaching the hidden gateway in the reef, a place no immortal free to wander the upper realm ever dared to go. But Eione had good reason, for in her hand she held the dýnami, the coveted seed-sized object forged by Hephaestus thousands of years before. She knew Tartarus’s prisoners would treat her hospitably. They would have to if they desired escape.


    Eione jerked as a translucent eel slid out of its hole, brushing against her arm as it snaked its way past her. She took a slow, deep breath. She couldn’t startle so easily if she expected to make it down the River Styx where the flesh-eating serpent swam. You have the dýnami, she said to herself, so stop acting like a sniveling waif.


    Her hand trembled as she reached through the anemones, feeling for the stone door behind them. A chill shot up her spine as her fingertips trailed across algae as slick as slime. Curious clown fish peered at her as if to ask what she was doing so close to Hades.


    Mustering her courage, the sea nymph pushed against the wall. The response was a violent rush of fire-hot bubbles that sent her hurtling backward, and the clown fish with her. She looked up at the anemones swaying like saplings in a storm, their bright colors stark against the gaping blackness where her hands had been. The portal was open.


    “It’s time,” she whispered, swimming forward, holding her breath as the mortals did, afraid of drowning, afraid of death.


    The bubbles burned Eione’s skin, spurring her to swim faster toward the Styx. She could see and feel nothing; darkness clung to her like a shroud as the noxious scent of sulfur grew stronger, the unmistakable stench of death.


    For what seemed like ages, she wandered blindly, unsure whether she was swimming, floating, or being pulled by the current. At last she saw light: the red glow of lava at the end of the tunnel that had led her from the sea. It spilled, churning and roaring, into the pitch-black Styx below.


    Though Eione could feel her limbs again, she could not see them as they ripped through the water around her. She was invisible, just like the Asher called Damian, about whom she’d heard rumors on the beach. The dýnami was working, pulsing like a heartbeat in her hand. She sped ahead, diving headfirst into the lair of the serpent, whose job it was to incapacitate any visitors, save for the souls of the dead. But she escaped his notice easily, swimming freely through the world’s most hated river as though it were a summer stream on Olympus.


    Cerberus’s nap was not interrupted as the sea nymph waded to shore, her dark dress dripping wet. His gray serpentine tail twitched only a little as she walked through Hades’ gates, leaving not a single footprint in the sand.


    “You do not know what you are doing.”


    Eione knew the voice, as did all the immortals. Her gaze rose to the top of the marble wall, on which Hermes, former messenger and captain of Apollo, sat watching her.


    “And you do not belong here,” she hissed back, careful not to wake the sleeping hound.


    Hermes removed his dog-skin cap and kicked his dangling legs. “I may no longer be allegiant to Apollo, but that doesn’t mean I cannot summer here if I wish.” The golden wings of his sandals fluttered. He floated down the side of the wall and stood before her, his copper eyes surveying hers before fixing on her fist, which was clenched tightly around the dýnami.


    “How can you see me?” Eione asked.


    “Duna’s power exceeds all other forces, for he created them. This thing you wish to do…” He twisted his cap in his hands as sharp distress fell like a shadow across his face. “Well, to call it unwise would be an understatement.”


    “It’s unfair that Cronus, not to mention both our fathers, is locked inside the abyss.” Heat flooded Eione’s chest. She ground her teeth to keep from shouting. “Apollo was never fit to rule. He’s a tyrant. He—”


    “None of us are fit to rule, Eione,” Hermes said, fitting the cap back on his head as he scanned the artificial sky that spread like a dull, dirty sheet above their heads. “His reign, like this world, is a sham. Nothing good has ever come of immortals pretending to be greater than the All-Powerful, nor will it ever.”


    Eione’s mind flashed with images of her father, Nereus, on the day he’d taken his daughters and hid them inside the caves they now called home. In return for the promise of their safety, he gave himself over to Apollo, letting Apollo drag him away in chains through the halls of hell.


    Of all the gods, Nereus’s appetite for power had been the least, yet his existence alone was threat enough for Apollo. And so, along with dozens of other ill-fated gods, Tartarus became his abode. The prisoners’ freedom had been an impossible dream for the spouses and children they’d left behind…until today. Now, with the dýnami found, there was a way, a flawless way, to save them, and nothing Hermes said could change Eione’s mind.


    “I did not come here to be proselytized. Step aside, or I shall make you step aside.” Eione’s eyes narrowed as a ball of fire rose from the porcelain cup of her palm.


    “And I did not come here to prevent you from carrying out your plan.” Hermes didn’t seem to notice the flame hovering dangerously close to his face. He wasn’t afraid of her, an observation that made Eione want to scream.


    “Good.” She pushed past him, gliding effortlessly through the wall. “The smell of your burning flesh would no doubt disturb the dog.”


    “You’re naïve if you think Cronus and our fathers will tolerate more peace in this world than Apollo has.” Hermes hovered above her head, following her closely as she trudged up the rocky hillside. “The ichor in their veins runs hot with selfish ambition. You’ve seen this with your own eyes.”


    Eione stopped and shot her eyes up to him, her cold, ichor veins roiling with impatience. “And yet here you are, Hermes, a flawless example of one whose proud heart has been humbled. Surely you cannot tell me that it’s impossible for our fathers to be softened as well and to forsake the old ways.”


    To her surprise, Hermes offered no reply, and neither did he continue to fly beside her as she swept up the excess fabric of her garment and ran ahead. She knew her reasoning was sound, and even he, master of tricks and schemes, could not deny it.


    “Then I will pray for such a miracle,” Hermes muttered under his breath as he watched Eione disappear over the hill.


    It was true, what she had said. Never in a million years could he have predicted that he would one day humble himself enough to lift his eyes heavenward. His stubbornness had been just as unyielding as Apollo’s, his delight in deceiving just as great. And yet, despite his deeds and intentions, Hermes had been changed, transformed, and, more miraculous than that, forgiven.


    No longer was Hermes a peon of Apollo, nor a reprobate ever on the run from the righteous wrath of Duna. He was a child of the All-Powerful, and a helper of mankind. Who was he to say that his metamorphosis could not be replicated in one, or perhaps all, of his immortal brethren, whose souls were no blacker than his once was. He knew better than to assume Duna’s power knew any limit; he could rip Tartarus from the heart of Petros and set it beside his throne if he so wished. Hermes only knew that his ways were immutably unknowable, a notion he was still getting used to.


    Cerberus began to bark. Hermes could hear the guttural heaving erupting from the canine’s flanks.


    “Oh, shush!” Hermes called to him. The dog grew quiet, as he always did when he heard Hermes’ voice. It had been two thousand years, Hermes reflected, and the dumb creature still didn’t know that Hermes was a traitor here.


    Hermes soared back to the wall and sat upon it as he fashioned a honeycake with his wand and threw it down to Cerberus. The hound swallowed it whole and wagged his tail like a pup.


    “If only the gods were as docile around me as you are,” Hermes said, throwing cake after cake into all three of the dog’s wide jaws. “Perhaps then I could speak to them civilly and diplomatically, as the Petrodians do.”


    Cerberus whimpered and rolled onto his back, readying himself for a belly rub. Hermes chuckled and jumped down next to him. In a rapid blur of movement, the dog leapt to his feet and lunged toward Hermes, snarling as a large paw planted itself on his arm, ripping through Hermes’ skin as if it were wheat to be threshed.


    Hermes sprang up onto the wall again, glistening ichor spurting uncontrollably from his forearm, falling like rain into Cerberus’s wide, foaming mouths.


    “I taught you well,” Hermes said, wincing in pain as he waited for the wound to heal. “Feigning peace until ready to attack is one of the greatest strategies there is.”


    Cerberus growled. His hackles were raised proudly as he stalked the length of the wall, daring Hermes to come down again.


    “Thank you for the reminder, old friend.” And with that, Hermes flew across the sky toward Petros’s crust, leaving the Styx and its sentry behind.
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    CHAPTER TWO


    



MOUNT PELION


    So this is where the Centaur came from,” said Chloe, her eyes surveying the woods around her. The crisp fall air soon swallowed the haze from the wormhole.


    Ethan stood beside her, zipping up his hoodie and turning to Pelion’s snow-capped peak towering before them. “You couldn’t have brought us here during the summertime?” He stuffed his hands into his pockets, then chattered his teeth dramatically.


    Chloe rolled her eyes. “Sorry. I’ll take your weather preferences into consideration next time we bend the fabric of space time.”


    “I’d appreciate it.” Ethan smiled and drew Chloe to his side, the place where she simultaneously felt extremely small and extremely safe. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, savoring the silence and the scene of trees shedding their leaves around them.


    They hiked the slopes for a solid hour. This was their most recent adventure since they’d returned nearly a month ago. Exploring the past as spectators instead of participants was proving an effective albeit strange way to decompress from the events in Ourania. They were both finding it a nice change, to say the least, one that provided both a peaceful date and a hands-on history lesson, not to mention a surplus of talking points for the dinner table.


    So far, they’d observed Iris and Tycho sailing from town to town, telling their tale to all who would listen, watched Hermogenes reunite with Hermes, and witnessed Charis’ wedding to a strapping young shipwright. Today they wanted to learn the Centaur’s story, where his race had come from, and why he’d left it.


    Chloe was thankful when Ethan stopped in a small break in the woods, still a long way from the peak. She guessed he had heard her begin to wheeze and was taking pity. She couldn’t complain. Despite her best efforts to think otherwise, she despised physical exertion. If not for Ethan, she would probably only time travel to places that had donkeys and horses at the ready. It was a good thing superhuman speed wasn’t her doma; she wouldn’t have used it. But, as it is with love, Chloe was happy to endure the relentless burning in her legs and lungs as long as she was with Ethan. It was ridiculous how happy he made her, even if she knew the feelings were too good, and too unrealistic to last.


    Chloe sat on a rock and began kneading the tight muscles in her thighs. “This is fun to you, huh?”


    Ethan tilted his head. “Being with you?” He flashed a grin. “Of course.”


    Another eye roll, something she did when she didn’t want to admit how cute he was being. “No. Using your legs till they feel like they’re going to fall off.”


    “Yours are the only human legs I’ve seen on this mountain.”


    Chloe jumped, her heart pounding at the lilting sound of an unmistakable voice. “Hermes?”


    The messenger’s cap fell onto the leaves as his sandals slowly materialized, followed by his hairy shins, purple tunic, and smiling ruddy face. He showed Chloe his palms. “It’s all right. I can travel to the past, too, as Duna allows it.”


    “You’re the good Hermes, then?” Ethan asked, his eyes squinting with skepticism.


    Hermes gave a bow. “Test me if you wish. You are wise to do so, given the record of my past.”


    “What’s the square root of 841?” Chloe said.


    “Twenty-nine.”


    “What phylum do jellyfish belong to?”


    “Cnidaria.”


    “Where did you speak with Duna after you met us, and what did he say to you?”


    “He found me at Kratíras.” Hermes’ tone changed to one of somber reverence that Chloe knew couldn’t be forged. But she waited anyway. “He showed me a future, a terrible future, in which my son Hermogenes would be sacrificed on Olympus by his mother, for the sake of her own power.”


    Ethan nodded at Chloe. This was the “good” Hermes.


    “I trust my answers are satisfactory,” Hermes said, as he stooped to pick up his cap.


    Chloe cleared her throat, fingering the jasper stone hanging low against her chest. “They were, thank you.”


    “And now may I ask what you two are doing here in the centaurs’ territory? Are you aware how dangerous it is?”


    “We’re not aware of anything to do with the centaurs,” said Chloe. “That’s why we’re here. To learn.” She stood and looked around the motionless grove, which was as silent and still as a painting; not a single bird was chirping. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t think they’re here today.”


    The ground beneath their feet began to shake as the sound of thunder vibrated through the forest. Ethan ran to Chloe and they crouched down as a stampede of centaurs galloped past, whooping raucously with spears and bows in hand.


    “Their hunts grow more frequent as winter approaches,” said Hermes calmly. “Corncrakes, rabbits, deer… Trespassers are their delicacy.”


    Ethan waited until the roar of the centaurs had faded before speaking. “They eat people?”


    “Not entirely.”


    “Then what do you mean by ‘trespassers are their delicacy’?” said Chloe, leaning back into Ethan’s chest.


    “I mean they do eat them, but only parts. The toes, the belly. The ear lobes are their favorite. Don’t ask me why.”


    “Okay, okay, okay,” Chloe said, pressing her palms over her ears. “Got it. To them we’re prey, basically.”


    Hermes drew his wand and tapped it lightly against his hand. “So do you see now why your presence here is ill-advised? And I’d rather not slay any centaurs coming to your aid.” He tossed the wand in the air and caught it high behind his neck. “My wand has much more useful things to do.”


    Ethan nodded and helped Chloe to her feet. “Thanks for the warning, Hermes. We’ll go back home now.”


    A loud whooshing sound soared past Chloe’s ears, then stopped abruptly. She heard Ethan groan, and turned to see the shaft of an arrow protruding from his left shoulder. “Ethan!”


    Hermes rushed to them, wedging himself between Chloe and Ethan. Then he quickly drew a circle in the air with his wand, creating a dome around them that shimmered like a wave in the sunlight.


    The hunter stepped out from behind a tree, his black eyes large and wild. He puffed up his chest and beat it with his fist. He was just a boy, no older than twelve. “I could have killed him. And the next time I see you here, I’ll kill you all.” Then he nocked another arrow in his bow and loped out of sight.


    Ethan dropped onto the rock, his jaw tight as he glanced down at his shoulder and the dark red circle forming around the shaft. “It’s fine,” he said to Chloe, his voice gravelly and weak. “I’m fine.”


    Hermes laid a hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “No, you’re not, my friend, but you soon will be.” He took his wand and touched its tip to the wound. “This will hurt.”


    “Hermes, don’t!” Chloe shouted, but it was too late.


    Hermes’ wand was chiseling a ring around the entry point, enlarging it. Ethan reached for her hand, and she let him squeeze until she thought her bones might break. Her stomach lurched as she watched Hermes’ finger run along the shaft, quickly disappearing in blood.


    “It’s not in the bone,” said Hermes, not a hint of panic on his face. He probed a bit further, then removed his hand and stepped back. “This will hurt more.”


    No sooner had he spoken his warning than the shaft and arrowhead were in his hand, dripping scarlet drops onto his sandals. When Ethan groaned in agony, Hermes promptly dropped them and applied the wand’s tip again, causing the blood to dry and the gushing hole to be sewn together.


    Ethan loosened his grip on Chloe’s hand. “I think this qualifies as the worst date ever.”


    Chloe stepped on Hermes’ toe as she knelt down and gently hugged Ethan’s neck. Her heart still in her throat, she let her tears do the talking for her.


    Hermes aimed the wand into his hand, creating a honey-colored mixture that smelled slightly of garlic. He scooped it up with his fingers and pressed it between the crusty cracks of Ethan’s scab. “A precaution against infection.”


    Then he turned to Chloe, his features more angular than usual, more severe. “I hope this will be a lesson to you. The past is not a playground. Domas are not meant for one’s recreation.”


    Chloe felt her cheeks flushing. Hermes was right. She’d been naïve to think that time traveling for the sheer fun of it was harmless. Going back to see old friends was one thing, but sightseeing through unknown mountains was quite another. And thanks to her stupidity, Ethan had almost died. Part of her was tempted to undo the whole outing to save Ethan from the pain and to spare herself from Hermes’ lecture, but she didn’t. She knew she had needed to experience it. Maybe now she would be able to mind her own business and leave the past in peace.


    “I don’t mean to shame you,” Hermes said, his barbed tone faintly blunted. “I’m only trying to protect you.”


    Ethan stood, gingerly rubbing his shoulder as he stared down at the bloody arrow. “Thank you.” He shook his arm, and then swung it forwards and backwards to test it, slowly at first, then faster. “It’s like nothing happened to it.”


    The sun passed behind a cloud as two deer darted into the grove. They froze, listening.


    “Those centaurs might come back,” Chloe said, taking Ethan’s hand.


    Hermes’ face was caught between weariness and austerity. Deep lines creased his brow and his eyes misted, whether from emotion or the biting wind was not clear. “Evil never stays away for long,” he said.
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    CHAPTER THREE


    



MOUNT AETNA


    I brought you something,” Chloe said, as she peeked into Ethan’s dorm room. He was in the armchair by the window, looking like an idealized portrait of a reader as he sat there, with perfect posture, nose in a book, a steaming mug on the table beside him.


    Chloe leaned forward to read the title. “The Fall of Zeus: How Apollo Dethroned the ‘God of Thunder.’”


    Ethan lifted his nose and sniffed the air. “A grilled-cheese sandwich?” He eyed the hefty brown bag in her hand. “What else you got in there?”


    Chloe stepped into the room and set the bag on the coffee table. “Oh, not much.” She pulled out the first to-go container, the one with the delicious-smelling grilled cheese, then a second one filled with tomato soup. Next came a large yellow box with a blue bow tied around it, bearing the logo of the pound-cake shop downtown.


    Ethan put down the book and leaned forward. “Chloe…”


    “There’s more.” She reached into the bag again and produced a cold bottle of vanilla root beer, a box of chocolates, and an extra-soft teddy bear holding a heart. “I know the last two things are a little on the cliché side, but who doesn’t love chocolate and cuddly stuffed animals?”


    “Chloe, you didn’t have to do this.” He untied the bow on the cake box and opened the lid. “Is that white chocolate?”


    “Mmmhmmm…” Chloe smiled, then immediately frowned. “Don’t you like white chocolate?” She shot her thumb toward the door. “I can take it back if you don’t. I knew I should’ve asked you first. But then it wouldn’t have been a surprise. I just— ”


    Ethan reached for her hand and drew her onto his lap. “It’s perfect. I love chocolate in all its forms. I love cuddly stuffed animals.” He laughed. “And I love you.”


    Chloe brushed her hand across his shoulder. “Even though I almost got you killed?”


    Ethan sighed and pulled her closer. “What happened yesterday wasn’t your fault.”


    “It was, Ethan. I’m the one who had the bright idea to go gallivanting through centaurland. You wanted to go to the library to study. No one gets shot with arrows at libraries.”


    Ethan laughed, and then reached for the teddy bear. “Here,” he said, pushing its face toward hers, “you need this more than I do.”


    Chloe squeezed the bear as she slumped back into the chair. “I’ll never forgive myself.”


    “Well, you’d better, or you’re going to go broke and I’m going to get fat.”


    Chloe let herself laugh, then stood and handed him the box with the sandwich. “It’s better when it’s hot.”


    Ethan took a small bite and closed his eyes with pleasure. “You’re hereby forgiven.”


    “Joking aside, I am sorry. I feel so stupid for—”


    Ethan pulled her onto him, shushing her with his kiss, drowning all her thoughts of guilt and regret as her mind became flooded with cascading sensations, beside which any shame ceased to exist. The kiss endured longer than any of their others, slowly intensifying as the seconds passed. Chloe’s hands drifted smoothly from his neck to his chest, feeling his heart as it pounded, fast and hard, to the same wild rhythm as her own.


    Chloe heard her cell phone vibrating in her purse. Ethan pulled back. “Let it ring,” she whispered. While they were in Ourania, she’d grown accustomed to life without the constant interruption of texts and calls, which always came at the most inconvenient times.


    “It could be important. Whoever it is would text you if it wasn’t.” Ethan pointed at her purse as he took another bite of his sandwich.


    “Fine,” Chloe said, dragging out the word and groaning as she took out her phone. Damian’s name was flashing blue. “Hi, Damian, what’s up?”


    Like Mnemosyne’s note had informed them, Chloe’s memories of her new life were returning one by one, like jigsaw pieces fitting together in an unending puzzle. So far, she’d gathered that she and Ethan had been in love since grade school, though she still couldn’t recall their first kiss, and her brother Damian was studying to be a poimén, the old Próta word for shepherd. Damian’s teacher, ironically, was Hermogenes.


    “Have you seen the news?” Ethan said, pointing at the TV.


    There was a headline running across the bottom of the screen: EIRENIANS EVACUATE THE CITY AFTER VOLCANO ERUPTS. Chloe grabbed the remote from the coffee table, pointed it at the TV and turned up the volume.


    Ethan jumped up and stepped out into the hallway, phone in hand.


    “I thought Aetna was extinct,” Chloe said down the line to Damian, eyes unblinking as she took in the aerial footage of gray plumes billowing over the city.


    Damian sighed. “Turns out it was just dormant. The whole mountain has exploded.”


    “Are Mom and Dad okay?”


    “I’m with them now at the house. So far there haven’t been any casualties. At least that’s what the news is saying.”


    Chloe’s breath caught as another image showed the summit gushing with bright orange fire and countless rivers of blazing lava streaming down from it. “Unbelievable. Ethan and I will be there soon.”


    Ethan walked back into the room, raking a hand through the messy hair she’d tousled. Why couldn’t there be peace just a while longer? He smiled at her softly, and then packed his gifts back into the bag.


    “Chloe?” Damian said in Chloe’s ear, his tone hesitant and edged with fear she wasn’t used to hearing in his voice.


    “Yeah?”


    “You don’t think this has anything to do with Apollo, do you?”


    Chloe glanced out the window. Everything from sky to street was eerily gray, enveloped in a dense, choking fog. A thick layer of ash was settling over the cars in the parking lot two stories down.


    “He doesn’t have the authority to cause it, remember?” She searched the sky for any sign of the sun, but it was hidden, blotted out by the blend of gases and particles now swirling through the atmosphere. “It’s just a natural disaster.”


    “A natural disaster that was caused by an unnaturally active volcano.”


    “We’ll be on the road as soon as the visibility’s better. I love you.”


    “I love you, too. Be careful.”


    Chloe hung up to see Ethan sitting on the edge of the bed, his book about Zeus opened in his hands. “It’s true what Chione told Damian back at Mount Othrys,” he said. “Apollo doesn’t have the power to cause catastrophes, at least not like this.”


    Chloe took a step towards him. “It sounds like you’re about to say ‘but’.”


    Ethan rubbed his lips together and simply pointed to a page in the book. “But Hephaestus can.”


    Chloe peered down at a black-and-white pencil drawing depicting a broad-shouldered, gruff-looking man scowling as he bent over an anvil, black hammer raised. Beneath the picture, the caption read: “Hephaestus. Son of Zeus and Hera, conceived 1500 years after the Olympians’ fall from Heaven. From Zeus he was given coveted control over Petros’ volcanoes, beneath which he made his workshops. Like his father, he was imprisoned in Tartarus by his half-brother, Apollo.”


    “It says what we already know,” said Chloe, folding her arms. “He’s chained up in Hades along with Zeus and the other members of the arch-villain hall of fame. No way would Apollo let them go.”


    Ethan reflected on her words, his gaze drifting to the stagnant grayness outside. “What if someone else did?”
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    CHAPTER FOUR


    



AFTERMATH


    Eione sat on a rock within the Bay of Petrómata, named for the rocky landscape that dissuaded most mortals, and immortals, from ever visiting. There was nothing there but a jagged cliff face and short scrubby trees too sparse to offer shade. Its waters were colder than normal, too. Even the fish stayed away.


    Eione had come here as a child to play with her sisters, before her father had hidden them in the caves. She remembered racing up the coiling path to the top of the cliff, where a make-believe castle had towered like a beacon shining over the sea.


    At that time, only the Titans were bound in Tartarus, sent there during a war her father had managed to avoid; Nereus never had an appetite for combat. To the contrary, his gifts lay in mediation, in settling disputes between his irascible kinsmen. He had a way about him, something in his impassive demeanor that extinguished the flames around him. Even the fire of Hera had been instantly cooled in his presence. He made everyone feel they had a right to their anger, and this alone seemed to satisfy them.


    But when it came to matters of mutiny, of war, Nereus was a coward, a humanlike flaw that marred his reputation as the centuries passed. He had predicted the Titanomachy; had said that the signs of its coming were as clear as day, yet instead of venturing between the gods’ respective mountains and offering his aid, he stayed buried in the shelter of the Great Sea, waiting for war as if it were just a summer squall that arrives in seconds and dissolves just as fast.


    Eione never spoke of it, but her father’s gutlessness galled her. Because of his actions—or rather, his idleness—her entire family lived in dishonor. Granted, they weren’t in fetters down below, but neither were they on the lips or in the books of the mortals. For Eione’s part, she would rather be a vanquished goddess with her dignity intact and a name well known than a free one with not an ounce of notoriety to her name.


    One day her father would thank her for releasing the prisoners. Because of her, the Nereids would be respected and venerated once again, called upon to bestow to the gods the same peace that defined their gulfs and coves.


    Poseidon, her brother-in-law and former ruler of the Great Sea, had promised this to her, along with treasures so vast they could not be stored inside her father’s caves. When he and his brothers were reinstated, Poseidon told her, he would build for the Nereids a real palace here, atop Petrómata’s cliff, where no thief would think to journey in search of gold, and where no greedy god would be permitted. The glory of the treasures would be on display for every Olympian and Titan to see, all because of Eione’s bravery.


    Eione jumped as a pebble splashed into the water beside her, sending its ripples the short distance to the beach.


    “I was never skilled at skipping stones.”


    It was Hermes’ voice, calling down to her. She looked up to see him toss another pebble across the water. It sank on its first strike.


    Eione drew her windblown hair across her shoulder before delicately working out the salty tangles with her fingers. “Then why don’t you use your illustrious wand to skip them for you?”


    Hermes looked down at the gold staff sheathed at his side and shrugged. “Not as much fun.” He plucked another pebble from his palm and flung it in the opposite direction. It also disappeared into the still black glass of sea.


    “I doubt you’ve come here for lessons on skipping stones,” said Eione. “Why don’t you spare me the congeniality and say your piece?”


    Hermes’ winged sandals slowed as he lowered himself until he hovered a hairsbreadth over the water. “I have no reason not to be congenial, my lady. You and I are not enemies.”


    “Are we not?” Eione laughed as her eyes swung to the shore, the cliff, the sky; all of it bathed in ominous ashy haze. “You’re not blind, Hermes, nor deaf.” She paused, feeling a twinge of regret prick her throat like a needle, weakening her voice. “You know what I’ve done.” She let go of her hair, glad to let the wind whip it around her face, shielding her from his gaze.


    Long moments passed. Eione shifted and shivered on the rock, her sea-nymph body not accustomed to the cutting chill of autumn, or the cold weight of doubt pulling down on her like an anchor. She snapped when the silence became unbearable. “Speak, will you!”


    “I have said my piece already.” Hermes paced a few steps, as if the sea were solid ground. “We’re not enemies. Nor is Duna your adversary, no matter the outcome of your actions.” He removed his cloak and draped it about her shoulders. She nodded her thanks and pulled it close.


    “Does he know the outcome of my actions?” The childlike sound of her voice made her eyes well with tears. She felt like a girl again, being called to her father for speaking harshly to her sisters, or venturing too far from the caves.


    Hermes’ eyes lifted skyward, piercing through the clouds as if he could see heaven’s gates beyond them, a place Eione had never seen and had seldom heard about. “He knows all things,” he said. “And we will know them, too, in due course.”


    Eione looked up at the barren cliff, her imagination painting upon it a gilded palace glowing with gold, and spilling with the laughter of her family, united again…honored again. She wanted to believe Poseidon; that he would make her fantasy real and inaugurate a new age in which immortals could live harmoniously. No more treachery. No more war. But despite her hopes, she could not fight the sense of dread rising like a tide inside her.


    She’d caught a glimpse of her father’s face as the gods marched triumphantly through Tartarus’s gates, the impregnable gates she’d blown apart just by pressing the dýnami against their steel. His countenance had been filled not with relief, but disappointment, the same disappointment he’d shown all those many times he had chastised her for her unruliness. What if she’d been wrong? What if the hearts of those most powerful were beyond reach, too hardened by pride to view one another as equals, or to leave mankind in peace?


    “What troubles you, Eione?” Hermes’ voice was tender, soft as sea foam in her ears.


    Eione sat up straighter and wiped her cheek with his cloak. “I thought…” she began, throat dry and throbbing with tears she wouldn’t let fall, and words she wouldn’t let out. “Nothing troubles me. I have only to be patient.”


    “Ah,” Hermes said, raising a pedantic finger. “How well I know that patience is not a virtue we fallen immortals prize. Nor forgiveness. Nor humility.”


    Eione jerked her head toward him, the tightness in her throat diminishing as a hot huff of anger infused it. “I know what you mean to do with your orator’s honeyed words. You want me to make an admission of my wrongs, to cry out to your master Duna for pardon and mercy.” She spat indignantly into the sea. “You waste your time.”


    Hermes stepped closer, then crouched low, leaning forward as if to tell her a secret. His keen eyes fell to the water, a placid slate of obsidian. “You misunderstand me, my lady.” He looked up at her with stormy eyes that were clouded with emotions she couldn’t name. “I only wish to tell you that the virtues I spoke of were once foreign to me. I told myself my hands were too bloody to be cleansed by forgiveness, my hubris too swollen to accept it.” He tilted his chin toward her, the gold flecks of his eyes returning as he smiled briefly. “It’s ironic, isn’t it, that the greatest lie I ever told, I told to myself.”
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    CHAPTER FIVE


    



RECALL


    You know you don’t have to ring the doorbell, honey.” Damara Zacharias held a warm plate of oatmeal cookies, Chloe’s favorite, in her hand.


    Chloe had been at home for a month and still fought the urge to greet her mother as if she’d just come back from the dead. But in a way she had. Chloe and Damian had spent hours explaining their story to their parents—their past “other timeline” story—and it had all been understood as well as they could have hoped…all except for the sadness.


    No matter how long she talked, or how many different ways she tried to express it, Chloe could never convey to her parents how terribly she’d missed them after they were killed. How she’d drenched her pillow with tears night after night, and shut out the world because they weren’t in it. How she and Damian had drifted farther and farther apart, each choosing to quell their grief in different ways, both equally futile. How the sight of her father on the dreary banks of the Lethe, clothed in sackcloth, was still emblazoned in Chloe’s memory, an image she feared would haunt her forever.


    Damara gave Ethan a side hug with her free arm, then handed him the cookies and squeezed Chloe tight. Chloe breathed in the fruity scent of her mother’s shampoo that was mixed with the delicious aroma of butter, vanilla, and chocolate chips. Immediately her mind was filled with childhood memories of countless weekend mornings spent helping her mother bake.


    Chloe couldn’t wait for her new memories to arrive. The smallest snippet of conversation, the quickest flash of shared laughter…they were worth more than gold to her. She’d lived most of her former life without her mother, and now Chloe would cherish every second she had with her, present and past.


    “I wish we could’ve gotten here sooner,” Chloe said, forcing herself to let her mother release the hug and step back.


    “We’re all fine, honey,” Damara said. “Thank Duna everyone is.”


    Chloe sighed, anxiety exiting her body as relief poured in. “Where’s Damian and Dad?”


    “In here,” her father called from the living room.


    “I’m going to head over to my parents’,” said Ethan. “I’ll come back a little later.” He kissed Chloe lightly on the temple and headed out the door.


    Chloe wondered whether she’d ever join Ethan at the Rosses’ house. So far, she’d only had perfunctory conversations with his parents, and each time she’d fought not to let her resentment show as memories of the other timeline overwhelmed her thoughts. Somehow, Ethan had managed not to mention, not even once, his father’s betrayal back at the Folóï Forest, and Chloe didn’t have the heart to bring it up.


    She couldn’t understand how Ethan could keep quiet about it. Didn’t he care that his father had sold out her and Damian to save his own skin?


    Chloe knew something of betrayal, and how toxic it could be if left to fester beneath the surface. After her return from hell, her first reaction to Damian had been one of unbridled anger for the pain her brother had caused her, emotionally more than physically. Ethan, however, had embraced his father when they reunited, as if Ethan had drunk from the Lethe and only the dark memories had been erased.


    As she heard Ethan drive away, Chloe felt the selfsame hurt she’d experienced upon seeing Damian again that day—the sting of betrayal, the severing of a relationship—but this time it was Ethan who was the source of the pain.


    Why hadn’t Ethan been upset with his father on her behalf? After all, Mr. Ross’s choice to leak their location to the councilman had almost gotten them killed, and it would have if Carya hadn’t arrived to direct them to the portal. If Ethan really loved her, surely that would bother him enough to warrant a conversation with his father. It didn’t matter that it had happened in a different time; Mr. Ross was still the same person. If he’d betrayed them then, what would stop him doing it again, in this timeline?


    “Chloe, is something bothering you?”


    Chloe looked at her mother, who was pouring milk in the kitchen. She shook her head. “No. No, I’m fine.” There were bigger problems in the world than her own distrust of Ethan’s dad, not to mention her sudden anger at Ethan. Not wanting to hear any breaking news on the eruption, she sat down at the breakfast table and smiled at the display of family photos arranged on the walls.


    “Mom, can I ask you something?”


    Damara closed the refrigerator, and carried over the cookies and two frosted milk-filled mugs. “I can always tell when something’s upsetting you.” She smiled and sat down, then passed her daughter the plate.


    Chloe took a cookie and pulled it apart, releasing the scrumptious steam and more faraway memories. She saw herself as a little girl sitting cross-legged on the island, watching her mom mix together eggs and melted butter. A feeling of déjà vu washed over her. It was during one of their baking sessions that she’d first mentioned Ethan to her mom. She took another whiff of the cookie, and with it came the vivid memory.


    “Mommy?” she had said to her mother.


    “Mhmm?”


    “When did you fall in love with Daddy?”


    “Oh, a long, long time ago when we were at university,” her mom had replied. “We were in a class on ancient literature and had studied together a few times. One day I just knew that I loved him as more than a friend, and one day he told me he felt the same way.”


    Now, Chloe remembered the curious look her mother had given her. It had made Chloe duck her head and busy herself with something else.


    “Do you love someone, baby girl?” Her mother had placed a warm hand on Chloe’s.


    The memory faded. Chloe couldn’t remember what her response had been.


    “Have Ethan and I ever been in a fight?” she asked her mother now.


    Damara rubbed her thumb on Chloe’s hand, her forehead wrinkles deepening with concern. “What makes you ask that?”


    It was a fair question. After all, a supposedly extinct volcano was currently decimating Eirene and the surrounding countryside. It didn’t seem like the most appropriate time to be reflecting on her love life. But then, neither did it seem like a day for baking. Chloe took a bite, savoring each chocolate chip as it melted on her tongue.


    “Because,” Chloe began, already stopping herself because of how dumb the words sounded in her head. She said them anyway. “I’m mad at him, and I don’t remember ever feeling this way towards him before.”


    In fact, Chloe could recall feeling this way toward only two people in her entire life: the councilman, when she’d learned he’d killed her parents; and Damian, when she found out he’d abandoned her. Before that, she’d grown adept at sheltering herself from people, burying herself in books and escaping to made-up worlds in her treehouse. But then, on her eighteenth birthday, she had been sucked into a world not even her vast imagination could’ve created, and she had realized she couldn’t stay sheltered forever.


    “The day you and your brother received your doma,” Damara said, carefully measuring her words, “you and Ethan broke up.”


    Chloe heard a car door slam behind her and jumped. She turned to see nothing but the faux fig tree in the corner of the kitchen. The memory was returning.


    “I think I need to lie down,” she said. She took a sip of milk and pushed her chair from the table. Damara’s lips parted to speak, but she held in the words and gave Chloe a sympathetic nod instead. “I’ll be in my room,” Chloe said. “Come wake me in an hour if I’m not up by then.”
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    Chloe’s room was far different than the one she had had in her old life. Instead of beige, the walls were a soft sunshine yellow. On one of them were rows of large bulletin boards that were covered with dozens of certificates and ribbons, each one given for some academic achievement she couldn’t remember. There were more stuffed animals on the shelves, even a few best-loved ones smiling at her from the bed. Next to the window was a loveseat on which paperback books were scattered, and cushions indented from long hours spent reading. The room was warm and welcoming, as if the echoes of every bedtime story, laugh and morning prayer still floated through it.


    She lay on the bed and closed her eyes, bracing herself for another sudden memory from her past. But nothing came. No matter how hard she concentrated, she could remember nothing but the slamming car door. Maybe she’d imagined it. Maybe it had nothing to do with her and Ethan’s past and everything to do with paranoia, hurt, and frustration at still wrestling with this amnesia.


    “Just breathe,” she whispered. She reached for the gray floppy rabbit with the pink bowtie and curled him under her chin as she turned onto her side. Not a minute later she was on the verge of sleep, and the portal she’d waited for opened wide with cracking thunder.


    [image: paragraph-break]


    Chloe and Ethan were sitting in his truck at Lake Thyra, waiting for the storm to roll over the hills. The sky was like a bowl of split-pea soup, and seemed to drape too close to the earth. The windows were halfway down, and she breathed in the fishy odor of the lake mixed with the grassy redolence of rain. They were still and silent, the air muggy and tense between them.


    “What if I don’t get a doma?” Chloe said, absentmindedly twirling the ends of her hair.


    Ethan turned down the radio. Chloe hadn’t even realized it was on; her mind was too distracted by Damian and his newly discovered gift of invisibility. She’d never seen her brother so happy.


    “That just means you already have enough gifts,” Ethan said.


    Chloe knew that was her cue to take his hand, or laugh, or at least smile, but she sighed at the window instead. “Yeah, like being good at school is a superpower.”


    “You don’t have to have a doma to be gifted, Chloe.” She could see on her periphery that he was turning to her, willing her to look at him. “You’re extremely intelligent,” he said, “that’s a given. And hardworking, and kind, and funny—”


    “Please.” Chloe’s hands dropped from her hair onto her lap. “Please don’t patronize me, or pity me, or whatever it is you’re doing.”


    “I’m not doing either of those. I’m complimenting my girlfriend because I care about her.” Ethan reached for her left hand, but she covered it with her right before he could touch it. “Chloe, why are you being like this?”


    The gentleness in his voice compelled her to meet his eyes, but then she quickly looked away. “It isn’t fair.” She knew she sounded like a five-year-old, but she didn’t care, nor could she help it if she did. She was letting jealousy and self-pity have their way.


    “Chloe, you know how it works. One child per Asher household receives a doma.” Ethan paused, letting the reminder register in her head. It didn’t help.


    “But why him?”


    Ethan leaned his head against the headrest as the first drops of rain burst onto the windshield. She was beyond listening to reason and she knew it. For years she’d tried to tame the envy she’d felt for Damian from an early age. His athleticism she’d matched with straight A’s. His good looks she’d matched with good character, but he had that as well, and his grades weren’t half bad either. There was nothing he didn’t excel at, and as of this morning he had a doma, too, the awesomeness of which was already circulating around Eirene.


    “Duna has his reasons,” Ethan said, watching the green sky roil as dark clouds bulldozed through it. “They may not always seem fair, but they’re what’s best. I know you know that.”


    “I just wanted to be someone special.” Chloe’s eyes blurred, her throat thick with tears. “I’ve been waiting all my life for my eighteenth birthday.” She blinked the tears free. “All for nothing.”


    Chloe opened the door and got out of the truck, slamming it shut behind her. She pointed across the lake, to the old giant olive tree where she and Ethan had had so many of their best conversations and sweet, silent moments. This place was sacred to them, and she was about to desecrate it.


    Ethan killed the ignition and jumped out of the truck, umbrella in hand. He popped it open and held it over their heads.


    “I remember clearly.” Chloe was pointing, her right arm drenched with rain. “You told me once that you were sure I’d be the one to receive a doma because I’m more mature than Damian.” She laughed and lowered her hand. “Obviously that’s not true. Look at me.” She knew she was behaving like a child, throwing a tantrum in the rain because she was jealous and disappointed.


    Ethan toed the wet grass with his sneaker. “It was dumb of me to say that.”


    “Because I’m the one too immature and inadequate to have a doma.” Chloe couldn’t distinguish between the tears and raindrops trickling down her cheeks. “It would’ve been a lot easier if we weren’t twins. If I hadn’t been born.”


    “Are you hearing yourself right now?” Ethan took her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Look at me. You are not inadequate. You are not immature.” His sternness abated as he searched her face, looking for a glimpse of agreement. “I love you, and that’s true whether you have a doma or not.”


    It was the first time Chloe had heard him say those words. They’d been together nearly two years. Why now? “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it,” she said. It wasn’t how she’d imagined this moment to go, not even close.


    “I do mean it.” Thunder rumbled around them as pellets of rain peppered the lake like gunfire. “I’ve wanted to say it for a long time.”


    Chloe could feel the air die in her lungs. He might as well have told her he hated her and never wanted to see her again. She stepped into the rain and held up a hand to keep him from following. “Then why didn’t you say it a long time ago?”


    Before he could answer, she took off up the hill, slipping and sliding on the mud-slick path. Seconds later, she was swept up into spinning blackness, the air around her buzzing and flashing with tiny bolts of light. She held onto the sound of Ethan’s voice calling after her for as long as she could.


    “I love you, too,” she whispered. But it was too late. The darkness was growing, and all she could hear was blood pounding nervously in her ears.
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    CHAPTER SIX


    



CONSEQUENCES


    Chloe bolted awake, the gray stuffed rabbit mangled beneath her shoulder. The dream—or rather, the memory—had been so real she wondered whether she’d subconsciously traveled back in time to observe it. But no matter how she’d seen it, the important thing was that she remembered now, and her memories were not just of her childish breakdown in front of Ethan, but the day her doma had first manifested and where it had taken her before she knew how to take herself places.


    “Eione,” she whispered, as another wave of déjà vu crashed against her brain.


    “Your memories are returning, I see. That is good news.”


    Months ago, Chloe would have screamed at the sound of a man’s voice in her room, but she’d learned to accept, if not expect, Hermes or Carya popping up out of the blue.


    “Do you ever knock?” Chloe asked, wiping the drool from her cheek as she sat up and leaned against the headboard.


    “What’s the purpose of knocking when I have no need for doors?” Hermes smiled and sat on the love seat. He picked up one of her books, a novel about Medusa’s shortlived love affair with Hephaestus, and chuckled to himself as he flipped through it.


    Chloe walked over to the loveseat, only realizing as she sat down beside him that she was still holding the rabbit. “I don’t think that book’s a comedy.”


    “What is comical is the author’s extravagant use of her artistic license.” He stopped on a page and read aloud: “‘But their love was never meant to last, for Apollo’s snare was set well before Hephaestus had made his escape from Tartarus. Hephaestus, unable to resist the gleam of a rose-quartz cave, strode into it with blind hope blooming in his chest. Here, or so he fancied, was where he would build a fortress for himself and his love. He was not halfway inside when he stepped into a cleft and found himself in his infernal cell once more.’”


    “Is that not how Hephaestus got caught?” Chloe asked, her bafflement over the time-travel paradox momentarily suspended by curiosity about an ancient tragedy. She appreciated the fact that whenever she craved an escape from her problems, she could rely on the drama of the past to provide it.


    Hermes closed the book and set it aside. “A few moments ago you spoke the name ‘Eione.’ What do you remember about her?”


    Chloe drummed her fingers along the armrest. “Answer my question first.”


    “I am answering it.” The wings on Hermes’ sandals fluttered as he uncrossed his legs. He took her stuffed rabbit and stroked its long, raggedy ears.


    Chloe couldn’t help but grin at the sight of Hermes, clad in his dog-skin cap and golden shoes, sitting on a loveseat with a girl’s stuffed bunny on his lap. “Is it true that the hare is your favorite animal?”


    “Once upon a time, I suppose it was.” Hermes scratched his chin. “It’s been so long, I’ve forgotten the reason why. Their swiftness perhaps.”


    “Or perhaps it’s because hares were sacred to Aphrodite,” said Chloe, “and you two were sort of a thing, right?”


    “A thing?” Hermes looked insulted. “We were lovers, if that’s what you mean by so crude a word as thing. And perhaps you’re right, but I didn’t come here to speculate on the origins of the immortals’ favored animals.”


    Chloe sighed. She closed her eyes and saw Eione’s face, white as bone, flickering in the shadows of her memory. “She was eavesdropping on Ethan and me at the beach in Ourania. She…”


    Chloe swallowed hard as the images became clearer: jet-black hair, waving behind Eione like a banner flying in the wind; her dress dyed the same blue shade as the sea, clinging tightly to her porcelain skin; the tall sea stack she was perched upon, concealing her so high above the shore; the small black chip arcing over the water, before it slipped soundlessly into the waves; and finally, the woman diving off the rock’s shadowed side and disappearing as the orange sun dipped beneath the horizon.


    “She went after the chip when Ethan threw it.” Chloe opened her eyes, hoping to see a look of confusion on Hermes’ face, as if her memory was a delusion, an ephemeral remnant of a meaningless dream. But his expression was solemn, understanding.


    He nodded. “Eione is a sea nymph. Her father Nereus is an ocean god, one of the dozens of immortals Apollo imprisoned.”


    Chloe leaned back and twisted open the blinds, as if letting the sunlight filter in would make everything clear. But there was no sunlight, only a lifeless canvas of ash-filled sky. “I’m so confused. How come I could see her? I must have dreamed it…”


    “I wish it were not so, but it was a memory. Although prophecy might be a more accurate word.” Hermes handed the rabbit back to her and she squeezed it gratefully. “Eione is alive and well, and has used the seal for her own purposes. And it is very powerful.” Hermes fingered the end of his wand, as if taking the pulse of its own eternal power. “Hence the reason why it bears the Próta name dýnami. The blood of one of your ancestors is responsible for its creation.”


    The bedroom door cracked open as someone knocked on it lightly.


    “Chloe?” Damian stepped inside and nodded at Hermes. “I wish I could say I was happy to see you, Hermes, but I have a feeling you haven’t brought good news.”


    Hermes rubbed the side of his cap, his red hair curling beneath it. “An astute assumption, I’m afraid.”


    “We already know about the volcano,” said Damian. “Any other imminent natural disasters we should be aware of?”


    “Natural, no,” said Hermes. “Supernatural, perhaps.”


    Damian cocked his head sideways and looked at Chloe. “What’s he talking about?”


    “I told you Ethan and I threw the chip into the ocean, right?” she said. Damian nodded. “Turns out some mermaid took it to get her father out of Tartarus. At least, that’s my guess.”


    “She was a sea nymph, not a mermaid,” Hermes said. “But you’re halfway correct about her intentions.”


    “What’s the other half?” Chloe asked.


    Hermes breathed deeply and turned to stare out the window. “She didn’t just release her father, but all the gods.”


    Damian raised his palms and squeezed his eyes shut as he, too, struggled to comprehend what he’d just heard. “And when, exactly, did this happen?”


    “Yesterday,” said Hermes, scratching his stubbly chin.


    A thousand questions darted through Chloe’s mind, alternately dissolving and coalescing as they collided with one another. She seized upon one and forced it to stay still long enough to speak it. “What does the dýnami allow her to do?”


    Hermes stretched back and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “A better question would be what it doesn’t allow.”


    Chloe watched the tips of Damian’s ears grow red, as they always did when his patience was wearing thin. “What do you mean?” he asked. “I thought the chip just took on the powers of people it had been in close proximity to.”


    Hermes leaned forward, his gold-encrusted hilt like a costume piece as it brushed against a floral pillow. “Yes, but not only that. The dýnami also possesses the powers of Straton, your ancestor. Eione wished to use Chloe’s doma to travel to the past and warn her father of Apollo’s coup, but her efforts were futile.”


    Chloe tapped a finger against her throbbing brow. She needed coffee to get through this conversation. “I don’t get it. That seems like a straightforward solution to me.”


    “Because. So long as there’s another Asher with the same doma she wishes to employ, she will be thwarted.” Hermes stood and turned to the window, scanning the bleak horizon like a sentinel in his tower. “And so, as we now know, Eione has not had her wish granted and thus continues to try different methods.”


    “That’s the understatement of the year,” said Chloe. “You make it sound like the evil mermaid-thief is having a hard time nailing a lasagna recipe when in reality she just opened up the gates of Tartarus.”


    Damian coughed. “Sea nymph.”


    Chloe stuck out her tongue at him. “Same difference.”


    “And speaking of overstatements, Chloe,” Hermes said, his voice smooth and professorial, on the verge of chiding, “evil is a strong word to describe a daughter who only desires to free her father from Hades.”


    Chloe looked down at the rabbit as she rubbed her lips together. “I’m sorry,” she said.


    Then she glanced at Damian. Maybe he’d felt something like this when she stepped through the portal at Lake Thyra with Orpheus, literally hellbent on searching for answers at the risk of endangering herself and the family she still had left. In the back of her mind she’d known the Fantásmata would find her actions suspicious at best, and incriminating at worst. But she’d ignored Damian calling her back from the mist, and proceeded to walk directly into a trap. It was easy to label someone as evil or selfish or insane when you’d never stood in their shoes; Chloe, however, had stood in Eione’s shoes, which made Hermes’ reproach sting all the more.


    “Your frustration is understandable,” said Hermes, hands joined behind his back, “as is righteous indignation. But lingering on them won’t do us any good.”


    Damian paced the floor, then stopped and pointed out the window. “So the volcano was caused by Apollo.” The redness in his ears sank down into his cheeks and throat, giving way to an emotion Chloe rarely saw in him: panic.


    “Hephaestus,” said Hermes. “Either under duress or of his own free will. As far as the rebel immortals go, he seldom found reason to be bellicose.”


    “Maybe the other gods promised him Medusa,” Chloe said.


    “Oh, I’m sure they’ve made their offer irresistible,” said Hermes, finally turning from the window, his face barely brighter than the smoky sky behind him. “I’d hoped the struggle for power would stay confined to the Underworld, but I was only fooling myself.”


    Chloe stared blankly at the walls as they closed in around her, every ounce of warm nostalgia draining out of them as memories of her cell in hell rushed in. “They want to take over the world.”
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    CHAPTER SEVEN


    



CYCLOPES


    As if her legs were moving involuntarily, Chloe sprang from the loveseat and headed to the door.


    “Where are you going?” Damian asked.


    “Nowhere. You two, out.” She opened the door and gestured for them to leave. “I need peace and quiet if I’m going back there.”


    Hermes sighed and removed his cap, as if about to inform her of someone’s death. “I’m sorry, but you cannot correct this by going back to the past.”


    “Why not?” she said. “All I have to do is go back and stop Ethan from flinging the darn chip into the ocean. Piece of cake.”


    “And I can go with her and tie up Eione for good measure,” Damian said, only half joking.


    Hermes folded his cap in half and wrung it like a wet rag in his hands. “All sensible ideas, but it’s just too late. Eione is one step ahead of you. She took the Cyclopes back to the beach to prevent that very plot from unfolding, let alone prevailing.”


    “Well, that’s fantastic,” said Chloe, shutting the door again. She leaned against it and slipped down to the floor, her formerly spry-feeling legs now refusing to support her.


    Damian raised a shy hand. “Um, excuse me, but I’m the guy with the invisibility doma, remember? The Cyclopes can’t beat up people they can’t see, can they?”


    Hermes looked at Chloe, as if waiting for her to object or show some sign of uneasiness. She lifted her eyebrows and shrugged. “It’s our best shot,” she said.


    “No sooner do you return from fighting Leto than you’re marching straight back to the battlefield.” Hermes unsheathed his wand and extended it to Chloe. “Hopefully this won’t be necessary.” He locked eyes with her, still clutching the wand as she stood up and grabbed it. “But don’t hesitate to use it. Cyclopes show no mercy.”


    Chloe nodded. “You can’t come with us?”


    Hermes donned his cap. “I’m only the messenger, my friend. Duna created this world for mortals to rule, not so-called gods such as I.”


    “Tell that to your buddies,” said Damian gruffly. “Former buddies.”


    Hermes didn’t hear Damian’s comment, or at least pretended he didn’t, and began to float back toward the window to leave.


    “That’s it?” Damian asked. “There’s nothing we need to know about these dudes?”


    Chloe laughed. “They’re merciless, one-eyed, bone-crushing giants. What else is there to know?”


    Hermes turned back to them, one side of his mouth tugging upward into the faintest arc of a smile. “There is something, although part of me thinks it unwise to share it.” Damian and Chloe muttered their disapproval until Hermes faced them and proceeded. “Not only are the giants master builders, they also stoke the fires in Hephaestus’s forge.”


    “In Aetna,” said Chloe. “So they’re the ones who caused the volcano to erupt.”


    “At Hephaestus’s command, yes,” Hermes said. “They’re the only beings strong enough to do so.”


    Damian’s eyes flickered with excitement. “If we kill them, Aetna will become dormant,” he said. “For good.”


    Chloe folded her arms, fully aware of how much she resembled her mom when she did so. “But the eruption didn’t hurt anyone, Damian. I say we leave the giants alone, take the chip and then be on our merry way.”


    “I would agree with you, Chloe…” Hermes began.


    “But?” said Chloe.


    “But…” Hermes’ gaze lifted to the sky once again. The haze was even darker now as the hidden sun began to set. “The eruption was never intended to harm anyone. It was intended to free the immortals by carving a way out that would escape Apollo’s notice.”


    Damian’s hands fidgeted at his sides.


    Every fiber in Chloe’s body tightened and froze. She could feel her brother’s eyes on her, waiting for her response. She already knew what his was, but she didn’t dare voice her suspicions as to why he was raring to go. Since the day she’d seen him again after her stint in Hades, Damian had been different—less reluctant about things, and much more reckless. She could only guess that it was his way of compensating for his past cowardice, namely, leaving her in hell to cope with her decisions. But part of her reasoned that this was all in her head. Maybe he’d simply grown out of his fearful phase. Maybe she’d inspired him to do so.


    Chloe gripped the wand as her mind jolted back to the memory of Lake Thyra, of leaving Ethan alone in the rain. “Tell Ethan I love him,” she said, her voice cracking.


    Damian placed a steady hand on her shoulder. “I’m ready when you are.”


    [image: paragraph-break]


    Damian kept his eyes shut until he felt the rocky ground beneath his feet. Slowly, he opened them and waited for the wormhole to evaporate. He hoped they hadn’t landed next to a sleeping Cyclops.


    “Look!” Chloe rasped. She pointed toward the ocean. There, just a stone’s throw away, she could see herself sitting with Ethan, the two of them relaxing on the beach as though they didn’t have a care in the world. “Come on, he’s about to throw it.” She inched forward, but Damian pulled her back.


    “Wait.” He squinted and made out the granite sea stack rising like a lightless beacon from the water. “Go back without me.”


    Chloe turned, looking at him like he was crazy.


    “It’s too risky for us both to go. If we separate for a split second, we’ll be seen.”


    Chloe’s face relaxed a little.


    “I’ll use Hermes’ wand to travel back while I’m still invisible,” he said. “If I’m not back in ten minutes your time, all you have to do is come back here, to this moment, and tell me I’m an idiot.”


    “I can already tell you that,” said Chloe. “I’m not leaving you here. That’s not how I roll.” She pressed her lips together, as if trying to smother words that had already been spoken. “I didn’t mean…never mind.”


    Damian could see the regret in her face. His palm loosened on her shoulder. “It’s okay. I know you’re brave, Chloe, but there’s no sense in us both going out there. It’s too risky.” He turned in time to see Ethan reaching into his pocket. “Go, Chloe. Ethan will never forgive me if you don’t.” He could almost hear the wheels in her head spinning as she tried to find a flaw in his logic. “You know I’m right.”


    Chloe took a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds as she glanced over at herself and Ethan. Her other self was holding the chip in her hand, studying it. “You only have a minute. Maybe two.” She took his free hand and squeezed it hard before sliding the wand into it. “You’d better make it back, or I’ll never forgive you.” Though her cheeks smiled, her eyes were troubled, darkened by equal parts angst and uncertainty.


    Damian felt the words “I love you” tingling on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t say them. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d told Chloe he loved her, and telling her now would only make her worry even more.


    “I will,” was all he said. Then he guided her into the shadow of a cliff where she wouldn’t be seen. Seconds later, she was gone.


    Not wasting a second, Damian jogged toward the beach, careful not to take deep breaths that the Cyclopes’ sizable ears would detect.


    Next to Ethan, Chloe sat up straighter, listening, then twisted left, then right, her body stiff as a hare beneath a circling hawk.


    Damian crouched behind them. “Chloe,” he said in the softest whisper possible. “It’s Damian. Don’t look back at me. You’re being watched.”


    Ethan’s spine went rigid as he clasped the chip in his fist. “Who by?” he muttered between clenched teeth.


    The earth shook beneath them, causing the sands to shift and the pebbles to jump like fleas.


    Damian’s heart leapt in his chest as the sound of footsteps, of oak trees walking, approached from the cliff, each one thundering louder than the last. “Cyclops.” He made himself turn to face it.


    The Cyclops was even bigger than he’d imagined, and infinitely more ugly. He appeared to be half the height of the cliff behind him, with swinging arms as wide as barrels. His ragged tunic reached down to his knees, which cracked like snapping twigs with every step. The infamous single eye glared out of his misshapen skull like a satellite probing the sky. Above it, his massive brow protruded, scrunching into a swatch of wrinkles whenever the wide eye blinked.


    Damian felt a hand grab hold of his collar. He was jerked swiftly off his feet, rising so far into the air he thought he might never come back down. He squirmed, and turned to look at the Cyclops who had taken him. This one was even more grotesque than the first, and with rotten breath that nearly made him gag.


    “Damian!” Chloe shouted.


    A third Cyclops plodded into view from behind the sea stack, from where Chloe was sure Eione was watching. This one was the oldest of the three; he had crêpey, eggshell-colored skin that hung loose from his bones like threadbare cloth. His lips were pulled back in a toothless grin as he pointed a finger at Damian, who stubbornly kicked in vain as his captor snickered behind him.


    The old giant said something in Próta, a language that Damian had only just begun studying at university. The Cyclops’ eyes narrowed angrily as he bent over, his black eye jumping between the three of them, waiting for a response.


    Then he said two words Damian could understand: “Diko mou.” Mine. His long, knobby finger pointed at Ethan. He held out his hand. “Diko mou!”


    “He wants the chip, Chloe,” said Damian, his voice constricted by the tightness of his T-shirt tugging against his throat.


    “Well, he can’t have it,” she shouted, her eyes not leaving the Cyclops.


    The giant holding Damian growled and wrapped his hand around Damian’s ribs. He squeezed until Damian cried out.


    “Stási!” Ethan yelled. Stop. He held out a hand in surrender then slowly opened his fist. “You want this?”


    The old Cyclops smiled as he peeled back his lips, revealing swollen rows of pale pink gums. He plucked the chip from Ethan’s hand and nodded to the goon holding Damian. The other Cyclops lowered Damian a modest distance before dropping him onto the packed sand.


    “Efcharistó,” said the old one. Thank you. He spoke to the other two, and they huddled together, standing tall like a copse of olive trees. A few moments later, they disappeared, leaving nothing behind but six giant footprints, as deep and as wide as potholes.


    “Damian!” Chloe ran to him.


    He was still lying on the ground, moving his fingers and limbs one at a time, testing them for fractures. He rubbed the back of his neck, then slowly rolled from side to side. “I’m fine,” he said. “That could’ve been a whole lot worse.”


    “How in Zeus’ name did you get here?” said Chloe.


    Damian looked up at Ethan. He could see in his face that Ethan understood.


    “Is Chloe here?” Ethan asked.


    Damian shook his head. “I told her to leave before I came over here.” He grimaced as he took Chloe’s arm and stood. “I’m glad I did.”


    “What have you done?” Eione asked.


    The three of them turned to the sea, listening for the woman’s voice to speak again. Then they saw Eione rising out of the water like a phantom, black hair and dark eyes flashing in the day’s last light. Her bare shoulders shimmered with water droplets that didn’t fall but instead seemed to cling to her like a second skin. She trailed her fingertips along the surface of the water as she walked toward them, moving effortlessly through the sea as though gliding on ice.


    “You speak Petrodian?” Of course that was Chloe’s first question.


    The woman nodded. “I have been listening to your kind’s barbaric language for centuries.”


    “Our kind?” said Ethan. “So you’re a—”


    “Sea nymph,” said Damian, almost laughing as the word mermaid echoed in his mind. He had a feeling she wouldn’t take kindly to him calling her that.


    The water sluiced off Eione’s dress as she ran her hands along her sides. When her feet touched the beach, her hair and skin dried instantly.


    “Aye,” she said, her voice the same soft timbre as the surf. “I am a daughter of Nereus and savior of the gods.” Her eyes fluttered to Damian. “I know why you have come, and why the Cyclopes have been patrolling the beach all day. They told me it was my future self who sent them.”


    She lifted her sharp chin and circled Chloe, her long dress swooshing across the sand. “And it was my future self who has ensured your survival instead of letting your marrow flavor their stew.”


    The smell of saltwater grew stronger as she moved to Damian. “But should you set foot here a second time, I will not be so generous.” Eione turned and walked back into the sea, sinking like the evening sun under the waves.


    “Oh my gods,” said Chloe. She stood frozen, agape, eyes fixed on the cliffs. “It’s me.”


    Damian turned to see Chloe—future Chloe—standing a few yards off, waving him over.


    “This will all make sense in a few minutes,” said Damian. He could feel a knot form in his mind as he tried to unravel the logistics. “Or more like a month, technically. But for us, it’s just a few minu—”


    “We know what you mean,” said Ethan. “Whatever you were trying to do here, it took guts.” He held out his hand. “Thank you.” Damian shook it and then walked, head down, back to Chloe.

  


  
    [image: helmet]


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    



PLAN B


    I shouldn’t have left you,” Chloe said, stirring a whirlpool into her tea. They’d been back five minutes, and she’d already devoured three cookies and could utter nothing more than those five words. Her parents and Damian sat around the table discussing time-travel paradoxes and how there could be two versions of Chloe coexisting in the same place and time, topics that only strengthened Chloe’s stress-induced appetite.


    “Chloe, which timeline do you remember?” said Nicholas, Chloe’s father. “The one where Ethan tossed the chip into the ocean, or the one where he gives it to the Cyclops?”


    Chloe set down her spoon and stared into her peppermint tea, breathing it in, letting it calm her. “Both of them. I can’t explain it, and I don’t know if my mind’s just playing tricks on me, but I remember both, like they happened on separate days.” She jumped at a knock on the door.


    “I’ll get it.” Damian returned moments later, accompanied by both Hermes and Ethan.


    Hermes flashed a mischievous smile at Chloe. “I knocked,” he said proudly.


    Chloe laughed. “I guess there really is a first for everything.” She took the wand from the placemat and handed it to him. “We didn’t use it.”


    The messenger’s smile faded as he returned the wand to its sheath. “I am aware.” He jumped and sat down on the bar, his purple tunic popping against the yellow backsplash tiles behind him. “It’s all so very complicated now.”


    Chloe watched him fold his hands in his lap and set his cap beside him. It was never a good sign when he did either of those things.


    “I know I’m new to all of this,” said Nicholas, “but it sounds to me like things have always been complicated.”


    “They have,” said Chloe. “But not very complicated.” It was a joke, but no one laughed.


    Ethan sat down next to her and took her hand. “Hermes told me what happened,” he said. “I thought I was going nuts, having déjà vu about Cyclopes and mermaids.”


    “Sea nymph,” said Chloe and Damian in unison.


    Hermes looked at each of them in turn, his expression neither angry nor disappointed, but definitely stern. “I gave you two my best counsel, and you chose to ignore it. I hope this is another lesson for you, Chloe.”


    Chloe slouched in her chair and nodded. “I’m sorry. But Damian should’ve used the wand.”


    “No one needed to get hurt,” said Damian. His mother placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.


    “It was the only way you could’ve prevented them from forcing the dýnami from you.” Hermes floated to the table and pointed to a cookie. “May I, Mrs. Zacharias?”


    “Please,” she said. “Help yourself. I thought immortals only ate ambrosia.”


    Hermes flicked his hand, as if to dismiss such a notion. “They live under an unfortunate delusion that ambrosia is the finest-tasting food in existence.” He waved a cookie into his hand and took a bite. All but his slow-moving jaw went slack as he savored it. “This,” he said, holding up the cookie, “is divine. Your culinary skill, Mrs. Zacharias, is a doma in its own right.”


    Damara smiled and rose from the table. “Let me get you some cold milk to wash it down with.”


    Hermes took another delicate bite, then turned to the others quickly, as if snapping out of a spell. “Forgive me. What was I talking about?”


    “Using the wand on the brute squad,” said Chloe.


    “With all due respect,” said Damian, “I don’t think it really matters anymore. What’s done is done. I screwed up.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Just like I always do.”


    “Damian.” Damara spoke his name both severely and soothingly in the way only mothers can. She handed Hermes a glass of milk. “That’s not true.”


    “Excuse me.” The floor screeched as Damian shoved back his chair and disappeared down the hall.


    Chloe got up to go after him, but Ethan put a hand on her arm. “Don’t,” he said. “Let him cool off.”


    Chloe rested her hands behind her head and sighed, looking up at Hermes. “Well, that went well.”


    Hermes took a sip of his milk before claiming Damian’s spot at the table. “Your brother is right. Ruing the past is never productive, but is in fact the opposite. Eione is still in possession of the dýnami.” He paused. “There’s no changing that now. She made clear her warning.”


    “Yup,” said Chloe. “If we set foot on that beach again, we’ll be giant food. I don’t mean we’ll be giant—I mean—”


    “Hermes,” said Nicholas, leaning over the table. “Has Duna indicated to you what the gods in Mount Aetna are planning?”


    “I haven’t asked him. I have no need to.” Hermes leaned back in the chair and gazed wistfully out the window. A bright red cardinal sat on the sill, the only splash of color against the gloomy palette of sky. “The Titans and Olympians were cut from the same cloth as Apollo. They will plan nothing less than global domination.”


    “Sounds like we need a plan B,” said Ethan, his optimistic tone almost laughable.


    “Is there a plan B that won’t get us all killed?” Chloe asked. Even she didn’t know whether her question was sincere or facetious. It didn’t seem possible that a few mortal Ashers could stand a chance against a pantheon of powerful immortals. But then again, she’d seen more than her fair share of miracles.


    She looked at Hermes. His attention was on his hands, which were folded on the quilted placemat before him. In a different outfit and without the wand, he would almost look like a normal Petrodian. But no matter how he dressed, she knew that no one could look at him without noticing the fire in his eyes, the ages-old knowledge stored behind them. He was an ancient soul in a youthful body, but his eyes gave away everything.


    “I wish I could guarantee a war without casualties.” Hermes’ voice sounded far away, as if he was speaking from some forsaken battlefield, perhaps the one at Mount Othrys where the Titanomachy had transpired.


    Damara cleared her throat and spoke up timidly. “What if…what if Chloe can convince Orpheus to help? Didn’t you say he complied in the past?”


    Chloe and Hermes exchanged glances. “Comply” was a generous word for it. The man had been teetering on the brink of madness when they’d found him alone in the cave—alone save for the presence of a hybrid monster that would have killed them all if not for Iris’s fire. Chloe was more willing to take her chances face to face with Zeus than jump through those hoops again.


    “It’s possible,” said Hermes. Bright flecks of orange glowed like embers in his eyes. “He could lull the Cyclopes to sleep, thereby preventing Eione from taking the dýnami.”


    Ethan was fidgeting, unable to sit still. “Orpheus is in heaven right now, right?” he said. “Why can’t he just come down now and take care of it himself?”


    “There are boundaries, Ethan,” Hermes said, punching every syllable. “Surely you know this by now. The dead do not mingle with the living. Besides,” he said, softening his tone, “their spiritual bodies are too pure to interact with the cursed elements of this planet.”


    “You seem to interact with the planet just fine,” said Chloe.


    Hermes lightly touched the collar of his tunic and pinched the skin of his arm. “This…this is no better a body than the tent of dust you wear. My time will come to be glorified, just as all of yours will.”


    “When?” Ethan asked.


    A smile played on Hermes’ lips. “At the end,” he said.


    “The end of what?”


    “Everything.”


    The air in the house seemed to dissipate at the word, every atom ceasing to vibrate. It was as if talk of the world’s end, or at least the world as people knew it, had never before been spoken. And why would it have been?


    Chloe considered Petros. The city was flourishing. It was governed by good people, filled with Ashers and non-Ashers alike who were all working and living together in four distinct colonies, everyone unified by faith in the All-Powerful. Sure, things weren’t perfect; there was still crime, as there had been in the other timeline, as well as the occasional sickness and premature death, but for the most part life was good, as heavenly as one could imagine.


    “An uncomfortable subject, is it?” Hermes said, not trying to conceal his wry amusement. No one responded—not with words, anyway. Sitting there, still as statues, was more than a sufficient response. Of course they were uncomfortable. Who wanted to contemplate an apocalypse?


    Nicholas stood up and smoothed his pants. “I’m going to check on Damian.”


    Damara’s worried eyes followed him out. She wrapped both hands around her empty mug. “Hermes,” she said tentatively, “are you insinuating that this potential overthrow could bring about the end of the world?”


    Hermes sat up straighter as the cardinal chased away a swallow. “My lady, I am many things, but one thing I am not is an oracle. I can no sooner tell you when the end will be than I can number the stars.”


    “The oracles do prophesy the end of the world,” said Ethan. “But there are probably hundreds of theories about the interpretation of those prophecies.”


    “I know one thing,” said Hermes, raising an emphatic finger. “I’ve been sent by the All-Powerful to inform you of this recent…development, shall we say? If it marks the beginning of the end, we can be certain Duna’s will is for you to try your best to stop it.”


    Chloe yawned, her mind straying from thoughts of global catastrophe to those of a feather pillow under her head, her stuffed rabbit next to her cheek, and delicious REM sleep.


    “I’ve already used my doma twice today,” she said. “I say we forget about all of this till tomorrow.”


    “And then what?” Ethan asked.


    “And then I find Orpheus.”

  


  
    [image: helmet]


    CHAPTER NINE


    



HECTOR


    The sun was barely over the trees when Hector Zacharias dragged himself onto the track. He felt self-conscious in his bright black-and-red sprinting shoes, a birthday gift from his parents. “The shoes won’t help,” he’d told them. He’d been on the track team practically since the day he’d learned to walk and had nothing but a drawer full of consolation ribbons to show for it.


    Every year, he’d begged his parents to let him quit. He was tired of early practices, of coming in last, of seeing the disappointed look in his coach’s eyes and the pitying one in his peers’. However, as an only child and the son of an Asher with superhuman speed, he’d always maintained the slightest smidgen of hope—the same hope his parents had—that he might one day be the fastest. And the years of discipline and training would only make his doma stronger, so much so that his fame would eclipse his father’s.


    “Nice kicks.”


    Hector heard Gino’s voice and then felt the other boy’s hand clap his shoulder a little too hard. “Thanks,” he said. “They were a birthday present.” He looked down at his shoes as he walked, fully aware of how ridiculous they looked, not because they were ugly—they were one of the best brands—but because of how ludicrous it was for them to be on his feet.


    “Happy birthday.” Gino’s smile was wide and fake enough to be almost a snarl. “How old are you? Eighteen?” Hector hesitated, then nodded, and Gino clamped down even harder on his shoulder, digging his thumb into the muscle. “How exciting. You might get a doma today.”


    Hector tried to pull away, but Gino’s hand was like a vise.


    “Maybe,” Hector said.


    Gino grinned as he eyed a muddy puddle up ahead. “Are you hoping a doma will make you faster than me?” He yanked Hector into the mud, laughing as the soles of Hector’s shoes sank in.


    Hector sprang from the puddle and wiped his shoes on the dew-soaked grass. That was it. His chest heaved as hot rage flooded his veins. He lunged forward and shoved Gino as hard as he could. Gino, his thick legs planted on the earth, hardly moved.


    A small crowd gathered around them, eager to watch Hector get the snot beat out of him.


    Gino cracked his knuckles and pushed up his sleeves. “Obviously your doma isn’t strength,” he said. “Or intelligence.”


    Hector held his breath, watching helplessly as Gino reared back, wolf-like aggression etched into his face.


    “That’s enough!”


    Every eye swung toward the coach. He was standing by his car in the parking lot behind them, casually smacking his gum and zipping up his wind jacket.


    “Later,” Gino growled at Hector through gritted teeth. His pulled back his shoulders as he spun toward his posse, who were all snickering and pointing at Hector’s mud-begrimed shoes.


    Hector turned toward the parking lot, half tempted to hop back in the car and drive home, never to set foot on the track again. But he knew he would never hear the end of it if he did that. Word would get around school that he was not only a weakling but a coward, too. He had a little more self-respect than that.


    Coach Contos shut his car door and started toward him. “Chin up, kid. Gino feels threatened by you. That’s the only reason he gives you a hard time.”


    Hector laughed. “Yeah, right. He humiliates me because I’m an easy target.” He kicked the ground, caking even more mud onto his shoes. “It makes him look good, I guess.”


    “It makes him look like a buffoon, if you ask me.” The coach stopped smacking and leaned closer to whisper, “I’d use a stronger word, but it’s liable to get me fired.”


    “Thanks for the pep talk, coach,” said Hector.


    “Let’s get those shoes broken in.” Contos patted him on the back, and then jogged ahead toward the field.


    Hector bent down and flicked off as much mud as he could. He could already hear his mother scolding him for stepping into mud, and his father sighing when Hector explained he’d been pushed into it. To his credit, his father did attempt to hide his disappointment at his son’s lack of machismo and feign enthusiasm toward Hector’s good grades, but he wasn’t fooling anyone. Hector knew that if his dad had had the choice, he would’ve chosen Gino to be his son over Hector in a heartbeat.


    As he stood up, Hector felt every muscle in his legs and feet begin to cramp. Tingling heat, like a thousand ant bites, covered his soles and arches. His calves balled into tight, round spheres, pulling the skin around them taut. His hamstrings and quadriceps burned as if he’d just sprinted four hundred meters. He crumpled to the ground, squeezing his thighs in a desperate effort to force the spasms to stop, but they persisted and worsened, so much so that he had to bite the side of his jacket to keep from crying.


    Coach Contos turned and waved at him. “You comin’, kid?”


    Willing himself to appear normal, Hector waved back. “Be right there. Just stretching.” He folded forward as if to touch his toes.


    Hector lay back and fixed his eyes on the puff of cloud above him. How many objects and animals could he find in its shape? He focused on finding out as the excruciating pain continued to grip and sear his lower half. I’ve cramped up before. It’ll pass…it’ll pass…


    After what seemed like hours, the pain did pass, slowly releasing his muscles one at a time. As he sat up, a strange sensation of warmth filled his legs, rushing through them like a surge of hot bathwater. Feeling a lingering discomfort, he looked down at his legs to see his polyester sweatpants pulled tight around his thighs, as if they’d shrunk two sizes. “What in the…”


    He stood up and flexed his legs, then reached down as inconspicuously as possible to feel the bulging muscles. “Whoa…”


    He did a few hops and then shifted his weight to his toes, jumping higher, and higher still, as if propelled by a pogo stick. When he stopped, he wasn’t out of breath the way he would normally have been. Instead, he felt energized, as if he’d just downed an entire pint of espresso. He wanted more.


    Picking up his duffel bag, he jogged onto the track, ready to see what his new legs were capable of. They felt light and springy, ready to run. He told himself to play it cool, then took off his jacket and joined his teammates for the warm-up.


    Gino smirked. “I wish I’d known it was your birthday. I would’ve gotten you some ballerina shoes.” He lunged into a stretch as his friends all laughed. “Maybe a tutu to go with them.”


    Hector pivoted and walked briskly toward the starting blocks.


    “I think you made him cry, Gino,” Hector heard someone say.


    “Hector, you’re going the wrong way,” Gino called out. “The dance studio’s that way.”


    Hector heard the coach muttering his rebuke as he always did. It never helped. Maybe if Gino were a lesser runner the coach would suspend him from the team for poor sportsmanship or verbal abuse. But Gino was the fastest, and therefore beyond punishment.


    Hector took a deep breath and stepped into the blocks. Slowly, he leaned forward, positioned his hands beneath his shoulders and placed his front foot under his hips. He’d done this hundreds of times, and hundreds of times he’d been humiliated. But not today.


    Coach Contos shielded his face from the sun and squinted at Hector. “What are you doing, kid? Come warm up with the rest of the team.”


    “I want to race Gino,” Hector called. “The hundred-yard dash. If I lose, I’ll take the ballerina shoes.”


    Gino crossed his arms and grinned. “And the tutu?”


    Hector nodded. “And the same goes for you if you lose.”


    The team, and even the coach, chuckled at this.


    Gino unzipped his jacket and threw it into his friend’s face. He stormed toward Hector, looking ready to land that punch. He slapped his thighs and bent over the starting line. “You’re gonna regret this.” Then he spat onto the track and glanced over at the coach. “He won’t always be there to stop me from beating the crap out of you.”


    “Are you done talking trash?” Hector was crouched down with all his weight shifted into his fingertips.


    Gino grunted. “I’m ready to kick your ass.”


    “We’re ready,” Hector yelled. He saw the coach shake his head, likely debating with himself whether this was a good idea.


    “After this,” the coach said, “I’m ordering you two to keep your distance from each other.”


    “That’ll be easy.” Gino laughed at Hector. “I’ll always be way ahead of you.”


    “You hear me?” the coach shouted.


    “Yes sir!” the boys answered.


    The coach shook his head and went into the field house. He emerged seconds later with the starting gun in hand and the bright orange sleeve on his arm.


    What are you doing, Hector asked himself. What if the pain—the burning, the cramping and tingling—had all been imagined, nothing more than some imbecilic delusion of grandeur manufactured by his subconscious? If so, then not only was he going to lose miserably to Gino for the umpteenth time and be forced to uphold his end of the bargain, but he wouldn’t be able to blame anyone but himself.


    Coach Contos raised the pistol over his head and paused. Hector glanced at him. Could the coach see the trepidation in Hector’s eyes? Was he devising a way to intervene and stop this insanity without making Hector look like a toddler in need of his daddy’s protection?


    “On your mark…”


    This is happening.


    “Get set…”


    Hector’s heart was beating so loudly he was sure Gino could hear it. He lifted his hips and shifted back into the starting position, pressing his feet against the blocks. It took every ounce of self-control he had to simply stay put and stare down at the track. Every fiber of his being wanted to run away and keep his distance, not just from Gino but the whole team. They wouldn’t miss him. They didn’t need him.


    He felt a sharp pain like an electric shock prick the center of either calf, followed by another in the front and back of both thighs. He winced, but didn’t move. You can do this.


    BANG!


    His legs didn’t feel like they belonged to him. Rather, the sensation was like being in a dream, the kind where he was observing himself from outside his body, doing and saying things he would never dare do or say in waking life. But even in his dreams, Hector had never felt as great as he did in this moment. He pushed explosively off the starting blocks, a true runner at last.


    His back leg swung forward. His fists punched furiously toward his forehead. His legs pumped hard and his head stayed low, eyes glued to the track as it sped beneath his body in a mindboggling blur. He was already moving faster in these first few seconds than he ever had before.


    After the first twenty meters, he lifted his head, lengthened his stride, and pulled his torso upright as he zoomed down the track, accelerating to his maximum speed. He felt weightless, free, like a comet coasting through the galaxy without care or fear or rival. He was untouchable now.


    His arms hammered even harder as the white finish line beckoned to him like bait on the end of a fishing hook. He relaxed the muscles in his face and neck, letting their tension flow out through the balls of his feet as he hurtled over the line.


    His breathing had normalized by the time Gino finished, an unsettling look of rage and disgrace like a sinister mask on the other boy’s face.


    “Good job,” Hector said, holding out his hand.


    Gino cursed under his breath and stalked off toward the field house.


    Don’t forget the tutu, Hector wanted to shout. But he held his tongue and turned back toward the team. All of them, even the coach, were staring at him like he was a ghost. Their jaws hung open. Half awe, half shock had washed their faces white.


    “Congratulations, kid,” the coach said finally. He shook Hector’s hand then placed a water bottle in it. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a doma.”
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    CHAPTER TEN


    



DESTINY


    Mom! Dad!” Hector burst through the front door and slung his backpack onto the hardwood floor.


    “Honey?” his mother called from the kitchen. “I thought I heard you pulling in. What are you doing home? School starts in fifteen minutes.”


    Hector rounded the corner into the kitchen where Charissa Zacharias was washing their dog Poseidon in the sink. The dog wagged his tail so hard he managed to squirm out of Charissa’s hands and hop onto the counter, soaking it with his soapy paws.


    “I know, but this won’t take long.” Hector plucked a biscuit from the dog-treat jar. The terrier sat up on his haunches and waited patiently for his reward. Hector laughed and dropped the treat into Poseidon’s mouth.


    “Lovely,” said Charissa. “Now he’ll think jumping out of the bath is what he’s supposed to do.” She pulled the dog back into the sink and lathered shampoo into his matted gray hair. “Philip,” she called, “Hector’s home.”


    She toweled off the counter as she turned to her son, brow wrinkled with worry as she searched his face. “Is everything okay?”


    “More than okay.” He kissed her on the cheek then paced restlessly around the room until his father emerged from the bedroom, straightening his tie.


    “What’s the matter?” his father asked.


    Hector couldn’t blame his parents for expecting bad news from him. Over the course of his eighteen years, he knew they’d grown accustomed to his whiny complaints and pity parties, as well as his chronic bad attitude. But all of that was about to change.


    “Dad, my doma came today.” The words sounded foolish to him, as if he was declaring the appearance of his first permanent tooth or sprig of chest hair. But he didn’t know how else to phrase it.


    His dad paused by the refrigerator, his face almost as stunned as those of Hector’s track team. Apparently even he had thought his son unworthy of receiving a doma.


    “That’s…that’s great news, Hector,” his mother said, rushing to rinse off Poseidon. She glanced over her shoulder at Philip, silently urging him to say something.


    Philip looked down at Hector’s new shoes. They were covered with grass and dried flecks of mud. He grinned so widely that both dimples showed. Hector couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his father so happy. “You can run!”


    Hector nodded. “I beat Gino in the hundred-yard dash.” He was grinning, too, and bouncing up and down on his toes, itching to run again. “Can I show you?”


    Philip checked the time on his watch and gave his son a mischievous smirk. “Work can wait. It’s my son’s eighteenth birthday.” He shook Hector’s hand hard, and then pulled him into a hug. “I knew this day would come, Hector.”


    Charissa patted Poseidon dry with an old towel and set him on the tiles. The dog jumped up against Hector’s legs, his paws barely reaching his kneecaps. “Looks like Poseidon’s excited to have a new running partner.”


    Hector picked up Poseidon, and carried him out the back door and down the porch steps. He had mowed over the weekend, so the grass was perfect for running on. Granted, his legs would have to work a bit harder, but he was up for the challenge.


    He set Poseidon down and retied his shoelaces. “Dad, are you sure you don’t want to change out of your suit so you can race me?” He was only half joking. What good was his doma if it didn’t make him faster than his predecessor?


    Philip gave a good-natured laugh as he shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to rain on your parade, son. It’d be a little demoralizing to lose to your old man.”


    Charissa sat on the porch swing and called Poseidon onto her lap. “Let’s take the testosterone level down a notch, boys. You two have places to be and I have errands to run.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” they answered together.


    Philip joined his wife on the porch and leaned over the railing. Hector could see in his father’s eyes that he’d rather be down there in his gym shorts and running shoes than up there suffocating in his sport coat and slacks.


    “Do some drill first, Hector,” Philip said. “You could pull a muscle if you don’t.”


    Hector sighed and jogged along the fence a few times, the fence he must have run up and down a million times. And every time, it had felt like an exercise in futility. He never improved, and only dreaded running more and more.


    When his body felt warm, he indulged his father further with a hurdler’s stretch on both legs, and then threw in a few lateral lunges for good measure. “You going to time me?” he asked his dad.


    Philip lifted his wrist and tapped on the watch face. “I’ll count you down in fifteen seconds.”


    Hector jogged to the end of the fence where a piece of red tape marked the starting line. He got set, lifting his hips slightly above his shoulders, and focused his eyes on the grass two yards ahead. There was no heat in his legs. No tingling or electric sensation.


    “Come on,” he whispered, pounding the side of his thigh, but nothing stirred inside it.


    “Ready…set…go!”


    Hector’s reaction time was slow, as it had always been. He nearly stumbled on his second stride, the grass seeming to suck on the soles of his shoes, pulling him down. His arms felt leaden as they swung at his sides. His right hamstring tightened up, then began to ball in protest as he kept on running—or trying to.


    His lungs were on fire when he reached the end of the sixty-yard fence, a distance his dad could easily run in five seconds while singing the Petrodian anthem. Hector bent over and gripped his hamstring, digging his knuckles into it as if to beat it into submission.


    “Looks like it cramped up on you again.” Philip started down the stairs. “Charissa, would you mind bringing out a banana?”


    His mother nodded and hurried inside, but not before Hector glimpsed the sadness on her face. Even Poseidon looked wistful as his eyes followed a butterfly through the air.


    A wave of nausea swelled in Hector’s stomach, but he wasn’t sure if it was from pain or fear. Probably both. “What’d I get?”


    Philip sighed. “You’re hurt, Hector. It doesn’t matter what your time was.”


    “Yes, it does.” Hector’s hamstring had relaxed enough for him to stand up straight and look his father in the eye. “Tell me. What did I get?”


    “Nine seconds.”


    It was Hector’s average.


    His eyes stung as tears pricked beneath them. He wanted to feel anger, to yell, to scream, to kick through the fence and throw his shoes over it. But instead he buried his face in his hands and cried.


    “Hector,” said his mother, “you know there are rules for every doma. Damian’s invisibility fades after—”


    “I only ran once,” Hector shouted. He twisted off his shoes and threw them on the ground. “It isn’t fair.”


    “Not everything in life is,” Philip said. “Thousands of people would do anything to have a doma, Hector, even if it only lasted for a few hours or seconds each day.”


    Charissa peeled the banana and handed it to Hector; he knew better than to refuse it. “Chin up, Hector. We’ll try it again after school, okay?”


    Hector wiped his eyes and took a bite, then gathered his shoes from the grass. “If the doma doesn’t work tonight, I’m quitting,” he said, surprising even himself by the sharp edge in his voice.


    Charissa and Philip looked at each other, communicating and agreeing in silence.


    “All right,” said Philip. “You’re old enough now to make that call.”


    Hector expected to feel relief at those words. Finally, he’d been given permission to quit the sport he’d loathed for over a decade. Finally, he could sleep in and have Saturdays to do whatever he wished instead of practicing, or driving six hours to meets.


    But he didn’t feel relieved. He wanted the speed. He wanted the ability to beat Gino again, and to see the dumbfounded look on his teammates’ faces. But more than that, he wanted the opportunity to see his father’s grin, to see unfeigned pride beaming out of him over what his son could do.


    One more try.
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    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    



ARES


    It was the longest day of Hector’s life. From first period he was swarmed by people, many of whom he’d never talked to before, congratulating him on his win against Gino. Some wanted to know when the rematch was, while others joked that Gino had already transferred to Ourania High School and changed his name. Despite the attention, Hector kept quiet. He refrained from making disparaging remarks against his new rival or tooting his own horn. After all, he reasoned, his victory might have been nothing more than a fluke.


    Hector’s classes were his only respite from his newfound fans. But he couldn’t concentrate on the lessons, nor was he tempted to doodle in biology like he normally did. He just watched the second hand tick around the clock, counting down to three-thirty when he could go home, put on his shoes, and establish his destiny, or rather, see what destiny Duna had established for him.


    Sure, he was an only child, but that didn’t automatically qualify him to receive speed as his doma. It could be anything, although anything less than the security speed gave him would be unsatisfactory. Surely Duna knew that. Surely Duna cared enough to grant Hector a gift that would ensure he’d never be made fun of again.


    When school finally got out, Hector darted out of the building as quickly as he could, pretending not to hear when people, even his best friend Andrew, called his name. He was ready to see how the day would end, and stopping to talk would only delay him, not to mention probably give away the fact that he was hiding something. He couldn’t stomach hearing that he was a great runner until he knew for a fact that it was true, and not some psychosomatic phenomenon.


    Hector got into his car and blasted the stereo as he pulled out of the school parking lot, ignoring the dirty look from the security guard.


    He was just half a mile from his house on the two-lane country road when he heard a loud boom. The car started to shake.


    “What the…” Hector pressed the hazard switch and pulled onto the shoulder beside an open field.


    He walked around the car and saw that the right rear tire was completely flat. But there was something—something wooden and the size of a broomstick—protruding from the bottom of the tire. He bent down and struggled to pull it out. It might have looked like a broomstick, but it felt like a tree.


    “Its appearance is deceiving, isn’t it?”


    In his periphery, Hector saw a man’s feet in leather sandals, and bronze greaves covering his shins. The slight accent was unidentifiable, but it definitely wasn’t from one of the other colonies. It sounded as if Petrodian was his second language, even though Petrodian was the only language, and had been for hundreds of years.


    Hector ignored the man and pulled on the wooden shaft again, but it didn’t budge.


    The man reached down, took the shaft with one hand and ripped it out as though it was a knife lodged in a pat of butter. That Hector could not ignore.


    He stood up and saw that the man was dressed as an ancient soldier, in full armor replete with a crested helmet that exposed only his eyes and bearded chin. “Who in Zeus’ name are you?” he said, his eyes jumping to the object in the man’s hand. It was an eight-foot bronze-tipped spear. “Did you throw that thing at my tire?”


    The man leaned the spear against the passenger door and slid the helmet off his face. His skin was golden, and seemed to glow with something far stronger than a suntan. Even covered in armor, it was evident by his forearms, legs, and muscular neck that he could take someone out with his bare hands as easily as he’d freed the spear from Hector’s tire.


    “I am Zeus’ son,” the man said, his helmet like a decapitated head beneath his arm. He gestured to the flat tire. “I’m sorry for crippling your chariot, but I only did it so that you might see.”


    Hector laughed and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Gino put you up to this, didn’t he?” He found Andrew’s name on his favorites list and pressed call.


    “I know no one by that name,” the man said. “Why are you holding an obsidian block to your ear? Is it a sorcerer’s stone?”


    “That’s good.” Hector laughed again. “You do birthday parties or something? Did my parents hire you? They know I hate surprise parties.”


    The man didn’t break character, not even for a second. He just stared, transfixed, at Hector’s phone.


    “Andrew, hey. I need a favor.”


    The so-called son of Zeus cocked his head sideways like a befuddled dog.


    “I got a flat tire on Hodos 144,” Hector said. “Can you give me a ride?”


    “Dude,” Andrew replied in Hector’s ear, “you’re right by your house and you have superhuman speed. You can get home faster than I can get there to take you.”


    Hector hadn’t thought of that. “Oh, yeah. Good call. Okay, never mind then. Talk to you later.”


    “Later man. Sorry about your car.”


    “It’s okay. I think Gino just wanted a little payback.”


    Hector hung up and popped the trunk, hoping he remembered how to change a tire. He’d rather do that than waste precious energy walking the half-mile hill to his house. He set the spare tire on the ground and scoured the backseat for the toolbox, half hoping his dad would drive by and help him.


    “How clever,” said the man, “an extra wheel.”


    Hector dropped the toolbox on the ground. “Tire.”


    “I never tire. The gods only sleep when they’re in bed beside a mortal.”


    “Ty-urrr.” Hector grabbed the wrench and rapped it against the flat. “You can drop the act now, buddy. I’m not in the mood.”


    “Do you have a second extra ty-urrr?”


    Hector removed a lug nut, then glared up at him. “No. Why do you ask?”


    The man turned and marched off into the field.


    “Weirdo,” Hector muttered, and turned back to the car.


    A few seconds later, the front tire was struck by the spear. The air leaked out rapidly, causing the rim to sag toward the tread and the whole right side of the car to list.


    “Seriously?” Hector threw down the wrench and stormed toward the man, anger blocking his good sense. Reason told him he wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight with this guy, but primal impulse told him: Retaliate!


    The man smiled, waiting calmly as Hector stormed toward him.


    “You’re paying for this,” Hector shouted. “And I’m suing.”


    “Your chariot is pathetic,” the man said. “I’ve seen donkeys hold up better on the battlefield.”


    Hector took one look at the man’s bulging biceps and relaxed his fists. He’d rather not get a black eye or a broken nose on his birthday.


    The man stepped forward. “You want to hit me. I can see it in your eyes.”


    Hector turned and started walking back to his car. “If you want your spear back, come get it. Then leave me alone or I’ll call the police.”


    “Why don’t you hit me before I call on my father?”


    Hector spun around. “How stupid do you think I am? I hit you and you’ll knock me out and then tell the cops it was self-defense.”


    “Cops? Why would I talk to trees about anything?”


    “I told you to drop the act. Please.”


    The man opened his palms to Hector and shrugged. “I am no actor. I have stated truthfully who I am.”


    “Not your name.”


    The man lifted his chin proudly. “Ares. God of war.”


    Hector laughed and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Dionysus, god of wine, and I must be really drunk right now.”


    Ares frowned at Hector’s hand and flicked it away. “Do you dare mock my brother, Hector, son of Philip?” His dark eyes narrowed as his face reddened and a blue vein bisected his forehead.


    Hector realized the man wasn’t acting. Either he was actually an ancient pagan deity, or he’d convinced himself he was. “Dude, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offen—”


    “Stop mumbling and try and hit me,” Ares bellowed. He held up the shield at his left side. “I will only block. I will not strike.”


    “Will you leave me alone if I do?”


    “You have my word.”


    Hector sighed and tried to find a boxing stance that felt somewhat natural. He’d never fought anyone in his life, although Gino and his posse had roughed him up plenty of times.


    “What?” Hector could see that Ares, or whoever he was, was trying not to laugh.


    “Nothing. It’s just that you remind me of one of Dionysus’ dancing women.” Ares lowered his massive shield. He rocked up onto his tiptoes and then drifted down again. He repeated the movement, faster this time, over and over, and then he swayed from side to side, shifting his weight to one foot, then the other. “You must not stand there like an olive tree rooted to the earth,” he told Hector. “Be light and nimble of foot.”


    Ares stopped moving and looked down at his golden breastplate and the hefty greaves fixed to his calves. “How silly I must look to you. Boxers do not fight with their clothes on, do they?”


    “Yes, they box with their clothes on.” Not willing to wait for another insult, or another outrageous question, Hector threw a punch.


    Ares barely had enough time to lift his shield before Hector’s fist crashed into the bronze surface, accelerating past it until it crunched against the thick layer of wood beneath. The blow sent Ares stumbling back, the horsehair crest of his helmet waving wildly as he fought to stay upright. He regained his balance and gave the shield a satisfied smile.


    Hector’s hand was throbbing. He knew it was bleeding, but he didn’t look down for fear he’d feel squeamish at the sight. “Is that thing made out of bamboo or what?”


    “Hephaestus forged this shield,” Ares answered. “It is unbreakable.”


    “I’m sorry to tell you this, but you got gypped.” Hector shook his hand and gently touched his knuckles, searching for splinters or bits of bronze.


    “You must keep your thumb on the outside of your fist when you punch. Did you break a bone?”


    Hector alternately curled and flexed his fingers. “I don’t think so.”


    “Good. Now the spear.” Ares pointed toward Hector’s car as a red pick-up truck slowed down.


    Hector turned and gave the truck a nonchalant wave, hoping it would keep moving.


    The passenger window slid down. “You need some help?” the driver called.


    “No, sir,” Hector called back. “The towtruck’s on its way.” Please don’t ask me what I’m doing.


    “What are you doing out there?”


    Hector sighed, waiting for a lie to come to him. “History project for school.” He pointed at Ares. “You like the armor I made?”


    “Looks convincing to me. You two be careful.” The man waved and went on his way.


    Hector pivoted back to Ares, forgetting the pain in his hand. “This is ridiculous.”


    “Nay. This is your destiny. You have only to embrace it.”


    Hector’s hand plunged into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He knew better than to stand here on the side of the road and entertain a nutcase, but there was something about the nutcase that he couldn’t write off. Not yet.


    “That’s my destiny?” said Hector, putting away his phone. He pointed at the spear as he walked toward the front tire.


    “It is a symbol of it. Of the strength, might, and authority that shall be yours if you will lay hold of it.”


    Hector stopped and stared down at the spear. It hadn’t moved one millimeter when he’d tried to pry it out. “And if I can’t remove it?”


    “You will.”


    The answer I was looking for is, “I’ll leave you the heck alone.” Hector sighed and straddled the spear, placing one hand in front of the other as he dug his heels into the ground.


    “Don’t overthink it,” said Ares.


    “Why am I doing this?” No sooner had Hector grumbled the words than the tip of the spear slipped effortlessly out of the tire. The weapon felt as light as a feather in his hand.


    Ares’ eyes brightened. “Throw it.”


    “Now you want me to throw this dumb thing? Just because I can pull a spear out of some rubber doesn’t mean I can throw it.” He extended the spear to Ares. “Take it. And please don’t puncture another tire.”


    Ares joined his hands behind his back and glanced at the spear. “I am the only god who has ever been able to lift that spear. And you hold it in your hand as if it were a twig.”


    Hector squinted at Ares, searching the man’s face for a tic or a twitch that might give him away. “You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”


    Ares brought his hands to his sides before lifting one to point at Hector’s legs. “You can see for yourself that it’s not so. Besides, what could a man gain by pulling another’s leg?” He frowned in disgust. “It’s a barbaric notion.”


    Hector sighed and faced the open field, positioning the shaft in his hand as best he could.


    “Find the balance point,” said Ares.


    Hector slid his hand down the spear until it sat still on his forefinger.


    “Good. Now hold it like a stylus. Let it lie flat in your hand.”


    Hector had to admit it felt pretty cool holding a spear. He felt himself standing taller, and lifting his chin like Ares. “What about my feet?”


    “Point the left one at your target. Keep your knees loose.”


    Hector had to hand it to him. If the guy was a phony, he sure was convincing. “What’s my target?”


    Ares pointed at the distant tree line. “The woods there look to be a furlong away. Do you agree?”


    “A furlong’s what? An eighth of a mile?”


    Ares nodded. “It’s a good distance.”


    Hector leaned forward and back again, getting a feel for the weight of the spear as he visualized it sailing over the grass. “Can you throw it a furlong?”


    “No.”


    “Well, that’s reassuring.”


    Ares raised his broken shield. “But neither have I so terribly scarred another god’s shield with nothing but my naked fist.”


    “Maybe that was luck.”


    Ares shrugged. “Perhaps. And that is why you must throw the spear.”


    “Okay, okay…” Hector took a few deep breaths, filling his lungs with the crisp autumn air. His eyes homed in on a bare fir tree directly ahead of him, then he held his breath, took a step, and threw.


    “By the holy twain,” Ares said as the spear soared up, arcing gracefully in the sky.


    Time stood still as they both watched the weapon climb higher and higher, gliding like an eagle as if gravity had no effect on it. It finally began its descent above the fir tree and fell slowly, disappearing into the woods.


    “It seems I was right.” Ares turned to Hector. “Your doma is very special, Hector.”


    Hector’s entire body tensed. “How do you know my name? How do you know about my doma?” He charged toward Ares. He could punch him now; not even the man’s shield would stop him.


    Ares lifted his hands. “Calm yourself. There’s no need to be violent, nor to fear.”


    “What do you want?”


    Ares closed the space between them, his footsteps loud and heavy on the dry, brown dirt. “I want what you want. For you to fulfill your destiny.”
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    CHAPTER TWELVE


    



MISSING


    Chloe lay awake, debating whether to get up from her nap or flip her pillow to the cool side and try to fall back asleep. When she’d finally decided on the latter, her bedroom door cracked open.


    “Chloe,” Damara said, “your cousin’s here to see you and Damian. Are you up?”


    Chloe yawned and squeaked as she stretched her arms overhead. “Depends. Which one is it?”


    “Hector. Do you remember him yet?”


    Chloe sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Doesn’t ring a bell. On a scale of one to ten, how annoying is he?”


    “Chloe…” Her mother flicked on the light and opened the door wide. Apparently Chloe didn’t have a choice.


    “Guess he’s pretty annoying, huh?”


    “It’s his birthday.” Damara beckoned Chloe with her finger, then left.


    “Still didn’t answer my question,” she muttered.


    Lured by the chocolate scent of another batch of cookies, Chloe shuffled into the hallway.


    Her cousin was sitting on the sofa next to Damian, nervously bouncing his knee as he watched her walk toward him. She smiled, and the quick superficial one he gave her in return reminded her of the smiles kids give the camera when the photographer says, “Say cheese.”


    “Hi,” he said. Awkwardly, almost as an afterthought, he reached out his hand for her to shake.


    Chloe bent over and hugged him instead. “We’re family,” she said. “We don’t shake hands.” She laughed and plopped down in the recliner next to him.


    “But you don’t know me, do you?”


    Chloe looked at him. His eyes were the same light blue as hers and he had the same dirty-blond hair. His narrow nose was much too long, and his round chin was recessed. She could have passed for his twin more than she could for Damian’s. Damian had won the genetic jackpot, at least on the physical side. But maybe Hector had inherited some athleticism.


    “Dad told me you run track,” said Damian.


    Hector’s eyes fell to the coffee table.


    Scrap that, thought Chloe. He’s just like me.


    “Yeah,” said Hector, “but I’m not any good. I thought I had a doma like my dad’s, but I was wrong.”


    “Did you just turn eighteen?” Chloe asked, trying not to cringe as Hector cracked his knuckles.


    Hector nodded. “Today.”


    “Happy birthday,” she said, as cheerfully as she could.


    He swept his hair aside, raising his eyebrows as he put on that same fake, close-lipped smile.


    “You’re an only child, right?” Damian leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’ll get a doma. It may not be what you want or expect, but you’ll get one.”


    Hector sighed and scratched his arm, then his neck, then his nose. Chloe wondered why he was so nervous.


    “I gotta go,” Hector said, and pulled his phone from his pocket to check the time.


    “You just got here.” Chloe glanced at the untouched cup of tea and plate of cookies on the side table between them. “You haven’t had a cookie yet. You know Mom makes the best chocolate-chip cookies.”


    Hector stood up and made for the door. “I know. I’ll come back. I’m just nervous about the whole doma thing.”


    Damian stood up and put a hand on Hector’s shoulder. “We’re here for you,” he said. “Whenever you need us, just let us know.”


    Hector grunted something in return and hurried out the door.


    Chloe grabbed a cookie from the plate and took a bite. “Well, that was weird.”


    Damian sat down and leaned against the back of the sofa. “Did you notice how he said he had to leave before he checked what time it was?”


    Chloe took a sip of the peppermint tea. “Did you notice how he just sat here with a plateful of Mom’s warm cookies beside him and didn’t even acknowledge their existence?”


    “He’s young. Maybe he’s just going through an awkward phase.”


    “Damian.” Chloe set down the cup. “He’s only a year younger than us. The awkward years are middle school. High school’s when you think you know everything.”


    “Unless your name’s Chloe Zacharias.” Damian laughed and jumped over the back of the sofa, landing next to her. “You know I’m kidding, right?”


    “I happen to fully embrace my awkwardness,” Chloe said, with a haughty, aristocratic air. “So much so that I want my epitaph to say, ‘She came. She saw. She made it awkward.’”


    “And mine can say, ‘He came. He saw. He made it awesome.”


    Chloe rolled her eyes. “Smooth.”


    Damian laughed and shook his head. “We’re all awkward every now and then.”


    “Even you, Mr. Awesomeness?”


    “If you don’t call me trying to save the day and then getting ambushed by a gang of Cyclopes awkward, then you need to have your head checked.”


    Chloe picked up her tea again and cupped it in both hands. She didn’t know what else to do; she thought Damian would have been over that by now. “You’re too hard on yourself,” she said, knowing full well it wouldn’t help. Damian’s storms always had to pass in their own time.


    Damian gazed out the window. The sky was still choked with ash from the eruption. “That’s what Dad said.”


    “Sometimes we fail, Damian. And I’m sorry if this offends you, but I think you have a hard time dealing with the fact that even you are capable of failing.”


    “You’re right. I need to handle it better. It’s just hard when…” His voice faded as he closed his eyes. “It’s just hard when the biggest mistakes I’ve made have concerned the ones I love, the ones I’m supposed to protect.”


    The Damian she knew from the old timeline would have stormed out of the room before saying any of that, kicking the coffee table or punching a wall on his way out. But this Damian was different; he was still stubborn and averse to imperfection, but significantly more even-tempered. Had she changed, too? She didn’t feel any different, but then she couldn’t remember much of her past here at all. She could only hope that if she was different, it was in a favorable, non-embarrassing way.


    “What are you thinking about?” Damian said.


    Chloe tore her eyes from the fireplace and took another swig of tea. “Have I changed?”


    Damian looked at her quizzically, then intuited her meaning and sat back, thinking. “You smile more.”


    “I do?” Chloe blushed as she caught herself smiling.


    “You’re not holed up in your treehouse all the time, writing angsty discourses on what’s wrong with people.”


    “I never wrote angsty discourses. I wrote comics.”


    “Excuse me. Allegorized angsty discourses.” He laughed and shot his thumb back toward the home office. “Mom saved all of your writing. Want me to pull it out so we can compare it to the angsty adventures of Ruby and Fido?”


    Chloe folded her arms crossly and slumped down in the chair. “Rhoda and Farley, jerkface. And stop using that word. They weren’t angsty. They were full of curiosity. Like me.”


    She couldn’t keep up the pouty act for long. She let a smile peek through as her mind flashed with images of paper and crayons and colored pencils, the tools she’d used to process her life in the old timeline. “My curiosity hasn’t changed, I don’t think,” she said.


    Damian shook his head in amusement. “If it had, I doubt you would’ve taken your boyfriend back in time to get shot in the shoulder by a centaur.”


    Chloe’s elbows dug into the armrests. “He told you about that?”


    “No. Hermes did when he came by earlier while you were napping. He was wondering when you were going back to get Orpheus. He suggested that Dad go with you.”


    “What a blabbermouth,” she mumbled.


    “You’re the one who just said we all make mistakes.”


    Chloe glared at him, but he only shrugged, daring her to say something in her defense. She couldn’t. “I don’t want to take anyone with me. For obvious reasons.”


    “That’s why it’s smart for Dad to go with you.”


    Chloe filled her cheeks with air and then released it slowly, feeling her chest fall like a burst balloon. “You going, too?”


    “Of course I am. Hermes said we need to take Orpheus’s lyre so he can’t use it on us.”


    Chloe stood, and took the cookies and tea to the kitchen sink. “Well, it’s nice to know you guys were able to hatch so swell of a plan without me.”


    The front door opened, and Chloe heard the jingling of Jacey’s collar and the pat-pat-pat of the poodle’s footsteps. Her parents hung up their coats and wiped their feet on the welcome mat.


    Damara came in, looked around the living room, and then the kitchen. “Where’s Hector?”


    “He stayed about ninety seconds,” said Damian. “Seemed a little edgy.”


    Nicholas had removed Jacey’s leash and the dog went flying onto Chloe’s lap, her pink tongue lashing at Chloe’s chin as she wagged her stubby tail.


    “Philip says Hector’s pretty down about his doma,” Nicholas said. “It could take him a while to come to terms with the fact that he might not get what he’s hoping for.”


    Chloe held the dog in her arms and rocked her like a baby, the only way to quell Jacey’s excitement. “Domas don’t repeat themselves, do they?”


    Nicholas shook his head. “They never have. But then again, you two are the only Asher twins in recorded history, so I wouldn’t say it’s impossible.”


    Damara pulled a water bottle from the fridge and took a long drink.


    “You okay, Mom?” Chloe asked. With her flushed cheeks and frizzy hair, her mom looked like she could use something a little stronger than water.


    Damara held the cold bottle to her neck. “I’ve changed my mind,” she said firmly.


    “About what?”


    “Your mother is concerned about the three of us going back and meeting Orpheus,” Nicholas said, sitting down on the sofa next to Damian.


    Sometimes Chloe had to pinch herself to make sure this was real life, that her parents really were alive and that the Fields of Asphodel were far behind them. It still seemed so strange, like a vivid, ongoing dream, to see her dad sitting here in their living room, just as he had for the ten years she’d known him before his death in the old timeline.


    “Mom, it’ll be okay,” said Damian. “Dad’s going with us, so even if something bad does happen, and I really don’t think it will, he can heal us on the spot.”


    Damara sighed and smoothed a hand over her hair. “I know. But this is dangerous, isn’t it? Tampering with the past could have repercussions in the future.” She gestured at her children. “You two know that better than anyone. And we’ve been blessed so far, in that it’s worked out in our favor.”


    Chloe set Jacey on the sofa and stood up. Her mom’s concerns had drifted through her own mind over the last twenty-four hours as well, but she knew they had to take the risk. “Orpheus is our only shot at stopping Eione from taking the dýnami. And if we don’t go soon, there’ll be a lot of other lives on the line besides ours.”


    Damara folded her lips and nodded, gathering her strength. “My big brave girl.” She smiled as a single tear slid halfway down her cheek before she swiftly brushed it away.


    Nicholas leaned forward, took Damian’s hand and reached for Chloe’s. “Shall we?”


    “No time like the present.” Chloe held her dad’s hand and touched the top of Damian’s shoulder. “You might feel a little woozy, Dad, but it’ll pass.”


    Damara called for Jacey. The last thing they needed was a poodle going back with them and getting sedated by Orpheus’s lyre.


    “You sure you’re ready?” Damian asked Nicholas.


    “Born ready.” Nicholas winked, then closed his eyes, a signal for the twins to follow suit.


    Chloe squeezed her father’s hand, savoring its warmth. The last time she’d touched him, he’d felt like ice. As a spirit, he’d had no heartbeat, only the cold shell of a body devoid of living blood.


    She breathed in deeply, then envisioned Orpheus’s handsome face and golden lyre, and prayed they’d meet him someplace safe, somewhere far removed from the cave he’d shared with the serpent woman.


    “I’m not woozy yet,” said Nicholas.


    Chloe squeezed his hand. “Shhh!”


    Still nothing. No flashes of light, no walls of darkness, no buzzing or roar of wind. It wasn’t working.


    Chloe opened her eyes. “It’s been more than twenty-four hours,” she said. “It should work.”


    “Are you positive twenty-four hours is the rule?” Nicholas asked.


    Damian let go of his father’s hand and squeezed his eyes closed, the muscles in the back of his neck tensing as he concentrated. Five seconds later, he opened them again. “Mine’s not working either.” He chewed on his thumbnail and stared into the lusterless sky. “I guess we’re in the same boat as Hector now.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    



OLYMPUS


    Hector pulled away from the front door. He had been listening to his cousins and wondering if the plan he and Ares had devised would work. He looked down at his hands and shoes, just to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. They weren’t; not a single part of him was visible.


    “Unbelievable,” he whispered. He turned and skipped down the steps, laughing quietly. He hurried down the sidewalk toward home. His parents would never believe this. No one at school would believe this, not until he proved it. He couldn’t wait.


    “I see you have proven my theory.”


    Hector wheeled around to see Ares standing before him. Instead of armor, he was now dressed in dark wash jeans and a flannel, button-down shirt. The outfit, paired with his black, shoulder-length hair and ample beard, made Ares look less like a god and more like a lumberjack.


    “You can see me?”


    “See for yourself.”


    Hector glanced down to see his invisibility had completely worn off. “What!” He ran his hands through his hair as he kicked through a pile of leaves. “I was just invisible.”


    “For a while, yes. I only just saw you appear.” Ares looked up and down the empty street. “You’re lucky no one else saw you.”


    Hector stuffed his hands in his pockets and started toward his house. “I’m done playing your games. You’re more like Hermes the god of trickery than the god of war.”


    Ares grabbed Hector’s arm and pressed firmly into the pressure point of his elbow, causing Hector to wince with pain. “Don’t speak that name to me again if you wish to keep this arm intact.” Ares tightened his grip for a moment before shoving Hector forward.


    “Easy,” Hector said, rubbing his elbow. “Why are you so cold? My arm feels like ice now.”


    Ares quickly drew a dagger from his jacket pocket and dragged its blade across his palm, creating a gush of golden fluid that streaked down his hand and splattered onto the sidewalk. Speechless, Hector stared at the dots of fluid, glowing like gold coins on the concrete.


    “Ichor,” said Ares, sheathing the knife. He dabbed the substance with his finger, then held it out for Hector to see. “Look, but if you value your life, do not touch.”


    Hector took a step back. “No problem.”


    Ares pulled back his finger then lifted his wounded palm. Hector’s jaw fell open as he watched the deep cut shorten and shrink as it sewed itself together, leaving not so much as a scar where the blade had sliced it.


    “Whoa.” Hector’s own blood went cold as he realized this guy really was a god, or a “rebel spirit,” as the councilman called them.


    “So you see I have not lost my sanity,” said Ares. “I am who I say I am.”


    Hector nodded, still feeling the stabbing throb in his arm. “And why don’t you want anyone to know who I am?”


    Ares walked ahead, waving for Hector to follow. “Because your doma is too powerful,” he whispered. He glanced left and right, making sure no one was around to hear.


    “All domas are,” Hector said. “That’s kind of the way it goes.”


    They walked in silence for several minutes until they reached the top of the hill. There, Ares stopped and pointed at the horizon, where Mount Aetna loomed in a shadowy haze. “If your world finds out what you can do, then you will join me there.”


    “On Mount Aetna?”


    Ares turned to him, his eyes smiling as if he’d just thought of a joke. “Below it. In the smoldering heart of Tartarus.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Ares sighed and placed his hands on Hector’s shoulders. “Come. It isn’t safe to talk here.”


    Before Hector could utter an objection, the air darkened and danced crazily around him, causing his ears to ring and his palms to sweat.


    The street dropped from beneath their feet as they were ripped from it by a sudden gust of wind that was just as suddenly replaced by stillness as a thick white cloud surrounded them. It was moving slowly, propelled by a gentle breeze that blew softly at its edges. Hector didn’t dare move for fear of making the cloud break apart and send him spiraling to his death.


    Ares snapped his fingers, and the cloud took a sharp right turn before thrusting upward, speeding vertically into the air. With both hands, he stabbed through the cloud and fanned his arms outward, carving an opening. “Here we are,” he said.


    “And where is here, exactly?”


    Casually, as if it were a taxicab, Ares stepped out of the cloud. “You should exit before the cloud absconds and drops you into the sea.”


    Hector walked forward, his feet disappearing in the misty swirls of white, then carefully peered beyond, taking in the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. All around him were broad and billowing cloud banks stretching as far as his eyes could see. They felt like rock under his feet, although they shifted and changed their form like normal clouds. In their midst, rising like a barren oak in a valley of snow, was a mountain, white like alabaster, and glistening like crystal against the cerulean sky.


    Hector stepped onto the cloud next to Ares and breathed the thin, pure air into his lungs. He could almost taste the sweetness of the oxygen as it traveled smoothly down his throat. It was intoxicating, better than the beach air of Ourania on summer nights.


    “What is that I’m smelling?” Hector took a giant whiff.


    “The Muses are burning incense in the foothills below us.”


    Hector swept his foot across the cloud and peered through the glass-like floor at an ocean of snowy hills beneath them. “I thought humans were the only ones who burned incense to the gods.”


    Ares pulled back his shoulders and clapped his hands, then waited patiently as the previous panoply of armor manifested on his body. “The few humans who do not follow the All-Powerful pray and make offerings to Apollo.” He spat in disgust. “The Titans, and we Olympians, were wiped from history and so have not a single priest who honors us.” His countenance brightened as he breathed the air. “The Muses’ incense shall suffice. For now.”


    “Uh-huh.” Hector felt the hairs on his arms start to prickle. Suddenly, the air had a chilly bite to it, and the smell of incense was growing sour. “So you want me to help you get your followers back, right?”


    Ares’ jaw clenched as he tapped the hilt of his sword. “I told you. My aim is to help you reach your destiny. What you’ve seen in the last two days—your victory in the footrace, and the acquisition of your cousins’ powers—is merely the tip of the iceberg.” He smiled as he lifted his gaze to the peak. “Or of Olympus, if it suits you.”


    “Mount Olympus,” Hector whispered, the words like a weight on his tongue. “You’re all here now—Zeus, Hera, Athena?”


    Ares gazed through the transparent floor to the snow-covered hills below. “They cannot yet ascend to Pantheon. We’re still too weak.”


    “So make the Muses sacrifice some goats or something.” Hector looked around for the cloud that had brought them here, hoping in vain that he could hitch a ride back home.


    “This is not a time for jokes.” Ares grabbed Hector by the throat and squeezed, smiling sadistically as he fought to free himself.


    “Tell me what you want,” Hector grunted, his vision tunneling around Ares’ snarl. All the strength he’d felt the day before was gone.


    “How many times must I tell you?” Ares threw Hector down, then cut through the clouds with his sword, slicing them into fast-spinning tendrils.


    Hector took a deep breath, willing himself to calm down. He had a feeling that if he lost his cool, Ares would turn his blade on him. “What if I don’t want my destiny to be helping you and your friends? I’m pretty sure that aiding and abetting the rebel spirits qualifies as treason.”


    “If you don’t help us, the mortals will send us back to Tartarus,” Ares said, turning his sword so it glinted in the sun. “And I’ll see to it personally that you join us there.”


    Hector’s heart thudded inside his chest. He was nearly ten thousand feet up on a secluded mountain with a psychopathic war god everyone thought was dead, or as close to dead as immortals could be. There was no getting out of this alive, not without doing what Ares demanded.


    “You didn’t bring me here so we could talk freely,” said Hector. “You brought me here so I couldn’t run away.”


    “What is the saying?” Ares rubbed his chin in contemplation. “Two birds, one stone?”


    As if it had been awaiting its cue, a gigantic eagle, the same warm gold as the sun’s rays shining around it, cut across the sky. It swooped down, emitting a piercing, high-pitched cry as it circled over Hector.


    “Zeus has sent his dearest companion to beseech you,” said Ares.


    “You mean threaten me.”


    The eagle flew down and hovered before Hector’s face, its long curved beak just inches from his eyes. Hector remembered the myth of Prometheus, how the man’s liver had been perpetually plucked out by a creature such as this, all because he’d gotten himself on the gods’ bad side.


    “Go,” Ares said, lifting his hand toward the eagle. “Leave him to me and tell Zeus the same.”


    The raptor beat its wings, then nosedived down through the ether, back to where its master was waiting.


    “You could have flown away from here, just as the eagle did.” Ares smiled, taking pleasure in Hector’s confusion as he stared back at Ares blankly. “Despite your incredulity, it’s true. You could fly from here as easily as you broke through my shield and freed the spear from your chariot wheel.”


    “Do you see wings on my back?”


    Ares sneered and balled his large hands into fists. “I’m growing weary of your insolence,” he growled through barred teeth. “Do you truly not comprehend what your doma permits?”


    Hector shrugged. “So far, it permits me to look like an idiot. I get powers for five seconds, then they go away.”


    The shrill cry of the eagle rang through the clouds and resounded through the airy acropolis. Hector couldn’t deny that it was beautiful here, nor that he was curious to see Pantheon, the place where the most powerful rebel spirits had dwelled thousands of years before. Did the golden furniture of Zeus’ palace really walk around like robots? Were the gates really guarded by the Horae, goddesses who supposedly kept the seasons in order? No mortal had ever seen it because the summit was too high and the air too thin. A few archaeologists and a handful of idiots had attempted the climb, and most had died near the top. If Hector could fly, maybe he would be the first to succeed.


    “Your doma allows you to steal others’ gifts, be they domas or mere human talents,” said Ares, returning his sword to its scabbard. “Pair your desire for it with close proximity, and the power becomes yours. Granted, its duration is shortlived, but not insignificant. It doesn’t require much time to do great things.”


    Hector laughed as he recalled how easy it had been and how great it had felt to beat Gino, and then to punch through Ares’ shield and pull his massive spear from the tire. To become invisible, he’d only had to close his eyes and wish it.


    “How’d you know I have this doma?” Hector asked.


    “A sea nymph by the name of Eione has been watching your family for centuries. She had a special feeling about you, Hector.”


    Hector put his hands in his pockets to warm them. The wind was making his eyes water, and the tips of his toes felt numb. “So if I help you, I live. Is that right?”


    Ares’ heavy brow became furrowed. “If you fulfill your destiny, you live.”


    “What about my family?”


    The hard lines in Ares’ forehead faded as he walked closer to Hector and put a hand on his shoulder. “I swear by my father, Zeus, and his father, the mighty Cronus, that no harm shall befall your kindred. On the contrary, for them you will win unsurpassed riches, honor…respect.” He searched Hector’s face, as if anticipating some sign of satisfaction. “You desire these things, do you not?”


    The sun slipped behind the mountain, leaving the air even colder and the clouds like fog around Hector’s feet. The sweet smell of incense was gone, but the eagle’s keening intensified, echoing like a banshee in the night. Hector was as far away from Tartarus as he could possibly be, but he could still sense its terror. He pulled his hands from his pockets and blew on them, just to make sure his breath was still warm.


    “Okay,” Hector said. “What do I have to do?”
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    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    



LEFT


    Where in the world is that kid?” said Chloe, shivering as she linked her arm with Ethan’s. They’d spent the last two hours searching Eirene for Hector. His parents had no idea where he was, and he wasn’t answering anyone’s texts or calls. They had gone with Hector’s parents to the school library, the track, the coffee shop downtown that stayed open until ten, and now Lake Thyra, in case any suspicious activity was happening there at the old portal, but there was no sign of him.


    “Maybe he’s in Folóï Forest,” Philip said now. “He goes there sometimes to blow off steam.”


    Charissa yawned, then leaned her head on Philip’s shoulder. Chloe thought she couldn’t have looked less concerned for the wellbeing of her son. “Call the police, Philip. They’ll find him for us and we can get some sleep.”


    “Has Hector run off like this before?” Chloe asked. “I think I’d be worried sick if my son went missing.”


    “Not if you had Hector for a son,” said Charissa. “Sometimes he acts out like this when he’s had a hard couple of days.”


    Philip took his car keys from his pocket and handed them to his wife. “Go ahead and warm up the car. We’re right behind you.”


    Charissa hiked up the hill, her breath hanging like puffs of steam in the air.


    Maybe she was right not to worry, Chloe thought. After all, Charissa knew her son better than anyone apart from Philip. But Chloe still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more going on here.


    “I know this probably makes us look like bad parents,” said Philip.


    Ethan shook his head. “No, I get it. Hector’s a man now. He needs to learn to deal with his problems like a man, and not run and hide every time things don’t go his way.” He stopped himself and glanced away. “Sorry. It’s not my place to—”


    “You’re absolutely right,” Philip said. “Charissa and I were just discussing that last night.” He paused as a cold breeze blew over the lake, whistling through the horsetail around them. “He doesn’t have a doma, and he’s upset about it. He’ll get over it eventually.”


    “We don’t have domas, either, Damian or me,” Chloe said, “and I’d be willing to bet every other Asher is powerless, too. We need to tell Hector that.” She felt her arm slip involuntarily from Ethan’s.


    Philip sighed. “Nicholas told me that was your theory…”


    “But?”


    “But I disproved it earlier.” He took off his jacket and handed it to Ethan. “Hold this for me. I’ll show you.” He bent down, planting his fingertips on the ground, lifted his hips and bolted, running faster than a racing car down the length of the lake. Chloe followed him as far as she could with her flashlight, but after a few short seconds, he was out of view.


    “That’ll warm you up,” Philip exclaimed as he sprinted back, his face glistening in what little moonlight shone above them. “I can’t say what the issue is with you and your brother, Chloe, but whatever it is, it isn’t true for all Ashers.”


    Chloe was speechless. Over the last few hours, confusion, anger, sadness, and frustration had all coalesced inside her. But now she felt numb to almost all of it—all of it except anger. It boiled and churned in her chest, rising inside her until it forced its way onto her tongue.


    “I can’t believe you two.” She looked at both Philip and Ethan. “Hector is alone. He’s scared. He needs his father. He needs a friend, someone like me who knows what he’s going through and can be there for him. Even if it’s just sitting and listening to him vent or cry or whatever.” Hot tears stood in her eyes, and then slid down her cheeks.


    Philip put his jacket back on and looked up the hill as Charissa flashed the brights on and off. “You have a good heart, Chloe. You always have had . But, and I mean no offense in saying this, sometimes you have to use it to give a little tough love. You know what I mean?” He clapped her shoulder. “Come on. It’s getting late.”


    Chloe dug in her heels. “You can go. I’m going to stay here for a while.”


    Philip raised a disapproving eyebrow. “Your parents wouldn’t be very happy with me if I left you out here.”


    “I’m eighteen, Uncle Philip,” said Chloe. “According to you and Ethan, that makes me adult enough to run and hide here if I want to.”


    “Chloe, this is different than the situation with Hector,” said Philip, in his best avuncular tone.


    “Maybe. But that doesn’t change the fact that Hector is acting out because he needs help. And that’s assuming he ran away on his own.”


    Philip waited a moment for her to elaborate. “What are you getting at? You think there’s foul play involved here?”


    Chloe glanced around the lake, swearing she could see the monstrous forms of Deimos and Phobos darting through the darkness. “I can almost guarantee you there is.”


    She paused, forcing memories of her time in Hades to fade. This was no time to act paranoid. “I apologize if this in any way sounds disrespectful, but you don’t know what I’ve been through.” She looked at Ethan. “What we’ve been through. I may not have all my memories of this life back yet, but I have all the memories from my old one, the life that would have happened if the councilman’s mother had succeeded.”


    “Mania,” said Philip.


    The name itself stirred another breeze in Chloe, one more frigid than the last.


    “There’s a possibility,” Ethan said, “that the rebel spirits are up to something.”


    Chloe gave a mild laugh. “It’s more than a possibility, Ethan. The eruption, Eione, my doma vanishing…there is definitely something going on, and my gut’s telling me that Hector’s involved. Or will be soon if we don’t find him.”


    Charissa honked the horn, and Philip looked up the hill as the headlights flashed again. “This…” He scratched his neck. “This is a lot to take in.” He nodded toward the car. “I’d better get her home. Ethan, you want to come along?”


    Ethan wrapped his arm around Chloe’s shoulders. “No, sir. I’m going to stay, too. Thank you, though.”


    “That’s it?” Chloe asked as Philip turned toward the hill. “You’re still going to go home, after everything I just said?”


    Philip sighed and slid his hands in his pockets. “You and your brother are the Vessel, Chloe. I’m just a regular run-of-the-mill Asher. Besides, Hector will most likely take advice from you a whole lot better than from me.” With that, Philip took off with his doma’s speed. He called down to them from the top of the hill: “At least let your parents know you’re here.”


    “Let me know if Hector makes it home,” she shouted back, though she knew in her heart he wouldn’t.


    Ethan reached for Chloe’s hand, but she tucked it inside her jacket pocket before he could take it. “What is it with my family?” she said. “Are they just as cowardly in this timeline as they were in the old one?”


    “Are you not holding my hand because you think I’m a coward, too?” Ethan asked.


    Chloe shined the flashlight around the lake, half expecting to see Deimos claw his way across the water, just as he had in the River Lethe before forcing her to drink from it. She imagined, as she often did, how different people would be if they knew what hell was like; if they only knew the utter emptiness of Asphodel.


    “No,” said Chloe. “My hands are cold.”


    “Mine are warm.” Ethan held out his hand, but she just stared at it. “What’s going on? You’ve been acting off the last two days.”


    Chloe turned off the flashlight. She didn’t want him to see her cry. She didn’t have a reason to, not one that made sense, anyway. “I’m just working through some things.” She almost believed he would accept that as an answer.


    “Like?”


    “Like…” Chloe’s eyes scanned the sky, searching for a star amid the miasma of ash and low-hanging clouds. “Like wondering if you really love me.”


    Ethan answered with silence, turning his face to the lake as a barn owl hooted in the distance.


    “Did you hear me?” Chloe asked.


    “That’s ridiculous, Chloe. You know I love you. What’s making you question that?”


    Chloe flicked on the flashlight and shined it on the place where they’d parked his truck the night of the storm, the night she’d received her doma. “Do you remember the night I got my powers?”


    Ethan started to speak, then hesitated and turned his gaze toward the hill. “The night we broke up. I told you I loved you then, but you didn’t say it back.” He looked at her, his eyes sad, penitent, in the darkness. “I was so stupid to break up with you. I guess my ego got the better of me.”


    I did say it back. You just didn’t hear me because the noise from the wormhole drowned me out. Chloe wanted to say the words aloud, but her heart was too stunned to let her speak. He had broken up with her right after saying that he loved her. “If you loved me, you wouldn’t have broken up with me.”


    She made her way toward the hill, just as she had in her flashback. The only difference between this night and that was the lack of a storm. Tonight, there was little wind, and the sky was cold and quiet. There was an eerie feel to the air that floated like dead leaves on a breeze, refusing to fall to the ground.


    “Chloe, I told you,” Ethan called after her, “it was stupid, and I’m sorry. This isn’t fair. I’m a different person in this world than I was in the old one.”


    Chloe spun around, pointing the flashlight straight at him. “If you loved me, you would’ve said something to your father. In case you don’t remember, he almost got my brother and me killed.”


    Ethan exhaled a white puff of air as he joined his hands on top of his head, then he dropped them to his sides as he walked closer. “He was a different person, too, Chloe. What good does it do to be angry at someone for doing something they’re not even aware of, something that happened in a different universe?”


    “Different places, same people, Ethan.” Chloe lowered the flashlight as fresh tears surfaced. “Do you remember how we got back together?”


    Ethan paused to think, then shook his head.


    “Me neither,” said Chloe, drawing her hood over her head. “I guess we never did. I’m going to look for Hector now.”


    “Chloe.”


    She waited, hoping he would reassure her or try to tell her she was wrong, expecting that he would at least try to turn this around. But he just stood there, ready to accept that she would leave him there in exactly the same way as before.
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    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    



ZEUS


    Hector hadn’t spoken a word all night. He hadn’t even touched his food, which had been served on a silver plate by one of the ravishing Horae. Only his eyes had moved, sweeping back and forth across the Xirolakos Valley, bouncing from table to table as the rebel spirits enjoyed their banquet. If he remembered his history correctly, there were twenty-one immortals in all: nine Olympians, and twelve Titans. Strangely, they all seemed to be getting along, laughing and joking and dancing as if there was much to celebrate. And perhaps there was.


    They were the best-looking people Hector had ever seen. He wasn’t one to stare, especially not at men, but he couldn’t help himself. Each one was exquisite, like a marble statue come to life, chiseled and polished to unblemished perfection. He felt like a child in their presence.


    Although the immortals weren’t much bigger than he was, there was an aura about them that made them seem so. The men’s voices were louder, deeper, the women’s voices more resonant, and the sound seemed to carry all the way up the slopes. Their feet resounded like claps of thunder as they danced. Their skin, whether olive, bronze, or ivory, glowed even brighter than the rows of cressets around them. And their eyes, when they glanced at him, seemed to see straight through his soul.


    Most of the men wore armor like Ares’, although two wore dark purple cloaks and laurel wreaths on their heads. These two sat at either end of the largest table, smiling and laughing, clapping along to the music’s beat. Before one of them—Zeus, the god of sky and thunder—a dove descended again and again, carrying the bread-like ambrosia in its beak. Zeus received the food in a golden bowl before passing it around for the others to have their fill.


    Ares leaned over and whispered to Hector, “Zeus and his birds. I’ve never seen anyone so happy to be reunited with anything in all my years.”


    Ares had told Hector that if he did his duty, he and his family could also eat of the ambrosia and become immortal.


    Hector thought the women were almost too beautiful to be real, each one in a different way. Some were short and full-figured, some were tall and lean, and others were somewhere in the middle. The one thing they all had in common was glossy hair that fell well below their waists: straight hair like shimmering sheets of precious metal; wavy hair the color of amber wheatfields.


    One goddess wore her jet-black hair in a long braid down her back. Hector noted that, like him, she kept to herself, seemingly disinterested in the revelry around her, and the golden goblet and bowl of ambrosia before her.


    Hector’s head grew heavy in his hands as the hours passed. His eyes stung with fatigue, and the honeyed wine he drank only made him long for sleep even more. How long did meals on Olympus last?


    One of the men—an effeminate man who wore only a simple tunic—was playing a pipe and prancing up and down the tables, stopping only to sing verses of strange songs, the lyrics of which were in Próta.


    “What’s he singing about?” Hector asked Ares, whose eyes also appeared glassy, but whether it was due to tiredness or drunkenness was unclear to Hector.


    Ares turned his goblet absently before taking a swig. “You. He’s saying that you will soon be the flame of Aphrodite, and the envy of myself and Hephaestus.” He nodded across the table at the couple seated opposite them.


    Aphrodite was dressed in a sheer, cream-colored robe, just a touch darker than her porcelain skin. Her green eyes shone like emeralds between tightly curled tendrils of strawberry blond. Her long slender neck was layered with necklaces, each one inlaid with gemstones that flashed in the torchlight. Beside her sat her husband, Hephaestus, a man as ugly as Aphrodite was gorgeous. With bulging, uneven eyes, a potbelly and a pug nose, he stood out in the throng of immaculate immortals.


    Aphrodite winked at Hector, sending a rush of heat through his limbs. He’d never been flirted with before, at least not by anyone he liked, and certainly not by the most beautiful woman in the history of the world.


    “Watch out,” Ares whispered. “Hephaestus might not look like much, but he deals out justice with more wrath than the furies.”


    Hector’s blood cooled as he caught Hephaestus glaring at him, daring him to check out his wife again. “Noted.”


    “Dionysus!” Zeus called out.


    The dove that had attended him flitted off into the dark. The musician stopped prancing and put away his pipe as every head turned to the speaker.


    “It is rude to sing in our ancient tongue before our guest,” Zeus said, gesturing down the table toward Hector. “Now that we’ve had our fill of food and drink, let us welcome him with the hospitality for which we are known.”


    A rumble of laughter circulated through the valley, though it did not appear that Zeus meant this as a joke. He pounded his fist on the table. “Man-slaying Ares! Stand and introduce our mortal prince to his hosts.”


    Ares stood and saluted Zeus with his right fist pressed to his heart. “Father Zeus of the thunderbolt. As all here well know, I am ever the most bellicose of both Olympus’ and Othrys’ peaks.”


    The gods nodded and muttered amongst themselves.


    “The morn of our liberation,” Ares continued, “I beseeched you, Father”—he nodded to the full-bearded god at the other end of the table—“and your father, Cronus, to tell me what I could do to win back your good favor.” He laid his strong hand on Hector’s shoulder. “You two conferred, and in your mercy dispatched me, lover of quarrels and bloodshed, to fetch the Asher who Eione claimed might be agreeable.”


    Hector felt himself shrink beneath Ares’ hand. What had Eione seen in him? Self-pity? Probably. Desperation? Likely. Frustration? Definitely. Of all the Ashers on Petros, he was perhaps the most easily influenced. Already, he’d been persuaded to drop everything—not that he had much going for him—and run away with an immortal warmonger who’d won him over with promises of glory and immortality. It was too late now to question whether any of those promises were sincere. Hector was unreachable, untraceable, and, despite his doma, nonthreatening. Even if he could snatch Zeus’ eagle and steal its flight, he’d no doubt be shot down by one of Artemis’s arrows.


    “Is every young Petrodian male as handsome a specimen as this?” Aphrodite’s pale cheeks flushed rose pink as she spoke. The others laughed. Even Zeus smiled.


    “Heavenly daughter,” said Zeus, “the lad has not yet spoken, but already you have marked him for a lover. He may be simple, for all we know.”


    “Simple is better than homely.” Dionysus’ clear voice rang out.


    Every eye swung to Hephaestus, who sat glowering in his chair. “And homely is better than demigod, Dionysus,” he shouted, his swarthy face red with rage.


    Zeus pounded his fist on the table again, and with his other hand pointed at Hector. “Do you wish to prove to Aphrodite that you have your wits about you?”


    Hector rose halfway as he cleared his throat. “I, uh, uh…”


    Hephaestus chortled and nudged the man next to him, a giant in comparison, with a broad, protruding brow and sapphire hair that curled atop his shoulders. Against the oak tree behind the man leaned a silver, three-pronged spear.


    “Poseidon…” Hector muttered under his breath, but the immortals heard perfectly.


    The sea god himself smiled proudly and gave a noble nod of his head. “Indeed. I am pleased to discover my memory has not completely faded, despite Apollo’s best attempts.”


    “Can you say anything other than my uncle’s name?” Hephaestus asked Hector. “Or do you only stutter?”


    Hector rubbed his moist palms on his pants and watched Aphrodite squeeze her husband’s hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t really have anything to say.”


    Dionysus tapped the pipe against his thigh and yawned.


    “It’s a pleasure to be here,” Hector added quickly, before sitting down and taking an anxious sip of wine.


    Zeus stroked his beard, then raised his fist to the sky and flexed his arm, as if trying to pull down the clouds. A white bolt of lightning crashed down into Hephaestus’s bowl, shattering it into tiny pieces and flinging hot sparks into the blacksmith’s face. “Open that misshapen mouth of yours one more time, Hephaestus, and I’ll send another thunderbolt to close it.”


    Without a word, Hephaestus pushed back his chair, sprang to his feet and stalked off into the shadows. Aphrodite excused herself and followed, every eye watching as she went.


    “Now,” said Zeus. He stood and gestured to a limestone pedestal on his right, on top of which was a small, nondescript wooden box. “You are very powerful, Hector, but your doma is not without its defects. The All-Powerful reserves perfect power for himself alone.” He glanced at Cronus, who grunted with disgust before plunging his hand into the bowl of ambrosia. “We Olympians, and our Titan forebears, have relinquished the maddening lust for complete preeminence. If we cannot have heaven, we shall compete for Petros, which was our proper inheritance at the start.”


    All the gods and goddesses cheered—except for the woman with the black braid that was now draped elegantly over her shoulder. Her expression was blank, but her sea-gray eyes were piercing. She stared unblinkingly at Hector.


    Which rebel spirit was she? Hector couldn’t remember all of their names, only those who had seemed most frightening to him as a child: Apollo, Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, Ares... Perhaps this was Hera, Zeus’ wife, who, according to the stories, was always at odds with her husband.


    Zeus lifted the box and displayed it for all to see. “Tonight, all of you here bear witness to this exchange.” He pulled a tiny object from the box and held it between his thumb and forefinger. Squinting at it, he held it to the firelight and smiled. “Fate has taken a fortuitous turn in delivering both the dýnami and this heroic Asher to us.” His purple cape fluttered majestically behind him as he strode the length of the table toward Hector.


    “Do not forget the oath!” Poseidon bellowed behind him.


    Zeus’ temples bulged as he fought to maintain the amiable look upon his face. “Of course not, brother,” he said quietly. He snapped his fingers, the sharp sound like a hailstone striking a tin roof.


    The eagle swooped down from the branches, a silver goblet in its beak. Zeus took the cup and set it in front of Hector. “The commitment you have made must be sworn to, my friend.” Zeus’ gray eyes studied Hector for no more than a second, but it was long enough for a god to form a strong opinion. “I gather you haven’t willingly shed blood before.”


    Hector looked to Ares to intervene, but the war god only sat down and brought the nectar to his lips. “Shedding blood isn’t really a custom of ours,” he said, eliciting raucous laughter from the others.


    Zeus quieted them with a wave of his hand, then swiftly drew a dagger, its bronze blade shaped like jagged bolt. “Hector, you have wisely chosen to cooperate with us in a manner most dignified. Having only just emerged into the realm of the mortals once again, I was unsure of the hubris we would encounter.” Zeus swept out his arm to indicate his peers. “I speak for all of us, even irascible Hephaestus, when I say that your assistance is supremely pleasing, and shall be rewarded.”


    Hector swallowed hard. There was no turning away from this. The unspoken agreement was crystal clear: either comply, or be killed.


    “I still don’t know exactly what it is you want me to do,” he said, then held his breath as he waited for Zeus’ response.


    “Help us kill the Ashers. Silently. Skillfully. One by one.”
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    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    



HONOR


    Dead silence filled the valley as the gods held their collective breath, waiting to see whether Hector’s blood would be spilled by his hand, or their king’s.


    “The Ashers are my family,” said Hector, his quavering voice like a child’s.


    Zeus tightened his grip on the dagger, forcing his lips to smile as his eyes clouded over, as if a squall had just blown into them. “We are your family, Hector. Most mortals would be willing to give their own lives a thousand times over to earn a seat at our banquets.”


    He leaned toward Hector and lowered his voice to whisper, “Choose your next words carefully. Surely you’ve been taught better than to provoke cloud-gathering Zeus.” He lifted his little finger to the sky, and a deluge of rain fell upon Hector alone, each drop like a miniature knifepoint on his skin. Slow, steady thunder rolled overhead.


    Hector’s teeth chattered as the wind whipped around his shoulders. He knew he looked like a drowned rodent, helpless and pathetic, but there was no use trying to act differently. The immortals had been around long enough to know when a man’s courage was being feigned.


    Hector steadied his jaw and zipped his coat to his neck. “Why me? I’m sure there are better—”


    “Your doma,” Zeus roared, no longer able to keep his latent temper suppressed. He grabbed Hector’s hand and yanked it toward him. “With this,” he said, pressing the dýnami into it, “it is perfected, able to retain whatever gifts you claim for yourself.”


    Hector scanned the tables, but saw nothing except blurry faces and flickering fire. His mind was too busy imagining for his eyes to see clearly. Superhuman speed. Invisibility. Time travel. Flight. All of these powers, and so many more, could be his. The dýnami pulsed in his palm, then vibrated with a warm electric buzz.


    “Where did this come from?” he asked, flipping the rice-sized object into his other hand. Not losing this thing would be next to impossible.


    Zeus’ shoulders softened as the tension in his brow was released. The gods were like motionless mannequins around him, paying rapt attention to the drama playing out before them.


    “Tell him,” Poseidon shouted, beating the ground with the end of his trident. “Tell him about proud Straton.”


    Zeus spun around, the breeze from his cloak fanning the floral scent of olive blossoms and oak leaves in the summer. “I shall tell you all. And with great honor.”


    He turned his chin toward Hector. “Straton was deceived by Apollo, as we all were. He was an Asher like you, and like you, his doma was that of an unsurpassed birthright. He possessed all the powers of the Ashers who had preceded him. He shed his blood, every drop, in return for immortality and equality with Apollo.” He pointed at the dýnami. “The only part of him to which Apollo granted immortality was the blood he used to make that relic. Mixed with Hephaestus’s alchemy, Straton’s blood became Apollo’s most powerful weapon.”


    Hector dropped the dýnami on the table. He suddenly realized why it warmed and pulsed like a living thing: Straton’s blood was speaking to him, maybe warning him. What made him think he’d be treated any differently than his ancestor? Zeus wanted every Asher dead. They’d let him live as long as they needed him, then it would be his blood used to forge another relic.


    “What is your decision?” Zeus asked. “Will you swear the oath and receive the riches promised, or have you, despite the tribulations life has dealt you, chosen loyalty to the mortals?”


    “Let my father live,” said Hector. “I can’t be responsible for the death of my own father.”


    Zeus hung his head. “I am sorry. We cannot allow any Asher, save yourself, to survive.” He turned to Ares. “If the boy is too soft, see to it yourself.”


    Before fear had a chance to stop him, Hector kicked back his chair and took off running, tripping over bushes and scraping against weeds as he picked his way across the valley. He had no idea where he was or whether it was even possible to escape, but he had to try.


    He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. Maybe, by some miracle, it had service. As he turned it on, a bolt of lightning flashed and cut through the sky, illuminating the hills and the woods below it in a nightmarish shade of blue.


    Hector stopped dead in his tracks, then looked up as half a dozen more bolts fell in a circle around him like fiery spears, fencing him in.


    “How dare you turn your back on the King of Olympus,” Zeus roared, his cavernous voice echoing like a bomb blast through the hills. “Do not fret about your father’s death. You shall join him in the afterlife soon enough.”
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    Eione awoke to the sound of waves washing onto the shore. She pressed herself up, cursing as she hit her head on the steel bar above her. She was stuffed inside a cage, welded to which was a long silver rod that Poseidon held at his shoulder. He was carrying her up the rugged slopes of Petrómata, his giant fox-skin boots rattling the rocks beneath him.


    Her neck was sore, and every muscle yearned to lengthen and go weightless in the sea. How long had she been asleep? The last thing she could remember was Zeus taking the dýnami while Poseidon restrained her, his trident pressed to her throat. They must have drugged her after that.


    “Sleep well, princess?”


    “It’s no use dashing me on the rocks, if that’s what you’re planning,” she answered, rubbing the swelling bump on her forehead. “I’m immortal, like you. Or did your centuries under the earth rob your memory of who is a god and who is not?”


    Poseidon reached the summit and lowered the cage with more care than she had anticipated. He gripped two bars and pulled them apart with his bare hands. “Out with you,” he grunted.


    Eione crawled out of the cage and flexed her spine like a cat, making every vertebrae pop. “How long have I been in there?” Her throat felt as dry as the dirt beneath her.


    “Long enough.” Poseidon lowered his hand for her to take. She refused. “I cannot fault you for being angry. You know I love your sister and hate doing anything to harm or offend her family.”


    Slowly, Eione stood and stretched both sides of her neck. “And yet here I am, being dragged around like a vanquished foe about to face a lifetime of labor in the fields.”


    “This is where you wanted it, is it not?”


    “Wanted what?”


    Poseidon stabbed his trident toward the empty cliff. “Your family’s castle.”


    Eione stared at him, waiting for him to laugh at his heartless jest.


    “I am many things, Eione, but I am no liar. I said I would build you a castle here as a gesture of my gratitude, and I intend to.”


    Eione dusted off her dress and untangled her hair with her fingers. If she was going to live in a palace, she wanted to appear fit for it. As if sensing her discomfort, Poseidon directed the trident at her and spun it in circles. She felt a cool gust of wind blow through her body, transforming her sea-blue dress into a royal robe of scarlet. A heavy circlet crowned her head as her hair smoothed to silk in her hand.


    “You make a finer queen than Hera,” Poseidon said, admiring his work.


    “I won’t tell her you said that.” Eione smiled. She knew full well that Hera’s rage was fiercer than all Poseidon’s gales combined.


    “Eione!”


    The sea nymph rushed to the cliff’s edge and saw her sister waving from the scaly green back of a hippocamp. Two dozen spans of the creatures followed in even rows behind her, each carrying another of Nereus’s daughters. The girls waved at Eione, their fair faces aglow beneath the dawning sky.


    “Amphitrite, what are you doing here?” Eione called down.


    Her sister looked past her to Poseidon. He dipped his trident in greeting to his former lover. “Poseidon sent word that you would be coming home soon.” Amphitrite kicked the hippocamp’s flanks and the animal lurched forward onto the sand. Amphitrite dismounted, and then waited for all her sisters to come ashore. “Is Father with you?”


    Eione’s eyes swung to Poseidon. “Where is my father? Locked in a cage somewhere in Tartarus?”


    Poseidon blinked hard, as if the words had wounded him. She knew they hadn’t. “You wondered if I’d forgotten whether you were immortal. Now it is I who wonder if you have forgotten who your enemies are.”


    “Who are your enemies, Poseidon? You all must need the dýnami for something.”


    “None of the gods except those who deposed us,” he answered. “Your father is free to go wherever he wills.”


    The wind carried the sea nymphs’ voices like a song up the windswept cliff. The energy of their excitement was palpable. Their father was free. Their sister had returned. What reason had they to be unhappy?


    Amphitrite’s cheeks bloomed pink as she crossed the craggy ground into Poseidon’s presence. Long ago, she had been his wife. Would she be once again, after all these centuries apart?


    “Amphitrite,” Poseidon said, the apples of his own cheeks blushing as he beheld her. “You are more ravishing than I remember.” He reached for her hand and held his kiss upon it until the gaggle of sisters giggled and Amphitrite pulled away.


    “Your precious dolphin came to tell us you were free,” Amphitrite said, lifting her chin and turning her face from him. “You couldn’t deign to inform your wife yourself?”


    “And it was your sister Eione who freed me.” A hard line appeared between his thick black brows. “Meanwhile, my beloved wife was safe inside her caves, tending to her blessed starfish and seagrass.” His booming voice sailed out over the waves, commanding them to crash against the cliff’s base below.


    Amphitrite glanced at Eione, shame resting like a shadow on her countenance. Eione couldn’t deny that her sister had failed to pine for her imprisoned husband, much less made any effort to intervene on his behalf. “What’s done is done,” Amphitrite had said. Eione alone had kept watch in Ourania, waiting to hear word of the dýnami and observe the Ashers’ activity. Her sisters had mocked her then, Amphitrite most of all.


    “Fulfill your promise to my sister, then leave my family in peace,” Amphitrite said, her soft voice cold as stone.


    Poseidon’s gaze had remained on Eione as she spoke. “Maiden, if you will accept me I would make you my bride. Your sister may be more beautiful, but you have distinguished yourself for your deeds, not mere superficial attributes over which even we immortals have no control. And these works far transcend the worthlessness of vanity.”


    Eione knew that he knew her answer, but she had to say it, for Amphitrite’s sake. “You know I will not.”


    “Another noble deed,” Poseidon said.


    He swept his hand across the air, sending every loose pebble and rock skittering into the sea. With his trident, he conjured a vast foundation of limestone. Next were magnificent marble columns, a half dozen at the façade, and double that at the flanks. Their capitals were simple and smooth, poised elegantly beneath wide square cushions. Gold and silver tiles comprised the roof. They reminded Eione of the scales of sea bream that swam not far from here.


    “He’s making a temple,” whispered one of her sisters.


    “For the goddess Eione,” Poseidon said, as he placed a triangular pediment along the foremost gable. “Greatest of Nereus’s daughters, and forever honored by the Olympians.”


    The greatest of Nereus’s daughters, and yet Nereus wasn’t here to tell her so. Eione was being honored by the Olympians, yet minutes ago she’d been locked inside their cage. She knew flattery when she heard it, but was too proud to expose it. Let her sisters believe the sea god was being sincere. Let them envy her as they’d envied Amphitrite on her wedding day.


    Within the pediment, an intricate relief was forming. Eione recognized herself, the horizontal figure swimming through the River Styx, her hand clasped tightly around the dýnami.


    “Hephaestus shall craft your idol for the cella,” said Poseidon, his trident now at rest in his hand. “Even if you do not desire priestesses, the image will serve as a memorial.”


    “As you wish,” said Eione, marveling at the palatial temple sparkling like a jewel atop the cliff. Her sisters filtered onto its portico, their eyes wide with wonder as they admired the monumental structure that would have taken mortal men nearly a decade to complete.


    Poseidon leaned down and pressed his lips to Eione’s ear. “I trust you will enjoy this good fortune, goddess. I trust also that your days of heroism are behind you.” He reached his arm around her shoulder and staked the trident in the ground. Its gold prongs glittered beside her eye.


    “Take your threats and go,” she said. “What I wanted is now mine. You shall hear no more from me.”
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    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    



ATHENA


    Will Ethan be going back to school?” Damara asked. She was buttering toast for Chloe, her daughter’s third serving so far that morning, a surefire sign that she was sad, mad, or anxious. Today, it seemed to be a mixture of all three.


    Chloe gave a big shrug, emphasizing her apathy. “I don’t know.”


    Damara poured two cups of coffee and carried them to the table. “Knowing Ethan, he’ll want to stay here and help solve the mystery of the missing domas.” She smiled. “Has a ring to it, don’t you think?”


    “They’re not missing.” Chloe went to the refrigerator for cream. “Uncle Philip’s doma works just fine, and I’m pretty sure mine would if I tried it.” As she watched, an apple levitated over the fruit bowl and made its way toward them.


    “She’s right,” said Damian’s voice. The apple moved again just before having a chunk bitten out of it by his invisible teeth. Damian had learned how to control whether what he touched became invisible or not. “Whatever’s affecting Hector has nothing to do with us.”


    “So what is affecting Hector?” Damara asked. She took a sip of her coffee. “Maybe he doesn’t have a doma after all.”


    Damian materialized and bent down to kiss his mother’s hair. “I gotta go to class.”


    Chloe couldn’t help laughing. “The dýnami was just used to spring the most powerful rebel spirits from Tartarus, and you’re going to school?”


    Damian grabbed a sports drink from the fridge and stuffed it into his backpack. “There’s nothing we can do now, Chloe. Maybe Hermes or Carya will give us some guidance, but till then I’m not going to act like the sky is falling.”


    “When your dad gets home, perhaps the three of you can revisit the Orpheus idea.” Damara was employing the conciliatory tone she always used to diffuse the tension between the twins.


    “Sounds good.” Damian went invisible again and jingled his car keys as he walked away.


    “You better not drive like that, Damian Zacharias,” Damara said.


    “Driverless cars exist,” he replied.


    Damara shook her head, then turned her attention back to Chloe, who was busy nibbling on a slice of toast. “Is everything okay with you and Ethan? My motherly instincts are telling me there’s trouble in paradise.”


    “There was never a paradise, Mom,” said Chloe, “was there?”


    Damara’s gaze fell to the floor.


    “Why didn’t you tell me we never got back together?”


    Damara sighed as she wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. “I should have, honey. Your dad told me I shouldn’t have kept it from you. I just didn’t have the heart.”


    So far that morning, Chloe had been strong, or at least she had fooled herself into thinking she was. Ethan had texted and called her, but she hadn’t replied and finally had turned off her phone. Whenever she’d been tempted to respond, all she had to do was remember he’d never truly loved her. If he had, he wouldn’t have waited to tell her until she was at her lowest emotional point that night at Lake Thyra. He wouldn’t have let the fact that his father had turned her over to the councilman’s guards in the old timeline roll off his back as if it was some slight, accidental mishap. He wouldn’t have broken up with her when he was under the impression she didn’t love him back. He would’ve fought for her.


    But now, all Chloe’s strength was crumbling beneath the unavoidable weight of reality. She missed Ethan. She needed him. She loved him. And she knew she was a fool to end their relationship because of events that had occurred in a life they hardly remembered.


    “Did he try to get back together with me?”


    Damara’s forehead creased as she straightened the crooked placemats. An obvious no.


    “Stupid question. He’s the one who broke up with me.”


    “He loves you, Chloe. And what happened then shouldn’t even matter now, should it? You two were together when you stepped into your new life here, and your old life shouldn’t change that.”


    Chloe sighed and leaned back in her chair. Her stomach hurt from all the food she’d been stuffing herself with to tamp down her emotions. She never thought she’d ever want Iris’s medicinal ironwort tea again, but she craved it now, for both her aching belly and her troubled mind. “I wish I could remember,” she said. “If I could, I’d go back in time and live it all over again, but I can’t risk changing the timeline.”


    Damara took her daughter’s hand. “No, you can’t. One little tweak could have a ripple effect you’d never forgive yourself for.”


    Chloe smiled. “You’ve been talking to Hermes.”


    “Maybe just a little.” Damara winked and took Chloe’s plate to the sink. “Speaking of Hermes…” She nodded her head toward the windows behind Chloe.


    Chloe turned. Outside, the messenger was perched like a friendly gargoyle on top of the old swing set. He waved for Chloe to join him.


    “What are the chances he’ll tell us Zeus and his posse have decided to call off any diabolic plans of global domination and crawled back into Aetna?” Chloe said.


    “Greater miracles have happened,” Damara replied.


    Chloe’s mind flashed with the all too vivid image of her mother’s lifeless form lying cold and dead in her casket. News of the funeral had been splashed across every Petrodian website and newspaper. The TV and radio stations wouldn’t stop broadcasting it. Their reports still blared loudly in Chloe’s brain: Medical community stymied by premature deaths in Eirene.


    It was unheard of for anyone to die before their coronation, but of course the councilman made sure the public’s curiosity was quelled. He gave them a reasonable explanation, something to do with an ill-timed blackout at the hospital that had made resuscitation and healing impossible. “A problem that will never again occur,” he’d sworn.


    What had he done to kill her father, an Asher whose doma allowed him to heal? Chloe shuddered, then turned her face toward the sun. Her parents were alive now, and the councilman wasn’t the man who’d murdered them.


    “You’re right.” Chloe smiled weakly, inwardly chastising herself for her pessimism lately. After all she’d seen and experienced, she should be the first to look for the silver lining, even if the clouds it framed were formed by literal hell breaking loose.


    When she walked outside, Hermes doffed his cap and bowed, his hair cinnamon red in the sunlight. “You look unwell,” he said, sitting down on one of the dusty swings. He grinned and pushed himself back, then folded his knees in and out, giggling like a child as he propelled himself higher. “This is rather fun.”


    “I’m fine.” Chloe knew her puffy face and tired eyes said differently. “Have you heard anything about Hector?”


    Hermes’ legs stilled and he let the swing drift to a stop. “I’m afraid his is a predicament you will find familiar.”


    Chloe sat in the other swing and rocked herself back and forth, remembering the day she ran into Orpheus on the bridge not far from her high school. “What, he’s been lured to Circe’s island by a charming musician? Or sweet-talked into going to Lake Thyra and getting sucked into the Styx by a sparkly nymph?”


    “It all sounds so innocent, almost whimsical, when you put it like that.” Hermes lifted his chin, watching a gray bird flutter past. “Perhaps one day you can tell me how you would describe the clever imp who escorted you to Asphodel.”


    “Typical redhead?” Chloe laughed. The fact that she could now joke with the man whose job it had been to secure her in the Underworld was another miracle she hadn’t fully given thanks for. If Duna could reach the heart of someone who, for millennia, had lived for his ego and greed, she had to believe he could reach whoever was after Hector now.


    “It’s Ares,” Hermes said, as if he’d read her thoughts. “He wishes to ingratiate himself with his family by bending Hector to their will.”


    “What is their will?” Chloe asked. “And why Hector?”


    “I’ve told you their will.”


    “Oh, yeah,” Chloe said. “Global domination, right?”


    Hermes stood and tilted up his nose, sniffing the air like a dog. “Someone’s here.”


    Chloe turned in the swing, scanning the yard and the gray sky above it. She felt the air grow colder. “Who? Ares?”


    Hermes pressed a shushing finger to his lips as he jumped in front of her, arms spread wide, protecting her. “I don’t know,” he whispered.


    “Whichever god it is, his blood’s colder than yours,” she said, rubbing her arms. “Not a good sign.”


    “Shhh.”


    Hermes drew his wand and waved it in wide, slow circles. The air around it began to shimmer, like watery light rays in a mirage. And then flashes, bold and abrupt, appeared and vanished, quick as sparks thrown from a fire. Bronze helmet. Leather sandals. Golden belt. A shield fringed with the hissing heads of snakes.


    Whoever this was, Chloe thought, he’d come to fight. She slipped out of the swing, hoping Hermes’ wand would start doing a whole lot more than merely illuminating whatever god was standing there.


    Hermes quickened the wand’s motion, willing the image into view. “Reveal yourself, or I won’t hesitate to turn this staff into a spear.”


    “Do not trouble yourself, brother,” came a woman’s voice, the high, sweet tone ringing like a bell above the sound of seething serpents. “I only came covertly to avoid the mortals’ stares.”


    “You can bet I’ll trouble myself,” Hermes rejoined, “depending on which sister you are. I have many it would not grieve me to injure.”


    “I don’t think the All-Powerful would condone such a crime, Hermes.” The outline of the woman’s body etched itself in the air, followed by the metallic shades of her helmet, belt, and shield. “You sound like a reprobate. A rebel spirit, if I didn’t know better.”


    “Athena,” Hermes said, the surly edge in his voice supplanted by a surprising tenderness.


    Chloe stared at Athena. The goddess was a head taller than Hermes. She held herself like a soldier, rigid and upright. Her shoulders, which were just as broad as her brother’s, were rolled back and her chin was lifted slightly. She wore a plain, cream-colored robe, a chiton like the one Iris had given Chloe back in Ourania; the top half of it was covered by a bronze cuirass that was molded for a woman’s body with an ample bosom. Her bronze helmet also appeared to be specially made for a female; the cheekbones were rounder, like two halves of an apple, the eye holes sleek and shaped like cat eyes. Through them Chloe could see the goddess’s famous gray gaze resting on Hermes’ face.


    “It won’t be long until our father notices my absence from Xirolakos.” Athena lowered her shield at the same time Hermes’ wand went back to its sheath. The snakeheads retracted their tongues and fangs, and fell limply onto the grass.


    “Xirolakos.” Hermes smirked. “And why not snowcapped Olympus, now that you’re free of Tartarus’s sulfuric depths?”


    “They shall ascend soon,” replied Athena, maintaining her stolidity despite the bite in Hermes’ words. “If they have their way.”


    Her nerves finally settled, Chloe stepped beside Hermes and cleared her throat. “If I may, Miss Athena, why are you talking like you’re not on their side?”


    Athena’s eyes smiled through the inimical slits of her helmet. “Are you the Asher who can travel through time? There was talk of you at the banquet last evening.”


    “I’m the Asher who doesn’t talk to strangers.”


    Hermes covered his laugh with his hand. “Just like you didn’t talk to Orpheus,” he mumbled.


    Chloe rolled her eyes as she elbowed him lightly in the side. “Answer my question, Athena, and I’ll answer yours.” She straightened her posture so it mirrored the goddess’s while silently acknowledging the confidence she felt with Hermes’ wand just inches away. If he weren’t with her, there’d be no way she would have spoken so boldly.


    “Very well.” Athena dipped her chin slightly, a subtle sign of vulnerability and an indication that she wanted to hear what Chloe had to say. “I’ve always been my father’s darling favorite, and though I love him, I don’t always agree with his dictates.”


    “Let me guess,” said Chloe, “his latest one has something to do with Hector, the dýnami, and taking over the world.”


    Athena stepped back. The tendons of her neck went taut. “How do you know this about the boy? The feasts of the gods are encompassed by harpies who snatch away any intruder.” Her sharp eyes darkened as they locked with Hermes’. “You always were the stealthiest of us, Hermes, the giant slayer.”


    “Forgive me, sister, but it takes no special skill to predict the rebels’ plot.” He stroked his stubbly chin as he peered at her suspiciously. “Truthfully, it’s your presence here that baffles me. You don’t agree with what Zeus plans now, and yet you willingly fought with him against the All-Powerful.”


    Athena’s scarlet lips smiled between the helmet’s cheek pieces. “As did you, or has the All-Powerful freed you of such blasphemous memories?”


    Hermes’ hand fell to his side as a mien of heartbreak seized his features. “I will never forget, nor do I wish to. It’s only by reflecting on where we’ve come from that we best appreciate where we are.”


    “Indeed.” Athena pulled off her helmet and secured it beneath her elbow; a black braid fell like a rope onto her shoulder.


    Chloe realized that the goddess of war hadn’t come with a sword; Athena was dressed to defend, not attack.


    “I heard rumors only of your perfidy,” Athena said, “which came first from the mouth of our cousin, Mnemosyne. Henceforth your name was anathema—to everyone but me.”


    “So are you saying you’re a good guy now?” Chloe had long given up trying to sound as eloquent as the immortals. After all, they’d had eons to perfect the art of communication, and she’d only had eighteen years.


    “I don’t wish the destruction of your race,” Athena answered with the air of a seasoned diplomat.


    “I’d say wanting to save the human race qualifies you as good.”


    Athena joined her hands as her gaze fell on the swings moving languidly in the breeze, pondering her words before she spoke them. “I was not referring to the human race. I meant your race, child. The Asher race.”
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    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    



INTENTIONS


    Chloe wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, to feel a weight ripped off her shoulders at the goddess’s words. The rebel spirits weren’t planning to destroy mankind after all, at least not to the degree Chloe had anticipated. Only a fraction of it—the Ashers—were to be eradicated. This was good news. Perhaps due to selfishness, or her innate longing to live, Chloe didn’t feel relief, but only a great sense of urgency as reflexive fear seized her, and any hope she’d previously entertained had fled like a bird from its cage and took flight.


    “Does the lad know his days are numbered regardless of whether or not he does their bidding?” Hermes asked, his demeanor strangely cool considering what he’d just heard.


    “He’s been told that he and his mother will be spared if he cooperates,” Chloe said.


    Hermes shook his head. “We know Zeus better than that. He’ll no sooner let an Asher live than crawl back down Mount Aetna’s vent.”


    “You knew this already?”


    “I’ve kept nothing from you. It was obvious to me that Zeus would act according to his nature and assert his authority on Petros. I suppose I didn’t want to admit that I knew instinctively how far he would take it.” Although his hands were clean, Hermes’ face was overcome with shame. “I’m so sorry, Chloe, but…” His countenance softened as the faintest ray of sun broke through the clouds and glinted on Athena’s helmet. “We have the upper hand. Duna has seen to it. Whether my sister admits it or not, her presence here is evidence that Zeus is making a way for victory.”


    Athena picked up her burnished shield, waking the snakes as she slid her left hand into the armband. “Victory is rather ambitious, giant slayer. Let us settle for peace.”


    “For us, peace is victory, protectress.” Hermes held out his wand and changed it into an olive branch, as he had done the night he appeared in Chloe’s tent and presented himself as a friend for the first time. “It’s a victory that will begin here, now that you have warned us of the rebels’ foul mischief.”


    “If only warning us was enough,” said Chloe, immediately regretting her irreverent tone when Athena’s snakes stretched out and hissed at her. “I mean, I appreciate you coming here and all, but what are we supposed to do? It’s a handful of us mere mortals against the universe’s A-team.”


    Athena threw her helmet into Hermes’ chest. “You’d better give this to the girl. Already her mind is polluted with despair. The Ashers don’t stand a chance with such faithless leaders as this.”


    Amused, Hermes snorted and handed the helmet to Chloe.


    “Rude,” Chloe muttered, as she gripped the helmet with both hands; it was heavier than it looked. “I’m not in despair. I’m being realistic.” She could almost hear their eyes rolling in disgust. She knew she sounded like a sissy, but maybe she was one. It had only been a month since she’d returned from the other timeline and been given back her family. The last thing she wanted was to go into battle with Olympus’s pantheon. Wasn’t there someone else who could intercede?


    “Pragmatism is for philosophers,” said Hermes. “Necessity guides the warrior.”


    Chloe stared into the helmet’s black sockets. “Warrior.” She laughed as she envisioned herself clad in Athena’s armor. She’d be like a toddler playing dress-up in her mother’s clothes. “I’m not a warrior.”


    “No?” Hermes turned to face her. “Remind me who survived Hades and its cruel tormentors. Who confronted Mania, the embodiment of fury, on behalf of her brother? Who had the courage to seek Orpheus in his cave and silence the witch, Echidna?”


    Chloe’s gaze shifted from the helmet to the old treehouse in the corner of the yard. She wanted to go there now, to escape this talk of imminent threats and possible counterattack, and reenact the childhood in which her parents had lived, where Zeus and all the others were contained in the heart of hell, a place more figurative than real. But this was real. A very literal hell did exist, populated with very literal spirits who were now in the upper realm, preparing to show Petros their power.


    “Mania and Echidna and the clowns you left me with in Hades are nothing compared to Zeus.” Even to her own ears, Chloe’s voice sounded far away, as though she were hearing it from the bottom of a pool. She knew it wasn’t like her to be so pessimistic, but from how she’d treated Ethan to how she was taking Athena’s news, it was as if negativity had been part of her personality all along.


    “You’ve descended from the echelon of philosopher to the rank of fool,” Hermes said, taking no pains to temper his disappointment. “You speak as though you’re a different person in this time than you were in the one before.”


    “The person I was before was…” The words trailed off as her parents’ faces surfaced from the murky waters of her mind. “Was desperate,” she finished. “I wanted my parents again.” Tears stung in the back of her throat. “I just got them back. This can’t be happening.” She felt her knees weaken as a heaving gasp pushed against her lungs. She let it out as she dropped the helmet and bent over, gripping her knees in an effort to stay standing.


    Athena snatched the helmet from the ground; the wind from her swift-moving arm was enough to send Chloe tumbling backward into the dirt.


    “Hey!” Chloe’s chin quivered as she held back her tears.


    “Weak,” chided Athena. “Hermes, tell me this is another one of your stunts. The Nereids will have hell to pay for directing me to this coward’s home.” She spat on the grass by Chloe’s feet. “I came here to stoke the fire of a hero, not disturb the cradle of an infant.”


    “I’m not an infant.” Chloe felt heat rise in her chest, the same visceral fire she’d felt the day Ethan’s father had betrayed her, when Aison had bullied her on the beach, and on countless other occasions when she’d felt demeaned or made out to be a fool.


    Athena smiled as one would at a circus animal doing a trick. “Oh no? Then what else can I call a person who must be coddled to keep them from crying? How else must a goddess refer to an Asher who runs at the first sign of danger?”


    The smug expression on Athena’s face made Chloe’s blood boil even more. She jumped to her feet, reason fading as emotions drove her to snatch Hermes’ wand and charge the war goddess. The snakes on the shield lashed out, their white fangs bared, ready to sink their venom into her veins. With one quick wave of her wrist, Chloe commanded the wand to slice off every one of their heads. They fell to the ground like overripe persimmons, where they writhed for several seconds until their tongues went slack and silent.


    “You should’ve brought a weapon.” Chloe aimed the wand at Athena’s face, holding it steady with both hands. Her tears were gone. Her legs were strong. She couldn’t kill an immortal, but she could definitely hurt one.


    Flecks of gold now brightened Athena’s eyes. “There she is. The Vessel has spirit after all.”


    “And so does this one.”


    Now it was Chloe who smiled smugly, watching as a tremor rippled across Athena’s visage. The goddess’s eyes darted right and left, searching for the source of the disembodied voice. “Reveal yourself!” she commanded.


    “Okay,” said Damian, his body slowly materializing at the top of the yellow slide, “but only because I need to save my doma’s juice.”


    Chloe was glad to see her brother, if only for the distress, however brief, that he had given the high and mighty Athena. “I thought you’d gone to school.” She lowered the wand and slid it into her pocket.


    Hermes drew the wand out again. “You’ve made your point,” he said, unable to mask the hint of satisfaction warming his sallow cheeks. He was proud of her for standing up to Athena and proving that his association with Chloe was by no means an impish stunt.


    “Damian, meet Athena,” said Chloe. “Athena, my brother Damian.”


    “I know who she is.” Damian jumped down from his perch. “I followed her here. Turns out I can see other invisible people when I’m invisible.”


    Athena’s slender fingers stroked her braid and looked him up and down. Setting down the shield, she sauntered across to him, then walked in circles, admiring him as though he were a piece of artwork—or maybe a bull to be sacrificed in her honor.


    “How odd that the sea nymphs who see and hear all did not mention you.” She brushed his neck with her hand. “You have the makings of a warrior, Damian.” She stopped in front of him, joining her hands behind her back, her chiton blowing lightly as a breeze passed through. “Do you not?”


    Without hesitation, Damian looked at Chloe and pointed. “If there’s anyone I’d put my money on to save the Ashers, it’s Chloe.”


    “We are the Vessel, Damian,” said Chloe. “You and me.”


    Damian shook his head and gave a sheepish laugh. “I think history’s proven otherwise.” He put up a hand as Chloe opened her mouth to disagree. “I know what you’re going to say: ‘The past is in the past.’ But we have to look at the past if we want to learn from it.”


    The same look of dejection that Damian had worn a few days prior returned, and once again, Chloe wished for a cup full of the River Lethe. Maybe just a little bit of it in Damian’s system could make him forget all the things he felt guilty for.


    “The past tells me that only one of us deserves to be called the Vessel,” he said.


    A deafening silence passed before Athena spoke. “I am not all knowing, nor do any of the Olympians or our predecessors, the Titans, know of the folly that has shamed you. Shame besets us all, young Asher.” She gestured to the serpents’ lifeless heads, their eyes as murderous as when they were alive. “Not even in the Titanomachy, or after my fall from heaven’s walls, has my shield been defaced. It’s a disgraceful thing indeed for any piece of a god’s armor to be impaired by a mortal’s hand.”


    Hermes sighed impatiently and stamped his foot like a rabbit. “You’re making me question whether you have accurately disclosed your intention in coming here. I wonder if you’re not prattling on incessantly in an effort to create a diversion.” His eyes sparked with a boastful flicker. “A tactic with which I’m well acquainted.”


    Athena lifted her hand and pushed her palm toward Hermes.


    He tumbled onto his rump, and then ripped free his wand. “Touch me again, you witch, and I’ll run you through with the sharpest spear my staff can conjure.”


    “Oh, quiet, you old cur.” A soft giggle burbled from Athena’s lips. “Lick your wounds and listen. I have no ulterior motives. But let me state plainly the heart of my message lest your feeble mind fail to grasp it.” She turned away from him and placed a hand on Damian’s shoulder; his cheek twitched from the cold of her touch. “Why cower at the past when you can rectify it? The mission for which you say only your sister is fit may be your solitary chance for redemption.”


    A wary look of skepticism slid across Damian’s face. “Why are you helping us?” He leaned toward her. “What’s in it for you?”


    Though she couldn’t see Athena’s face, Chloe could tell by the way the goddess’s fingers twitched at the side of her robe that the question made her uneasy. Damian was right: she was holding something back.


    “Tell us,” Damian pressed. “I’ve studied the history of the rebel spirits and if there’s one thing I’ve learned about you guys it’s that everything you do is out of self-interest.”


    Athena turned and looked at her shield. With a flick of her wrist she could summon it to herself and bash Damian over the head with it. Surely he knew the gods didn’t take kindly to insults and accusations. But the goddess didn’t move; she stood completely still, with only her restless fingers rustling between the folds of her linen robe.


    “Your judgment is shrewd, young Asher,” she replied, her crystal voice clouded, eclipsed by what she could not deny was embarrassment, perhaps even humiliation. Had a mortal ever had the nerve to question her motives before? “As Hermes can attest, the fact that I have not struck you only further proves my personal interest in the fate of the Ashers.”


    Hermes stiffened. “It’s Straton, isn’t it?” he said.


    The goddess’s red lips parted as she turned to her brother, and a slow sigh slipped through them, sending a thin column of steam toward the sky. “Another example of my shame, isn’t it, brother, that I, Athena Parthenos, virgin chaste and warlike, have fallen prey to Eros’s arrows?”


    She cast her slate-gray gaze at Damian, then at Chloe. “No doubt this sounds foolish to your callow ears. Perhaps you mortals have not yet felt the fiery force of love, how it begins with the strength of a flimsy wick then grows to the size of a solstice bonfire.”


    Chloe’s own fingers began to fidget at her sides.


    “Ah, so you do know.” The clarity of the goddess’s voice returned as she smiled warmly at Chloe. “Your cheeks show the flush of true love’s fire.”


    Chloe brought a hand to her face. It felt feverish against her fingertips. She wouldn’t try to deny that she’d loved Ethan, nor that she still harbored feelings for him. But this wasn’t the time to dwell on them, much less discuss them with the iron-fisted goddess of war, regardless of whether or not Athena had a soft spot.


    “Think of his face,” Athena said, “and on the pulse striking within your wrist when you hear his name. Recall the sensation of his lips against yours, like soft petals lifting toward the sun.”


    Damian groaned. “I’m gonna be sick.”


    But Athena didn’t hear, or at least pretended she didn’t. “What if he was ripped away from you, lured to the heart of Hades because of the gods’ great fear and envy?” Her voice cracked as grief misted her eyes with tears. “Would you not do everything in your power to rescue him and restore the love you once knew?”


    “What if that love can’t be restored?” Chloe asked. “What if the flames have gone? Or what if they were never there?”


    An expression of maternal compassion settled over Athena’s face. She lowered her proud chin and went to Chloe, her gait as steady and smooth as an eagle in flight.


    “Now listen well,” she whispered, cupping Chloe’s cheek with her hand. “True love must be tested. Like diamonds formed beneath the crushing weight of mountains, subjected to terrible pressure and hell’s relentless heat, love is destined to endure suffering. It is the endurance through such suffering that proves whether it is genuine.” She pulled her hand away and rested it against her own heart. “It would be the greatest shame of all to give up on love before it has been tried.”
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    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    



COERCION


    Ethan had always had a thing for museums: museums and graveyards. To him, they were one and the same, except the former was for artifacts and the latter for humans. He visited both, often on the same day, whenever he had thinking to do, or, as on this day, when he didn’t want to think at all. He and Chloe were no longer together. He was torturing himself trying to figure it out when he still couldn’t remember most of his life in this timeline. But why had she acted so rashly when she couldn’t remember most of her life in this timeline either?


    Women…


    Ethan showed his student ID to the docent and politely declined to take part in the tour commencing in fifteen minutes.


    The docent laughed. “I can’t believe you’re not sick of this place yet.”


    Maybe Ethan would be sick of it if he could remember all the times he’d been there working and helping his mom. But right now, all he could remember about the Eirene Museum was Chloe’s visit on her birthday, and his and his mother’s kidnapping.


    “Any new exhibits?” Ethan took a look around.


    The museum was nothing like the one that had been here before. The one he knew had been sterile and sparsely decorated, while this one was bright and inviting. Evening light spilled in from the slanted, west-facing windows, illuminating the charcoal walls that swirled with regal streaks of gold. From the ceiling hung a giant metal chandelier shaped like the Moonbow. All seven of the Moonbow’s bands were made of colored glass, each one backlit by pendant lights suspended like stars behind it. A few visitors were taking photos of it while others, kids mostly, were ogling a gryphon fossil in the corner. Could that be the bones of Corinna? Had she ever escaped Circe’s island? Had Mania?


    “Not since last week when you visited,” the docent replied. “Are you all right?”


    Ethan realized he was still staring at the fossil. “Yeah, uh, I’m fine. Just have a lot on my mind.”


    “Understandable. Aetna’s eruption has us all on edge, I think.”


    Ethan nodded. If you only knew… “I’ll take a headset, please.”


    “Sure thing.” The docent reached under the welcome desk and pulled out a pair of black wireless headphones.


    Ethan waited for him to produce the other piece. “Are you out of audio guides?”


    The docent scratched his forehead. “Ethan, we’ve been using the museum app for personal tours for two years now. Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”


    “Oh, that’s right.” Ethan gave his best fake laugh. “I’m getting confused with the museum on campus.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and typed “Eirene Museum” into the app store’s search bar. “Got it.”


    “Wonderful.” The docent handed him a sticker. “If you have any questions, you know where to find me. We close in half an hour.”


    Ethan thanked him, then slipped on his headset and made a beeline for the gryphon fossil.


    “Welcome to the Eirene Museum.”


    Ethan looked down at the virtual female docent smiling at him from his phone.


    “We hope you enjoy this customized audio tour,” the docent continued. “If you would like me to speak about a particular artifact, simply tap its icon on your smartphone screen. You may press pause, rewind or fast forward at any time.”


    The image of the gryphon popped up and the docent’s face disappeared. He tapped the screen again.


    “Comprised of an eagle’s wings and forefeet, and a lion’s tail and rear feet,” the docent recited, “gryphons were revered by the ancients as the king of all beasts. Before their extinction, they were used by Petrodians and the rebel spirits to guard precious treasure and coveted territories.”


    Ethan paused the commentary and circled the fossil, surprised by the fear it evoked in him. It didn’t take much imagination to see it covered with ash-colored feathers, yellow eyes blazing as it beat its wings violently. Even after Corinna had been turned back into a beautiful woman with smooth white skin and soft pale-purple wings she was a thing of terror.


    Before he could find out whether history had remembered her, the earphones crackled with static then emitted an earsplitting series of beeps. Then silence, and a young man’s voice began to speak. If you think those bones belong to Corinna, you’re wrong. The words sounded robotic, as if the man was reading from a script. She’s alive and well, enjoying the form you left her in on Aeaea.


    Ethan pulled off the headset and spun around, searching frantically for the speaker.


    But soon, very soon if you don’t cooperate, she’ll come back to avenge herself.


    Ethan stuck his fingers inside his ears, but he could still hear the voice loud and clear. I’m in your head, Ethan. The voice sounded normal now, almost recognizable. And I will be until you do as I say.


    “Who are you?” Ethan whispered as he turned to the wall.


    No need to speak. I can read your thoughts. You’ve been thinking about my cousin Chloe since you walked in here.


    Chloe had a lot of cousins, but right now Ethan couldn’t even remember their names let alone their voices.


    This is creepier than it needs to be. Meet me in your mom’s office upstairs. It’s on the third floor, in case you’ve forgotten. He answered Ethan’s mental question next. If you don’t go, I have orders to hand you over to Ares. And Ares has orders to take you to Zeus.


    Ethan sighed as he turned the corner and took the elevator to the third floor. His mother’s office door with the sign LYDIA ROSS, MUSEUM EDUCATOR was the first one he saw. Thankfully, his mom had the night off. He’d do anything to keep her and his father out of whatever was happening.


    Open it.


    “What do you want?” Ethan said, fishing for his keys. “There’s nothing in here.”


    A muffled yell emanated from the other side of the door.


    Apparently there is.


    Ethan’s anxious hand struggled to fit the key in the lock while the distressed moan grew louder. “You’re a son of a—” He finished the thought in his head as he pushed the door open and found his mother tied to her swivel chair, her mouth covered by a strip of duct tape. “Mom!” He ran to her and gently pulled off the tape.


    “He said if I didn’t come here, you’d be killed,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears. “As soon as I got inside, that sack was put over my head and I was tied up.” She pointed to a sackcloth bag lying on the corner of her desk.


    “Do you know who it was?” Ethan took out his pocketknife and cut through the ropes that bound her.


    Lydia rubbed her raw wrists. “I have no idea. It was the strangest thing. I was on my way home from the grocery store when I heard a voice in my head.” She shook her head and touched it lightly, as if to make sure the voice was gone. “I take it you heard it, too.”


    Ethan nodded. “Oh, I heard it. One of Chloe’s cousins, apparently.” He ducked his head into the hall. “He’s a coward, whoever he is.”


    I’m being smart. Do as I say and no one will get hurt, do you understand?


    “Did you hear that?” Lydia and Ethan said to each other in unison.


    “Fine. Then hurry up and tell us what you want,” Ethan yelled. He couldn’t care less who heard him. He’d already killed a man to defend himself and his family. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill this guy, too, the second he showed his face. Maybe the Asher behind the voice was being smart.


    Your mother already knows, the Asher replied.


    Ethan looked at his mother. She was staring at the bits of rope scattered on the floor. “Mom, what’s he talking about?” He could see by the tension in her face that she knew exactly what the Asher wanted.


    “He knows I lied.” It was more of a gasp than a sentence. Lydia brought a shaky hand to her mouth. “How could he know? How can he read our minds?”


    How can any Asher do the things they can?


    Lydia knew as well as Ethan what unexplainable feats Ashers were capable of. That wasn’t her question. He knew her son wanted to know why an Asher had been given the ability to invade people’s thoughts, to eavesdrop and whisper within them without warning.


    Never in his life had Ethan felt so vulnerable. “What did you lie—”


    Before Ethan could finish his question, the Asher voice was already answering. She has the amphoras that Zeus wants. Get them, and nobody will be hurt.


    Lydia sat on the edge of her desk and took a deep breath. Ethan couldn’t remember ever seeing his mother cry, but witnessing it now was breaking his heart.


    “I know the jars, Mom,” he said. “You showed them to me in the other timeline. You kept them in a suitcase.”


    Lydia’s lips parted as a tear rolled toward her mouth. She brushed it away, gathering herself as she stood and crossed the room to the closet. She unlocked the door and walked past rows of fireproof filing cabinets. Ethan expected her to stop at any one of them and produce the jars, but she kept going, stopping only when she reached the back wall.


    “Turn on the light, son,” she said.


    Ethan did so and joined her at the back of the small room. She bent down and felt around on the carpet until she found a loose edge. She pulled it up, revealing a wooden floor with a hole just large enough for her to fit her hand. Bracing herself on the cabinet in front of her, she lifted a section of floor and swung it aside.


    Ethan peered down into a hole just deep enough for… “The suitcase,” he whispered, then bent down and carefully hoisted it out.


    Lydia replaced the section of floor and carpet. “I’ve never told you about the amphoras. Not in this timeline, at least. It’s too dangerous.”


    “So you know what they can do,” Ethan said.


    She looked at him quizzically. “Didn’t I before?” Ethan shook his head. “They’re powerful, Ethan. Whatever the Asher wants with them, it isn’t good.”


    Ethan had no doubt about that. He had seen what the avarice of one Asher could do, so he could only imagine what a league of gods had up their sleeves.


    It isn’t your responsibility. You can go home now. The voice paused, as if deciding whether to say something more. Please, for your own sakes, don’t come back here until tomorrow.


    “I can’t give this to him,” Lydia said, placing a protective hand on the suitcase. “The councilman made it clear—”


    Mrs. Ross, please. The Asher’s voice was shrill. Maybe I haven’t made it clear enough. If you don’t give me those jars there’ll be hell to pay, and I think your son can tell you I mean that literally.


    Ethan gritted his teeth. He didn’t appreciate his mother being threatened, especially after what they’d been through together in the other timelines: drugged and strapped to gurneys; his own father nearly administering their lethal injections; barely escaping the Religious Council building with their lives—and then seeing his parents lured right back to the councilman under the auspices of mercy.


    But there was nothing he could do to defend her. There wasn’t even a body he could throw a punch at.


    “Mom, please,” Ethan pleaded. “They’re going to get the suitcase one way or another.”


    I could’ve forced your key from you. I’m trying my best here.


    The more the Asher spoke, the more Ethan sensed he wasn’t doing any of this voluntarily. The gods had him under their thumb. If they didn’t, wouldn’t the Asher be in Ethan’s head right now telling him otherwise?


    Let us help you, Ethan said in his thoughts; he couldn’t be sure who else was listening. There was no response. Maybe Ares was listening to the Asher, making sure he carried out his objective.


    “We could die, Ethan,” said Lydia. “Not just us, but every mortal in Petros.”


    That isn’t going to happen, the Asher said. I give you my word.


    Lydia sighed. “Then what will happen?” she said, as her hand slid off the suitcase.


    A moment’s pause, and then: It doesn’t concern you. The Asher’s voice sounded stilted once again, as if his lines were being fed to him.


    “Come on.” Ethan reached for his mother’s hand and pulled her up.


    Reluctantly, she turned from the suitcase and followed him out of the office.


    When they were in the elevator, she squeezed Ethan’s fingers. “Besides the councilman, the only ones who know about those jars are the rebel spirits, and they’re chained up in Tartarus.” One look from Ethan told her everything. “They’re not in Tartarus anymore, are they?”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY


    



DIRECTION


    It was near dusk and, despite the excessive amount of coffee she’d consumed, Chloe was still struggling to keep her eyes open as Hermes and Athena debated and discussed and debated some more.


    For the better part of the afternoon, Hermes had filled the goddess in on the crucial bits of history she’d missed while trapped in Hades’ bowels, everything from Iris and the hope-shedding Moonbow, to his troubled affair with Mania, which ultimately led to his severance from Apollo.


    After that, Damian had informed Athena of his and Chloe’s failed attempt to prevent Eione from taking the dýnami, which was the perfect time for Damara to step outside with a warm plate of brownies. She played it cool in the presence of her bronze-breasted guest; she even asked if Athena wanted a cup of milk or if she could hang her shield inside. But as soon as her mother was back in the house, Chloe saw her yank open the refrigerator door and stick her head inside.


    “What do you think, Chloe?”


    Chloe jerked her head toward Damian as the swing she sat in unraveled, spinning her around and around. “What do I think about what?”


    She glanced inside and saw Jacey standing on her hind legs at the window, her ears pricked as she stared at the strange, tall woman now leaning against the swing set’s fireman pole. The poodle barked when she caught Chloe looking at her, then jumped and pawed at the glass.


    “That rat would make an excellent meal for my owl, Ajax,” said Athena, eyeing Jacey as though the dog were a juicy steak.


    “That rat’s a descendant of the wolf,” Chloe said. “Despite her looks, she has killer instincts.” She looked back at Damian. “Now what were we talking about?”


    “Stopping Straton from accepting Apollo’s offer,” he said.


    “By going back in time?”


    “That’s sort of the only viable option.”


    Chloe rocked back and forth in the swing, eyeing the treehouse she’d longed to climb into a few hours before, hoping, irrationally perhaps, that sitting in its solitude would have magically made the world right again. But now, despite her tiredness, she was thinking more clearly. She was the same Asher she’d been a month before. All she had to do was remember Orpheus’s final words to her: You mustn’t lose faith.


    Chloe looked down at the row of snakeheads littering the yard, then the brown nubs of their bloody necks hanging loose from Athena’s shield. “There will always be more snakes,” she whispered.


    “What did you say?” Hermes asked, his eyes following the path hers had just taken.


    “I said there will always be more snakes,” she repeated, this time interpreting the sentence’s meaning in her mind. Although it hadn’t come from Carya, it still carried the same oracular weight of one of her messages.


    And then, as if summoned by a psychic signal, a column of white hazy mist materialized in the middle of their circle, accompanied by the familiar herbal scents Chloe associated with just one person…


    “Well, speak of the devil.” Chloe rose from the swing and went to Carya with her arms open, ready to embrace her ethereal friend.


    “I don’t think Carya’s a hugger,” Damian said, taking a single step toward the messenger.


    Carya’s violet hair cascaded around her shoulders, delicately framing her girlish face, which glowed like a pearl freshly plucked from the sea. She smiled at Chloe’s outstretched arms, but did not walk into them. Maybe they didn’t hug in heaven, Chloe thought, or maybe Carya was literally too “holier than thou” to touch.


    Damian laughed. “Told you.”


    The purple of Carya’s robes deepened as the cloud she was encased in faded slowly and drifted apart, flooding the air with a sparkling spray of dust particles.


    “Carya,” Athena said, drawing out the name with equal parts delight and disgust. “I could smell your aroma from Olympus’s peak.”


    “You know her?” Damian asked.


    Athena made a sort of snorting sound. “I know about her. I know that she meddles in Ashers’ affairs and does so with incomprehensible rhymes and songs.”


    “And what you’ve been doing all day doesn’t qualify as ‘meddling in Ashers’ affairs’?” Chloe couldn’t help herself.


    The goddess’s lips pulled into a tight blood-red line. She flexed the fingers of her right hand, as if debating whether to use force to display her displeasure.


    “Let her speak.” Hermes swept off his cap and held it to his chest as he bowed before Carya, a being even more goddess-like than Athena. “Whatever tidings you have for us, we’re ready to receive them with open ears and hearts.”


    Athena feigned a yawn.


    The golden coronet atop Carya’s head glistened in the frosty dust as she nodded and smiled demurely at Athena. Then she spoke.


    “The words that Chloe spoke to you are inspired, true, and wise,


    For should you succeed in sparing Straton, another snake will rise.


    Like the Hydra with immortal heads, the rebel spirits shall not subside,


    But will find new ways to enforce their plan and blow Hades open wide.


    Either Apollo will use the Ashers for his own pursuit of power,


    Or Zeus shall seal them in hell’s black pits for monsters to devour.”


    Carya paused, her sky-blue eyes scanning the others’ to ensure they understood, although there had been not one iota of ambiguity in her words.


    “The dýnami’s departure from friendly hands is not mankind’s undoing,


    For there is a plan in the All-Powerful’s mind, one he has always been pursuing.


    A planet of peace for woman and man, for whom he is their only God,


    No rogue immortals waging war where the feet of peace once trod.


    To reach this end, you must return to the dawn of the world you know,


    When pride took hold of heaven’s own and winds of strife did blow.


    It is Hermes you must win, for we know where truly his heart lies,


    Without his wits and intellect, the unholy rebellion dies.”


    With a gentle turn of her hand, Carya summoned the pillar of cloud she’d arrived in. It wrapped around her like a gossamer web and she disappeared in a puff of warm, lemon-scented wind.


    “Five minutes of Q&A would be courteous,” said Damian, when the last wisp of haze had vanished.


    Chloe laughed. “Messengers of the All-Powerful are probably very busy people, Damian.”


    “You’d better hope she’s flown off to rally the hearts of hundreds of other Ashers,” Athena said, a pompous affectation in her voice. “You’ll need all the help you can get if you expect to stop a war—a cosmic war—before it begins.”


    “If she’s not rallying them, you can bet your precious owl that I will,” said Chloe. “It’s been a while since we’ve had a family reunion.”


    Athena frowned. Instead of discouraging Chloe, she’d only given her a great idea. “And if by some miracle you succeed in changing the tide of destiny…” The lightest of breezes closed her lips, and she pulled her thick braid over them.


    “Then what will happen to Straton?” Damian asked, taking a stab at what the rest of her thought had been.


    “What will happen to anyone who is not a native citizen of heaven?” said Hermes, idly twirling his wand in his fingers. “The rebels’ affairs on Petros after their exile were not insignificant. Remove our thread from the tapestry of humanity and—”


    “What?” said Damian. “The whole thing will unravel?”


    “No,” Hermes said, annoyed that he’d been interrupted.


    “Where else could that metaphor have gone?”


    Chloe rubbed her lips together, hoping Hermes would keep his cool and not turn her smart-alecky brother into a squeaking hamster.


    Athena drew a breath as she raised her hand, drawing their attention. “All of us, even I, know that it’s useless to speculate about the repercussions of such a colossal exploit. Either these Ashers do it, Hermes, or we stand aside and watch our father slay them.”


    Hermes’ wand stopped moving. “And you care not that you may never see Straton again?” His chin quivered as he fumbled to sheathe the staff.


    “Don’t be afraid, Hermes,” Chloe said. Was he really so upset about the end of Athena’s relationship? She went to him and took both of his ichor-cold hands in hers.


    “Afraid? I’m not afraid.” But his façade was paper thin, and knowing she could see right through it, he let it fall, followed by a single tear. “I’m terrified,” he said, squeezing her hands. “I don’t want to fail you.” Another tear spilled down his cheek. “I don’t want to fail the world. What if I cannot be swayed?”


    Chloe smiled, once again remembering Orpheus’s face and the simple words that had proven so powerful. “You mustn’t lose faith,” she whispered. “Duna wouldn’t have sent Carya to deliver the message if this wasn’t possible. We just have to believe it.”


    Hermes smiled softly, his boyishness returning as the deep creases in his forehead faded. “I dare say your faith is even greater than your doma, Chloe. I suppose I have to remember that we must place our faith not in ourselves, but in the one who calls us to do the impossible.”


    “Duna’s helped us do the impossible before. There’s no sense backing down from a fight now.” She realized she was encouraging herself as much as her friend.


    “Chloe!”


    She looked up at the back porch to see Ethan’s shadowy figure running down the stairs. “Ethan, this is Athena, goddess of war,” she said hastily. “Athena, goddess of war, this is Ethan.”


    “The jars just got stolen,” Ethan said, without giving Athena so much as a glance.


    It seemed that seeing a fully armed immortal in the flesh just wasn’t as cool as it used to be. Chloe waited for him to expound, but Damian did it for him.


    “The jars your mom was keeping?”


    “Some Asher got in our heads, said he’d kill my mom if she didn’t give him the suitcase.”


    Those jars… “Hector.” The word had barely left Chloe’s lips when Athena bolted up into the air, her dress fluttering in a self-generated wind.


    “I must go back. There is little time. Farewell, Ashers.” She inclined her head to Hermes as she put on her helmet. “Brother, I hope that when we meet again it’s above this realm and not chained together below it.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    



PROOF


    Now what?” Hector sat beneath a copse of pomegranate trees, watching Ares approach from the gods’ temporary banquet hall in the valley.


    Ares threw him a piece of roasted meat. “Hungry?”


    “You guys eat meat?”


    Ares look disgusted. “Of course not. But I know you barbarians do. This was from a sacrifice made tonight.”


    Hector’s stomach growled as he stared down at the meat, which he assumed was lamb’s leg. It was wrapped in a layer of glistening fat and smelled of garlic and rosemary.


    “No hecatombs yet, but they’ll come.” Ares laughed. “You’ll never have an appetite while you’re here, that much is certain.”


    Hector bit into the leg, ripping the meat off the bone. He swallowed and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Is Zeus done with me now? I did what he asked.”


    “Obtaining the relics was the first thing Zeus commanded, not asked. You forget that it’s not the only thing he requires of you.” Ares tugged on a branch until one of its leaves dripped then flowed with a wine-red liquid. He stood under it, waiting patiently as the trickle grew to a steady flow before drinking his fill.


    Hector rose and tried the same, but the leaves and fruit only shook. He leaned against the trunk and folded his arms, suddenly feeling like Tantalus, for whom water was tortuously out of reach. Perhaps this was a warning that he would share a similar fate if he failed to follow orders.


    “One of your ancestors, a woman, could bring water from anything,” said Ares.


    “So what?”


    Ares pursed his lips and pushed his finger against them, as if to keep his tongue restrained. It was all the reminder Hector needed to keep his attitude in check. “So, you have the dýnami, don’t you?”


    Hector patted the zippered pouch in his jacket where he kept it, then closed his eyes and concentrated, just as he had when he’d accessed the telepathy in the museum. When he felt drops of water splash onto his nose and forehead, he opened his eyes and drank.


    “Don’t act so sullen,” said Ares, as he tugged on another limb. “You’re the most powerful Asher Petros has ever known. I admit that I’m already a bit envious of you.”


    Hector raised a dubious eyebrow. “Yeah, right.”


    “Do you mean that phrase sarcastically?”


    Hector squinted as he brought his thumb and forefinger together, leaving just a centimeter of space between them. “Just a tad.”


    “It’s true. You’re powerful, not terribly unattractive, and have the lusty eye of Aphrodite upon you. Do you wonder why you weren’t invited to dine with us this evening?”


    “Not really,” said Hector. “I ran away from Zeus, remember? I’m pretty sure he doesn’t keep company with deserters.”


    “All of us have turned our backs on Zeus at one point or another. The reason is Hephaestus’s own jealousy. The poor fool thinks he can somehow control his wife’s fidelity.” Ares tossed his head like a horse as he laughed. “You can no easier tame a woman’s heart than you can tame the storms of Zeus.”


    Hector’s chest got warm as he envisioned Aphrodite’s emerald eyes smiling at him. “Well, you can tell Hephaestus I’m not interested in stealing his wife.”


    “Ah, but that won’t keep her from stealing you.” Ares grinned at Hector’s red, embarrassed face.


    “Can we talk about something else now, like what Zeus has commanded me to do next?”


    Ares’ grin flattened into a solemn line as he pulled his mantle higher onto his shoulders. “There’s something you don’t yet know about the dýnami. If you wish yourself and your mother to live, you must accept it.”


    Hector’s muscles tensed as he waited for Ares’ next sentence. His father’s fate was already sealed. Every Asher was doomed to die, and he was being forced to play a part. How much worse could things get?


    “The dýnami can only retain the Ashers’ domas once they’re dead,” Ares said, as a bitter wind rustled the leaves. “This is why your invisibility wore off after such a short time.”


    Hector slumped against the tree and slid halfway to the ground. The world was spinning around him. Now he knew why the Ashers’ deaths were so important to Zeus. It meant Zeus would have access to all their domas by virtue of the tiny, hell-born device resting in Hector’s pocket. Zeus would become an unstoppable tyrant, and humanity would have no choice but to submit to him.


    “Zeus wants me to kill my own family?” Hector’s stomach tightened a little more with every word. He could feel the lamb burning up his esophagus. He threw up in a pile of musty leaves.


    Ares walked toward him and put a hand on his shoulder. “No. It’s abominable to the gods to murder one’s own flesh and blood. But exceptions must be made when a goddess even Zeus bows down to calls for them.”


    Hector’s heaving abated and he pushed himself back against the tree. He stared into the canopy above his head. A few seconds later, fresh water flowed out as though from a faucet, and he drank and splashed his face. “What goddess?”


    “Necessity. Incorporeal, yet no less potent than the strong wills of us immortals.”


    “What is the exception?”


    Ares reached down and yanked Hector up as though he was feather-light. “The proper question is who is the exception.”
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    “How’s your mom doing?” Chloe asked. “I mean, aside from the whole traumatic-getting-blindfolded-and-tied up-and-forced-to-hand-over-primeval-relics thing.” It was well after midnight, and she could feel a hint of deliriousness setting in, influencing her to say and ask things before she’d thought them through.


    “She’s fine,” said Ethan. “Just a little shaken up, you know.”


    It was odd to see him sitting so far away from her, all the way across the room in the loveseat, while she sat at her desk. After their first kiss back in Ourania, they hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other. Now, they were arranged like psychiatrist and patient. “I haven’t seen my dad yet. Who knows how he’s taking it.”


    Chloe suppressed the negative thoughts about his father that rushed immediately to her mind. She’d convinced herself that after more time had passed, she’d be grateful he was alive and forget everything about the old timeline, including his betrayal. “That’s good. I hope she knows she did the right thing.”


    “You think we did?”


    Chloe paused, turning the question over in her mind. Was Ethan asking if she thought he and his mom had done the right thing at the museum earlier, or was he asking if she thought the two of them had done the right thing in breaking up? She reminded herself that she was the one who had broken up with him. Don’t read too much into it.


    “Of course. You can’t take threats from those guys too lightly.” She started chewing on her pinky’s fingernail.


    “What are you thinking?” he asked.


    “Nothing.”


    He leaned back, alternately staring at her face and her hand. “I can always tell when you’re deep in thought because you start biting your nails.”


    Chloe stuffed her hand under her thigh. “Do not.” Her train of thought, loaded with memories of her and Ethan together over the past month, came to a screeching halt. He was right. Somehow the nailbiting did help her think.


    Ethan laughed. “I know you better than you think.”


    Suddenly Chloe felt see-through, as though her every thought and emotion was scrawled across her skin for him to read. Regret, guilt, embarrassment, desire… Even now, one look at him made her want to rush onto his lap and kiss him until her lips hurt. If circumstances had been different, she would probably go back in time and stop herself from being such an idiot at Lake Thyra.


    Athena had been right. Chloe couldn’t just give up on love the second it hit a little turbulence. But it was too little too late, and there was still a part of her that wondered if Ethan had ever really loved her at all.


    “Fine,” she said, for no other reason than to stop the dizzying monologue carrying on in her head. “I’m wondering why you’re still here and not back at school.”


    Ethan pressed his hands into his knees then stood up and walked toward the door, raking a frustrated hand through his hair.


    “Where are you going?” Chloe asked. “What did I say?”


    Ethan turned to her, his eyes heavy with a mixture of anger and pain that pierced her heart like a knifepoint. “Nothing. That’s just it. You didn’t say anything.”


    She knew he wanted her to read between the lines. “What is there to say, Ethan?” I made a mistake. I love you. Forget what happened in the past we can’t remember. There was plenty to say, but she was too proud, and too scared, to say it.


    “I found something in my truck today,” Ethan said, after an excruciating silence. He looked up at the ceiling as if his next sentence were written there. “Maybe it’ll prove something to you.” He pulled a small black box out of his pocket and set it firmly on her desk. “I’ll be praying for you and your brother. Be safe.”


    Then he left. In the stark emptiness of the room, the spicy scent of his cologne inflicted a wound unfamiliar to Chloe. She’d known the pain of grief, the sting of abandonment, the bite of betrayal, but this feeling was far worse. Except for her heart, it paralyzed every part of her, forbidding any movement, save that of sitting still and feeling its presence. It sucked her down to an oceanic depth, the pressure of which was suffocating and inescapable. It felt like a giant hole had been drilled into her chest and her life was slowly leaking out of it.


    This was heartbreak. Ethan was gone, and there was no one to blame for that but herself and her own dumb fear and insecurity. Ironic, she thought, that by trying to avoid a broken heart, she had given herself one.


    She stared at the velvet box a moment, knowing good and well she didn’t have the willpower to just let it sit there. She snatched it from the table just as she heard his truck pull out of the driveway.


    “What’s that?”


    Chloe set the box down again and looked at Damian, who was leaning against the doorframe. “Nothing.” She flicked the side of the box before pushing it aside.


    “It looks like a ring box.” Damian stepped into the room, wearing a nosy smile that made him look ten again. “Did Ethan give you that?”


    Chloe took a sip of the ironwort tea Hermes had made for her. She still didn’t care for the taste, but it made her think of Iris. What she wouldn’t give to see Iris now, to hear her advice, to listen to another of her stories, and to draw from her strength.


    “Did he propose to you?” Damian plucked the box off the desk and popped it open.


    “Damian!” Chloe jumped up and yanked the box from his hand. She hadn’t wanted to see what was inside, but she couldn’t help it now. The simple golden band drew her eyes like a magnet. She couldn’t look away.


    Damian sat on the edge of her bed. “What did you say?”


    Her legs weak beneath her, Chloe dropped onto her chair. She pulled out the gold band and turned it around and around. “Nothing. He just gave me the box and left. He said—”


    “Maybe it’ll prove something to you.”


    So Damian had been listening. “He loved me,” she said. He’d meant that the ring was proof that he had tried to make things right between them, somewhere in the past; a place and time they couldn’t remember. At least he had been planning to before the whole multi-timeline thing had turned everything upside down.


    She returned the ring to the box and snapped it shut. “I have to go.”


    Maybe it was the ironwort tea. Maybe it was Iris sending her strength from heaven. Or maybe she had finally come to her senses. Whatever it was, it sent her bolting out of her bedroom door and rushing through the house in search of car keys.


    “Here.” Damian was jingling his keys in his hands. He tossed them to her.


    “Thanks,” she said, then grabbed her coat and took off, praying the world wouldn’t implode before she got to him.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    



AMBUSH


    Chloe had hit every red light, and now she was stuck behind a garbage truck on the one-lane road leading to Ethan’s house. It seemed strange to her that, in light of the recent prison break from hell, sanitation was still important to people. But then, most Petrodians didn’t have a clue that Aetna’s eruption was connected to anything nefarious. Why wouldn’t they keep taking out their trash?


    If anything was truly strange, it was Chloe being advised to travel back thousands of years to stop the war to end all wars and yet was delaying the trip because she had to tell a boy she loved she was sorry. Love was nuts.


    Her patience run dry, Chloe accelerated and wove around the garbage truck. Up ahead she saw Ethan, jogging toward her along the side of the road wearing an old high-school track sweatshirt and joggers.


    She rolled down the window as her heart jumped into her throat. “Ethan!” She tried to project his name, but the wind caught and stifled it. He looked up anyway, and when he saw Chloe behind the wheel he smiled and slowed to a walk.


    “Does Damian know you took his car?” he said, his breath shooting plumes into the air.


    “He gave me the keys, believe it or not.” She pulled off into the grass and killed the ignition. She’d never wanted to kiss him so badly. I should’ve brought lip balm or something, she thought as he walked toward her, throwing his hood over his head.


    In the rear-view mirror, Chloe glimpsed the garbage truck. It sped by, honking repeatedly as a blue truck whizzed around it.


    Ethan’s truck.


    The truck screeched to a stop beside her car. Ethan was in the driver’s seat. Did he have an identical twin she wasn’t aware of? He jumped out of the truck and ran toward her car.


    “Roll up your window and lock the doors,” Ethan said. He was wearing the same pair of jeans and blue shirt he’d had on at her house. If this was really Ethan, then who was the lookalike in front of her?


    “You were supposed to have a flat tire,” the lookalike said to Ethan.


    “Yeah, well, I guess your buddy’s aim was a little off today.” Ethan flung open Chloe’s car door. Without a word, she scooted over to the passenger side.


    The lookalike stormed toward the car. Ethan locked the doors, then pressed the gas and turned the steering wheel, but the car didn’t move.


    “Do you know who this guy is?” Chloe asked.


    “The same one who was in my head earlier.” Ethan revved the engine again, to no avail. “He’s in it again, telling me to unlock the door if I want to live.”


    “It’s Hector,” Chloe said, “and the dýnami’s giving him these powers.”


    Hector grabbed her door and began to pull, rocking the vehicle harder and harder. He was going to flip them. “Let her go,” he roared. “You have five seconds. Five, four…”


    Chloe closed her eyes and took Ethan’s hand. She only knew one way to get them out of this.


    “Three…”


    She took a deep breath, and whispered Orpheus’s name.
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    Chloe wasn’t sure if it was a good sign that she hadn’t heard Hector yell out “two” and “one.” It could mean one of three things: she was unconscious, she was dead, or she was alive somewhere in the past. Then she felt Ethan’s hand squeezing hers and she opened her eyes to the familiar gray of the wormhole that wrapped around them like an oversized, silky cocoon.


    “Do you know where we are?” he whispered, releasing her hand.


    Chloe froze when the jubilant sound of lyre music grew closer, accompanied by the chirping of birds and the pitter-patter of feet. “Orpheus,” she said, and then stepped out of the shadowy tunnel into the brightness of day.


    They were in the middle of a meadow grown tall with larkspurs, daffodils and daisies, and surrounded by mountains. Interspersed throughout the wild countryside were pomegranate trees, their large red fruit glowing like lanterns against the dark green foliage. Chloe was thankful that Orpheus was playing a lively tune. Otherwise she and Ethan would be rendered unconscious before they could explain themselves.


    Still unable to see Orpheus, she spun around and watched the idyllic scene become even more surreal. There were animals, dozens of them, each moving in its own way to the poet’s enchanted melody. Shaggy-haired goats and floppy-eared rabbits hopped across Chloe’s path as she made her way farther into the menagerie. Turtles inched along at her feet, their wrinkled faces smiling. She saw a group of wolves playing a few yards away, and the tails of two lynxes swinging from an olive tree.


    “Chloe, wait up,” Ethan called from behind her.


    “I hope there aren’t any centaurs out here,” she said, turning to him.


    He laughed. “Getting shot with an arrow by a centaur is like getting hit by lightning,” he said. “It doesn’t happen twice.”


    “No, you mean lightning doesn’t strike in the same place twice. It’s completely possible for you to be shot again in a different location.”


    Ethan frowned. The humor was over. She’d taken it too far, but it was the truth, wasn’t it? She stopped walking as all the questions she’d hadn’t had time to ask in the car came rushing back.


    “How did you know about Hector?” she asked. “How’d you know he was masquerading as you?”


    Ethan tilted his chin to the sky and took a quick breath of the crisp spring air. “I stopped to get gas on my way home, and when I saw you drive by I got this awful…” He placed a hand on his stomach. “It was a gut feeling, I guess. I knew someone was—is—after you.”


    Chloe wanted to ask next about the guy who’d apparently tried to blow out his tire, but his own question was too quick.


    “May I ask—”


    Chloe filled in the rest of the question. “Why I was going to your house?”


    A woman’s laughter filled the air, followed by a series of high-pitched mellifluous trills from the lyre.


    “Is that…” Ethan pointed to the nearby slope, on which the woman was twirling in circles as the unseen musician continued to play.


    Chloe’s breath caught as she tried to speak Eurydice’s name. This was the love of Orpheus’s life. The one he’d traveled to Hades to try and rescue after her tragic, untimely death. The one he’d spent centuries longing for in the miserable Vale of Mourning. The one he’d taken on mortal flesh and a devious heart for to win back from Apollo; the one whose beauty Chloe could see pulsating like a star even from where she stood.


    “Eurydice,” Ethan called, as a snow-white raven soared over them toward the slope. A look of recognition washed over Ethan’s face as he watched it fly.


    In an instant, Chloe remembered a memory that had been lost to her until now. “The white raven is the sacred bird of Apollo,” she said. “How do I know that?”


    “I know it, too. I guess we learned it at school or university.”


    Chloe scratched her temple, as if doing so would magically import more information to her brain. What did it mean? Good omen or bad?


    Eurydice, also noticing the bird, waved down the hill, presumably to Orpheus. “Look, my love.” She pointed at the raven as the melody slowed down, and the animals’ activity with it.


    The goats’ bleating ceased. The hares stopped their hopping. The foxes slunk into the shade of the pomegranate trees and lay down. The wolves sat on their haunches and howled at the noonday sun.


    “Did you understand her?” Ethan asked.


    Chloe nodded. “I guess Carya’s little interpretation spell still works.”


    “Or maybe we learned Próta in school in the new timeline.” He paused before adding, with a smile, “Thes na pas ya kafé?”


    The words gave Chloe the strongest sense of déjà vu she’d ever felt. A cold classroom; a cramping hand; the incessant ticking of the red second hand marching around the massive clock face above her. And a tall, green-eyed boy passing her a note he later got in trouble for.


    He had written:“Thes na pas ya kafé?” He hadn’t gotten in trouble because he’d written it in Próta. He was asking if she’d like to go out for a coffee. It had been their very first date in the new timeline.


    Chloe smiled back at him. “Pu íne i tualéta?”


    “’Where’s the toilet?’” Ethan covered his mouth with his hand, laughing.


    Chloe shrugged. “My Próta’s a little rustier than yours, apparently.”


    She wanted nothing more than to relive that first date, or even that moment in class when she’d opened Ethan’s note and felt her body tingling from head to toe. If her entire planet didn’t need saving, not to mention her own life, right now she wouldn’t think twice about traveling back to a simpler, more innocent time.


    Chloe looked up at the raven, which was cawing loudly as it circled over the slope. It was clear by its immunity to Orpheus’s music that it indeed belonged to Apollo. But what was it doing here? She jumped as a nearby family of deer started and ran for the olive grove. The rabbits and goats also scattered, followed by the wolves and lynxes, which fled the trees fast, as if escaping a fire. But there was no sign of danger that Chloe could see.


    And then she remembered.


    “Come on.” She took Ethan by the hand and ran as fast as she could through the tall grass, calling Eurydice’s name.


    Orpheus stopped playing as he turned to the intruders, a confused smile on his face. Chloe had never seen him looking so content. She felt like an alarm clock waking him up from a fantastic dream. Before she could warn them, she watched in horror as the raven spiraled down, a fat black viper wriggling in its beak.


    Orpheus dropped the lyre and grabbed his bride as the hellish bird eyed them both, its wings whooshing as they beat the air. With a grating screech, it released the snake as another appeared immediately in its place. This one also fell to the grass, and the pair of snakes slithered toward the couple, their jaws unhinged, their long white fangs ready to strike.


    Orpheus stripped off his mantle and threw it over the vipers. Ethan did likewise with his jacket as two more snakes materialized, this time suspended in the raven’s sharp, silvery talons.


    “Enough!” Chloe shouted at the bird. Then she laid one hand on Orpheus’s shoulder and another on Eurydice’s. “Trust me,” she said softly. Although she’d spoken in Petrodian, she had a feeling they understood.


    Ethan threw a rock at the raven, knocking it off kilter, and then wrapped his arm tightly around Chloe’s waist. “Get us out of here.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    



NEREUS


    To Eione, the sea caves felt haunted, like a forgotten shipwreck whose souls still drifted through it, hoping for its restoration, waiting for their own. The sea nymph had her palace, her ages-old dream brought to life. But here, in these abandoned caverns among the wreckage of her once blissful past, was where she spent her days, waiting, like a ghost, for a heaven that wouldn’t come.


    Eione sat on the sandy floor as the water emptied out with the tide. Above her, the algae-covered ceiling glowed various shades of purple and green in the morning light. It was a magical place, one the humans hadn’t yet discovered and therefore had not desecrated. To the Nereids, this was not a recreational place. It was their hallowed home, given to them by their father Nereus to keep them far from Apollo’s reach.


    Where was her father now? He was free, as were her sisters. They had a shining castle that rivaled anything Hephaestus had ever made. Poseidon had sworn to let them be, so why did Nereus keep his distance? What had she done to disgrace herself in his righteous eyes?


    Eione pondered this as she lay back, counting the stalactites that hung like giants’ teeth from the cave roof above her. Clinging to one of these was a barnacle-like creature that was moving restlessly, as if trying to break free. Lifting herself onto her elbows, Eione squinted at the thing as it shifted and squirmed until it became a different animal altogether. It became an orange starfish, too conspicuous to be natural.


    “Father?” she whispered. She held out her hands and cupped them together as she stood.


    The starfish peeled its spongy body off the stalactite and fell into Eione’s palms.


    “Is it you?” Eione felt ridiculous speaking to an invertebrate, but when the starfish began to bend and expand, she knew her suspicion was correct.


    She set the creature gently on the sand and watched as its bloated central disc distended so far she thought it might burst. Four of its spiky arms converged as they turned into long, human limbs. The fifth, uppermost arm swelled and shaped itself into a human head, thickly bearded, and with sea-green eyes that glowered beneath heavy brows. With a snap of his fingers, the god clothed himself with an indigo mantle and shod his feet with doeskin boots.


    Eione wanted to embrace her father, but with his right arm held decorously across his chest and his jaw set tight beneath his hoary beard, she knew he did not wish it.


    “You’re angry with me,” she said, her heart beating as much with joy at the sight of him as with fear of his thoughts toward her.


    Nereus sighed and lowered his arm to his side. “Come here, child.” He opened his arms to her, and like a breaker crashing against a rock, she ran swiftly into his chest. “I have been angry, but I knew it was foolish of me to be so.” He stroked her hair tenderly as she took in the smell of salty spume and nectar ingrained in his skin. “In your understanding, your courageous act was a righteous one.”


    Eione drew up from him and stared into the bottomless pools of his eyes. “Was it not, Father?” She took his hand and brought it to her cheek. “You’re free now. You are home. How is the reuniting of a father to his family in any way unrighteous?”


    “Sweet Eione,” he whispered, “I take responsibility for this.” He removed his hand and turned his face toward the wall of basalt columns that were formed by the same lava of Tartarus he’d been chained beside for centuries. “I thought I was doing right to shield you and your sisters from the ways of the Olympians. This…” He spread his arms and lifted his head to the ceiling, now awash with yellow shafts of sunlight. “This sanctuary, and all the secret hiding places below, were meant to shelter you from harm.”


    “And they did,” Eione exclaimed. “Because of your wisdom and foresight, we were safe. We are safe.”


    Nereus jerked his head back to her as fish scales, vein-blue and golden, dappled his face and neck. “You are wrong.” The rumbling words of the sea god shook the stalactites above them and caused the grains of sand beneath their feet to jump like fleas. “The safety Poseidon assured you of, the castle he created for you, is all an illusion, Eione. A bedtime story to soothe and appease your childish heart.”


    “You sound just like Hermes,” Eione mumbled, remembering the day she’d met Hermes at Hades’ gates, the day he’d tried to stop her, warn her.


    “Aye,” her father replied. “Hermes is the better of us all.”


    Eione shuddered as a breeze, either real or imagined, swept around her. “Tell me plainly, Father. What is happening on Olympus now that the most powerful among the immortals have been liberated?”


    “I haven’t been made privy to that answer, for we lesser spirits are debarred from their assemblies. I only know that they still belong in Tartarus.”


    Eione choked back her salty tears. “And you would be willing to remain there, suffering unjustly for all eternity?”


    The ground quaked as Nereus took a step toward her, the iridescent scales of his face flickering in earnest. “What is unjust, dear child, is the suffering of innocent mortals made to contend with the greedy gods’ cruelty and caprice.”


    “I might know what your crazy uncles are up to.”


    Eione’s spine stiffened as the voice echoed from wall to wall.


    “Over here, Madame Mermaid.”


    The sea nymph growled and spun toward the mouth of the cave, where four people were standing. The two on the left were dressed in the manner of the ancients, while the other two were arrayed in denim trousers called jeans, and short hooded capes called jackets. It was these two she recognized.


    “Eione, do you know these people?” Nereus asked, his right hand raised, ready to rip a stalagmite from the floor and smite them if she called them foe. “She speaks in a barbaric tongue.”


    “She speaks the modern language, Petrodian.” Eione frowned. She hated to admit the girl had done nothing to deserve Nereus’s wrath. “Her name is Chloe,” she said, “and she is an Asher who can travel through time. The boy beside her is her lover, Ethan. The other two are strangers to me.”


    “He is not my lover,” Chloe said in Próta, though her crude accent was barely intelligible.


    The boy’s cheeks were as red as yew berries.


    Eione rolled her eyes as the two separated from one another. The pair behind them huddled closer. It was then the sea nymph saw it: the golden lyre hanging from the strange man’s side. He was no stranger at all.


    “Orpheus!” Nereus called out, the scales on his face disappearing as he effervesced over the unexpected visitor.


    The poet nodded, and with his wife’s hand still in his, came near to Nereus and genuflected on the cold cave floor. “My lord. I wish I could say how I find myself here in your august presence. Eurydice and I are convinced we are dreaming the same outlandish fantasy.”


    “It is no dream,” Eione said, bowing her head in respect for the famed musician. The modern world had long forgotten his songs, but she and all her sisters still remembered. They often hummed and sang their tunes together, sometimes so well that the fish and dolphins followed them closely to listen. “The Asher went back in time to retrieve you, a clever idea sprouted from Hermes’ head, I’m certain.”


    “They saved our lives,” said Eurydice. “Apollo sent his raven to drop vipers at our feet. If not for their warning, one, or both, of us would be dead.”


    Ethan took Chloe’s hand and led her out of the cave, leaving this unforeseen conference all the more uncomfortable.


    “Orpheus, it seems you’re now indebted to the Asher,” said Nereus. “Your story, as history records it, is by no means a happy one.”


    The poet pulled his wife closer. “What do you mean?”


    “Eurydice is killed by a viper,” Nereus said. “Or she would have been had not those two tampered with time.”


    The sea nymph suddenly felt five years old again, sitting at her eldest sister’s knees, hearing the tragic tale of Orpheus and Eurydice for the very first time. The story of their love—his music and charm, her beauty and voice, their carefree days in bowery woods Eione had only dreamt of—had captivated her heart. And the story of their separation—the viper’s fatal bite, Orpheus’s agony, and his valorous attempt to free her from Hades—had torn her tender soul in two. She hadn’t slept for days after that. She just wept and whimpered poignant notes from an Orphic lullaby.


    Eione trembled. An icy tear curved down her cheek and kissed the hollow of her throat. “The Fates have been kind to you,” she whispered, wiping away the tear.


    “And to you, King Nereus,” said Orpheus, his own eyes misty with relief. “How did you escape Tartarus?”


    “We have a similar question for you,” Chloe said, as she reentered the cave.


    “Orpheus, would you be up for a trip to heaven?” said Ethan behind her.


    Orpheus thought the boy’s accent was far better than the Asher’s. He laughed. “You must be mistaken, my friend. I am a mortal just as you are. When I die, my soul shall be ferried across the Styx to Hades’ gates. Besides,” he said, kissing Eurydice softly on her temple, “I have all the heaven I need in this woman beside me.”


    “You really do talk like that, huh,” said Ethan.


    Chloe nudged him and asked in Petrodian, “What’d he say?”


    “Nothing,” Ethan replied. “He said he can’t go to heaven because he’s mortal.”


    “What’s this all about?” asked Nereus. “While I’m pleased to see Orpheus and his bride on this side of the Styx, I cannot deny that I’m somewhat mystified.” He turned to Eione, who was now wishing she could shapeshift, too, and turn herself into a hermit crab. “Daughter, speak truthfully. Could Orpheus’s good fortune be associated somehow with the dýnami?”


    Eione blinked her eyes slowly as she drew a deep breath without replying. His questions were always rhetorical, answered soundly in his own mind before they spilled fluently off his tongue.


    “Or,” he continued, “does our friend truly have the fickle Fates to thank for his fair bride’s life?”


    Chloe leaned over and whispered into Ethan’s ear.


    “Do either of you have any idea what the dýnami is capable of?” Ethan asked.


    Chloe whispered another message for him to interpret, then another, and another.


    “Chloe’s cousin, a young man named Hector,” Ethan said, “we think he was abducted a few nights ago and taken to Zeus. He has the dýnami with orders to use it to kill the Ashers.” He took a breath as he looked, with love, upon Chloe. “He almost killed her a few hours ago.”


    Eurydice clutched Orpheus’s arm. “My love, what evil nightmare have we awoken to?”


    “I wish it were a nightmare,” Orpheus said. “It seems you and I were never destined for a life of poems and Elysian Fields.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    



RETRIBUTION


    Eione watched Ethan’s eyes jump back and forth between herself and Nereus. “Do either of you have any idea why Chloe’s first on his…” Ethan pondered a moment, but the next part he spoke in Petrodian. “Hit list?”


    “You mean why does Zeus want her dead more than anyone else,” said Eione, clarifying Ethan’s meaning for her father.


    Ethan nodded, and then hesitantly translated her words to Chloe.


    Nereus combed the wispy ends of his beard as he eyed the Asher, pity deepening the weary circles beneath his eyes. “Because she’s the only one who can stop him.”


    He went to Chloe and took her hands in his as he knelt, like a suppliant pleading before royalty. “You must stop him, Chloe. Not just for the sake of the Ashers, and certainly not for the selfish immortals, but for those who are altogether powerless.” He closed his eyes, his face freezing in thought, like the immortalized marble head of a philosopher, forever contemplating the meaning of life.


    “Are you all right?” Chloe asked, her hands numb under the sea god’s.


    Nereus flinched and dropped her hands. “The premonition is as I feared.” He pivoted back to Eione, his blanched skin the color of a moon snail. “Every Asher dead, every mortal forced to worship the pantheon, and the name of Duna left to legend.”


    “Sounds a whole lot like what happened two thousand years ago,” said Ethan. “Well, what almost happened two thousand years ago.”


    “And what was that?” Nereus asked. “Forgive my ignorance, but we imprisoned spirits heard little of humanity while bound below in Tartarus.”


    Eione gazed at the Asher. There was nothing remarkable about her, no beauty, impressive raiment, or outward sign of strength. And yet it had been she who had defeated Mania all those years ago, although the sea nymph had never learned how.


    “I shall inform you, Father,” said Eione. “But at a later time, when we can sup together and discuss for hours the trifling affairs of men. But now I must make a proposition.”


    Chloe raised both her hands. “Wait, wait, wait. Can you please speak Petrodian or at least slow down a little? Próta obviously wasn’t my forte in school.”


    Orpheus grimaced at the strange language spewing from the Asher’s mouth. “King Nereus, is there something to be done about the foul-sounding tongue of this maiden?”


    Everyone laughed—except Chloe, who hadn’t understood the insult.


    “Perhaps.” Nereus knelt and collected a handful of sand, then scattered it into the air. The grains dispersed in all directions, howling like a harpy as they circled and swirled in a snowy-white blur. His lips were moving; forming an incantation only the laws of nature could hear. Everyone else pressed their palms to their ears to dampen the piercing din.


    Orpheus was raising his lyre to lull the sea god to sleep when the sands stopped spinning and collapsed to the ground.


    Eurydice rubbed her temple. “I think I would’ve preferred a viper bite to that ungodly ruckus.”


    “I understood that.” Chloe pointed excitedly at Nereus. “You did the thing.”


    “What thing?” Orpheus said in response to her nonsense, returning the plectrum to the leather satchel at his waist.


    “The translation-spell thing, like Carya did for us.” Chloe turned to Ethan, who nodded slowly.


    “You realize my father is a god, don’t you, Asher?” Eione said to Chloe, unwilling to curb her condescension. “His powers, unlike yours, are not limited to one doma.”


    Like a deflating sail, the enthusiasm drained from Chloe’s face. “At the risk of offending you and your highness, Nereus isn’t a god.”


    Orpheus and Eurydice exchanged glances and took a wary step away, wisely expecting Nereus to retaliate with magic far more painful than the bewitching sand.


    But Nereus didn’t retaliate. To Eione’s surprise, he gazed with respect at the Asher, as if she were Queen Hera or even Zeus himself. “It’s often difficult to determine whether one is being senseless or brave when they speak so boldly before their betters.”


    “Can one be both?” Chloe asked.


    Nereus smiled. “Perhaps you are a discerning soul, Chloe, as am I, and therefore perceive that I am not your enemy. Nor do I disagree with your assertion regarding my deity, or lack thereof.”


    Eione’s heart pounded. She dug her nails into her palms. What had happened to her father in the pit? He had always been conciliatory, but now it seemed he lacked a single shred of self-respect. He had divine blood in his veins. He was as immortal as the sun, as mysterious as the moon, able to take on a thousand creatures’ forms—in a single hour, if he chose. What else was he if not a deity, to be feared, to be worshipped?


    “I am a rebel spirit,” Nereus said. “An enemy of the All-Powerful. My own folly is in part to blame for the curse of Petros.”


    “What curse?” Ethan asked.


    “The curse of war,” said Nereus brusquely. “The curse of irrepressible pride and avarice, both of which drive men to destroy each other and spirits to vie for power.”


    Eione squinted as the sun’s glare reflected off the rose-colored flowstone, illuminating the cave with a soft, celestial glow. “Why did you come here, Asher, knowing full well that I’m the one who instigated this crisis to begin with?”


    Chloe’s eyes skimmed the sand as she twisted her mouth to one side. “I wish I could say I had it all planned out. But when those vipers were coming after us, one right after another, all I could do was think of a place where I thought we’d be safe.” She looked around the cave, at the spear-like stalagmites twisting up from the floor, the cave crystals sprouting from the ceiling, and the stone waterfalls cascading down the walls. “I prayed that Duna would send me to a good one, and he sent me here.”


    Eione’s head throbbed as a stabbing pain shot through her body, disorienting her thoughts, upsetting her balance. She stumbled forward, brushing Eurydice’s robe as she made her way out into the open air.


    “This is my fault,” she groaned, clutching her chest as she splashed into the water. She looked up at her father through bleary, tear-filled eyes. “I wanted to help you, Father. I wanted to save you.” Sensing the Asher’s pitying eyes on her, she thrashed her arms and got to her feet. “But I suppose it’s you who must do the saving, isn’t it, Asher? Perhaps you’re the noble daughter my father never had.”


    Then she dived down into the turquoise waves, arms reaching for the depths the splendid sun could not see.
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    Hector tiptoed up the front walk and entered his house as quietly as he could. He knew Ares would track him down at any moment, if he hadn’t already. But he had to warn his parents.


    “Mom? Dad?”


    The house was silent. Usually Poseidon barked at the slightest noise, but the dog didn’t make a peep. Hector crossed the living room and ducked his head into his parents’ bedroom. He opened the blinds to peek outside, but the porch and backyard were dark. Where were they? Did Ares bind and hide them somewhere, just as he’d done with Lydia?


    “Ares?” he shouted, then frantically ran up and down the hallway, searching every corner and room, even the water-heater closet. And then he heard the garage door opening, followed by the sound of his dad’s truck pulling in.


    Hector rushed into the garage, his heart feeling like it might explode as he waited for his parents to get out of the vehicle. But instead of looking happy to see him, they looked perplexed, almost afraid.


    “What’s wrong?” Charissa asked, her face etched with hard, distressed lines. “Have you heard from Hector?”


    Poseidon leaped down from her lap and ran to Hector, wagging his tail as he jumped up onto his shins. Hector crouched down to let the dog lick his face.


    “It’s me, Mom,” he said, standing up. He looked at his father, whose knuckles were white as he gripped the steering wheel. “Dad, I swear.” Then he stood, closed his eyes, concentrating as hard as he could until he felt his bones and muscles burn and vibrate, reconfiguring themselves back to their original form.


    His mother screamed.


    When the metamorphosis was over, Philip killed the ignition and got out of the car. “Your doma?” he asked. Hector nodded. “Where have you been, son?”


    “This is going to sound crazy,” Hector said, “but you have to believe me. You have to—” His heart stopped as he saw a gray-blue cloud drift down from the sky and land in the middle of the driveway. “Get inside!” He opened the door and waved his family inside.


    Poseidon scampered outside, barking at the top of his lungs.


    “Poseidon!” Hector shouted. “Get back here!”


    But the terrier never listened at the best of times, and especially not when there was something to chase or inspect. He dashed toward the cloud, then stopped a few feet away and tucked his tail between his legs, his aggression turning instantly to submission.


    “Poseidon!”


    The dog darted back toward Hector and hid behind his legs, barking once again. Hector picked him up, stepped inside the house and locked the door behind him. “Call the police!” he shouted to his parents.


    “Hector, what in Zeus’ name is going on?” Charissa said.


    Philip tapped the cell phone in his hand. “Police now, honey, questions later.”


    Before she could begin dialing, the air in the room turned frigid. Poseidon’s tail stiffened as he raised a paw, eyes fixed on the fireplace.


    Ares was inside the house with them.


    “Don’t hurt them,” Hector yelled.


    The bronze and gold of Ares’ armor glimmered as he materialized before them. He held a short sword in one hand, his eight-foot spear in the other.


    “How foolish you are,” he said, his eyes unseen behind the narrow slits of his helmet. “This is the second time you’ve turned your back on Zeus.” Then, with unthinkable speed, he lunged forward, thrusting the spear tip into Philip’s chest. “And it’s the last time.” He pulled out the spear, slick red blood dripping onto the spotless beige carpet.


    Poseidon whimpered and went to Philip, licking his master’s sputtering lips as he struggled to speak.


    “Philip!” Charissa collapsed at her husband’s side, sobbing as she pressed her hands into the wound.


    “I…love you…” Philip wheezed. His dimming, half-opened eyes lifted to Hector, whose own heart felt drained of blood and life. “I love you, son. You make me…so proud.” His head lolled to one side as he released his final breath.


    Ares wiped the bloody spear with his cloak. “See, boy? It’s not so hard to follow orders. You hear them, and then you execute them.” He thrust his sword downward at Charissa, stopping within inches of her throat.


    “What sort of monster are you?” she said weakly, hands covered with her husband’s blood. She either didn’t notice the iron blade poised to take her life as well, or didn’t care.


    “Monster?” Ares laughed and lowered the weapon. “You have no idea what a monster is. I can take you to hell if you wish, so you can behold with your own eyes the unequaled terror Cerberus, the Chimera, and the embodiment of fear itself.”


    Charissa fell over her husband’s chest and wept uncontrollably.


    All Hector could do was stare at the bloodstained carpet.


    “Do I need to explain what will happen if you betray us again?” Ares asked him.


    Hector shook his head.


    “Good.”


    “But you do it,” said Hector, lifting his eyes to Ares as the first tear slipped free. “I can’t kill my cousin. I won’t. I don’t care what Necessity calls for.”


    His mother looked up at him, confusion, grief and disbelief distorting her face, rendering it almost recognizable. If his heart wasn’t broken before, it was ground to dust now.


    “Your cousin?” Charissa whispered slowly, as if each syllable required all her strength.


    “Very well,” Ares said, before Hector could answer her. The war god gazed fondly at the sword as though visualizing his next kill. He jerked his head up, and held out his finger to Hector in warning. “But stand in my way and, Zeus help me, I will slay this woman before your eyes.”


    Hector thought of the dýnami in his pocket. So far, he only knew two of its powers that he could manifest, powers Ares had judiciously revealed to him—telepathy and shapeshifting—and neither was useful now. Chloe was too far away to reach with his thoughts, and there was no time to change his appearance in hopes of escaping Ares’ notice.


    “I understand,” Hector said flatly. His emotions felt like floodwaters pushing ruthlessly against a dam. He wanted to be strong, but the dam was about to break. His father’s dead body was lying at his feet. His mother was now a widow. His cousin was about to die, followed by every other Asher in Petros. And it was all because of him.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    



METANOIA


    Omniscience,” said Nereus. “Zeus and the other Olympians may think themselves omnipotent, even omnipresent, especially with their powers combined, but none of them confesses to knowing all things. Their ignorance is our greatest ally.”


    The five of them were gathered on the beach, just a hundred yards or so from where Ethan had thrown the dýnami into the sea. It was lunchtime, and Nereus had provided a banquet of fresh-rolled fig cakes, wheaten buns, and bowls of rice and barley.


    Ethan, his stomach craving something more substantial than carbohydrates, had offered to catch a few fish if Nereus would provide a fishing rod, but the sea god would not hear of it. He considered marine life, from the algae and plankton to the dolphins and seals, his honorable subjects, and eating them was out of the question.


    It was this arbitrary topic of the immortals’ dietary preferences that got Ethan thinking. “It’s ambrosia that gives you guys your immortality, right?” he said.


    Nereus smiled as he traced his fingertip around the rim of his double-handled goblet. “No one knows for sure, save the All-Powerful. When it was discovered that it grants eternal life to mortals, we deduced that if we ever abstained from it long enough, we would meet our demise.”


    “So no rebel spirit’s ever proved that theory,” said Chloe.


    Nereus dipped a doughy piece of ambrosia into his nectar. “Not voluntarily. Though throughout my time in Hades, not once did ambrosia touch my lips, nor sweet nectar.” He gestured to himself. “And yet here I am, as alive and enduring as the Great Sea before you.”


    Chloe looked at Ethan as she dropped her fig cake into the silver bowl on her lap. She had eaten half a dozen of them already, a clear indication of her stress, or discomfort, or both. “Why are you wondering about this?”


    Ethan didn’t want to say. He honestly didn’t know yet himself why the ambrosia was on his mind, and he wondered whether it was his subconscious that had placed it there. It could have been a random thought inspired by all the food. But as he watched Orpheus refill Eurydice’s cup, a reason occurred to him, one that seemed so obvious.


    “If you’re immortal,” he said to Chloe, measuring each word carefully, “you’ll have more chances to succeed at what Carya—I mean Duna—wants you to do.”


    Eurydice thanked her husband for the wine and took a drink. “A clever thought. You might as well immortalize Orpheus while you’re at it. Given enough time, I have no doubt he could sedate all of Olympus with his soporific songs.” She laughed and tossed aside an overripe grape. “A world made peaceful through eternal music,” she mused. “Quite a thought, is it not?”


    Orpheus eyed the lyre at rest beside him, regarding it as if it were some sort of venomous reptile. “An eternity with my lyre. Sounds heavenly right now, but I fear it would become unbearable soon enough.”


    Nereus knitted his brow. “Following your logic, Ethan, why not administer ambrosia to every citizen of Petros? Make them all invincible, impervious to death.”


    “Because the only thing worse than death is a life devoid of meaning,” said Chloe, her somber eyes focused on the horizon.


    Ethan couldn’t help wondering if she was remembering the Fields of Asphodel, a place where souls who were indifferent in life did nothing in death but pick flowers day and night.


    “I don’t want to be immortal.” Chloe joined her hands in her lap and studied them, tugging gently on the end of each finger. “My body wasn’t made to last forever, and I don’t want it to.”


    “Are you implying that humans’ purpose on this planet has a limit?” Nereus asked, curiosity enlivening his ageless face. “That there comes a point when one’s existence becomes worthless, obsolete?”


    “I’m implying that our purpose ultimately leads us back home.” She smiled up at the white cirrus clouds hanging highest in the sky, stretching over their heads like the undying breaths of Duna himself. “I happen to know that for a fact,” she said, glancing quickly at Orpheus.


    There was no doubt in Ethan’s mind that she was referring to the brief encounter she’d had with the poet after his death. That meeting had given her hope. It had given her the confidence to travel back two thousand years and change the course of history.


    “The Asher has studied the oracles,” Orpheus said. He cleared his throat as if he were about to sing or make a speech, but he recited the oracle instead: “‘Duna has created everything beautiful in its time. He has placed eternity in our hearts.’” He placed his right hand on his heart and his left over Eurydice’s. “This world is filled with transience, the vicissitudes of fortune, the misgivings of the mind, the oscillations of the heart.” He tapped his chest. “But eternity, our innate knowledge of it, is an immovable axis. We can repress this consciousness all we want, but it cannot be extinguished altogether. It’s a fingerprint of the All-Powerful.”


    All eyes shifted to Nereus. All ears waited to hear what he, an immortal, had to say about the inevitable meaninglessness of life. But the sea god didn’t speak; he just parted his lips with a labored sigh, signaling unabashed tears to stream down his cheeks and dampen his grizzled beard.


    “No weapon cuts more deeply than the sword of the tongue, Orpheus.” Nereus raised his palms to the sky and bowed his head as a cloud passed over the sun, cloaking him in shadow. “Heaven, oh heaven, my forsaken home,” he groaned, and flung his head up as a gull squawked overhead. “Oh, that I could change into an eagle and soar a million miles across the universe to behold your gates of pearl for just one second.” He wiped his face with his mantle, then stood and started for the sea.


    Chloe knocked over her wine cup as she got to her feet. “Where are you going? We didn’t mean to upset you.”


    Nereus turned to her, clasping both hands at his breast. “Perhaps…” he began, his face clouding with deep shades of the sea. “Perhaps the reason, the true reason, I was angry with Eione for freeing us from Tartarus is because that is what we deserved.” As if suddenly ashamed of his vulnerability, he pulled back his shoulders and pushed out his chest. “I will find the portal and return there. It’s where I belong.”


    A fast-moving shadow sailed over their picnic, accompanied by the low whirring sound of rapidly beating wings. Ethan looked up to see Hermes hovering in the air, his hand outstretched to Nereus.


    Nereus staggered backward, the hem of his robe darkening as the gentle tide lapped against it. “Why, if it isn’t the guide to hell himself. I should have known you would find a way to escape before Zeus turned the tables on you.”


    Hermes closed and reopened his hand, directing the sea god’s attention back to it. “Duna has heard your prayer. Leave these mortals be for now. When you return, you’ll be better suited to assist them.”


    Nereus gave a mistrustful laugh. “What prayer?”


    “You wish to see the gates of heaven again, do you not?” Again, Hermes beckoned Nereus toward him. “Come now.” He looked at the two familiar faces below his feet. “Ethan, Chloe, have you not informed him of my…” He dropped his hand and scratched his chin, unable to find the word he was looking for.


    “Your mid-life crisis?” Chloe offered.


    Ethan laughed. “You mean his mid-eternal-life crisis.”


    “Metanoia,” said Hermes. “That’s the word.”


    Nereus chuckled darkly. “You speak of penitence, Hermes? Forgive my amusement, but do you truly think you can convince me of a notion as farcical as your own repentance?”


    “Certainly not. At least, not with words.” Hermes unsheathed his wand and floated closer to Nereus as Orpheus moved closer to Eurydice, who was gathering her skirts, preparing to run in case the immortals’ conversation turned violent.


    “Touch me with that damnable thing,” said Nereus, “and I’ll turn myself into a squid and—”


    Chloe pushed out a palm. “Calm down. He’s telling the truth. He’s one of the good guys now.”


    Orpheus grabbed his lyre and shook it for Nereus to see. “If they speak falsely, I shall help you subdue them. But why not see for yourself whether Hermes lies, as is his notorious nature.”


    Nereus stepped out of the foamy surf and examined the golden wand before him. He nodded so slowly that the gesture was hardly perceivable, but it was all the permission Hermes needed. He pointed the wand at Nereus’ sandals, and instantly a gilded, flapping pair of wings appeared on their heels.


    “If I speak falsely, as you and my gifted nephew fear, may Duna tie a millstone around my neck and fling me into Charybdis’s belly.”


    Nereus stared at him, suspicious still as he levitated off the sand.


    “May we go, too?” Eurydice asked, her pink cheeks even rosier in her excitement. “Or are our mortal frames too fragile to endure the journey?”


    Orpheus stroked her hair. His wife’s spirit for adventure did not irk him. On the contrary, it seemed to have quite the opposite effect. “My dear,” said the poet softly, “your matchless frame can sustain many things, but I’m afraid a trip through the stars is not one of them.”


    Hermes spun the wand in his hand as he smiled down at the fabled couple. Sitting there on the rocky beach amid a bountiful, god-catered feast, the salty breeze blowing around them, they looked like a painting come to life.


    Ethan glanced at Chloe and caught her looking at him. Was she thinking what he was? Did she miss his touch as he missed hers?


    “In another time,” said Hermes to Eurydice, “you and your husband proclaimed Duna’s grace, and eternity with him, to the millions of woeful shades trapped beneath the earth.” His bright eyes moved to Orpheus. “You were the first one, Orpheus.”


    “The first what, Uncle?”


    “The first Petrodian with rebel blood to turn back to the All-Powerful.”


    Orpheus drew a breath and held it in his chest before breathing out the word: “Metanoia.”


    Hermes nodded. “It would not be right to deny you conveyance to heaven when your lives—forgive my bluntness—could be cut short at any moment. Should you perish in this cause, may your souls find rest behind heaven’s, and not Hades’, gates.”


    Eurydice reached for both of Orpheus’s hands and they pulled each other up. “It’s settled, then,” she said, spinning around to Hermes, eager to receive her own pair of gilded wings.


    “Don’t you think all our lives could be cut short at any moment?” Ethan stood up and swung his arm toward Chloe. “Chloe especially. She—”


    “I’m going to heaven, Ethan.” He turned to see her standing behind him, her blond hair gleaming with a halo’s light as the sun crawled out of the clouds. “Remember?”


    “She’s right.” Hermes stabbed his wand at Eurydice’s feet, then Orpheus’s, and they floated up to his side. “Find Damian. Find as many Ashers as you can to go with you. When we return, it will be time to prepare.”


    “And when will that be?” Ethan asked.


    Hermes looked up at the sun now crossing into the western swath of sky. “Dusk. No later.”


    “I’ll be ready,” said Chloe.


    Ethan’s heart was beating a hundred miles per hour, and yet Chloe seemed as calm as if she’d just been told to study hard for the final exam by a university professor. But Hermes wasn’t a professor, and he certainly wasn’t talking about a final exam. This was a final war, with the fate of humanity hanging in the balance.


    Before Ethan could blink, Hermes and his passengers were already halfway across the ocean, their figures shrinking to the size of swallows as they arced up into the stratosphere.


    “Chloe.” He didn’t know what he wanted to say to her. He just needed to say her name.


    “I can answer your question now,” said Chloe, bending down to tie her shoe. “Why I was headed to your house.”


    “You don’t have to.”


    She took his hand, squeezing it gently. “I want to. If something happens, I want you to know.” She took a deep breath before lowering her misty blue eyes to their hands. “I was wrong.” Her stoic shell softened as she took a step closer and let him see the broken beauty of her face. She clenched her jaw and tightened her chin, trying hard not to cry.


    When her hand began to slip from his, he pulled her into his chest and kissed the top of her head. “You know I love you.” He wrapped his arms around her and closed his eyes as she melted into him, rectifying the past in a moment, transporting them back to the way things were before the new timeline had thrown them off course.


    “I love you, too,” she whispered.


    Ethan brought his hand to her face and caressed her cheek. But as he leaned in to kiss her, he saw a man dressed in ancient armor walking toward them. Behind the man, a cloud like Carya’s was dissolving to mist and evaporating into the air.


    “Chloe, you need to get us out of here.”


    Chloe glanced back quickly at the man, then turned back to Ethan and closed her eyes.


    Nothing. No shadows. No buzzing. No rattling or flashes. Only the steady sound of the soldier’s boots treading upon the rocks. They weren’t going anywhere.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    



VALOR


    I’ve already used my doma twice today,” Chloe said, as the tears that had been threatening to fall for the last few moments slipped down her cheeks.


    “I don’t suppose either of you have seen King Nereus.” The solider removed his bronze helmet and tucked it under his arm. “Forgive me. I am Ares.” As he bowed, Ethan noticed a long dark streak running the length of the man’s crimson cloak. “The king is missing from Xirolakos. Zeus has sent me to retrieve him.”


    Chloe sniffed back her tears and wiped her eyes, steeling herself to face him. “Nereus is with Hermes. And you’re not here for Nereus, you’re here for me.”


    Ethan stepped in front of her and spread his arms. “Were you the maniac who was supposed to give me a flat tire today?”


    Ares leaned against his spear, grinning. “That’s what I told Hector, for the sake of his confidence. But I must keep a low profile, so I could not avail myself of inconveniencing you.”


    “Well, you’re sort of inconveniencing me now by threatening my girlfriend.”


    “Ethan, don’t,” Chloe whispered.


    Ares straightened as he took the spear and gripped it above his right shoulder. “Where is your head, boy? I assure you, it will be food for the king’s fish if you don’t start using it.” He jerked his head left. “Now step aside. I promise to make it as painless as possible.”


    “Never.”


    No sooner had Ethan shouted the word than Chloe had jumped out from behind him, making herself an easy target for Ares’ spear. “Run, Ethan,’ she said. “Find Damian.”


    Time stopped moving. As if watching in slow motion, Ethan saw the god’s fingers release the ash spear shaft as he launched the weapon into the air. He saw the polished point shining in the sun as the missile sailed toward Chloe. He saw her face, inexplicably peaceful, her body relaxed and ready. She was welcoming death.


    The spear grazed the side of her arm, ripping through the fabric of her long-sleeved denim shirt. She looked down at her arm and then touched it. No blood. Not even a scratch. The spear lay behind her in the sand.


    Ethan ran to pick it up, but it was too heavy for him. He cursed and tried again, and again.


    Ares gave a mocking laugh. “Put your back into it, boy.”


    Ethan kicked the weapon and glanced at the horizon, hoping against hope that Hermes and the others were circling back. But the sky was empty, and Ares was getting closer.


    “Are you a little rusty after all those years spent rotting in Tartarus?” Chloe said to Ares. She pointed to the hole in her shirt. “You’re buying me a new shirt.”


    “To wear at your funeral, you mean? For you to rot in?” Ares dropped his helmet and drew his sword.


    Ethan dropped into a staggered wrestling stance and brought his hands in front of him. Maybe if he could pry the sword from Ares’ hand, he’d have a chance.


    “Oh, quit it with the show of valor, lad,” said Ares in midstride. “I’m not here to spill inferior blood.”


    “You’ll have to if you want to get to Chloe.”


    Before he could think better of it, Ethan charged Ares, his heartbeat pounding in his ears as he swept his left arm under the war god’s right, pulling the man forward onto his back. Ethan dropped to his knee, shooting his free arm between Ares’ legs and throwing his hip into Ares’ knee. Ethan hooked his elbows around the god’s bronze greaves and, using every ounce of his weight, propelled him down to the rocks. Before Ares could react, Ethan snatched the god’s sword from his grip and drove it deep into his neck, the only exposed area he could see.


    Ares’ face did not look pained as the blood gurgled in his gullet. It was if the fatal wound was more like a pleasant surprise. He smiled, his gums and teeth glistening ichor-gold. “You’re a fool,” he rasped. “All you’ve done is earn her a few more hours. When I’m healed, she’ll be dead. As you will be.” Then he closed his eyes and his head fell limply onto his shoulder.


    It was only when Ethan stood up that he felt the warm, thick flow of blood gushing from his ribs.


    “Ethan!” Chloe grabbed her jacket and ran to him. She lowered him to the ground and pressed the jacket into his sternum.


    He grew lightheaded as the bloodstain spread. “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to look as strong as she had when the spear was flying at her, but he felt weak. He felt afraid.


    “Shhh.” She held his hand as she dug into her pocket. “It was my turn to save your life.” Her mouth smiled as her eyes filled with tears. She pressed the keys on her cell phone again and again. “Come on, come on, turn on.”


    “It’s okay.” He brushed her hand with his thumb. “Find Damian. You have a few hours until he heals.”


    Chloe flung her phone behind her. “No.” Her desperate eyes surveyed the rocks around them, looking in vain for something to help him. She suddenly became still, her gaze frozen on Ares’ corpse. How many times had Ares been killed in a similar fashion and worn that same smug expression while his regenerative heart stopped beating?


    “I’ll be right back.”


    She sprinted back to the picnic area and picked up Nereus’s goblet and silver bowl. Then she slowly carried them back, careful not to spill their contents.


    “Eat this,” she said, kneeling beside Ethan as she tore off a small piece of ambrosia. “You don’t have to chew, just swallow it.” Her hand trembled as she held the bread, waiting for him to open his mouth.


    “Chloe…” Ethan grimaced as his entire torso throbbed with excruciating pain. His vision tunneled. Big black spots clouded his vision, covering all but Chloe’s face.


    “Ethan, Ethan, open your mouth.” Chloe touched the side of his cheek. Her fingers felt hot against his skin. “Why won’t you take it?”


    A soft wind blew around them, cradling them in warm caresses. Ethan looked at Chloe. Despite her tears, she had never looked more beautiful. She was glowing, not with the sunlight, but with an inner radiance that was almost palpable. It was her love for him made visible, and it soothed his pain more than any salve or medicine ever could.


    “You said it yourself,” he said, holding her hand to his face. He coughed as he tried to kiss it. “We weren’t meant to live forever.” The pain was gone now, but the darkness was growing. Now he could see only her eyes, shining like a lonely patch of bright blue sky in a stormy sea of clouds.


    “Ethan, please…” She swept her hand over his forehead, then leaned over and kissed his temple. “I need you to stay. Please…”


    He felt her head rest on his heart. “I love you, Chloe.”


    “I love you, too.”


    Her tears streamed onto his neck as an overpowering peace took hold of him and lifted him off the ground. He was floating up, higher and higher, but he could still feel Chloe’s touch and the weight of her head. “I love you,” he tried to say again, but there was no sound. And then he lost her as another woman took his hand.


    “Carya…” He could see her perfectly. She was dressed in white with a golden belt around her waist and a coronet of emeralds in her hair.


    She smiled at him. “Come, Ethan. Let’s go home.”


    Ethan held out his hands. They were completely transparent. He gingerly touched his ribs to find they no longer bled.


    “There is no pain where we’re going,” Carya said, as they glided over the waves.


    Looking over his shoulder, Ethan could see Chloe’s body crumpled over his. “Will she be okay? Will she be safe?”


    “She’s in the best place anyone can be. In the palm of Duna’s hand.”
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    It had taken nearly half an hour for Chloe to get a car’s attention on the side of the highway. She used the driver’s cell phone to call for an ambulance, and then had trudged the half-mile back down the beach, back to Ethan.


    The rest of the day had been a blur of weeping and stunned silences interspersed with short conversations with her parents, Damian, and the Rosses. Why wasn’t Hermes with you? What happened to Ares’ body? What were you two doing at Ourania?


    Chloe couldn’t remember how she’d answered them, or even if she’d answered at all. Nothing made sense to her. No question seemed worth asking because the answers felt so woefully out of reach. She lay curled up in bed, and all she wanted to do was stay there until the twenty-four hours had passed.


    “I know what you’re thinking.”


    Chloe opened her eyes. She knew it was Hermes because her door hadn’t creaked as it always did when someone opened it. He was standing at the foot of her bed, holding his dog-skin cap across his chest as if looking upon a dead person, which is precisely what she felt like.


    “I’m not thinking anything.” She rolled onto her opposite side and stared through swollen, stinging eyes at the picture of her and Ethan on the bedside table.


    Hermes walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. He sighed and gazed up at the ceiling, which was dotted with plastic, glow-in-the-dark stars. “You’re thinking of going back and preventing his death the moment your doma returns.”


    Chloe glared at him. “Actually, I’m thinking if it hadn’t been for you abandoning us, Ethan would be here now.”


    “I am sorry, Chloe. I wish I could’ve been in two places at once, but it was necessary for—”


    “For what?” Chloe sat up and yanked a tissue from the box on the pillow next to her. “For you to take Nereus and the other two on a pleasure cruise through the galaxy? For you to show them heavenly scenery so they’d be encouraged that this screwed-up planet we live on isn’t all there is?” She blew her nose and reached for a glass of orange juice her mother had brought her hours ago.


    “Chloe, I understand why you’re angry. You’re grieving.” He folded his cap in half. “I shouldn’t have come so soon. Forgive me.” He stood, but before he could put on his cap and become invisible, Chloe grabbed him by the arm.


    “No. Don’t go,” she said. “I’m sorry.”


    Hermes looked down at her arm, and then gently patted her hand. “It’s all right. Get your rest. I’ll be just outside your window.”


    “I think I know what you came here to tell me,” she said, idly stroking her stuffed rabbit’s ears. “It’s the same thing Carya told me after Ethan’s parents died—or presumably died—in the old timeline.” Her cheeks burned as fresh tears stirred. Do not overwhelm yourself with tasks not yours to take, Stay focused on the quest at hand, for all of Petros’s sake. Carya’s words resounded loud and clear. She would never forget them, nor the heartbreak they’d caused her when she realized that life and death weren’t hers to manipulate.


    “You wanted to spare Ethan the grief you’d felt after losing your mother and father.” Hermes sat down again and took her hand. “But think of it, Chloe. If you go back in time to save him, you could undo so much good that was done today.”


    “You mean Nereus’s meta—I can’t remember what it’s called.”


    “Metanoia,” said Hermes. “Indeed, and Orpheus and Eurydice’s, too. One must act quickly when one’s heart is being called to by the All-Powerful. Ignore it, and his voice grows softer and softer as the soul becomes more callous.”


    Chloe understood. Nereus had exhibited the same signs of contrition that Hermes had in the old timeline: he had felt guilt, shame, unworthiness, and a longing to reconnect with the place he’d come from. Orpheus and Eurydice’s hearts had been opened as well, each fully aware of eternity and the All-Powerful’s sovereignty over it.


    “Now they believe?” she asked. “They believe Duna is real? That he’s good?”


    Hermes smiled. “Sometimes it takes only a glimpse of heaven’s grandeur, even from afar, to save a soul from hell. All anyone need do is lift their eyes.”


    “I’m happy for them,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I really am.” She held herself together a few seconds longer, trying her best to focus on their salvation instead of her own devastation. But the devastation was too much. She started to sob once again. “I just miss him so much.” She fell onto her side and wept until her lungs burned and her throat went dry.


    Hermes stroked her hair, staring at the velvet ring box on her desk. “You will be with him again, Chloe,” he said. “That’s the most blessed hope any mortal can possess—a hope that your eyes will one day see.”
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    



NIGHTMARE


    The funeral for Hector’s father was two days later, but Ares had forbade Hector to attend. If Hector wanted to ensure that he wouldn’t be attending his mother’s funeral any time soon, he had to take Chloe’s doma. And that meant Chloe had to die.


    “What if it was your father who had died?” Hector asked Ares.


    They were sitting on the bluff above the Okeanos River. A light mist started to fall; it had been drizzling and raining nonstop for days. It was as if the whole cosmos was grieving, for what had been done, and for what was about to be.


    “My father is immortal.” Ares laughed, toeing the mud with his boot. “Even if he wasn’t, I would still have to bow before Necessity.” A muscle in his cheek jerked as he looked at Hector with a look of pity. “If you hadn’t run away, this wouldn’t have happened.”


    Hector’s blood ran hot. “My father was going to die anyway. I had to take a chance. I had to try and warn them.”


    Ares clicked his tongue as he picked up his spear from the ground. “Foolishness. The Fates don’t reward the man who turns his back on Olympus.” He pointed with the spear at a double-boled myrtle tree on the opposite side of the river. “The arrow of the Fates always meets its target. You would be wise to remember this.”


    The war god lunged forward and hurled the spear across the river. The bark made a sharp cracking noise as the point of the spear sank into the center of the myrtle, just below the place where its trunks intersected. With his resting hand, Ares flicked his wrist backward, effectively prying the spear free from thirty yards away.


    Telekinesis, Hector thought. Perhaps that was a power stored away inside the dýnami. He pushed his hand toward the spear and, forming a fist as if the shaft was in his grip, twisted right. The spear did likewise. He twisted left, and the spear obeyed.


    “By the twins, what do you think you’re doing?” Ares bellowed. He wheeled around and stormed toward Hector, his wide eyes dark as onyx. “You just get stupider by the second, Asher.”


    Without looking, Ares reached his hand toward the spear and summoned it. The weapon, as though magnetized, sped toward him, landing perfectly in his open palm. Hector tried to rip it free, but Ares’ power was too strong.


    “This spear was forged in the heart of hell,” shouted Ares. “In Hephaestus’s forge, just like the dýnami, which Zeus, for all his discretion, was unwise to entrust to you.” He tossed the spear into his other hand and made a mocking jab at Hector. “It will not be wrested from the hand of a god by that of a pigeon-livered poltroon.” He stepped forward and pressed the spear-point to Hector’s ribs.


    Hector squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the impulse to beg for his life.


    “Do you want to feel what your cousin’s courageous friend felt in his final minutes?” Ares grinned sadistically, relishing the fear manifested in Hector’s petrified face and trembling limbs.


    “No.” It was more like a gasp than a word, but it served its purpose.


    Ares pulled the spear away and stood it on its end. “Now you’re being sensible.” He turned and walked to the bluff’s edge.


    The sight of Ares, with his blood-red cloak blowing in the wind and his golden breastplate slick with rain, chilled Hector to the bone. He knew that one day he would feel what Ethan had. As soon as Ares was done with him, he would be like every other Asher: dead.


    “I have an idea,” said Ares, his throaty voice carrying powerfully as thunder rolled overhead. “Come.” With a wave of his hand, he conjured the cloudy chariot that transported him anywhere in the world. It enveloped them in seconds, sweeping them off their feet in a violent gust.


    “Where are we going?”


    “You won’t remember if I tell you.”


    Hector pierced the cloud with his hand and carved out a window so he could look down on the Okeanos shrinking to the size of a rivulet as they climbed into the sky. Within seconds, the river was out of view, replaced by fields of asphodel flowers whose vibrant white hue not even the mounting storm could mute.


    And then, in a flash of revelation, Hector knew where they were going: the River Lethe.
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    “My lyre can do many things,” Orpheus said. “It can lift the spirits of the destitute, restore hope to despairing hearts…but it cannot remove the sting of death, nor bind the wounds of the brokenhearted. I wish it could.”


    Chloe placed yet another bouquet of white roses and calla lilies in a vase, then looked up at Orpheus and Eurydice standing on the other side of the bar. She had hardly recognized them at the funeral. They had borrowed clothes from her parents in an effort to blend in, but even so, there was something about them, perhaps their beauty or the mythic, fairytale aura surrounding them, that made seamless assimilation impossible. Chloe had warned them not to talk to anyone for too long lest they give themselves away, and so far they had kept to themselves.


    “I wish it could, too.” Chloe smiled softly at Eurydice, who was wearing a black crêpe-and-lace dress and Damara’s freshwater pearl earrings. “You look beautiful.”


    Chloe’s mind flashed back to the cave where she and the others had found Orpheus after traveling back in time. He’d been there for who knew how long, living as a recluse in its innermost recesses, grieving wildly, going totally mad as he let his sorrow consume him.


    Chloe hadn’t understood how a person could deteriorate so quickly, how someone whose life had been defined by nature’s beauty and glorious music could end up in a dank, dark cave, tolerating only the sounds of his own unending agony. But now, with this incessant ache throbbing where her heart had been and her mind closed to all thoughts but those of Ethan, she understood perfectly. It wasn’t so hard to imagine herself running away, perhaps to one of Nereus’s caves or another close by, and letting grief have its way, even if it led to insanity.


    “Thank you for going to the funeral,” she forced herself to say.


    Eurydice walked around and pulled Chloe close. “In the time we come from, we place an obol in the mouth of the dead as payment for the ferryman of the Styx. How blessed it is to know that such rituals are null for the children of Duna. Immediately upon death, we are ushered into his presence. It’s little comfort now, but perhaps one day it will be.”


    Chloe sniffed back her tears, then gathered the cut-off pieces of flower stems and put them in the trashcan under the sink. “Thank you.” She looked at Eurydice, then over at Orpheus, and felt the only positive emotion she’d felt in days well up within her: hope, the hope of reuniting with Ethan in heaven. The hope Hermes had talked about when she’d contemplated erasing Ethan’s death.


    She couldn’t deny that the thought had reemerged multiple times since her doma had returned. She’d envisioned the hypothetical trip again and again, working out different ways to spare Ethan while allowing Nereus, Orpheus and Eurydice to be escorted to heaven with Hermes. But every scenario ended the same way: Chloe lying dead on the beach and Ethan helpless to defend himself against Ares. Not only that, but Olympus would be one step closer to being reestablished, and the blood of every Asher would be on her hands.


    There was one idea she hadn’t thought of. It occurred to her now as she spotted Damian talking to their dad on the back porch.


    “Excuse me.” Chloe quickly brushed past Eurydice and went outside, her body tingling with anticipation. This could work. This could really work.


    “Go back in time with me, Damian.” She couldn’t waste time beating around the bush or asking nicely. “Back to the beach. Back to three days ago.”


    “Chloe…”


    She could tell by his tone that he wouldn’t even consider it. “Damian, you can do it. It can work. All you have to do is keep us invisible long enough to take Ethan and the other me some place safe.”


    Her father sighed and rubbed his forehead. “There is no safe place, Chloe. Not from Ares. Sweetheart, you need to let Ethan go.”


    The throbbing ache in her chest returned with a vengeance, sending Chloe to her knees. She clasped her hands and started to beg. “Please, please Damian.” She was sobbing now, not because she was angry, but because she knew they were right. She knew there was no place they could hide from Ares and Hector, not for long anyway.


    Why was it so hard for her to come to terms with Ethan’s death? She could remember grieving the loss of her parents in the old timeline, but this seemed infinitely more painful. She realized it was because of her doma. When she was a normal person, there was nothing she could have done to bring them back. But now, as an Asher with the ability to travel back in time, she could save lives, and not just Ethan’s but anyone the rebel spirits killed. Not bringing him back felt like some sort of crime. It felt like murder.


    “Ethan is a hero, Chloe,” said her father. “And he will always be remembered as one. But now it’s time for the two of you to be heroic.” He glanced at Damian, then back at her. “The Vessel’s job isn’t done.”


    Chloe stood up slowly, her eyes taking in the beauty of the flower arrangements adorning the tables and chairs, cascading over the sides of the deck. She wondered if Ethan could see them. Had he seen all the people who had gathered at the funeral to remember him and celebrate his brief yet oh-so-full and significant life?


    She hoped he knew how much she missed him, and how she’d always felt like he was part of the so-called Vessel. Without him, she would have died long ago at the top of Ēlektōr, and Mania’s terror would have endured. The world would be no different than it had been when her parents were murdered.


    “I know you don’t want to hear this,” said Damian, “but we just heard from the councilman that Ares escaped his cell. Last night, he thinks. You’re not safe, Chloe. We need to do something, and we need to do it now.”


    It had been three days since anyone had heard from or seen anything of the rebel spirits. In light of the recent tragedies, Mount Aetna’s eruption and the reemergence of the pantheon seemed almost like a bad dream Chloe was only now waking up from. And yet all she had to do was think of the source of those tragedies—Ares’ cold, unfeeling face—to remember that the nightmare was all too terribly real. Mania might have been evil, but she’d been taught by the best.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    



OATH


    Eione had never been to the Xirolakos Valley before. Or, if she had, her drug-induced stupor had prevented her from realizing it. With low-hanging clouds blocking the sky and flurries of snow coming down, she had half a mind to think she was at Pantheon, standing on the peak of Olympus. But the gods’ ascension was still far off. They needed more followers, and she intended to help acquire them.


    The valley was a veritable fortress, covered with walls and towers taller than any she’d ever seen. Thick, bronze-sheathed doors were opened wide, as if welcoming invaders or inviting curious hikers to trespass. As she passed through the doors, her nostrils filled with the smell of smoke, incense and burning meat. Sacrifices were being made, which could only mean one thing: the gods’ presence was known in Petros, at least by the few who’d been waiting for it.


    “Princess Eione.”


    Eione’s eyes flashed to a cluster of white stone palaces shining in the distance, each one like a pearl shimmering in the torchlight around them. “Athena,” she said, bowing as the goddess appeared before her, clad in a plain chiton and bronze cuirass, her black hair tied in a knot at the crown of her head. “It is I. I come as a friend, to offer myself in thrall to the eternal Titans and peerless Olympians.”


    Athena nodded, her piercing eyes like the slate-covered waves of home. “Does your father know you are here?”


    “My father is Zeus. My grandfather, Cronus.” Eione stared at the goddess, trying to ignore the twinge of regret in her utterance. “Nereus…” She hesitated, just long enough for Athena to tilt her chin. “Nereus is a traitor.”


    Athena cast a furtive glance around the citadel before floating toward Eione, landing a mere handsbreadth away from her. “Consider well what you’re doing. There’s no going back.” She drew her sword and dragged its tip along the sandy street. “Here,” she said, indicating the line, “is where you choose your fate, how the world shall remember you.”


    “I have considered,” Eione said, willing her voice to match the earnestness of Athena’s. “My allegiance has and will always be to the greatest of the gods. My father has made his choice, and I care not if that choice sends him back to Tartarus.” She looked down at the line, held her breath and stepped over it coolly.


    “Then it is done.” Athena erased the line with a roll of her fingers then took Eione’s hand. “Zeus will wish to see you now.”


    Cold snowflakes kissed their skin as they flew to the only palace encircled by brazen walls. They landed in the courtyard before rows of golden doors and silver pillars. Flaming cressets lined the colonnade, giving the palace the air of a holy temple.


    Below the cornice, a sapphire frieze wrapped around the walls, decorated with bas-reliefs of the twelve Titans and nine Olympians still welcome on the mountain. The image of Hephaestus, the god who was assumed to have constructed this palace and all those surrounding it, was hardly discernible between the dazzling marble forms of Aphrodite and Artemis; his back was turned from the viewer, hunched over an anvil with a hammer raised over his head.


    The flames of the cressets weaved and danced as the wind of their flight sped Athena and Eione through the closed doors into the megaron, the room reserved in every spirit’s home for eating and drinking and arguing, at least in Eione’s experience.


    “Victory is won only when we are all wedded to a single, indivisible purpose,” boomed Zeus’ voice.


    Eione saw him sitting on a golden throne beside Cronus. Each was robed in purple, and they had laurel wreathes atop their heads. It was the younger man who spoke.


    “You Titans and we Olympians must maintain our alliance,” Zeus said, glancing at Athena and Eione before turning to the radiant gods gathered before him. “Even when the new dawn has come and Pantheon lies wide before us.”


    The gods and goddesses murmured to one another. It had been eons since the two factions had been one, and it stirred the ichor in Eione’s veins to imagine them being so again.


    “No more feasting separately.” Zeus indicated the man seated next to him. “My father, Cronus, and I have agreed to share our tables equally, together. It is avarice and pride that drove a wedge between us, so it shall be munificence and humility that rips it out.”


    There was more murmuring, and a few half-angry voices, but no god had the courage to speak against cloud-gathering Zeus.


    “If you object to our proposition of peace, you will leave Xirolakos at once and do your best to avoid us for the rest of your endless days.” Zeus’ broad brow furrowed as his brooding eyes scanned every face, resting on each for what felt like minutes. “Very well. It seems we are all of one mind. Let us swear now never to change it.”


    He nodded to a servant boy standing in the corner, the only one in their midst with an unremarkable mortal frame. “Hector, you may bring it now.” Zeus stepped off the dais and floated to the torch-encircled altar.


    Hector, dressed as a servant in a linen, ankle-length tunic, disappeared into the hallway and returned seconds later with a white goat trailing behind him. He led it to the altar where, just after stroking its docile head, Zeus took a knife and slashed its throat. Without a sound, the creature collapsed, its dark blood pouring into the silver bowl Hector held beneath it.


    One by one, each god went to the altar and marked their wrists with the goat’s spilled blood, binding them to one another.


    “Princess,” Zeus said to Eione, as Hector carried the goat’s body away. “It is your turn.”


    Athena nudged Eione forward, then followed behind her as Eione made the long walk to the altar, her eyes fixed on the gray marble floors.


    Zeus held out his hand for Eione to take. She did so, and kissed his smooth, spotless hand, pristine as a statue’s. She was glad when he spoke first, for her tongue was like a stone.


    “Brave Eione.” Even at a whisper, his voice thundered. Eione wondered if thunder itself was not confined within, primed to shake the skies with a single shout. “It’s unfortunate that it was not your father who brought you here this day. Thankfully he’s one of the shrewdest among us. I have no doubt he will do nothing to incur my wrath.”


    “Yes, my king,” Eione said. She’d never felt more ugly or inferior in all her life. Compared to the flawless gods around her, arrayed in robes brilliantly dyed and with faces more beauteous than all the Nereids’ combined, she was as a beggar who’d washed up like a lump of flotsam on their shores. Her salt-water scent, which had once smelled so sweet to her, was now rotten, soured by the realization that she’d never been a goddess after all, not a true one.


    “Your mercy is unrivaled,” she said, referring to his mercy on both her father and her own humiliating homeliness.


    “Do you swear your allegiance to the Titans and Olympians, and hereby divorce yourself from the house of Nereus?”


    “I do.” Eione dipped her finger into the blood-filled bowl and dabbed both wrists until her ice-blue veins were covered.


    “And I swear my loyalty, Father,” said Athena, gingerly smearing her white wrists red.


    Zeus smiled. “You, dear daughter, are perhaps the only one whose fidelity I never question.”


    Although the war goddess tried not to show it, it was clear that his words pleased Athena greatly. No god would fail to blush with flattery at such affirmation.


    When the bowl was drained, the Olympians seated themselves on wide, pillowed benches and mingled. They spoke in light, ebullient voices, sounding relieved that Zeus’ temper had not been roused. Hector weaved between them, offering goblets of nectar and bite-size pieces of ambrosia.


    Zeus took Eione by the arm and led her to the eastern wall, on which hung a tapestry of eagles. “Speak truthfully, Eione. Do you know if your father is neutral? Or has he, as my heart fears, sided with the Ashers?”


    Eione had known the question was coming and was resigned to answering promptly. No matter if it took a thousand years, she would damn every last ounce of affection for her father.


    “It is the latter, Father Zeus. The last time I was with him, he was advising the time-traveling Asher, the girl Chloe, to act hastily to impede you.”


    Zeus’ irises darkened until Eione could have sworn cyclones were spiraling within them. “Impede me…” The knuckles of his storm-filled fists turned white as ocean foam. “How will she seek to do this?”


    “I do not know.” Without thinking, Eione cowered, fearing he would strike her for her ignorance.


    “Don’t be afraid.” His fists relaxed. The cyclones in his eyes broke apart. “Who informed the Ashers of my plan?”


    Eione was tempted to contrive an answer. She didn’t want to disappoint him again, yet neither did she want to be found out as a liar. “The only reasonable assumption is that Duna sent one of his messengers to warn them.” Feeling someone watching her, she turned to see Athena approaching, the war goddess’s skin luminous, as if dusted with starlight.


    “Should I show the princess to her chambers, Father?” Athena asked.


    “Not yet.” Zeus gazed up at the tapestry, as if one of its eagles might reveal a portent at any moment. “I’m afraid she’ll have to wait a while longer before resting.”


    Eione tucked her hair behind her ears. Unwittingly, she’d been using it to shield herself from Zeus’ scrutiny. She feared that the second he detected anything questionable about her, she would find herself in Tartarus, or at the mercy of some diabolical beast whose sole purpose was to torture the unkillable immortals.


    “What would you have me do?” Eione asked, a trembling mouse before a merciless lion.


    Zeus stepped closer, the torchlight behind her warming his skin to gold. “Duna has messengers, as I used to have.” His face dimmed as he called one to mind. “Hermes.”


    Athena’s long arm snaked its way under her father’s. “My brother will pay for his sins in due course. I will see to it personally.” Her voice, low and lovely, comforted Eione, even though it was not directed at her. “Perhaps my brave cousin could take his place.”


    Eione stiffened. This, too, she had expected, and yet to hear the idea discussed by these two was enough to make her regret ever coming here in the first place. What if she failed them? Surely Zeus would not show mercy then, not with the future of Olympus at stake.


    The sea nymph shuddered as she watched Zeus’ lips form the word yes. “Yes?” she echoed, her throat closing as every shred of bravery she might have possessed flew out of her.


    “You will be my messenger.” It was clear by his tone that this was not a suggestion but a command. “You must go to your father under the pretense of reconciliation. When you have regained his trust, inquire of the Ashers’ strategy. If Ares does his job, the time traveler will be dead soon enough, but we cannot assume that killing her will put an end to any incipient revolts. The more we know, the better.”


    The cool, crisp air of the hall streamed like water into Eione’s mouth, dissolving the anxiety that had been plaguing her. She turned her wrists to the roof and stared down at them, admiring how pretty the blood looked, as if an artist had painted it on. “It’s a brilliant plan, Father Zeus.”


    Already, Eione’s mind was imagining her name being whispered among the gods and circulating through the streets of Petros. She would be remembered, respected as the only sea nymph ever to ascend to the ranks of Olympus. Soon, very soon, she would prove herself worthy of becoming a goddess, and her life in the Great Sea would fade into the fog of memory.


    “Come.” Athena left her father’s side and took Eione’s hand. “Have some nectar before your journey.”


    Arm in arm, the goddess and the sea nymph floated across the floor until they came to Hector standing in the center of the room; he was stony-faced and still, as if he’d just been winked at by Medusa.


    “Nectar for my new sister,” ordered Athena.


    Eione could hardly believe that Hector was an Asher. Like his cousin Chloe, he was plain to look at, neither brawny nor tall, and with mousy hair that matched his vacant eyes. But at least Chloe had spirit. This one looked as if he was slow in the head. He stared blankly at them, and Eione wondered why Athena did not strike him for his rudeness.


    “Nectar.” Athena repeated the word twice more, each time louder and slower than the last. She pointed at the amphora sitting on the ivory pedestal behind him.


    “Is he simple?” Eione had said it loudly enough for Hector to hear, but he didn’t seem to understand, much less be offended.


    “Forgetful is a better word.” Athena opened her left hand and moved her right in a circle above it, creating a black-glazed cup with red-clay designs of wreaths and garlands etched across its middle. “Ares had him drink from the Lethe.” She smiled, watching Hector fill the goblet. “Beyond how to sit and speak and eat and sleep, he knows absolutely nothing.”


    Eione took the cup and held it close, watching the bright red liquid shimmer as it swirled inside. “How brilliant,” she said, “and merciful, to be sure. For now he will bear no guilt when the Ashers fall because he won’t even know their faces.” She took a sip and tried not to grimace at the bitterness. “It’s quite different than the nectar we drink in the sea.” She coughed so loudly that the gods beside her turned to look.


    “You’ll get used to it.” Athena smiled, clearly amused by Eione’s discomfort.


    The sea nymph drank again, feeling a strange, euphoric peace flow through her. She forgot all about the dreadful taste and drank until she could see the bottom of the goblet and the golden words written there: What is your father’s name?


    Eione opened her mouth to answer, but her mind was utterly blank. Not only was she unable to recall whom her father was, but she couldn’t think of any name but her own. Oddest of all, she didn’t care.
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    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    



TARTARUS


    Hector bit the inside of his lip to keep from smiling. It had worked. It had really worked. Whatever spell Athena had cast had erased Eione’s memory while simultaneously restoring his. He tried not to flinch or drop the amphora as blood pounded in his brain, pricking his skull as wave after wave of memories flooded in. He remembered Athena telling him this would happen. He remembered her telling him to trust her.


    I’m seventeen years old. I live in Eirene. Charissa is my mother. Philip is my father.


    And then he remembered: his father was dead, murdered by the god of war, who was now laughing, hyena-like, as Dionysus made lewd gestures while dancing with Aphrodite.


    “Act as you were before,” Athena whispered.


    “How was I acting before?”


    “Like a dumb post.” She turned to Eione. “Come, princess, it’s time to send you on your errand. Wave goodbye to Father Zeus.”


    Eione smiled the carefree, contented smile of someone who had just woken up from the sweetest of dreams. She tried to take a drink from her cup, frowning when she discovered it was empty.


    Hector refilled it, putting on his best dumb-post face.


    “Thank you. That’s very kind. Are you Father Zeus?”


    He laughed, and Athena jabbed him in the ribs with her sharp elbow. “No, I’m not. I’m Hector.” He pointed across the room to the dais where Zeus and Cronus stood. “That’s Zeus, the younger one.”


    Sensing their eyes on him, Zeus inclined his head and raised his golden cup.


    “Farewell, Father Zeus, I’m going on my errand,” Eione said. With any luck, Zeus would chalk up her giddiness to mere excitement and not the lingering effects of the Lethe.


    He nodded again, and then quickly dismissed her with a wave of his hand.


    Athena let out her breath and said to Hector, “Stay here with her while I speak with Zeus.” In a matter of seconds, she was standing on the dais.


    Hector forced himself not to stare; instead he focused on the lion-shaped legs of an empty oak-wood bench.


    “What is your name?” Eione asked. “And why do you look so different from all the rest?” Her hand swung toward the gods and goddesses reveling behind her.


    “My name is Hector. And I look different because they’re gods.”


    “And you are not?”


    He shook his head.


    Eione’s bottom lip protruded as her eyebrows rose in pity. “That’s too bad.”


    He tried not to show how her words stung him. His mind replayed all the races he’d lost, all the insults the rival runners, even his own teammates, had hurled at him; the looks of disappointment his father had tried unsuccessfully to hide. He’d felt like this all his life: inadequate, inferior, invisible. Not until his win against Gino had he actually felt like his life mattered. And when Ares had shown up and taught him about his doma, he was sure he’d be the most famous Asher of all. How stupid and selfish he’d been, too blinded by his own wounded ego to see that he was being used, manipulated from the start.


    If he were destined to die at the hands of the gods, he resolved, he would die fighting, not begging for his life. At least, that’s what he wished was his attitude. The truth was, he’d been intimidated time and again by Ares and Zeus. Every time he’d spoken up or acted out against them, they’d pinned him more firmly beneath their thumbs, using threats and fear to bend him to their will.


    But all that changed when he prayed to Duna in those fleeting seconds before Ares dunked his head into the Lethe. Help me, had been his last thought before his memories rushed out of him, disappearing in the wide river’s current. The next thing he knew, he was being sped out of Hades, given a servant’s tunic, and told by Ares to hand over the dýnami.


    “You’ll use it when I tell you,” Ares had said.


    Hector hadn’t had a clue what the dýnami was for and Ares had to reach into Hector’s pocket himself to retrieve it.


    Athena had been right. He’d been effectively lobotomized, turned into a detached, emotionless robot whose sole purpose was to take orders and keep quiet. He couldn’t help but wonder if Eione was like he had been before he realized he was just a cog in Zeus’ globe-dominating machine. Did she also feel like a disappointment, constantly trying to prove herself but always failing? Was her decision to help the pantheon an attempt to achieve greatness or earn a better reputation?


    “We must go now.” Athena’s icy hand on his arm jolted him, tearing his gaze from the bench. “Hector, are you all right?”


    He nodded and glanced at Eione, who was swaying to the lilting tune of Dionysus’ lyre. “Will she always be like this, or will you heal her when all this is done?”


    “If I’m around to heal her, then I will.”


    It was then that Hector saw Athena for the brave, freethinking goddess she was. Ares, for all his vaunting and strength and impressive armor, was a lackey just like Hector. By his own admission, Ares was doing all of this to win favor with the gods after doing who knew what to vex them in ages past. The only thing Ares cared about was being accepted, and he would do anything and kill anyone to achieve that. Athena, on the other hand, was Zeus’ favorite child and yet here she was, risking everything to help the mortals, and for what?


    “Follow me,” Athena said. She exhaled as if extinguishing candles on a birthday cake and blew the bronze doors open.


    The other gods, too immersed in their drinking and merrymaking, didn’t so much as look up as the three of them sped swiftly out of the citadel. Athena wasn’t known as the most intelligent goddess for nothing; her family had no idea they’d just been betrayed.
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    They traveled in a cloud like Ares’, swooping and weaving through the high-walled fortress until they were a safe distance from Olympus and could sail smoothly over the plains.


    “Where are we going?” Hector asked Athena for the fifth time in half an hour, and there was still no answer.


    Eione couldn’t care less where they were going. Her head was sticking out of the cloud and she was giggling like a child on its first amusement-park ride. Another half-hour later, the walls inside the cloud began to thicken and the air got hotter. Athena pulled Eione back inside the cloud and commanded her to sit still.


    Neither Athena nor Eione seemed to be sweating like Hector, and then he remembered that both were cold by nature. It would probably take the flames of Tartarus or the Phlegethon River to make them perspire.


    “You’re taking us to Hades, aren’t you?” he said to Athena, his heart pounding in his chest as beads of sweat dripped down his back. He would’ve ripped off the linen tunic had he not been naked beneath.


    “Deeper,” Athena replied.


    He jumped at his own reflection flashing in the back of her helmet. “Tartarus?”


    When Ares had taken him into Hades, Hector had only seen the Fields of Asphodel, the sector reserved for souls who had not chosen to follow Duna and yet were not evil enough to be consigned to the abyss. Tartarus, Hector knew, he would not survive.


    “You know I’ll die in there, right?” Despite Athena’s orders to Eione, he peeked out of the cloud. He’d rather jump out than set foot in a place that would incinerate him in minutes. But it was too dark to see even his own hand waving in front of his face. For all he knew, he could leap and land smack dab in the center of the fiery Phlegethon.


    “Do you want a harpy to snatch you by your toes?” Athena reached back and gripped the nape of his neck, pulling him to safety. A bone-chilling shriek blared outside the cloud. “Use the dýnami,” she told him. “It’ll protect you from the fire.”


    “I don’t have it. Ares made me give it to—”


    Still facing the front of the cloud, Athena threw the dýnami over her shoulder. It landed softly between Hector’s bare feet. “My brother notices nothing when he’s drunk.”


    “And what’s he going to do when he realizes it’s gone?”


    “The same thing he’ll do when he realizes you’re gone. I told Zeus I’d show you to your quarters before supervising Eione’s meeting with Nereus.”


    Hector ran a hand through his sweaty hair. “So that will buy us, what, an hour maybe?”


    “Don’t fret over things you can’t change, Hector. The time we have is the time we have.”


    Eione made a sound of utter disgust, and covered her nose against the awful stench of sulfur pervading the cloud. Hector did the same.


    “The dýnami, Hector,” Athena shouted. “We’re getting close.”


    Hector gripped the dýnami in his hand, feeling it buzz and vibrate as it had the first time he’d held it. He closed his eyes and did as he had in the Lethe: prayed. Duna, if you can hear me down here, please let this thing protect me. I don’t want to die.


    The heat disappeared in an instant and his temperature normalized. He wasn’t sweating anymore. The suffocating humidity was gone, or was at least unnoticeable.


    “Your skin.” Eione was pointing at his arm, her naïve eyes wide and glittering with delight.


    Hector looked down and saw a goopy, sludge-like substance adhering to his body like a thick coat of paint. It had already covered his arms and was now crawling across his legs and up his neck. He could feel it curling around his ears, even creeping up his nostrils. He hoped it would quash the rotten smell of the Underworld.


    “What is this stuff?” he asked Athena.


    She turned to him, neither amused nor alarmed by his appearance. “You’ll have to ask the All-Powerful.”


    The cloud landed on a rocky outcrop with a jarring thud and began to disintegrate. Red magma gushed along endless miles of cliff faces that stretched up to Petros’s mantle. A blazing river was flowing furiously between two narrow strands of black scorched rock. There was not a soul in sight; it was as though they were buried in the current.


    “It’s beautiful,” Eione said, clapping her hands at the sight, twirling around to take it all in.


    Hector thought it might have seemed beautiful to him as well, if he hadn’t known what lava could do to a person. Ignorance really was bliss.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY


    



HECATONCHIRES


    Make a bridge, Hector.” Athena towered above Hector, her cool gaze sweeping over the smoldering scene.


    “Can’t you make a bridge?” He had seen her create a goblet out of nothing, not to mention restore his memory, so surely she could make something as simple and straightforward as a bridge.


    “Our powers don’t operate here in Tartarus. Don’t you think we would’ve escaped a long time ago if they did?”


    Hector shrugged. “I’ll try.” He stepped forward and stretched his hands out over the river. He doubted it made any difference how he positioned his arms, but he did feel more powerful this way.


    Bridge, he thought. Wood—no, stone. He laughed with amazement as a stone foundation materialized at his feet, followed by another on the charred sliver of shore on the opposite side.


    “Good.” Athena’s red lips were pulled ever so slightly into a smile. “Keep going.”


    Hector gripped the dýnami, feeling its heat pulse and pound like a heartbeat in his hand. Seconds later, a perfect bridge began to take shape, ancient-looking like the ones he’d seen in history books, replete with a corbel arch in its center. When he was sure it was done, he lowered his hands and tried not to grin like a fool; Eione was already smiling enough for the both of them.


    “That was amazing,” Eione said. “Can I do that?”


    “Not yet.” Hector was unable to suppress his pity for her. He was tempted to tell her that she possessed the power to fly through the air and breathe underwater, but he knew Athena would disapprove. As far as Athena was concerned, Eione was dangerous and untrustworthy no matter what state of mind she was in.


    Athena nudged him with the pommel of her sword. “Don’t give her false hope.” Then she stepped onto the bridge and, without hesitation, strode across it.


    Eione followed hastily, like a duckling after its mother, stopping every few steps to marvel at the magma raging in protest against the walls.


    “Keep going, Eione,” Hector yelled, afraid she might wander over to the side and dive in. He rushed to catch up and then led her by the hand the rest of the way. “Don’t go near the magma. It’ll burn you.”


    “What is burn?” Eione asked. Athena pinched the skin of Eione’s elbow, and she yelped and jerked her arm. “Ouch!”


    “Burn is like that,” said Athena. “Only much, much worse. Keep your hands to yourself. Do you understand?”


    Eione nodded and stepped closer to Hector, frowning at the flames she’d been so enthralled by. “What was that?” She stopped suddenly, her hands jumping to Hector’s sides. He could feel her cold breath through his tunic.


    Athena halted and took off her helmet. She cupped her ear to listen. “The Hecatonchires.”


    “Do I even want to know what they are?” Hector was sure he could see the hairs on her neck standing on end.


    “Do they burn?” Eione said.


    And then Hector heard it: a roar, a scream, and a high-pitched howl that all blended into a horrific cacophony.


    Athena, sensing his trepidation, turned to him and laid a firm hand on his shoulder. “You can defeat them,” she said. “They have fifty heads and a hundred hands each. All you have to do is use the speed of your ancestor and my sword.” She drew her sword and placed it in his hands.


    At first he needed both hands to hold it, and even then it was still heavy, but after a few minutes the dýnami took over, just as it had with Ares’ spear. It felt as light as a twig.


    “Put the dýnami in your satchel,” Athena said. “You can’t risk dropping it.”


    Hector untied the leather sack on his belt and secured the dýnami inside. “I’ve never used a sword before. I think you’d better—”


    The monsters screamed again, the force of their voices curling the magma waves, sending them dangerously close to the paltry strip of rock the three stood upon. Eione huddled closer to the other two, her wide eyes terrified as she stared at the red-hot current creeping toward her feet.


    “Look, Hector.” Athena pointed at the bridge. “You built a bridge without moving a muscle. You’re holding my sword with ease. You must have faith that you can defeat the hundred-handed ones. It’s our only way to…”


    She hesitated, then dropped her hand from Hector’s shoulder and looked at Eione. “Stay close to me. Don’t run. As you can see, the fire has a mind of its own.”


    As if waiting for its cue, a plume of lava shot up like a geyser behind them, hissing like a snake as the bright flames sprayed the air. Half a dozen such eruptions popped up on either side of it, each one spinning counterclockwise, upsetting the river below.


    “We have to go,” Athena yelled.


    Hector knew it wouldn’t do any good to object now. The river knew they were trespassing, and even the cliffs were starting to rumble. He could feel adrenaline surging through his system. In any other high-stakes scenario he would have the choice between fight and flight, but he knew only one of those options was available now. He gripped the sword and ran toward the cries of the Hecatonchires.


    “Cut off their heads first, Hector,” Athena shouted.


    Her voice seemed far away, and then he realized that his legs and arms were nothing but amorphous blurs of movement. He was moving at superhuman speed and couldn’t feel a thing, not even the slightest cramp in his lungs or burning tightness in his thighs. I wish Dad could see me now.


    He slowed when he saw them, three ferocious creatures as tall as the oaks in the Folóï Forest. Fifty heads protruded from the pasty trunk of each body, gnashing their wolf-like teeth when they weren’t unleashing that ear-splitting noise. A hundred arms, dripping with sweat and bulging with muscles, jutted out from each beast’s sides and swung like branches in a summer storm.


    Hector had no doubt that just one of those hands could crush his skull with a single squeeze. On the bright side, they didn’t have swords—and he just remembered that he did.


    He glanced down at the satchel on his hip and prayed silently for it to stay there. He still had no idea why Athena wanted these ugly dudes dead, let alone why she’d brought them here, but she’d won his trust a long time ago. He couldn’t back down now. Do it, Hector.


    The giants were looking straight at him; one hundred and fifty heads grinning as saliva dribbled down their chins. Not only were they bloodthirsty, he thought, but they looked hungry, too.


    The center giant possessed a larger head than the others, which rested in the exact center of his chest. The head was also less crazed-looking. The giant opened his mouth to speak, and the other heads turned to watch.


    “A mortal? How marvelous.” His eyes flashed red, and all the other eyes followed suit. “We have killed and roasted the immortals for sport, but they have the pesky habit of springing back to life.”


    All the heads chortled in unison, though the sound was more akin to wailing than laughter.


    “You’re lucky, my friend. The prisoners here beg for death,” the giant said, gesturing to a looming basalt gate behind him. “If they were mortal, they would only suffer once. But we have turned immortality into a curse for them—we break their bones and burn their flesh from them whenever our hands grow restless. And as you might imagine, such occasions are frequent in these putrid depths.”


    Hector pushed his tongue to the roof of his mouth and drove his heels into the hot, hard ground. Everything in him was urging him to run away, everything but the dýnami, the heat of which he could feel radiating against his hipbone.


    Their heads, go for their heads.


    Hector knew which head to go for first. Maybe if he silenced the giant who had spoken, the others would become disoriented, or at least confused. He needed any advantage he could get.


    “Won’t you introduce yourself?” the Hecatonchire said. “I am Briareous the Strong. These two”—his hands pointed left and right—“are my brothers, Kottos the Fighter and Gyges the Curved.”


    “Curved?” Hector said. “The other names are pretty cool, but curved?”


    Gyges turned ninety degrees, exposing his ribs. They were grotesquely concave, as if a huge chunk had been taken out of him. A long lurid scar traveled from his pelvis all the way up to his armpit.


    “It’s not his original name,” said Briareous. “That was forgotten after the incident of which we do not speak, although when we speak his name or see his side, we do remember it.”


    Hector gave his best over-confident smile, although he felt like a hamster standing up to elephants. “So he almost got his ass kicked, right?”


    Briareous smiled, exposing razor-sharp teeth and swollen gums the color of moldy bread. “You should’ve seen the dolt who opposed us. It took nearly a week for life to return to him. But then again, mortals’ spirits are as weak as their wine.”


    Mortals’ spirits. So whoever had fought them had been mortal, too. And maybe a rogue Asher like him.


    Kottos signed something to Briareous with one of his gargantuan arms.


    “My brother insists you are an Asher,” said Briareous.


    All fifty heads on Gyges’ body snarled. The ichor boiled beneath the scar that ran down his side. He looked ready to exact his vengeance.


    Hector took a deep breath and leaned forward. It was now or never.


    Just like before, he couldn’t feel his legs sprinting or his arms pumping at his sides. As if he were running across flat pavement, he scaled Briareous’s body easily and continued racing around it, zigzagging up and down, whipping the giant into a frenzy. Briareous bellowed and jumped forward and backward, sweeping his arms up and down his chest and shoulders, shaking himself like a wet dog. One flick and Hector would fall fifty feet.


    But Hector didn’t fall. Although his body was moving fast, his eyes saw everything unraveling in slow motion. When he was sure that Briareous was sufficiently dizzy and disoriented, Hector raced to the top of the centermost head and dragged the blade across its neck.


    The head dropped like a ripe coconut.


    Hector looked away before he could see it split open on the ground. He was too shocked to realize that Athena’s sword had slid from his hand and was now clattering beside Briareous’s stumbling feet. The giant was starting to sway. The eyes on all the other heads were rolled back in their sockets. In seconds, Briareous would go down like a rotten tree.


    Hector sped down the giant’s left side, using his lifeless hands as stepping stones. He grabbed the sword and backed away as Briareous collapsed, falling with the force of an imploding building. Even his two brothers were nearly knocked off their feet and had to grasp each other’s arms for stability. They let out a terrible cry as thick tears streamed down their faces.


    “Kill them!”


    Hector turned to see Athena standing a safe distance away. Eione was hiding behind her.


    The two Hecatonchires fell to their knees and their hands lifted swiftly in surrender. The hands nearest their abdomens were clasped together, pleading with him to show mercy.


    “They’re surrendering,” Hector called to Athena. “I’ve already defeated them. There’s no need to—”


    “You fool.” Athena marched forward, ripped the sword from his hand and pointed it at his throat. She was more like Ares than he’d thought. “This lie is older than Cronus himself. They know how weak you mortals are. They know how easily you can be manipulated.”


    Hector looked at the giants. They were trembling, in fear of their lives.


    “Trust me, Hector,” said Athena. “You’ll die here if you show them pity. Even if we do escape unharmed, who’s to say Zeus won’t unleash the Hecatonchires to terrorize the upper realm?”


    Hector’s gaze fell to the sword, its tip stained red with Briareous’s blood. His mind flashed back to Ares, standing in his living room over his father’s dead body and wiping the blood off his spear.


    “This is war, Hector,” Athena said. “Take no prisoners. Show no mercy.” She nodded to him and handed over the sword.


    “After war is peace, right?”


    Athena smiled, a sad, pensive curve of her mouth, as though she were envisioning all the battles she’d fought and armies she’d seen crumble. “It depends which side wins.”


    “All right.”


    Ridding his mind of pity, Hector raised his sword and charged the monsters.


    Eione screamed for him to stop. She had never seen death before but, despite the mystical power of the Lethe, she knew it was horrifying, and that killing, no matter the context or the cause, was the most heinous of all its forms.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


    



MOONBOW


    I’m very sorry for your loss.” The councilman reached over his desk and turned down the classical piano music playing through the wireless speaker. “A loss to all of us, really.”


    Chloe had been in this office plenty of times. At least, that’s what she’d been told. She could only remember visiting a month ago, right after she returned from the old timeline. Right after she, Damian and Ethan had realized that Mania’s son Hermogenes was now the venerated councilman, a man they’d reviled in their former timeline. Looking at him even now, Chloe had to resist the impulse to run or call for help.


    Minus the fact that he’d swapped his stuffy chasuble for a tailored business suit, he looked exactly the same—feeble and pale, with broad shoulders and a cleft chin just like his father’s. Chloe could see the orangey foundation line below his crêpey jawline, probably applied by one of his assistants in an effort to enliven his looks a bit. It only took one glance at his veiny, arthritic hands to know the man was quite literally ancient. He was the oldest mortal living, and he definitely looked it.


    “Ethan is a hero,” he said, watching Lydia reach for a tissue. He plucked one from the box and handed it to her. “He will be honored at every festival this year, and at many more to come.”


    “With all due respect…” Chloe began, pausing to ensure that it was acceptable to challenge him. He smiled softly and sat down in his high-back burgundy chair. “If we don’t stop the rebel spirits,” she continued, “Ethan’s death was in vain.” She looked down at her chewed-off nails, preparing to say aloud what had been on her mind since the funeral. “If this plan doesn’t work, I’m going to go back and stop his death, with or without Damian’s help.”


    Lydia sucked back a sob and blew it out into the tissue. “Chloe, you can’t.” She put a hand on Chloe’s knee.


    “This plan,” the councilman said, stroking his wispy white goatee, “who thought of it?”


    Chloe could see in his eyes he already knew the answer. “Carya. Well, Duna, technically.”


    “And you fear a plan from the infallible creator might somehow be fallible?”


    Chloe sat up straighter, feeling her defense mechanisms kicking in. “No, and I hope you’ll forgive me if I implied that. I just mean I might fail. I’m the fallible one.”


    The councilman gave a knowing smile. Chloe assumed he’d lived long enough to know something of grief, self-doubt, and feelings of inadequacy. She knew the All-Powerful was on her side. She knew he’d never failed her before. And somewhere deep inside, she knew that even Ethan’s death would prove part of the All-Powerful’s greater plan.


    Despite those reassurances, she felt irredeemably defeated, like she was standing at the foot of a mountain that made Olympus look like an anthill. She needed another of Athena’s less-than-winsome pep talks to yank her out of this slump.


    “The Ashers don’t stand a chance with such faithless leaders as this,” Chloe said. “That’s what Athena told me. Did your father tell you she paid us a visit?”


    The councilman nodded.


    The air in the room suddenly got colder. The councilman went to the windows overlooking downtown Eirene. “Strange. Normally when my father visits, he knocks here, on the glass.”


    “It isn’t Hermes,” came a woman’s voice: Athena.


    Chloe jumped to her feet.


    A cloud appeared before the bookshelf, stretching from floor to ceiling. Several voices whispered from within it as eager hands broke apart the vaporous walls to see where they’d arrived.


    “Hector?” Chloe said, recognizing his voice among the rest.


    The room grew quiet as all eyes watched the young man exit the cloud. Hector’s skin was coated in a thick tar-like slime and his tunic was tattered and filthy.


    “Yes, it’s me,” he said to Chloe. “I’m so sorry for—”


    Chloe raised a hand. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s okay if Ares coerced you into attempting murder but have escaped somehow and want to make amends. It’s not okay if you’re here for round two.”


    Hector laughed a little and picked at the black stuff peeling off his skin. “I’m not.” Before he could say more, a woman’s hand reached out and grabbed his arm to steady herself.


    Chloe blinked twice to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. The woman had long, dark glossy hair that appeared to be kissed from roots to ends with shimmering drops of water. “Eione? Who else do you have in there? Jason? Herakles? The entire Argonaut crew?”


    The sea nymph, her white skin luminous beside Hector’s begrimed body, looked at Chloe and frowned. “You must be mortal, too.”


    “Of course I’m mortal. I’m Chloe. You know, one of the ones you took the dýnami from.” She felt her cheeks get hot and her upper lip start sweating. “The other one is dead.”


    Chloe had only felt this level of hatred a few times before. In the old timeline, when she’d found out Orpheus had lured her to Circe’s island and then to the River Styx. When Hermes had dropped her off in Asphodel to rot. And when the councilman—the evil version of him—had confessed to murdering her parents.


    It was a feeling like no other, more like an all-consuming illness than an emotion. It tightened her stomach into a tangled, nauseated ball, and made her itch and burn with fever from the inside out. Her mouth was thick with saliva, and her temples throbbed, as if either side of her head was being used as a punching bag. Her vision blurred and, afraid of fainting, she fell back into her chair.


    This had happened before, but the symptoms had never come on so quickly or been so acute. Like any headache or bout of nausea, in the past she had simply let them pass. Or rather, she’d allowed herself to forget them as she became distracted with other things, like surviving Hades, defeating Mania, and falling head over heels in love. But there was only so much a person could take.


    She willed her vision to clear and refocused on Eione’s face. “You killed him. Don’t you even care?” She lunged forward, her heart ready to explode, her fist ready to make a blow. “I was going to marry him.”


    “Eione doesn’t remember you.” The coolness of Athena’s voice seemed to frighten the mist, which settled over the carpet like a dense, low-lying fog. “She drank from the Lethe. I’ll explain later.”


    Chloe’s glance shot to Hector.


    “It’s true,” he said. “Eione has no idea what’s going on.”


    “You’re accusing the wrong person of killing,” Eione said, crossing her willowy arms. She jerked a thumb toward Hector. “I just watched a mortal slay the Hecatonchires.”


    “Too bad her self-righteous attitude didn’t get erased,” Chloe muttered.


    Eione just glared at her.


    The councilman cleared his throat, bracing himself on the edge of his desk as he stood. “I know who the three of you are, but tell me, who is he?” He pointed to yet another of Athena’s passengers still half-covered with ash.


    Chloe had been too preoccupied with Hector and Eione to notice the young man, but now Athena raised her hand and wiped away the smudges of ash, revealing a young man’s face, which was crisscrossed with thin, white web-like scars.


    “He was the only Asher in Tartarus,” Athena said.


    “I am Straton,” he said. He had been in Tartarus, and hadn’t had a drink for many days.


    Lydia jolted and sprang from her chair. She pulled a water bottle from the mini refrigerator in the corner and delivered it to Straton.


    “Thank you,” he said. “I emptied the amphoras Athena gave me and still my thirst has not been slaked.”


    “I’m a little thirsty, too,” said Hector. He went to the fridge and pulled out a soda. He offered one to Eione, but she only curled her lips in indignation.


    Lydia did not so much as glance at Hector, but it took little imagination for Chloe to figure out why. He was Lydia’s Eione, the one responsible for taking away her only son.


    The councilman scratched his speckled scalp and listened, seemingly without a worry in the world, to the crescendo of the piano music. He smiled when he saw Straton’s eyes close, pleased that the young man seemed to be listening, too. “My lips will shout with sounds of jubilation,” the councilman sang along to the piano, “when I sing praise to you, I whom you have rescued.”


    “Old man, stop mumbling and listen to me.” Athena pointed at the stereo and made a pounding motion in the air, as if striking a gavel. The music stopped. “Hector told me he coerced that woman into handing over the sacred jars.”


    Lydia brought a hand to her mouth, but did not move.


    “You don’t need me to tell you what will happen if and when Zeus destroys them,” Athena said.


    “What will happen?” Chloe and Lydia asked in unison.


    Athena’s eyes stayed on the councilman. “Go ahead.”


    The councilman sighed and looked at Chloe with tired, red-rimmed eyes. “The Ashers will lose their domas,” he said. “Forever.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


    



WRATH


    That doesn’t make any sense,” Hector said, setting the empty water bottle on a shelf. “The jars were given to Iris way after the Ashers were even a thing.”


    “It’s not the jars themselves that are so sacred,” said the councilman, “it’s what they represent: that ancient symbol that was hung in the night sky when Asher, the very first of our kind, watched the hand of Duna put it there.”


    “The Moonbow,” Chloe whispered, remembering the day she’d seen that event projected like a movie on the cold cave wall. She’d never forget it. She didn’t think anything else, not even the creation of the sun, could be as spectacular.


    The councilman stared at the wall as if he was also watching a scene of the past play out. “When I was old enough, Iris entrusted the artifacts to me. Even the Centaur gave up his blue sword.”


    Chloe laughed to herself as she pictured the Centaur pitching a fit over having to part with his magic weapon.


    “She told me it was the Ashers’ responsibility to protect the artifacts lest they fall into the hands of evil.” His eyes fluttered a few times, then focused again on Chloe’s face. “For two thousand years, they’ve been safe.”


    Chloe stared at Eione. “Until her.”


    “The desire to isolate a problem and reduce its source to a single person, a single action, is a natural human reaction,” said the councilman, “but it’s a fallacy.”


    “Fallacy?” Chloe’s voice was shrill with exasperation. “Fallacy how? Eione is the person. Taking the dýnami and releasing the rebel spirits was the action. Those are the facts.”


    A spear of sunlight glinted off Athena’s breastplate as she stepped into the center of the office. “How, may I ask, did the dýnami come into Eione’s possession?”


    Chloe pressed her tongue hard against the roof of her mouth as she considered how to answer. “I threw it into the ocean.” She couldn’t upset Lydia by telling her it was in fact Ethan who had thrown it. “We thought the best thing to do was destroy it. If the wrong people found it—”


    “Foolish child, the dýnami cannot be destroyed.” Athena’s words grated from her throat and hung on the air for long, punishing seconds. “You should have flown it to the moon if you wanted to be rid of it. I’m not aware of any enterprising sea nymphs dwelling there.”


    “I’m a sea nymph,” exclaimed Eione. And then her excitement faded to confusion. “What is a sea nymph? What is the moon?”


    Lydia went to Eione and extended her hand. “My name is Lydia. You have gorgeous hair. Want to go for a walk with me outside? It’s a beautiful day.”


    Eione smiled and gave an exuberant nod before following her out the door.


    “That poor girl,” Chloe said to Athena, forgetting that moments ago she’d wanted to slap Eione. “She’s like a young child trapped in a woman’s body, and all because of you. She’s worse than a child, actually. At least children know who their parents are and where they live, and probably what the moon is.”


    “You see, this is the difference between us and you.” Athena’s mouth was a gash of red, and her every word like poison dripping out. “You mortals are tethered inextricably to your emotions. You don’t have the foresight or fortitude to do what’s necessary. I wonder if it’s because your lives are so pathetically short that you act with such rashness, convinced perhaps that there’s no time to be wasted on deliberation.” She stepped forward, lifting her chin proudly, ready to release more venom. “But I think it’s because you’re just plain stupid.”


    “That’s enough.” The councilman’s shout was weak, but the accompanying smack of a binder against his desk got the room’s attention. “We’re not here to belittle and cast aspersions. If there’s one thing we can agree on, it’s that bickering will not hinder the rebels.” He paused a moment to wait for any rebuttals. There were none. “Although she might not have said it in the most tactful manner, Athena was right about something.”


    Chloe rolled her eyes.


    Athena smiled.


    “It was wrong to cast the dýnami into the Great Sea for Eione to find,” the councilman said.


    “How were Chloe and Ethan supposed to know?” Hector said, stealing the words from Chloe’s mouth as her cheeks flushed with anger.


    “It would’ve been impossible for them to know,” the councilman agreed. “The secrets of the dýnami were known only to the immortals and their most pious disciples, the priests and priestesses.”


    Chloe thought back to the high priest Archelaos, who had insisted on taking the dýnami after Aison’s death in the old timeline. She envisioned the priestess at the first Lycaea Festival, and the bronze wolf, which Aison had stood beside with his head covered and hands bound, moments away from being sacrificed. Aison was to become the first Lycaean and the keeper of the dýnami, for purposes only Apollo knew.


    Maybe Apollo wanted it to be found. Maybe he wanted to see what chaos it would cause when left to drift in the tides of time. “So are you saying this was inevitable,” Chloe asked the councilman, “that eventually the dýnami would be taken by a rebel spirit?”


    The councilman lowered himself carefully into his chair and opened his desk drawer. “Excuse me,” he said, pulling out a syringe.


    Chloe shivered, remembering a moment in the old timeline when he’d stuck another syringe into his arm, right after Apollo had possessed him and lifted him off the sanctuary floor. “What’s that?” she couldn’t help asking.


    “A gift from my father.” He removed his coat and rolled up his sleeve. “Helps with the pain of growing unnaturally old.” He slid the needle into the bruised circle on his forearm, injecting a rose-colored liquid into his bloodstream.


    “Nectar.” Athena smiled and looked around the office, as if taking inventory. “If ever you decide to peddle your medicine to the masses, you would rival the gods with your riches.”


    The councilman flinched as he pulled out the syringe.


    “Why don’t you just drink it?” Hector said.


    “It absorbs faster this way.” The councilman rolled down his sleeve, then steepled his hands on the mahogany desk. “Enough about my aches and pains. I’m only saying that given enough time, the enemy—or enemies, as it were—would have found a weakness, a chink in our collective armor through which to take advantage.”


    Athena laughed. “Who would have thought it could possibly be a sea nymph who would find it?”


    “Or that something so small would be the catalyst for…” Hector’s words trailed off as he struggled to find the right words.


    “The end of the world as we know it?” Chloe suggested.


    Hector shrugged, the adolescent’s way of agreeing, albeit reluctantly.


    “The beginning of the world as we once knew it,” said Athena. “A world when the rebel spirits were not rebels at all, but rather deities to be worshipped and adored. Then your kind, the Asher kind, was created to change the story.”


    There was a knock at the window, and Hermes materialized outside seconds later, before floating through the glass. He stood beside Hermogenes, doffed his cap and nodded hello to everyone. “The Ashers didn’t change anything, sister. They merely told the truth.”


    Athena pouted and crossed her arms. Chloe thought she looked somewhat human for the first time.


    “And if you didn’t believe that in your heart,” Hermes said, “I doubt very much you would be standing here now.”


    “You know why I’m here, Hermes,” Athena said.


    Chloe’s heart skipped a beat when she saw Athena and Straton exchange a simple glance. In that split second she could see, and nearly feel, their love for one another, a love that had survived untold years of separation, a love for which Athena had betrayed her family and flown to Tartarus to restore.


    A tear slid down Chloe’s cheek. It didn’t seem fair that Athena and Straton, a rebel spirit and a rebel Asher, could be reunited while she and Ethan, both heroes in the world’s eyes, had been torn apart just as their love was budding. But she’d seen too much to question the All-Powerful. She knew Ethan would tell her the same thing if he were standing here: Trust, Chloe. Don’t lose your faith. You’ve come too far.


    “So how do we get the jars back?” Hector asked.


    “A good question.” The councilman swiveled in his seat and looked at Hermes, waiting.


    “Simple,” said Hermes. “You obey what has already been laid out for you to do, thereby eliminating the War from history, and with it, the need for Ashers, and the Moonbow and its relics.”


    If Hermes had feared the plan before, he didn’t appear to now. He had the bearing of a seasoned commander before his troops, ready to lead them courageously into battle. Except that now he was not only their commander, but the enemy as well. After all, it would be Hermes they would have to defeat behind heaven’s gates.


    Chloe’s stomach lurched as a swarm of butterflies stirred inside it and flapped their wings all at once. “We go to heaven, then.” She realized she’d been subconsciously hoping that a second, less terrifying plan would have taken shape by now. Or, even better, that the Titans and Olympians would decamp from Xirolakos and head north to the icy hinterlands, never to be heard of again.


    “Yes, and soon,” said Hermogenes. “Before the jars are destroyed and our domas are, too.”


    Chloe’s eyes caught a flash of red at the window. It looked like the edge of a garment, maybe a blanket, rippling like a flag in the wind. It inched left, and now she could see that it was a crimson cloak. “Get away from the window,” she shouted.


    Hermes turned to the window to see Ares hovering in the fading mists of a cloud. Even with his helmet covering his face, Ares’ fierce eyes were burning like cinders as he glowered through the window at them. He raised his spear and, holding it like a baseball bat, swung it against the glass. It shattered instantly, ushering into the room the crisp smell of autumn and the bone-biting chill of his presence.


    Slowly, he pulled off his helmet and set it on the windowsill behind him. He stood still, too still.


    Chloe’s hand flew to her mouth when she saw his face. His left eye was swollen shut, covered by a purple bruise that ran from his brow bone to the top of his cheek. His nose was twisted and twice its normal size. Dried blood was caked around his nostrils. The entire right side of his neck was burned black, with bits of the muscle exposed. His hands were no different, save for the greenish discharge oozing from them.


    “Traitor,” he growled, lifting his glassy eye to Athena and gesturing to his face. “This is what you have to look forward to. This, and much, much worse.” He spun around to Chloe. “Say your goodbyes, lass.” Then he jerked his chin at Hector, but did not look at him. “You too, you miserable pile of buzzard dung.”


    As Ares’ hand went to unsheathe his sword, Hector’s hand shot out, pinning the war god in place. The sword ripped out of the scabbard and flew with a smack into Hector’s grip. Ares grunted as he took the spear and twisted back, eager to sink it into Hector’s heart. But Hermes was too fast. With a swift stroke of his wand, he knocked the spear free then sent it soaring out the window, where an owl swooped down and snatched it with its talons before taking off again.


    Athena grinned at her owl as it hooted, then she, too, joined the fray, pushing her shield toward Ares, helping Hector hold him in place as the war god thrashed and growled, his wounds already starting to heal.


    “Go ahead,” Ares roared. “Don’t just hold that sword, you coward, kill me with it.”


    The walls shook as a thundercloud blackened and boomed, gathering mass and gaining speed as it rolled across the sky. A jagged lightning bolt tore out of its center and stabbed the center of the city. Dozens more bolts sheeted the sky, veining the swirl of clouds with electric shades of yellow and red.


    The councilman clutched Hermes’ arm. His wrinkled face blanched bright white as sheer terror overcame him. “It’s Zeus. Ares has led him to us.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


    



HEAVEN


    Your telekinesis might hold me,” Ares said, no longer trying to resist the joined powers of Athena and Hector, “but nothing can restrain cloud-gathering Zeus.”


    Lydia and Eione burst through the door, their hair and clothes sopping wet.


    “Welcome to the party,” said Ares, grimacing.


    There was a peal of thunder and a gust of wind blew through the broken window, causing the papers on the councilman’s desk to scatter like leaves. In moments, a storm was raging.


    Eione ran to Athena and sank against the bookshelf, pressing her hands to her ears and crying.


    “Chloe!”


    Chloe’s eyes watered as she strained to look at Hector through the onslaught of wind and slicing rain.


    “Here!” he shouted, then threw her the dýnami while his other arm remained outstretched, ensuring that Ares stayed put.


    She shoved the chip deep inside her pocket then took Lydia by the hand. “Everything’s going to be all right,” she yelled above the claps of thunder.


    Lydia smiled as best she could, though her eyes were pooled with fear. She moved her lips to speak, but they were quivering uncontrollably and she could not form the words.


    The councilman leaned over and turned up the volume on the stereo. He closed his eyes and bowed his head in prayer as the piano music played sweetly amid the chaos of the storm.


    Chloe concentrated on the tranquil notes as she slipped out into the hallway. Quieting her thoughts to focus on a time and place she couldn’t even begin to fathom, she felt a hand touch her arm. She spun around.


    “I’m glad I found you,” Damian said, dripping with rainwater from head to toe.


    Chloe threw her arms around his neck. “Thank Duna. How did you find me?”


    Damian bent down, pulled off his sneakers and dumped water onto the floor. “When I saw the sky get crazy, I had a feeling it was a little more serious than a thunderstorm. I texted Mom, and she told me you were here. Luckily, I was just down the street in class and came over.” He touched her awkwardly on the side of her arm. “I’m ready when you are.”


    “Damian, we don’t have a plan,” she said.


    Damian sighed and scratched his nose. “We don’t really have a choice, either.”
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    The music was breathtaking. At first, Chloe feared her doma hadn’t worked and all she could hear was the stereo. But this wasn’t piano music; in fact, the music was far different from anything she’d ever heard before. It could hardly even be classified as music, but rather as some combination of nature’s most rapturous sounds, or the harmony of history’s best symphonies coalescing into something altogether new, altogether amazing. It caused her heart to race and her breath to slow all at once. She could listen, and wanted to listen, forever.


    “You did it,” Damian whispered. “We’re in heaven.”


    Unable to wait for the remnants of the wormhole to disappear, he jumped out of it, leaving a hole in the gaseous matter into which golden light spilled and spread, swallowing up the tunnel, inch by shadowy inch. “There’s no time in heaven, right?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    Damian flipped over his wrist to check his watch. “Yep, it’s stopped. So technically that means my doma should last indefinitely.”


    “Let’s not push our luck. The faster we can get this done, the better.”


    It took a full minute for Chloe’s eyes to adjust to the glowing world around her. She and Damian were standing in front of massive gates, made of pearl, just as Nereus had described. From either side of them extended walls inlaid with giant gemstones that shone with the brilliance of the sun. She could only name one of them: jasper, jasper like the stone from Iris that she kept hanging around her neck.


    Then Chloe suddenly remembered that Iris and her brother Jasper hadn’t been born yet, and wouldn’t be for centuries. In fact, there were no mortals in existence. Petros was just another planet, spinning for no other reason than to make that beautiful, soul-gripping music.


    “Chloe, look.” Damian pointed at the ground beneath their feet. It was golden and transparent, and the streets stretched into the distance for unending miles. “The streets really are made of gold.” He meandered off the street onto a lush sward of grass, the blades of which danced and bobbed to the rhythm of the song sweeping around them like a breeze.


    Chloe followed him up the slope to a tree, the only one she could see; it had slender, light-green branches that formed a broad, dome-shaped crown. Around the tree was a smattering of small oval leaves, finely toothed on the edges and shimmering with a soft opalescence. The leaves were there, Chloe knew, not because they were dead, but because they wanted to be noticed.


    Stepping back a bit, Chloe saw that the leaves were in the shape of an elegant spiral that worked its way outward, encircling the entire knoll. She bent down and carefully picked one up. It smelled sweet and warm, like cedar and sandalwood, and it chimed with a music all its own.


    I want to stay here, Chloe thought. I don’t want to go home.


    But as her eyes caught sight of a sea of flowers just downslope from the tree, shining with all the colors of the rainbow plus a thousand more, she felt her heart sink. The only thing that could make this place more beautiful was being here with her family, and with Ethan. Then she reminded herself that no matter what happened, they would all end up here, safe behind the majesty of heaven’s walls, surrounded by nature in its purest, most glorious form, never again fearing the rebel spirits, the threat of sickness, or the sting of death. It gave her hope, and that was enough.


    “It’s hard to believe the rebel spirits would rebel against this,” said Damian, his eyes sweeping over the wild waves of petals, tendrils, and flowing vines.


    “I was thinking the same thing.” Chloe looked down and saw that she was still holding the leaf. She held it up by the stem, and then let it go, but it hovered in the air, unwilling to return to its place in the spiral. “Go, little leaf. Be free.” She smiled and turned it in the right direction, but it circled back and floated in front of her face. The music emanating from the leaf stopped abruptly, and its aroma changed. Now it smelled like lavender, and lemon…


    “Carya?”


    The leaf gave a girlish giggle as it lengthened and shaped itself into Carya’s slim silhouette.


    “Carya, do you know who we are?”


    “Within these walls there is no time—time is a dimension made for man,


    I know you, Vessel, sister and brother, as I know well the plan.


    It is Hermes of the golden wand you must find and turn to reason,


    With the powers that you now possess, you can change the course of treason.


    Seek him in the lilac hills, bedecked with crocus flowers,


    You will see him with his fleecy flocks in the quiet twilight hours.”


    As was her style, the messenger vanished faster than she’d appeared, and the leaf, resuming its melody, flitted away, back to its place beneath the branches.


    “Did she say ‘change the course of treason’?” Damian asked.


    “Yeah, she did.”


    Chloe looked up at the sky. She’d seen her fair share of pretty clouds before, but these… There was no word to describe them. They looked like living things, moving and playing in the cobalt vault of heaven. Some were small, tiny puffs dappling a section of the sky as they twirled merrily in circles, while others billowed like thunderheads, backlit by the light that imbued everything. The colorful castles reminded Chloe of the nebulas she’d seen that day—or was it night—with Orpheus. She was tempted to use the dýnami that second and fly to one of them, to see if there were rooms inside and golden floors of glass.


    “I thought we were here to prevent the treason part, not redirect it,” Damian said. “Didn’t Carya say the rebellion would die?”


    Chloe made herself look away from the clouds, but it didn’t matter where she looked; her imagination was stimulated even by the ruby-winged ladybugs crawling on the grass. “Maybe she meant that what matters is keeping the rebellion away from Petros. Or maybe she just ran out of rhymes.”


    Damian laughed and pointed at her jeans pocket. “Do you have any idea what that thingamajig can do?”


    Chloe pressed a finger to her lips as she thought. “Steal identities…move objects with thought… I know it can do more, but unfortunately it didn’t come with a manual so we can find out.”


    Damian’s eyes went wide. She couldn’t tell if he was excited or terrified. “Chloe, that’s it.”


    “What’s it?”


    “Stealing identities. We can make ourselves look like Apollo and Zeus, and convince Hermes that the coup is off.”


    “And what happens when he sees the real Apollo and Zeus, and learns that two imposters just pulled one over on him?”


    It was a rhetorical question, but even so Damian considered it. He threw up his hands. “Guess it wouldn’t work.”


    “At least there are no Cyclopes here, right?” Chloe was grateful when Damian laughed.


    “Yeah, and on another bright side, if we get killed we won’t have far to go.” He sighed and looked out into the distance, where a range of mountains cut into the hazy orange horizon. “You think the hills she was talking about are out there?” He turned toward the west, or what he assumed was west; without a sun or stars, there was no way to know. There were mountains that way, too, as well as in the east and south.


    “Wish we had a telescope,” Chloe said. Damian turned to her, and she knew in a second what he was thinking. She pulled out the dýnami and handed it to him. “Want to give it a shot?”


    “Hey,” he said, flipping up his palms and taking a step back, “there’s a reason you’ve got that thing and not me.”


    Chloe laughed. “What, are you afraid it’s going to rip out your eyeballs or something?” She swung the dýnami back and forth. “You’re not scared of a little microchip, are you?”


    “Give me that,” he said, snatching it from her. “I’m not scared.” He closed his eyes and squeezed them tightly as he shook his head from side to side. “Geez, that hurts.” His eyelids flew open, revealing huge black pupils ringed by tiny arcs of blue. “Whoa.”


    “What do you see?”


    “What don’t I see is a better question.” He was smiling like a fool, mouth agape as he looked up at the seahorse-shaped cloud swimming overhead. He turned to Chloe and frowned. “Your pores are ginormous.”


    Chloe rolled her eyes and pointed at the mountains. “What do you see over there? Any sign of Hermes or his fleecy flocks?”


    Damian shook his head, and panned right, then left, probing the area like a rover camera scanning for life on Mars. “There,” he said, pointing to a jagged blue-gray line of mountains splashed like sea foam across the sky, “purple flowers.” Then he grinned mischievously, and started jumping and flapping his arms like a featherless chicken trying to warm itself.


    “Damian, give me the dýnami. It’s obviously sucking out your brain cells.” Chloe was getting tired just watching him.


    “Straton could fly,” he said, in between jumps. “I remember reading that in one of my history books.” After his next jump, he didn’t come back down again. “Chloe, look!” He slowly lowered his arms and kicked his feet, then spun around in circles. He stretched his neck toward the sky and took off toward the mountains. He didn’t even have to flap.


    She watched him shrink to the size of a bird, then a speck, until finally he disappeared, lost in the city of pink, palatial clouds. Let him get it out of his system, she thought. In the meantime, she would try to think of a way to get through to Hermes.


    “What’s your name?”


    Chloe wheeled around to see a man with white-blond hair standing under the tree. His striking blue eyes shone like sapphires through the shade.


    “Chloe,” she said. What good would it do to lie? No one knew her here.


    “Chloe.” He smiled with amusement, as if the name was fun for him to say. “Your name means young green shoot. Are you a Titaness?” He stepped toward her. His chiseled chest and shoulder muscles were visible under the sheer linen of his tunic. Around his waist was a golden belt; Chloe felt fortunate there were no swords affixed to it.


    She was aware that he knew the answer to his question. She was probably the most repulsive thing he’d ever laid eyes on, the farthest thing from a Titaness. “No, I’m a young spirit, a green shoot, like you said.”


    Her answer seemed to satisfy him. He came closer, studying her like a rare, exotic animal. Chloe tried not to study him back, although his glowing skin, as smooth as marble, was proving irresistible. She felt herself blush as he looked her up and down.


    “You have warm blood.” He touched her wrist and lightly skimmed it with his cold fingertips. “I could feel its heat from where I was standing.” He turned his ear toward her, and lowered his head a few inches until it was level with her heart. “And a heart that beats, as loud as a drum. How fascinating.” He straightened again and extended his hand. “I am Apollo, spirit of light and truth.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Has the All-Powerful revealed to you what your aptitudes are?”


    Chloe shook her head then looked quickly around for Damian. She knew Apollo was as black-hearted as he was good-looking, not to mention clever. A few more minutes and he’d have her figured out.


    “Are you looking for your flying friend?”


    “His name is Damian.”


    Apollo smiled and gripped her wrist tighter. “Damian, the one who subdues.” As he laughed, his eyes filled with flecks of sickly yellow. “What irony, for today he is the one who will be subdued, as shall you.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


    



REBELS


    Chloe’s hot blood went cold as the whinnying of horses drowned out the music. She turned and saw two white steeds flying toward her, pulling behind them a silver chariot with golden wheels that sliced through the air. The horses slowed to a trot when they saw their master, then abruptly halted in front of him when he raised his palm. They tossed their heads, their snow-white manes waving like silken flags, each movement casting ineffable sweetness into the air.


    Apollo leapt into the chariot and took up the reins. “Come,” he said, holding out his hand to Chloe.


    “I don’t like horses,” she said, backing away. If she could just back up a little bit more and get herself some space, she could go back in time and start again, or demand that Carya suggest a plan B.


    Apollo cracked his whip and the horses lurched toward her. “You’re newly created, little green shoot. How would you know whether you like horses or not?” Before she could answer, he reached down and took hold of her arm, swinging her into the carriage beside him. “Hold on tight.” With a shout, he wheeled the chariot around and snapped the reins.


    Chloe felt her stomach rise into her chest as they swooped down over the meadow, the horses’ hooves nearly trampling the flowers as they galloped east, toward an ocean of rolling emerald hills.


    As the chariot reached the hills and started climbing, Chloe thought of Acacius, the old custodian from the Religious Council building, who’d been sacrificed under the guise of ritual glorification, or “coronation,” as the council called it. She, along with her entire grade-3 class, had watched what she now knew was a computer-generated simulation play out on the domed ceiling of the sanctuary.


    Chloe could see the scene, vivid and sharp in her mind’s eye: green hills dotted with crocuses and yellow daffodils, long-maned horses of every hue kicking up their heels as Acacius, a young man again, came near them. It had all been a sham, a contrivance intended to brainwash the youth into believing that the appointed end of their life in this world was really the beginning of their own sovereign reign in another.


    But the hoax did have its roots in something real. From this vantage point, Chloe could see the origins of those deceitful vignettes; origins that made the Fantásmata’s imitation look like a child’s stick-figure drawing. There were horses, yes, but she could also see giraffes and elephants and zebras and bears, even lions walking peacefully beside deer and grazing sheep. It reminded her of Orpheus back in the open field with Eurydice, how every creature had been tamed by his music, completely spellbound.


    “Won’t you tell me now who you really are?” Apollo shouted over the wind. “Besides your name, I mean.”


    Chloe held her hair away from her mouth to stop it blowing in. “Why don’t you ask Duna? He’s the one who knows all things, isn’t he?”


    Apollo’s cheeks reddened as he cracked his whip. “I look forward to finding out whether you’re mortal or not.” He reached into the side of the chariot and produced a gold, forward-curving dagger. He turned it left and right, admiring its sheen as it caught the light.


    Why were there knives here in heaven? Chloe didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until Apollo grinned and slipped the dagger into the sheath on his hip.


    “Ah, so you are mortal, then. You must have seen weapons before in the world you come from. Is that right, green shoot?” He turned to her, his eyes like ice as they stared right through her, melting her feigned innocent mask with every second they lingered.


    Chloe looked away.


    “No more lies if you want to live. Understood?” When she didn’t answer, he rushed toward her and forced her to the chariot’s edge. At the same time, he urged the horses to go faster, climb higher.


    She gripped the side of the chariot. “Stop it! What are you doing?” She tried to push against him, but it was no use. The more she struggled, the stronger he became, until she was leaning backward over the side of the carriage, arms dragging in the wind. The slightest swerve from the horses and she would fall to her death.


    “The All-Powerful created you for Petros. That’s where you’re from, isn’t it?”


    “Yes! Yes!” Chloe shouted.


    He yanked her up and made her hands grip the crossbar for balance. She gasped, trying to get a hold of herself. She’d never had a fear of heights before, but she had never before dangled from a chariot thousands of feet in the air.


    “Why are you here? How did you get here?” He seemed calmer now, but Chloe knew better than to mistake his calmness for sanity. It only meant his wheels were turning.


    “Why would I tell you anything when you’re just going to kill me anyway?”


    Apollo grinned, then drummed his fingers along the protruding hilt of his dagger. “I said I would kill you to find out what you are. Now that I know you’re mortal, what need do I have to harm you?”


    You tell me, psycho, Chloe wanted to say.


    She stood quietly, though her mind was racing, wondering where Damian was and whether he’d been captured, too. Didn’t Carya know this would happen? Didn’t the All-Powerful know they were no match for Cronus, Zeus, Apollo, and all the other power-crazed lunatics who were destined to defect? Why didn’t Duna thwart their conspiracy himself? Surely he didn’t need two teenagers to do it for him.


    “Why don’t I ask you some questions now,” Chloe said, trying to distract herself from her own thoughts. “Do you know that you can never defeat Duna? That no matter what you do, he will always win?” She balled her hands into fists and raised her voice above the wind. “That good always conquers evil like you?”


    Apollo dropped the reins and grabbed her by the throat with one hand, lifting her up and out of the carriage as black discs eclipsed his irises. “The All-Powerful is only called such because no one has ever dared defy him.”


    Feeling her breaths get shorter and shorter, Chloe pulled at his hands and kicked at his shins, desperate to break free. He squeezed tighter.


    “I don’t know how or why you’re here, but I promise that after I let you watch us dethrone the All-Powerful I will cut out that brazen tongue of yours.” Then he dropped her.


    She curled up at his feet, holding her throat as she sucked in giant gulps of air. “I guess I’ll live to be an old woman, then,” she rasped, “because he’s staying on his throne.”


    “Yah!”


    Chloe slammed into the back of the carriage as the horses accelerated. She stayed there, praying. After what seemed like hours cramped at Apollo’s feet, the wind died and the chariot came to a smooth stop. The horses snorted as Apollo grabbed her by the heels and pulled her out.


    “Let go,” she muttered, as nausea surged in her stomach. She tried to stand up to warn him, but it was too late. Her mouth was full of saliva and the vomit was on its way.


    Apollo gagged and immediately released her. He jumped back, spooking the horses.


    “I tried to tell you,” she said.


    “Disgusting,” he said, although neither his tunic nor his perfect skin had been soiled.


    With a flick of his hand, he removed the horses’ harnesses and they trotted off through the dense forest. Chloe could hear the sound of rushing water through the enormous trees that rose like towers all around her.


    “Come.” He didn’t touch her again, but simply drew his knife and beckoned her with it. “It’s time you met my friends. They will be so honored to meet Duna’s newest creation.” He gave a wicked laugh, then tramped ahead down the well-worn path.


    Looking around the gloomy woods, Chloe half wondered if he hadn’t taken her to Hades. There was no music here, no vibrant emerald tones that had defined the gates and streets and endless expanse of flowers. The air was muggy and thick, as if there’d just been a storm or one was on the way. And the light was gone, choked out by the dark canopy of interconnected foliage of the treetops.


    But Hades didn’t exist yet, she reminded herself. According to history, Hades would be made after the rebel spirits polluted the minds of the mortals on Petros. This was a hell they had made for themselves.
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    There was a time when Damian had cursed what he often thought of as his sixth sense. His psychic connection to his sister had been a scourge for much of his childhood, at least in the childhood he could remember from the old timeline. In his old life, he had tried to ignore it, hoping he’d outgrow it or be able to silence it completely the more he distanced himself from Chloe.


    The last time he’d seen the premonitions, they had been too troubling and overwhelming to avoid. They’d led him to Chloe, who was standing with Orpheus at Lake Thyra, inches away from entering a portal to the Underworld. After that he’d been too afraid, too cowardly, to follow her. But he wouldn’t let fear stop him now, no matter what lay ahead.


    He saw two white horses standing in a river and drinking as he sailed overhead. He knew Chloe was close. Not only could he sense her, but his mind received visual flashes of the trail she was walking on, of the back of a blond man’s head, and of a dusky hall deep in the heart of a mountain.


    “I’m coming, Chloe,” he whispered. He gazed down at the army of trees beneath him that shielded the forest floor. He squinted hard, trying to use his enhanced vision to see beyond the web of leaves and limbs, and he succeeded, but all he saw were tiny black bugs traversing the branches and spotted lizards racing around the trunks.


    A little farther south, he saw a mountain, one unlike any of the others he’d encountered so far. The other mountains had been bathed in light, and pointed powerfully into the sky, looking almost like praying hands. This one was strangely unimpressive and lusterless. It was round, and was covered by a ragged fog that wrapped around it like a shroud. When he saw skeins of smoke rising around it, he knew the hall of his visions was inside.


    He shot out his arms, propelling himself toward it, faster and faster until his cheeks flapped and filled with air.


    “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”


    Damian peeked over his shoulder to see Hermes flying beside him, his winged sandals a golden blur as they fluttered to keep up. Damian remembered now that Hermes had been able to see Athena heading to his house; he wasn’t invisible to everyone.


    Damian tucked his knees toward his chest, gently decelerating. “Aren’t you supposed to be tending sheep right now?”


    “I was headed to my flocks when I caught sight of an unusually lanky and graceless bird careening through the clouds beside me.” Hermes was flying on his back now, his freckled face facing the sky and his fingers interlaced casually behind his head. “The bird was too busy scouring the underbrush for grubs and worms to notice me.”


    “So you were always that saucy,” Damian muttered.


    Hermes knitted his rust-orange eyebrows and cocked his head sideways. “What did you say?” He tugged on Damian’s ankle. “Speak up.”


    Damian kicked Hermes off and started his descent toward the mountain’s base. “You don’t know me, Hermes, but I know you.”


    Hermes rammed into Damian’s back, hastening his landing. Damian hit the ground hard but immediately rolled onto his feet. “I’m your friend, Hermes. I’m here to try and convince you of that.”


    Hermes laughed, but Damian could see he was more disturbed than amused. “How do you expect me to be convinced that some oafish, yellow-haired bird whom I’ve never seen before is my friend? I’m sorry to tell you this, but I’m quite convinced the opposite is true.” He took a step forward and unsheathed his wand, his dark eyes devoid of the mirth they’d possessed just moments ago. He waved the staff in circles.


    Damian thrust out his palm, holding the weapon in place. Hermes latched onto it with his other hand and swung his arms left and right, using all his strength to try and twist the staff free. It wasn’t working, and Damian wasn’t even sweating, but Hermes’ face was as red as a fire truck.


    “Convinced yet?” Damian said. Hermes looked close to passing out. “I can do this all day.”


    “Not remotely.” Hermes slid off one of his sandals and sent it spinning toward Damian.


    Before Damian could react, the sandal struck his hand with surprising force, breaking his hold on Hermes.


    “Who are you?” Hermes demanded, pointing the wand at Damian’s head. “Is it you, Nereus, taking the form of an impudent adolescent to try and ruffle my feathers? Duna help you if it—”


    “So you can dish out tricks but you obviously can’t take them.” Damian laughed. “But I’m not Nereus, though I hear he’s a pretty nice guy.”


    Hermes sniffed the air, and then sneered. “You don’t smell like Nereus. You smell like dirt.”


    “Well, that’s because I was made from it.”


    Hermes drew up, his expression going suddenly sober. He lowered the wand. “You’re…you’re human, then?” Damian nodded. “What are you doing here?”


    “I told you. I’m here to convince you that I’m your friend.” He moved closer to Hermes and glanced around the trees before whispering, “You have to listen to me. The world I come from will be destroyed if you don’t.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


    



CRONUS


    Being in the spirits’ mountain felt all too terrifyingly familiar. The cavern was just a bigger version of the cell Chloe had been thrown into in Hades, where she had been presided over by the delightful Deimos and Phobos, the embodiments of dread and fear. She couldn’t help but feel both of those emotions now as she looked out from the stone pillar she’d been chained to and watched the rebels trickle in through the keyhole-shaped entrance.


    Her teeth began to chatter, from both cold and panic, as they drew nearer. She’d already tried half a dozen times to time travel out of the cavern, but Apollo’s proximity to her made it impossible. She needed space for her powers to work, and she wasn’t going to get it any time soon. All she could do was pray. Maybe, just maybe, Damian could get close enough to take her doma with the dýnami and at least save himself.


    “Welcome, Father Cronus.” Apollo’s voice rang out like a gong and echoed in circles throughout the cavern.


    The light of the entrance was swallowed by a dark image as Cronus floated through it. A golden eagle shrieked as it soared over the spirits and perched on a tripod with feet like lions’ paws. Its beady eyes stared at Chloe. It shrieked again and opened its wings.


    “Do you hear that?” Apollo touched Chloe’s shoulder and pointed at the eagle. “The Aetos Dios insists that it be the one to rip out your tongue.”


    Chloe ignored Apollo and turned her face to the wall. “I hope it chokes on it.”


    Apollo laughed, then bowed as Cronus, his purple robes sweeping the floor behind him, took his place beside Chloe at the fore of the room. Cronus loomed over her. His large hand, festooned with rings, hung even with her shoulder. One swing from it and she knew she’d be knocked out cold.


    “You’re not really their father,” Chloe said, drawing on a hazy memory from school. “You want to be, but you aren’t. The All-Powerful is the only one able to create life from nothing.”


    Cronus raised his hand as if to strike her, then knelt down and touched a strand of her tangled hair. “A human,” he whispered, the Próta word coarse and clunky as it spilled like turpentine from his lips. His fingers trailed down her arm and brushed the back of her hand. “You don’t feel like clay. And you certainly don’t smell as though you’re endued with the breath of divinity.”


    The spirits nearest to them snickered. Even the eagle seemed to cackle.


    Cronus drew closer, his cold breath making her shiver. “A father is not he who gives life, but he who nurtures it.” He rose abruptly and swept his hand out toward his audience; every rebel eye was transfixed by the intensity of his presence. “And who here would not agree that I have nurtured you, while the All-Powerful has stunted you?”


    The crowd let out an exhilarated shout and shook their shining weapons in the air, spears and swords, javelins and shields, all fresh from the forge. All ready for war. Chloe knew they had no idea that in a few thousand years, all but three of them would be chained in the heart of the new planet they hated. Their entire existence would consist of war and spite and jealousy, and this father they so revered would be vanquished and succeeded by Zeus, yet another ruthless tyrant. To think it had all started here, in this isolated corner of paradise, the very keystone of the hell they were destined for.


    When the hall was finally quiet enough, Chloe took a deep breath. She wouldn’t let them kill her without warning them first.


    “I’m from the future,” she said, her voice sounding like a frightened child’s as it drifted hesitantly from her throat. “A future that is thousands of years from now.” She swallowed, and licked her lips to moisten them. She could feel the eagle’s eyes boring into her, daring her to look at it. “I know what will happen to you if you revolt against Duna.”


    Keeping their reactions hidden, the spirits lifted their eyes to Cronus. His face, too, was inscrutable as silence followed the hollow echoes of her voice.


    Then a dark chuckle rumbled from the Titan’s chest. Chloe spotted Apollo leaning, arms folded, against a golden image of Cronus. Even now, she could sense the seditious thoughts churning behind his eyes. How long had Apollo been planning his own rise to power? Had Cronus always been nothing more than a pawn to Apollo, a juggernaut around which the others would rally until he was strong enough to usurp him?


    “The future?” Cronus laughed. Again, he pronounced the word as though it was foreign to him.


    Apollo rocked away from the idol and made his way to them, brushing politely past his peers. “Perhaps I can explain, my lord, since I have been in the All-Powerful’s presence when he spoke of Petros and the nature of its formation.”


    Cronus waved his hand impatiently, permitting Apollo to continue.


    “The new planet is confined to its dimensions. There are spatial dimensions which we all know— length and breadth and height— but Duna has ordained that the mortals also exist within a unique domain known as time, which consists of the past, present, and, as the green shoot said, the future.”


    The spirits murmured to themselves until Cronus hushed them with a single stamp of his foot. “Thank you for that elucidation, Apollo. I have no doubt the All-Powerful’s affinity for you will continue to serve us well.” He turned to Chloe. “So, green shoot, these thousands of years you speak of, that is a long time in the future?”


    “Yes. And in the not-so-distant future, all of you in this mountain will end up as exiles on my planet.” She glanced again at Apollo, debating in her mind whether to inform Cronus of his betrayal.


    “Can every Asher travel through time like you?” Cronus asked.


    “There is another with her, Father,” Apollo said. “Duna granted him the ability to fly as well.”


    “Then find him that their human blood may be sacrificed together,” Cronus said.


    The spirits unleashed an exultant yell, and Cronus did not disrupt it. He waited until they settled down to speak again.


    “The All-Powerful must consider us the dumbest lot in heaven if he thinks we can’t see through his preemptive attack, and a pathetic one at that.” More shouting ensued as Cronus drew his sword and raised it high. “Whatever the future holds, we will not cower from it, but will face it and fight like the divine beings we are.”


    Deafening applause seconded this, and Zeus called for order.


    “Do you think the All-Powerful doesn’t know that you’re here right now and what you’re planning?” Chloe said. “He knows everything. If I was the All-Powerful, I would chain you up in hell right now, but he’s giving you another chance. Don’t you see that?” Maybe if they could experience hell for a day or two, they would understand, but the spirits just stared at her, gleeful smiles still plastered to their faces. They had no concept of hell.


    “Perhaps it’s you who has another chance, Chloe,” said Apollo, his voice so low it was almost a whisper.


    Cronus’s head jerked toward Apollo. “The mortal’s destiny is sealed. Her blood will fill our flagons this very day.”


    Apollo bowed as he crossed his hand over his chest. “May I speak privately with you?”


    Yes, go! Chloe thought. A little more space and the wormhole could come and she’d be free.


    But Cronus puffed up his chest at Apollo and squared his shoulders. “Whatever you have to say, you will say it openly.”


    Crap!


    Apollo nodded. “Very well. I meant only to express my concern and suggest that perhaps it’s better to keep the mortal alive a while longer. It’s possible her knowledge of future events could work in our favor. Moreover, would it not behoove us to learn more about her extraordinary abilities?”


    He winked at her, and she felt the nausea returning. Apollo didn’t want to keep her alive. He wanted her blood for himself, and to extract her power like he’d done with Straton. And once Apollo found the dýnami, he would have all the rebels eating out of his hand.


    Cronus raised an eyebrow in interest as he fingered the golden brooch at his shoulder and placed a heavy hand on the back of Chloe’s neck. His black eyes surveyed the spirits. “Apollo’s proposition is sound, is it not, my children?” Another tumult of acclamation filled the hall. “If the human wishes to remain and align with us, she will be spared. If she refuses, and chooses instead to defend a god who dispatches puny mortals to do his bidding, she will die.”


    “I choose death,” she said.


    The words had come out so easily, as if her tongue had formed them of its own volition. And they sounded confident, firm, not at all like the tremulous child’s tone she had spoken with earlier. She knew this courage wasn’t coming from herself, but from Duna.


    Despite electing to die, she felt a strange peace settle into the deepest parts of her being. It was a feeling akin to the one she’d experienced in Hades, right after Deimos and Phobos had made her cell a living nightmare, filled with the things she feared most. As she did then, she now expected herself to cry out in desperation, to burst her lungs as she pled for mercy. But she was still, quiet, incomprehensibly calm.


    She stepped out as far as her chains would allow. “You can destroy my life and drink my blood. You can bury my bones in this mountain and do the same to my brother. But you cannot destroy the part of me that is, like you, immortal.”


    Ecstatic chills rose on her arms and neck as she felt a bubbling heat sweep through her, compelling her to lift her voice even more and proclaim as loudly as she could. She locked eyes with every spirit whose face was not obscured by shadow. The spirits formed a wall of impenetrable pride. Though beautiful to look upon, she could see nothing but vile darkness seething in their eyes.


    “My soul will be free from this dirt tent you see me in now, but you, all of you, will be imprisoned by your own hubris.” Feeling the shackles cutting into her skin, she took a step back. “I’ve made my decision. It’s not too late to change yours.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


    



RUSE


    A foreboding silence hung in the damp and heavy air. Chloe could hear nothing but her own breathing as she studied the spirits’ faces. It was clear that she had persuaded none of them to change their minds. A dozen were already raising their polished ash spears, which glowed like gray flames before them. Others had turned to Cronus with their bronze shields lifted, forming a shining carapace, in salute of their leader.


    She spotted Athena among them, her eyes like a dark, swift-running current, filled with the untamable rapids of corruption. No doubt Hermes was near as well, readying his wand against her.


    “So it’s settled, then,” said Cronus.


    Chloe jumped as the eagle launched into the air and flew into the shadows. Within seconds, it returned holding a serrated sickle in its talons, which it dropped into its master’s hands.


    “Duna receives sacrifices of song and praise,” Cronus said. “We will receive sacrifices of those who praise him.” Another resounding cry erupted from his pride-born children, their weapons shaking in their restless fists, thirsting for their first taste of murder.


    Please keep Damian safe, Chloe prayed. Please make a way for him to get home.


    “Zeus!” Cronus called out.


    Chloe saw a hulking figure emerge from the rearmost corner. He was not as tall as Cronus, but he was considerably broader, his huge form seeming to fill that part of the cavern. His nose was curved like the eagle’s beak, and his black eyes appeared just as soulless. Beneath his laurel crown, his brow was crinkled with an intense scowl, which deepened when he looked at her. He nodded solemnly to Cronus, but kept his eyes on Chloe.


    “Shall I bring the altar, Father?” he said.


    “Seal the entrance first,” Cronus said. “The opportunity to desert the rebellion has come and gone.”


    The sound of rushing footsteps entered the cavern. Chloe could make out the silhouettes of two people, one taller than the other. In an instant, she knew the one who was stooped low with his hands bound behind him was her brother.


    “Hermes?” Cronus craned his neck to see. “With what mischief have you entertained yourself today?”


    The spirits held up torches to get a better look at the prisoner. In the firelight, Chloe could see blood dripping from Damian’s broken nose, and bruises purpling his cheeks and swollen lips. “Damian,” she whispered. She knew it was impossible for him to hear her over the clamor, but he glanced up at her, his eyes as full of pity and regret as her own.


    “I intended no mischief, Father Cronus,” said Hermes. “But when I was on my way to tend my sheep, I couldn’t help but notice a rather gangly and disfigured bird bumbling through the clouds.”


    His comrades erupted with laughter; some prodded and poked at Damian with the bronze butts of their spears.


    “He smells worse than the other one,” declared one of them, a young man, perhaps a teenager, with long, wild red hair and a baby-smooth face now pinched tight in disgust. Those around him held their noses and chuckled in agreement. “Could you not have given him a bath first before you dragged him in here? Our nostrils weren’t made for such assault.”


    “Calm down, Menoetius,” said Cronus, although the command was half-hearted at best. He spun the sickle in his hand, and then waved at Hermes. “Bring him forward.”


    Damian didn’t wait to be pushed, but walked quickly of his own accord. He knew this was no time to play the hero, nor even the dauntless victim. Resisting would only prolong his and Chloe’s suffering.


    What little daylight had illuminated the room was chased away as Zeus rolled the boulder across the entrance. The flare of the torches cast a ghastly hue over the assembly as choking darkness transformed the chamber into a tomb. It was the perfect place for blood sacrifice.


    Apollo came forward, a gloating expression hardening his delicate features. “Damian, the one who subdues,” he said mockingly.


    Cronus waved him off and spoke directly to Damian. “I care not what your name is. I’m sorry to tell you that your companion here,” he said, gripping Chloe’s shoulder, “has chosen to remain loyal to the god who led her here in the first place. It’s this sort of blind adoration that we here seek to exterminate, and shall exterminate forthwith.” He removed his hand from Chloe and crossed it over his chest with an obeisant bow. “But I’m nothing if not unprejudiced, and I won’t withhold from you the mercy I offered her.”


    When Damian took too long to answer, Hermes jabbed his wand into his sternum. “Answer him, you imbecile.”


    Damian shook his head, but then parted his puffy lips to speak. “Freeze,” he said.


    Chloe winced as Hermes’ wand struck Damian’s shoulders.


    “Did a few measly punches rattle that rodent’s brain of yours?” Hermes walked behind Damian and slapped him on the back of the head. “Here, let’s see if I can jostle things back into their proper place.” He followed another slap with an elbow to the kidney.


    “Stop it,” Chloe shouted. “Let him go, Hermes, please.”


    Cronus smiled, enjoying this glimpse into human anguish. “Enough, Hermes. I admit that I always imagined you would be averse to inflicting pain, but perhaps these humans have uncovered a different side of you. A more useful side.” He turned again to Damian, who was shivering now in the midst of the hostile crowd. “Now speak sense, Damian. What is your decision? Stand with us, or perish with Chloe?”


    Damian stopped shaking and composed himself enough to lift his head. A line of blood trickled from his nose into the cracked corners of his mouth. He drew a deep breath, then shouted at the top of his voice: “Freeze!”


    Chloe gasped as Cronus brandished his sickle. Within seconds, hoarfrost materialized on his robes, sickle and skin. His entire body was soon encased in a slab of silver-blue ice. She waited for Apollo or Zeus to storm forward and kill them both, but then she saw that they, too, and all the spirits, were frozen solid, their torches fallen and burning on the floor.


    She looked at her brother.


    Damian’s chest was heaving. His eyes were closed. “Thank you,” he whispered. She didn’t have to ask whom he was thanking.


    Hermes was standing behind Damian with not a single snowflake or ice crystal on him. “Calm down,” he said. Then he touched his wand to Damian’s shackles, snapping them off like twigs.


    Damian thanked him again, then shook and rolled his wrists, and gently wiped the blood from his face. “I think you enjoyed beating the crap out of me a little too much.”


    “You did tell me to make it convincing.” Hermes moved to Chloe and sliced through her chains.


    “This was …” Feeling suddenly lightheaded, she leaned back against the pillar. “This was…that was all…”


    “A ruse?” Hermes said. “Indeed. The one who subdues made quite a case for your survival.”


    Chloe pushed herself from the pillar and threw her arms around Damian. She was still too stunned to speak coherently, but she knew he didn’t need her to talk. For once in her life, she could sense his emotions; they were the same as her own: grateful, hopeful, but not yet unafraid.


    Hermes looked around at the spirits and smiled, then reached out with his wand and tapped on the icy trunk that was Cronus’s thigh. “You two had better take your celebration elsewhere. You won’t want to be present for this iceberg’s wrath when he thaws.”


    Chloe released Damian from her hug as Carya’s message echoed in her ears: Like the Hydra with eternal heads, the rebel spirits shall not subside…


    “We can’t go yet,” said Damian, as if reading her thoughts.


    “Why not?” Hermes swept his arms along his sides. “Look at me, Damian. You’ve done your duty. I can’t deny that what you say about the future is true, but you have my word that I will do my best to squelch this rebellion and secure your planet’s peace.”


    Chloe turned as she heard the drip-drip-drip of melted ice hitting the floor. “We don’t have time to argue with you, Hermes. I’m thrilled you’re with us. I’m thankful to still be alive, but—and I mean no offense—I’m not okay leaving the future of the universe in your hands.”


    Hermes folded his arms and crossed one foot in front of the other, looking at her with that all-too-familiar glint of sass and haughtiness flashing in his eye. “And what, pray tell, is your brilliant plan? You’ve seen firsthand how reasonable my family is.” He rolled his eyes as he removed his dog skin cap and began polishing his wand with its underside. “Did my future self offer you any advice on how best to impede an entire army of heaven’s most pugnacious spirits?”


    “Your future self was afraid we wouldn’t be able to get through to you,” said Chloe. “You’re pretty pugnacious yourself, you know.”


    Hermes smiled down at his fingernails. The drips were becoming more frequent, clanging like cymbals in Chloe’s ears.


    “I wish Medusa was here,” Damian said, looking around at the ice-covered spirits, their faces frozen into masks of implacable rage. “Turning them into stone would’ve been a more permanent solution.”


    “Is Medusa another gifted mortal like yourselves?” Hermes asked.


    “Not exactly,” said Damian. “She was descended from the spirits, actually.”


    Hermes sighed and shook his head at the ceiling. “Mortals and spirits dwelling together… I can’t imagine the chaos that teems in such a world.”


    “You’ll see it with your own eyes if we don’t do something soon,” Damian said. Dark smudges of fatigue and fear had formed half-circles beneath his eyes.


    Hermes clucked his tongue in mock pity. “It’s truly a shame that you weren’t better prepared for this little coup of yours. It’s too bad you didn’t bring more of your kind along. There’s power in numbers, as evidenced by the mass of renegades you see around you.”


    Chloe’s heart leapt. “Damian, let me see the dýnami.”


    He pulled it from his pocket and handed it to her. “It’s all yours.” It was the same phrase he used any time she’d asked to use his car and he was feeling generous. “What are you thinking?”


    “Remember what I told Athena, after Carya came to us that day in the backyard?” she said.


    Her words were barely intelligible as they sputtered out like machine-gun fire. A memory was emerging within the foggy recesses of her brain. A few seconds ago, it had been nothing more than a blurry black-and-white photograph, but now it was as vivid as a 3D movie playing in her mind’s eye.


    She had once heard a story in school about Straton and one of his most powerful domas, which he used for evil. Now, with Duna’s blessing, Chloe could use it for good.


    The dýnami burned in her palm as snapshots of the story flashed inside her head, each one so graphic and lifelike she felt as if she’d been present when the events had happened millennia ago. She saw Straton standing beside Apollo, on top of a lonely, windswept hill. A cold full moon shone overhead. She could hear the quiet roar of the sea somewhere below, hidden beneath layers of marine fog.


    Then her thoughts went black, but only for a moment. The next scene was just the same, only the formerly vacant hill was anything but. It was covered with men, women, teenagers like her, all of them looking confused and sleepy as they eyed their surroundings. They were muttering quietly to themselves.


    “Where am I?”


    “How did I get here?”


    “Is this a dream?”


    When it became apparent that it was no dream, they scattered in search of their families, although, as Chloe knew by instinct, they were all descended from Asher. And that was why they were there.


    Darkness again. She could hear Damian calling her name, but she was too deeply immersed in the vision to snap out of it, let alone answer him. She waited for the next iteration of the scene, but all she perceived were sounds that made every muscle and cell in her body stiffen.


    Gasping…shouting…running…wailing…


    Apollo’s was the only distinguishable voice amid the escalating commotion around her. He was barking orders at Straton: “That one there, she’s getting away.”


    Chloe jumped as she heard a body hit the dirt beside her with a groan, followed by the howl of an arrow flying past. Another victim fell.


    Chloe’s eyes were wide open, but she could still see nothing save the horrors painted by her imagination. She didn’t have to be a detective to deduce that the Ashers had been assembled for slaughter.


    “You’re freaking me out now, Chloe,” said Damian.


    “I’m fine.” The dýnami fell from her hand and struck the floor with a loud, metallic ting. She blinked several times, waiting for her sight to return and the gut-wrenching sounds to stop. “I told Athena I was going to recruit the rest of us. I’d completely forgotten I’d said that, especially after Ethan… ”


    She clasped her hands to keep them from shaking, but she couldn’t tame the anxious tremor in her voice or the flood of adrenaline gushing through her veins.


    This had to be it…it was their only chance.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


    



ASHERS


    The ceaseless sound of melting ice dripping was like a ticking clock, counting down the seconds until the rebel spirits would break free from their icy cells and warm themselves with human blood.


    “You’re not making any sense,” said Damian, trying to keep his voice down, as if doing so might delay the melting process. “What you told Athena…what does that have to do with anything?”


    “The dýnami can bring the Ashers here,” Chloe said. “I just had a…” She brought her hand to her face and rubbed her forehead. “I saw the past. Straton used his doma to summon all the other Ashers into one place.”


    “Why did he do that?”


    Chloe rubbed her lips together and looked away. “I think you know.”


    Hermes cleared his throat and pointed his wand at the tripod. One of the eagle’s wings was already halfway thawed. “That beast will pluck out your eyeball the second it gets the chance. I can’t guarantee my staff can stop it.”


    Damian placed his hands behind his head and watched the steady drip of water as it melted from the eagle’s feathers. “You think people can be summoned here who don’t even exist yet?”


    “We have to try,” Hermes said.


    Chloe closed her eyes and concentrated on the black void of her memory, the forgotten fragments of her past that Mnemosyne had promised would be pieced together over time. Since returning from Ourania, her recollection of life in the new timeline was spotty at best. She was still a long way from remembering the names and faces of her extended family.


    What if there was only a handful of Ashers? That wouldn’t be enough. And even if they were numerous, what if they were too scared or bewildered to even register what was happening?


    “Chloe, it’s working,” Damian whispered. “They’re showing up.”


    He tapped on her wrist and she opened her eyes to see Asher after Asher appearing like ghosts beside the glowing pillars of ice. They looked so strange in their T-shirts, jeans and business attire, jaws hanging open at the sight of the ice-enclosed spirits around them. Chloe remembered the first day her doma had manifested and she’d seen Scylla, the sea monster she’d thought was purely mythological. She’d been sure it was a nightmare, and had made her arm sore by pinching it so many times.


    “This isn’t a dream,” Chloe shouted, rushing to the front of the hall.


    “Chloe?”


    She looked at the woman who had spoken her name. She wore a bright floral one-piece swimsuit and chartreuse cat-eye sunglasses, and bouncy red curls framed her face. On the bridge of her nose was a thick white streak of sunscreen.


    “Yes,” said Chloe, “it’s me. I’m sorry I don’t know your name, but—”


    The woman slid her glasses down her nose. “I’m Andrina, your cousin, silly. You still don’t remember?”


    Chloe was too distracted by the sudden sight of her father to answer. He was standing next to the wall, wearing a doctor’s white coat and had a stethoscope around his neck. It made sense he’d be a physician in this timeline. Who else could heal a patient simply by touching them?


    “Dad!” Damian ran to Nicholas and hugged him hard, accidentally knocking the stethoscope onto the floor.


    The other Ashers came forward, weaving around the discarded torches and the uneven aisles of frozen spirits. Chloe saw that one woman was dripping wet, just as Damian had been. She wore a navy pantsuit, Mary Jane pumps, and held a leather briefcase in both hands. The man beside her took off his jacket and draped it over her shoulders.


    “Were you just in Eirene?” Chloe asked the woman. She could think of no other explanation for the woman’s appearance.


    The woman touched her throat, willing it to make a sound. “Yes, I-I was,” she stuttered. “The sirens went off about ten minutes ago. We all had to evacuate the building I work in.”


    “Did you see him? Did you see Zeus?” An old man approached Chloe. “I’m your great-uncle, Uncle Evzen.”


    Chloe gave the man an awkward smile.


    “It was Zeus, wasn’t it?” said the woman. She set the briefcase down and used the jacket as a towel. “It was terrifying. This is terrifying.” The smoke from the torches was floating up like climbing tendrils from the floor. “We’ll asphyxiate in here with all this smoke.” She coughed and pushed a palm toward the far wall behind the tripod, blasting a hole in it the size of an SUV. “Sorry.” She shrugged. “I can’t really control it when I’m nervous.”


    “Well, no need to worry about Zeus just this second,” said Chloe, the light from the hole burning her eyes. “He’s frozen solid right over there.” Every eye followed her finger as she pointed to the massive crystal-blue rock.


    Evzen spun around, his old eyes squinting at the macabre gallery of statues. “How did…” He reached out and touched Menoetius’ elbow. “How extraordinary.”


    “This,” Chloe said, holding up the dýnami. “I don’t have time to explain it to you all, but this contains all of Straton’s powers. You all learned about him in school, right?”


    The Ashers nodded and murmured uneasily.


    “He was a lunatic,” Evzen shouted, his gravelly voice reverberating throughout the cave.


    “And a murderer,” piped another.


    Hermes sighed. “I’m going to do some murdering myself if they don’t shut up,” he muttered.


    “I don’t want to be pushy, but you’re just going to have to trust me,” Chloe said, trying to ignore Cronus’s dark eyes staring at her through the ice. “Straton’s domas are locked inside this chip that Hephaestus created. It’s what summoned the Ashers together for him to kill, and it’s what brought you here a few minutes ago.”


    “Where are we, exactly?” asked the businesswoman. “And why are we here?”


    Is there a doma that can make everyone less inquisitive? Chloe thought.


    “Listen,” she said, surprising herself by the forcefulness in her tone. “We’re in heaven, just before the war that exiled the rebel spirits to Petros. Damian and I came here to stop that from happening, but we can’t do it alone.”


    Her eyes swept over their faces, half expecting at least one of them to call her a lunatic. But they remained quiet, attentive, waiting for her to continue. She took a breath.


    “If we don’t use our domas together to fight them, the Zeus you saw in the future will take over the planet. The rebels will kill anyone who doesn’t bow to him.” She paused, her chest and throat constricting as she bit her lip to keep from crying. “Just like they killed my uncle and Ethan.” She turned her face to the hole in the wall and breathed in the outside air.


    “We can’t have that.” Evzen was shaking his head at the floor. “No, we can’t have that.” He snapped his fingers and yellow sparks zapped the air with an electric buzz. “One-hundred and fifty milliamps are in these fingers,” he said, grinning at the sparks. “Excellent for generating power in storms and, incidentally, destroying the god of storms.”


    Andrina pouted and pushed her sunglasses back on. “I was enjoying a perfectly good day at the beach, too.”


    “How many of us are there?” Chloe said, starting to count.


    “Twelve,” a voice rasped from the back.


    It was the councilman. Of course, how could she forget that he was an Asher, too?


    The councilman shuffled his way to the front, his limbs sagging as if loaded down by a yoke. His business suit, which had been crisp, clean and neatly pressed was filthy and full of wrinkles. “I apologize for my lack of decorum,” he said. “We were taking cover in the basement when you snatched us.”


    He turned and nodded at a shadowy figure standing next to Zeus. Hector.


    “I assume Straton is ineligible to assist us, given his unorthodox means of extending his life.” The councilman glanced at his father, as though considering the nectar Hermes had given him to enhance his own atypical lifespan. “To be honest, I’m not sure I have much to offer in the way of superhuman abilities.”


    “And all he does is steal abilities,” said Damian, indicating Hector with a jerk of his head.


    “Damian, you’re brilliant.” All eyes were on Chloe as she ran to Hector and grabbed him by the arm. “You can take their powers, Hector.”


    Hermes raised one eyebrow, a sign of his interest.


    “Excellent,” said Andrina, rubbing sunscreen down her nose and onto her cheeks. “That means I can go back to the beach, right? I had a surfing lesson lined up.”


    The councilman laid a hand on Hector’s shoulder. “Is it true what your cousin says? Can you take their powers?”


    Hector looked first at Damian and then Chloe. She’d never seen a more fearful face. It was rumpled and swollen, evidently disagreeing with the strange black, pasty goop stuck to his skin. “I’ve only taken a few domas.” He laughed weakly. “Not the powers of the entire pantheon.”


    “You can do it,” said Chloe. The truth was, he had to do it; they were outnumbered by the rebels and running out of time. “Trust me.” She smiled with as much comfort and confidence as she could muster. “You were born for this, Hector.” As had happened before on rare occasions, the words were not her own, but had bubbled up from a hidden well deep within her, an exhortation that was more prophecy than platitude.


    Hector straightened a bit, the muscles around his jaw tightening as he watched the breeze blow dandelion seeds into the darkness. “Duna won’t use me, will he? I rebelled, just like Straton did.”


    Chloe stepped closer and took his cold, grimy hands in hers. “Hey, listen to me. Duna doesn’t just throw us away like a piece of trash when we do something wrong. None of us is perfect. We all screw up.” She laughed, remembering the mistakes she’d made in the old timeline that still felt as though they’d happened yesterday. “I can’t recall much of my life in this timeline, but in my old life, I followed a sea nymph into the Styx and ended up in hell. You can’t make a much bigger mistake than that.”


    Hector smiled. “You used to get in trouble a lot for time traveling during PE.”


    “Again, dumb decision,” Chloe said. That definitely sounded like something she would do.


    “But you didn’t try to kill anyone,” Hector said. “I think my mistake’s a little more serious than yours.”


    Suddenly, Hermes was hovering over their heads, his wand raised at the eagle. Chloe spun around to see the bird’s beak hinging open. The ice that had covered it was now a puddle around the tripod’s feet.


    “Act now or die soon, those are the options,” Hermes declared, the urgency in his voice betraying the indifference he’d been feigning earlier. He dropped beside Chloe and Hector, the ice-cold ichor of his veins prickling her skin as he huddled close. “If you don’t end this conversation soon, my family will end it for you.”
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


    



INVINCIBLE


    Tell the Ashers to get ready to use their domas,” Chloe told Hermes. “We’re going to need every one of them.” She cast a glance at the councilman, who was standing beside her father. “Better yet, ask the councilman to tell them. They might take it better from him.”


    Hermes grunted and turned away, giving Chloe a few more seconds with Hector.


    “Duna never gives up on us, Hector. Look at Hermes.” Hector looked at Hermes over his shoulder. “If a rebel spirit responsible for countless acts of evil can be forgiven and redeemed, what makes you any different?”


    “They’re ready.” The councilman’s voice was surprisingly lively and full, like his father’s.


    “Me, too,” Hector whispered. He walked past Chloe and lifted his hands to the half-melted spirits; their dripping fingers were writhing like worms, desperate to free themselves.


    “You can do this,” Chloe said to Hector, backing away. She’d need space to send them all back to the future if things went south. Closing her eyes, she felt a hand take hold of hers with a warm squeeze.


    “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart,” her father said. “Whatever happens, I’ll always be proud of my children; the Vessel.”


    Chloe turned and hugged him, savoring the sound of his strong heartbeat and the sandalwood scent of his cologne. “Thank you, Daddy. I love you.”


    “I love you, too.”


    He kissed her forehead, then let go and joined the semicircle of Ashers lined against the wall, their arms outstretched, hands raised level with their closed eyes, ready to unite their domas for the very first time.


    Chloe nodded at Hector.


    “Here’s to redemption,” he said, then flexed his fingers, his entire body stiff and still in the unsettling silence.


    Chloe watched as, one by one, the Ashers’ eyes peeled open, and an invisible wave crashed into Hector, causing him to stagger and stumble back. He righted himself, only to have another blow hammer against his side. He doubled over as the councilman called out to him, but Hector didn’t hear, or at least pretended he didn’t. He unfolded himself as a rapid series of unseen jabs rammed into his body, making him convulse and shake as though he were seizing.


    Nicholas stepped forward, but before he could lay his healing hands on Hector, Hector stopped, planted his feet, and stretched his arms out to his sides as the black slime on his skin sluiced off his body, smattering the gray rock floor of the cavern like globs of paint.


    “Look!” Andrina took off her sunglasses and used them to point at Hector. “He’s getting bigger.”


    She was right. Hector was growing. Chloe could hear the creak of his bones lengthening, stretching out his limbs and spine as he shot up toward the ceiling. The growth didn’t stop until he was a head taller than Cronus, who at this very moment was adjusting his wilting crown and kicking the water from his sandals.


    “Zeus!” Cronus roared, his purple lips struggling to enunciate.


    The eagle shrieked as it leapt off its perch and weaved its way to Zeus’ shoulder. His skin, like all the other spirits reanimating around him, was a sickly gray color that was reminiscent of a bloodless, frozen fish.


    “Kill them all,” bellowed Cronus. He picked up his sickle and gave it a menacing twirl as he looked up at Hector with a sardonic grin. “You may look like a giant, but doubtless you still fight like a boy.” He charged, sickle raised, slicing the air like a man possessed. Hector moved only his arms, swatting at the weapon as though it were a gnat.


    It hadn’t been planned, but Hector’s clumsy fighting skills made an excellent distraction. Cronus didn’t see Evzen creeping up behind him, sparks of electricity hovering over his fingers like tiny, flaming bullets. With a simple flick of his fingers, Evzen released them and they disappeared, whizzing fast as light into Cronus’s head and chest.


    There was a surprised pop of Cronus’s eyes as his muscles tensed and twitched. With a violent twist of his torso, he flung the sickle at the wall of Ashers, striking a middle-aged man in a jogging suit in the middle of his femur. Nicholas ran to the man’s side, eased him down, then pressed his hands against the wound; he would be good as new in seconds.


    The ground quaked as a loud thud reverberated throughout the cavern. Chloe turned to see Cronus lying dead, the extinguished torches jutting out from beneath him like the logs of a funeral pyre.


    Silence, like the sinister calm of a green sky pregnant with storms, filled the room, stunning every soul, mortal and immortal alike. The self-proclaimed father of the spirits had fallen. The spirits weren’t invincible after all, and for all their faith and confidence, even the Ashers could not believe it.


    “Prepare to engage,” cried the councilman.


    The Ashers’ feet made a shuffling sound as they gathered closer, rallying behind the wide, dark streak of Hector’s shadow. Even Hermes stood shoulder to shoulder with Nicholas and Damian, his golden wand raised, copper eyes flickering.


    “Hermes…” Zeus’ footsteps thundered as he made his way to Cronus, his eagle trailing behind him. “You cannot imagine what joy your imminent suffering will grant me.”


    “Funny how treachery works, isn’t it?” said Hermes. “To betray can be intoxicating. To be betrayed, maddening. I wonder what the All-Powerful will do when he learns of your own betrayal.” He tapped his chin with his wand. “Tell me, will it be worse, in your mind, to suffer physical torment for all eternity, or bear the knowledge that you were undone by a laughable band of dirt-bound beings?”


    Zeus knelt beside Cronus’s corpse and joined the spirit’s hands atop his belly. “Do it again,” he said, his steel gaze directed at Evzen. “You slayed Cronus so easily. Why not dispatch me as well?”


    Evzen cleared his throat. “I-I-I…”


    Chloe knew what Evzen wanted to say. He couldn’t do it again. His doma’s limit had already been reached. “It’s okay,” she said, only then noticing that her brother had disappeared from her father’s side. She fingered the jasper stone hanging just below her collarbone. Duna, please tell me what to do.


    Zeus stood as the other spirits clustered around him, their armor and metallic jewelry nearly blinding as the outside light bounced off them. “Duna has been stingy with you, has he not, old man?” Zeus said. “He teases us mere creatures with ephemeral bursts of power, only to snatch them back lest we forget our place in the hierarchy.” He rose, gesturing to his brothers and sisters.


    Athena stood beside Zeus, her eyes like ashes behind the almond-shaped slits of her helmet. But despite the mask of bronze, Chloe could see fear swimming in those famous gray eyes, and trepidation leaking from her fingertips as they fidgeted along her robe.


    “Have you considered that maybe that’s the reason we’re here?” the councilman said to Zeus. “To snatch your powers before you abuse them, to the detriment of all Duna’s creatures, both living and unborn?”


    With a deafening roar, Zeus extended his right arm at the councilman. But instead of releasing a lightning bolt, he received one square in the chest. The jagged spear of electricity hurled him across the cave, illuminating the farthest corners with the white-hot flash of his trajectory. Chloe’s chest vibrated with the startling boom of his body crashing against the wall.


    The rebel spirits stared up at Hector, smoke spiraling from his palm where the bolt had exited.


    “Attack!” cried one of the rebels. Ares ran forward, his blood-colored cloak spreading like a sail behind him, his bronze-tipped spear balanced at his shoulder.


    All the spirits, save Athena, brandished their swords, spears and shields, and sprang out of their stupor, their dissonant war cries a paean to themselves, a haunting hymn hailing their own blasphemy.


    “Now, Ashers, now,” shouted the councilman.


    Her memories still suppressed, Chloe had no idea what her family could do. She ducked behind a boulder and watched them transform instantly from common civilians to highly trained soldiers. It took just one glance for her to realize why none of them had asked to be spared from this mission; they were all ready for it. They’d mastered their domas like the weapons they were.


    The businesswoman’s briefcase was sprawled open against the wall. It hadn’t contained documents at all, but steel throwing knives, which she now aimed at Ares and Menoetius. The two spirits stopped and stared at her, amused smiles plastered to their faces. She bent down and tore off her red-soled pump. “Come any closer and I’ll make you regret it,” she said, wagging the shoe at them.


    Menoetius took a single step and was met by the sharp heel of the woman’s shoe in his windpipe. He clutched his throat and turned away, heaving soundlessly.


    Ares wielded his sword and stormed forward. Two knives flew simultaneously into the exposed hollow of his throat. The wound trickled gold rivulets onto his breastplate. He fought to stay upright, but soon found himself swaying on his knees, choking on his own cold ichor.


    “Well done!” The shout had come from the man whom Nicholas had healed. His hands were busy suspending three spirits in midair. He kicked his foot toward each of their swords, coaxing them out of their scabbards. With a nod of his head, the blades lifted and rotated themselves slowly until their gleaming tips pointed directly at the spirit’s wide-open fear-filled eyes. They shut their eyes, their stammering lips pleading for mercy.


    “Stop this madness,” cried Athena. She ripped off her helmet and threw it, sending it rolling like a child’s ball into Cronus’s gigantic side. “Can’t you see we’ve been bested?” She turned, spreading her arms toward her less courageous peers, who had been hanging back, waiting to see how their comrades fared. They hadn’t fared well.


    “It’s true, what the mortal said.” The low voice belonged to Nereus. He emerged from the shadows as if he’d been hiding within them, watching and listening, all along. He hadn’t needed to be a shapeshifter to become a fly on the wall. “Our powers have been taken. We’re foolish to try and fight when we’re so grievously outmatched.”


    “Listen to him,” came Andrina’s voice.


    Chloe lifted her head to see Andrina stuck to the ceiling. Andrina reached for a puddle of water below and, twirling her finger, changed it back into its former solid state.


    Another Asher, a white-haired woman wearing a mauve cardigan and thick black glasses, manipulated the ice from where it stood, dividing and shaping it into a gaseous, unidentifiable substance. “Are you lovely rebels familiar with Asherous gas?” The spirits stared up at the strange cloud drifting like a phantom over their heads. “Of course not, because Talia is the only one who produces it.”


    “I assure you,” Talia told the spirits, “that you do not want to breathe it in. It will melt your flesh from the inside out, very, very slowly.”


    The cloud lengthened and lowered, parts of it pulling away to form threatening, finger-like strands. Every spirit, save Nereus and Athena, ducked and held their breath as the fumes came near.


    “Oh, stop your whimpering.” Athena eyed the cloud defiantly. “How quickly you have all forgotten that it’s they who are mortal, not us.” She gestured to Ares and Cronus on either side of her. “Cronus will rise again. And the humans’ powers will run dry.” She grinned at Talia, and then lifted her chin to the toxic fumes. “Let us die with honor, brothers and sisters. These humans will reap what they have sown soon enough.”


    “Do it, Talia,” the councilman said. “It’ll buy us some time.”


    Talia nodded, and with a swift drop of her hands, dragged the cloud down and wrapped it around the spirits, veiling them in a see-through sheet of toxic miasma.


    Chloe turned away. Her stomach could handle a lot of things, but liquefied flesh wasn’t one of them.


    “Chloe.”


    She nearly screamed at the sound of Damian’s whisper in her ear. He appeared next to her, grimacing as he watched the spirits succumb to Talia’s doma. Chloe pressed her palms against her ears, unable even to bear the sound of them wheezing, collapsing, and thrashing on the ground. It didn’t matter how evil a person was; no decent person could ever enjoy watching another suffer.


    As she waited for the noise to fade, Hermes’ voice whispered in her head: It was we who created war. It was we who ushered death into this planet. The world suffers the repercussions of our perfidy. Could defeating the rebels really remove suffering and war from Petros? She could scarcely imagine such a world.


    After a few minutes, Damian tapped her shoulder. “It’s over.”


    Chloe uncovered her ears and glanced up. No evidence of the Asherous gas remained, and already one of the Ashers had obscured the carnage with opaque swaths of darkness that domed the scene like a sarcophagus.


    “Athena’s right,” said Damian. “The rebels will regenerate faster than our domas.”


    He stopped himself from saying another word, but Chloe could read his thoughts like a book. They’d hit a dead end. What other option was there but to retreat, return to their own time or another time from the past, and regroup.


    Chloe let out a long sigh, feeling her chest and shoulders sag under the weight of another failure. What had she done wrong? What had Carya expected her to do differently? It didn’t matter that Hector had sapped the spirits’ strength. It didn’t matter that the Ashers could stab, freeze, fight and asphyxiate them. They were still invincible.


    They would recover, harboring more hatred for the Asher race than ever.
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    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


    



JASPER


    Chloe shook her head, replaying Carya’s directive to “change the course of treason.” Carya had never said to kill them, or defeat them, which is exactly what they’d been trying, and failing, to do.


    “I don’t know what to do,” she said, her tongue heavy and slow. In her periphery, she saw the Ashers coming toward her. They’d just put their lives on the line, and for what?


    “How long until they come back to life?” one of them asked the councilman.


    “It took Ares about two days,” he replied.


    Chloe was listening from where she crouched behind a boulder, still unwilling to face the Ashers. Damian took her arm and helped her up.


    The Asher who’d levitated the rebels wiped the sweat from his forehead. “So we wait for them to wake up and then do this all again?” he said to the councilman. “Sounds like a pretty exhausting game, if you ask me.”


    “And a futile one,” the councilman agreed. “They have no vulnerabilities, and we…” He looked at Nicholas. “Well, Nicholas’s healing ability has its limits as well.”


    “So what?” Andrina asked, snapping a piece of bubblegum she’d acquired from who knew where. “We go back to our world? I can get back to the beach?”


    “It won’t be long before Zeus turns that beach into a disaster zone,” said Talia. She looked at Chloe, her crows’ feet deepening as she smiled warmly. “I’m your grandmother, little monkey.”


    Chloe’s mind flashed to her childhood days spent climbing into the treehouse and swinging from the monkey bars. The nickname was certainly fitting. Chloe nodded and smiled back. In the old timeline, her grandmother had had her coronation when Chloe was too young to remember her.


    “I don’t remember you yet,” she said sadly. “Not yet, at least.” Oh, what she wouldn’t give to be reuniting with her family under different, much more lighthearted circumstances. She looked around at all of them, forcing herself to make eye contact and accept any blame and ridicule they might throw at her. “I’m sorry. I really thought that bringing you all here was the answer. I didn’t want your domas to be taken away before I—”


    “Taken?” the businesswoman asked. “Taken how?”


    The councilman’s whistling exhalation sounded almost painful. His face looked as though this nerve-racking ordeal had aged it twenty years. He fished around in his coat pocket for a nectar-filled syringe.


    Hector, now shortened by a foot or more, bent down and pounded his fist on the boulder. A pool of water appeared on its surface and cascaded down its sides, transforming the rock into a veritable fountain. The councilman cupped his bony hands and held them under the water. It was no life-giving nectar, but it would have to do for now.


    “There are relics,” he said, when he’d had his fill of water. “Seven of them, each one symbolizing a band of the Moonbow, the story of which we all know well.”


    Chloe could see Hector’s enlarged fingers picking at his nails, just like she did. He’d been the one to steal the jars for Zeus; she could almost feel his guilt twisting her stomach into a knot.


    “They’ve been kept, protected, in a secret location,” the councilman continued. “But the rebels managed to steal them anyway. If and when they destroy them, our powers will be destroyed along with them.”


    No one moved or said a word. There was nothing to say. They were trapped. To stay meant death, sooner or later. To travel back to the present meant defeat and unthinkable retribution at the vengeful hands of Zeus. Chloe couldn’t help but wonder how many other leaders in history had been in this nightmarish predicament, faced with nothing but hopelessness and yet obliged to project confidence and calm.


    Leaning over the fountain to splash her face, she stopped abruptly and stared at her reflection. The jasper stone twinkled at her like the red planet named, ironically, for Ares. There were seven bands, she realized. And the first was red. “Jasper,” she whispered, the word rumbling from her lips like a bashful roll of thunder.


    Hearing her, understanding registered on the councilman’s face. The others looked at her like she’d lost her mind.


    “Six of the relics were stolen,” she told them, tapping the stone. “But not this one.”


    “What does that mean?” Hector asked. He was standing beside her, nearly back to his normal height.


    The brilliance of the stone’s reflection assured her there was an answer, but what that answer was she couldn’t begin to guess. All she knew was that it couldn’t be a coincidence that the jasper had been given to her two thousand years ago.


    “We all know the song of Iris,” said the councilman. “We learned it as a song in nursery school.” He moved his hands like a conductor’s and began to sing: “Red, the highest band, color of blood and vice; I have learned to see within you redemption, sacrifice.”


    Half of the Ashers joined in, smiling with nostalgia at the light, sweet-sounding tune. “Orange, like the healing flower, and the burning desert sun; both have power, both hold brilliance, but none compares to the Promised One.”


    Chloe fast-forwarded the song in her mind. After orange, there was yellow amber, which symbolized salvation. Then came green emerald for forgiveness. Next was blue for Carya’s sword, which had been bequeathed to the Centaur. Then came indigo, for the sacred veil in the temple, representing man’s separation from Duna. And last was violet, named for the waters of the bathing pool in which Iris had been cleansed of her bloody past.


    As the councilman had explained, a fragment of each one of those objects had been extracted for posterity, and safekeeping. But what if they were more than museum artifacts? What if they could do more than neutralize the Ashers’ domas? Every gift from the All-Powerful could be used for evil if its Vessel chose. But evil was never their purpose. The purpose of a gift was to impact the world for good, never evil.


    Chloe’s mind was spinning with questions and half-baked hypotheses. “Do you know anything else about the relics?” she asked the councilman.


    “I wish I did.” He buttoned his sport coat and puffed into his hands to warm them.


    Chloe knew that if Iris were here, she could’ve created a fire for all of them. And afterward she probably would have offered them ironwort tea to calm their nerves before imparting her insight, insight they so desperately needed now. She could see Iris’s face, as clear as day, smiling at her from the sunny window of her memory.


    Iris’s youth had been one of anger, obstinacy and vengeance; the latter bestowed on her by the jasper stone as she succumbed to bloodlust birthed by grief. Chloe didn’t know her entire story, but she’d seen firsthand how it had ended. Iris’s restlessness was replaced by peace. Her vengeance was erased by love. And the jasper stone was given new meaning.


    “Redemption.” Chloe said the word aloud, and Iris’s voice repeated it in her head, rising like a quiet shout from the bottom of a well.


    “What did you say, Chloe?” Damian said.


    “Don’t you remember? Iris said the jasper represents redemption and…” She rubbed the leather cord of the necklace and closed her eyes, envisioning that day in the woods of Ourania when Iris had given the stone to her. “And recovering that which was lost.”


    Damian stared at the stone, his head tilted in contemplation. “I remember now. She said its purpose for her was recovering her faith—”


    “But that it remained to be seen what its purpose is for us,” said Chloe, finishing his sentence.


    She removed the necklace and held it by the knot, letting it dangle in the light for the Ashers to see. The center of the jasper began to glow, gently at first, like a firefly caught in a jar. Then, as if it were a fan being flamed, it grew to fill the entire stone, blooming like a flaming rose that could not be devoured.


    “It’s never done this before.” Chloe knelt down to observe it more closely.


    The inside of the stone looked like a spiral galaxy. Four distinct spiral arms spun slowly around a flat, disc-shaped cluster of shimmering dust, its brilliance dull compared to the radiance of bright blue dots gleaming like stars within the swirling bands of light.


    “I’ve picked up several jasper stones during my beach vacations,” said Andrina, “but none of them can do that.”


    “It looks just like a galaxy,” said Chloe softly, fearing the beauty might dissolve if she spoke above a whisper.


    Nicholas leaned in to inspect it as well, both eyes nearly closed as he squinted to see. “But not our galaxy. The Ápeiro Galaxy is an ordinary spiral galaxy, but this one’s barred.” This statement was met with unmoved silence and blank stares.


    Chloe reached into her pocket and pulled out the dýnami, once again feeling its heat pulsating in the center of her palm. “Eyesight,” she said, focusing on the hazy white nucleus of the galaxy. In seconds, the miniature universe was magnified, allowing her to see with the precision of a telescope. “He’s right. I see a blurry white line running through it.”


    “The bars,” said Nicholas. “I can see pretty well for an old guy, huh?”


    Chloe gasped. “But I bet you didn’t see this.”


    “What?” Nicholas asked. “What do you see?”


    The doma vanished. She’d only been given a glimpse, but it wasn’t what she saw, but what she felt, that stopped her heart. “A planet,” she said. “It had several continents separated by water. Lots and lots of water.”


    “Definitely not Petros, then,” said Damian.


    “It was made for the rebels,” said Chloe. “I know it. I don’t know how, but I know it.”
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    CHAPTER FORTY


    



HELLAS


    Chloe looked up from the stone, expecting to see the faces of her family reflecting nothing but incredulity, skepticism, and concern for her mental state. But to her surprise they were regarding her with the respectful esteem of an opera audience.


    “You actually believe me?” She doubted she would believe herself if she was in their shoes.


    “You and Damian are the Vessel, Chloe,” said the councilman, “and not just in the timeline, you know.”


    Damian’s eyes glanced up and down, and then up again as he slid one hand into his pocket and scratched his ear with the other one.


    “What is it?” Chloe knew his body language as well as she knew her own.


    Damian sighed. “I’ve had a few dreams about that planet. I saw it and five or six others rotating around a sun.” He laughed. “Crazy, right?”


    The councilman clapped Damian’s shoulder. “Not crazy. Prophetic.”


    “You didn’t get any sort of feeling when you dreamed it?” Chloe asked Damian.


    “I felt like I probably ate too much before going to bed.”


    The Ashers all laughed, and the sound tinkled in the air like music.


    “Like the oracles teach us,” said the councilman. “‘Laughter is medicine, healing to the bones.’” His peaked face was made more boyish just by reciting the sacred verse. He smiled at Chloe, then at Damian.


    Chloe could see nothing of his mother in the muddy pools of the councilman’s eyes. No, there was not one iota of Mania’s fury in him, only Hermes’ cleverness and the smallest dash of his gumption. She could see the latter now as the councilman drew back his shoulder blades, assuming the posture of a spry and dauntless dignitary.


    “I believe we know what the relic’s purpose is for you two now.” The councilman’s eyes regained their youthful copper tint as they gazed into the jasper stone.


    All around the Ashers’ circle, the stone splashed ribbons of rippling, multicolored light that streamed through the air like ocean waves. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet… The colors spiraled up through the middle of the circle like a tornado as a glowing white band stretched through the center, mimicking the barred galaxy inside the stone.


    The ground quaked as the necklace started swinging, oscillating like a pendulum with the rhythm of a clock. Chloe hung onto the stone, but it had a mind of its own. It loosed itself from the leather string and flew like a magnet to the heart of the spiral, positioning itself in the exact place where Chloe had seen the planet.


    “It’s breaking apart!” cried a blond middle-aged woman with a pixie cut and light-colored, close-set eyes, which were opened as wide as they could go.


    The dark fog that had covered the rebels’ bodies was melting away, receding into the walls and drifting out through the hole where it was immediately swallowed by light.


    “Evadne, do your doma’s effects always disappear this quickly?” Talia asked the blond woman.


    But before Evadne could reply, Cronus’s body stood erect, as if being pushed up from below. Half of him was shrouded by darkness, the other half painted gold by the slanting sunlight. The Ashers’ feet shuffled into their ranks, preparing to fend him off any way they could. Cronus gravitated toward the galaxy, just as the jasper had, floating toward it with eyes closed and head lolling toward his shoulder. The Ashers watched in stupefied silence as the unconscious spirit sailed past them, a ghostly ship in the night, never once raising a finger at them or peeling open a heavy-browed eye. He stopped just inches from the spinning bands, so close that his robe and skin took on their light, and still he did not stir.


    From where she stood, Chloe could sense the lingering death in his body. Something external was animating him, propelling him toward the stone. It happened so fast that Chloe blinked three times to make sure she hadn’t imagined it: Cronus disappeared into the white heart of the galaxy, leaving behind no trace except for his laurel crown, left on the floor in a crumpled heap.


    “Chloe, my dear,” said the councilman, nodding toward the other spirits, “it appears your intuition is sound.”


    They, too, were rising. Even those who had been victims of Talia’s toxic gas were somehow being reassembled; their very cells and sinews sewn back together by an unseen surgeon’s hands.


    Chloe shuddered as Ares moved past her; the wounds of his neck sealed completely, the ichor on his breastplate gone. He looked so peaceful, almost angelic, as the spray of light softened the hard lines and austere ridges of his face.


    Maybe he’ll be different on the new planet, Chloe thought, although she knew it was only wishful thinking. Duna delighted in new beginnings, but he did not bestow them without request. If the spirits desired renewal, to be recreated from within, they would have to humble themselves before him, a notion that seemed more impossible than the scene she watched playing out before her now.


    The spirits passed into the galaxy, one by one, as harmless and docile as lambs, leaving behind only their spears and swords, and the eagle whose feathered form was lying dead near the tripod. The only spirit who was alive and therefore perfectly aware of what was happening was Athena.


    “What’s happening?” the goddess screamed, beads of sweat lining her porcelain brow as she leaned away from the galaxy’s pull. “Duna, help me! Duna, hear me!” Tears spilled down her cheeks, each one shining like a prism in the dancing lights. At last exhaustion seized her, and she stopped fighting, letting herself be carried by the current. “I was wrong,” she whispered. “I am a wretched fool.” Just as Athena’s right arm was fading into the silvery haze, a strong wind accompanied by the sound of a rushing river pushed her aside. She looked around, eyes wide with fear, and found Nereus standing over her, his own face frozen in holy terror.


    “He has heard you,” he said. “You are spared.”


    Trembling, Athena tugged on his hand, and together they fell prostrate on the ground as the wind disappeared as quickly as it had come. Nothing was heard from them after that except their hushed, barely audible prayers.


    Zeus was last to leave, his body having traveled the farthest across the cavern.


    Chloe saw Hector avert his eyes from Zeus, and she took his hand. “He’s leaving, Hector. He’ll never hurt us again.”


    Little by little, the galaxy vanished, its vibrant hues fading into light pastels, its small, fiery stars ebbing to pale embers, the jasper stone shrinking to the size of a speck before it, too, disappeared.


    The quaking ceased, the air cleared, and the Ashers relaxed and breathed freely again, no longer anticipating attack. The hole the businesswoman had made in the wall beckoned them with a breeze filled with the fresh scents of pine and lavender.


    Chloe looked around once more, her eyes searching the torch-strewn floor for spirits who might somehow have managed to resist the stone’s lure. She knew, of course, that this was impossible, yet paranoia insisted she confirm that every one of them was gone. Once her fears had been quelled, she followed Damian to the far wall where Zeus had fallen. It was stained with the dark amber color of his blood. She outlined the streaks with her hand and shivered at the cold still issuing from them like icy breaths.


    “They’re really gone,” said Damian, watching as the Ashers hugged and high-fived and held each other, their voices like those of children as they echoed high and light around the cave. “You did it, Chloe.”


    “No, Damian,” she said, turning to him, “we did it. You and me, and all of them.” She smiled as her family, family she couldn’t wait to know, stepped out of this prototype of hell back into heaven’s splendor. “If it weren’t for you, we’d both be dead.”


    Damian gave a half-smile and looked down at his sneakers. “I’m thankful I got a second chance to save my sister.”


    “You know you didn’t need that second chance to prove yourself, right? I love you no matter what.”


    Damian scratched his ear. “Now this is getting cheesy.” He laughed and put his arm around her as they walked toward their father waving to them from the exit. “I love you, too.”


    [image: paragraph-break]


    The first thing Chloe saw when she stepped out of the mountain was the sight of Apollo’s white horses prancing together in a circle around the Ashers. They stopped when they saw Chloe and walked slowly toward her, their snowy manes like royal trains as they swept through the grass. Their ears pricked forward and they lowered their regal heads to the level of her face, then looked at her with intelligent eyes that she could swear saw through her soul. They were apologizing to her, she knew, for flying her to the rebels’ den.


    “It wasn’t your fault.” She reached out and stroked their muzzles. “And besides, we’re all okay now.”


    The animals whinnied softly, then took off galloping into the open plain before them, like two birds freed from their cage.


    Chloe heard someone gasp, and turned to look at the black mountain shifting and groaning, its black basalt face transforming into shimmering rose quartz. Around its summit, the fog and smoke evaporated, revealing rays of the warmest light encircling the peak like a crown. Chloe looked on in speechless wonder as the mountain’s sides began to stretch upwards, trading its unremarkable roundness for a proud pinnacle, exalting its maker.


    Chloe turned back to the forest and saw that it was undergoing its own transformation, as if a curse was lifting from it. The overgrown vines that had choked the trees snapped like twigs and vanished. Ethereal notes of music touched the trunks and boughs, as well as the multicolored butterflies flittering past and alighting on the limbs. The thick stormy air retreated, routed by a clean crisp wind, which carried with it the pleasant smell of Carya.


    The messenger appeared in the Ashers’ midst, absent her characteristic cloud, and greeted them with a ladylike curtsy. Chloe spotted Hermes hovering in the shadows. He landed and stepped forward, with head bowed and hands trembling, and laid his golden wand at Carya’s feet. He took off his cap, unfastened his sandals and shamefully pushed them forward, like a thief returning his loot.


    “My lady,” he said, his chin tucked to his chest as he remained kneeling before her. “I’m ready to receive the judgment I deserve. It will be my honor to serve as an example to all heaven’s ángeloi who harbor in their hearts even the slightest trace of pride.”


    Carya leaned over Hermes and tilted his chin up to her. Even from where she stood some fifteen feet away, Chloe could see Carya’s blue eyes twinkling with compassion. She whispered something into his ear, and Hermes began to weep in a manner different from the one he’d displayed in Ourania. His tears were not those of guilt, but of gratitude. Carya returned the wand to his hand and his cap to his head, and put his sandals back on his feet herself. Hermes had to wipe his face repeatedly to keep his tears from spilling onto her auburn hair.


    When she was finished, Carya stood, kissed Hermes’ cheek, and turned back to the Ashers, many of whom were also drying their misty eyes.


    “All of Heaven celebrates the triumph of this day,


    For every cruel, black-hearted foe has been vanquished, put away.


    All are exiled on a sphere in space, never to harm your world again,


    The Petros you return to will be void of their stench and stain.


    Fill thine hearts one final time with the sounds and hues of glory,


    And stow away inside them the threads of this great story.”


    Carya took a deep breath and joined her hands as her white robe began to glow. She’d said, so beautifully and succinctly, all she’d come to say.


    Chloe knew she might never see her again to ask. “Carya, can you tell us the name of the place the rebels were sent to?”


    Carya looked as though she hadn’t heard her. The halo of light around her gown began to grow, dispersing itself in luminous waves until it bathed the Ashers in light.


    “Whether called Hellas or Ellada, it is a land which shall never know peace,


    In the future it shall be remembered as the mountains and isles of Greece.”


    All at once, the other Ashers opened their mouths to ask their own questions.


    “Is it a world like ours, then?” Andrina asked, her strong voice rising above the others.


    “I wonder if it will ever have humans,” Damian muttered. He knew as well as Chloe that it wouldn’t do any good to project any louder; the fate of Greece wasn’t their business. Their business was getting home, back to a place that might not feel like home at all.
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    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


    



AWAKENING


    Chloe awakened to the sound of a goldfinch chirping nearby. With a yawn, she opened her eyes and saw the bird perched on a wooden railing that was strangely familiar.


    “My treehouse.” Chloe jerked up to a sitting position and steadied her breath as she looked around.


    In the corner was her red plastic chair, the one she’d had since she was four years old and refused to part with. The wall above it bore the words “Chloe’s treehouse” boldly scribbled in mint-green chalk. She looked down at the sleeping bag she’d been lying on, and the pink pillow atop it monogrammed with her initials.


    Everything was just as she remembered. Everything except the cartoons of Rhoda and Farley she’d nailed to the walls herself. Those imaginary characters had been her only confidants in the old timeline. Their farfetched stories were once her longed-for escape from ordinary life. It was funny how ordinary life was what she longed for now. More than adventure, more than superpowers, more than anything, her soul craved the life she knew had been eluding her for so long.


    Chloe jumped as the goldfinch’s wings flapped and twitched in agitation. Its forked tail was skimmed by a neon yellow Frisbee sailing past it into the treehouse. Chloe picked up the Frisbee and held it firmly in her shaking hands as she went out to the balcony.


    “Sorry.”


    Chloe looked down to see a small brown-haired boy looking up at her with shy, apologetic eyes. “Ethan?” Chloe touched her throat; the voice that had come from it was not hers, but a child’s.


    “How do you know my name?”


    Chloe looked down at her shoes. They were baby-pink high-tops with blinking lights on the soles. Her hands were small and slightly chubby, and as she gripped the rail, she realized it rose all the way to her chest.


    As she flung the Frisbee down to Ethan, Damian sprang from the back door and bounded down the stairs, two juice boxes in hand. He set one down on the grass and gave the other to Ethan, then ran to the treehouse and gripped the ladder.


    “When did you wake up?” Chloe asked him, hoping she hadn’t lost her mind.


    “An hour or so ago.” He climbed up the ladder to the balcony and shook a long blond ringlet from his eyes. “Are you losing your memories yet? I am. All I can remember now is Cronus and the other spirits disappearing.” He looked past her, his eyes focusing on nothing but those moments that were still so raw and real.


    “Are Mom and Dad inside?”


    Damian nodded. “Yes, and the councilman, too. He’s a little younger-looking, actually.” He laughed and glanced toward the house, to where Hermogenes and their parents were seated in the living room, looking back at them. “He woke up in his office downtown and has been writing down everything ever since. He’s been visiting all the former Ashers and telling them to do the same.”


    “What do you mean ‘former Ashers’?”


    “We don’t have our domas anymore. Without the rebels and their followers, we don’t need them.”


    Chloe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She did both, turning her face away so Ethan wouldn’t see.


    “It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?” said Damian. “We’re picking up right where we left off, right before the accident.”


    Warm tears spilled into the corners of Chloe’s mouth as she remembered the day her parents died. It was a spring day just like this one, with one half of the sky a bright blue sheet and the other half slashed with sheets of rain. She looked toward the dark half, picking up the scent of the coming storm and imagining Zeus’ scowl in a far-off cloud. It was a good thing her memories were fading, she thought, otherwise the nightmares would most likely make her an insomniac. But then, there was much she wanted to remember.


    “I guess I should start writing,” she said.


    “Mom’s already got her laptop fired up for you. She remembers, too. Everyone who was directly involved with the fate of the Ashers does.”


    Chloe laughed to herself. It was so strange to see Damian’s little-boy body employing the mannerisms and tone of his teenaged future self. “Fate of the Ashers. I like that.”


    “Me, too. It’ll make one heck of a story for Ethan’s and your grandkids one day.” Damian smiled and started back down the ladder. “He doesn’t know anything yet, by the way. Probably thinks you have cooties.”


    “Hey!” Chloe’s cheeks got hot. “You’d better not say a word to him. You’ll freak him out.”


    Laughing, Damian waved her off, then caught the Frisbee from Ethan and followed him into the house. Chloe, on the other hand, could no longer feel her legs beneath her and sank onto the porch like a wilted flower.


    “It’s a lot for the mortal mind to absorb, isn’t it?”


    Chloe wasn’t the least bit startled. She’d almost been expecting Hermes to show up. She turned to see him hang his cap on a peg and wedge himself into her red chair.


    “Is this the last time I’ll see you?” Chloe asked, forcing her short legs to walk toward him.


    Hermes shrugged. “I can’t answer that. But rest assured it’s not the last time I will see you.” He smiled and reached into his satchel. “I came to give you this.” He opened his palm and revealed a golden pocket watch. “You’ve seen this before. Well, a primitive, more cumbersome version of it.”


    “The pýli?” Chloe asked.


    Hermes nodded, visibly pleased by her recollection. “It’ll replay all the events of history, the previous history, that is. Henceforth, your world shall never lack for entertainment.” He winked and placed the device in her hand. “Take care of it.”


    “I will.” Chloe peered down at the watch, its pearlescent face reflecting her own. “Hermes, how can the councilman be alive if Mania never existed?”


    “Ah, but she did exist,” said Hermes. “After all, she was flesh and blood, as are you.”


    “But you must have, you know…”


    “Coupled with her?” Hermes chuckled. “You’re far too young, at least in physicality, to speak of such mature matters.”


    “But did you?”


    Hermes shook his head emphatically. “It was never intended for spirits to mate with man. Hermogenes was born to different parents in this timeline. He may be less handsome because of it, but no less fit to lead.” He laughed again, a sound that, to Chloe, rivaled the melodic chirps of the goldfinch. She hoped she wouldn’t forget it, or the sound of Orpheus’s lyre.


    “What about Orpheus and Eurydice? Did they have mortal parents, too?”


    “Indeed. And very long, happy lives together.” He gestured to the pýli. “It’s all there. You can see their story whenever you like.”


    “I don’t know how to thank you,” she said, as a warm breeze wafted through the window. “You saved us all in heaven. What changed your mind? What convinced you to help us?”


    Hermes’ countenance changed from one of mirth to one of solemnity. He leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees as he gazed out into the cloudless expanse of sky. “It’s a tragic fact that so many of us fall prey to the same, devastating lie.” He inhaled deeply through his nose, his eyes misting as he spoke. “The lie that we are too far gone, that we’ve descended too low for truth and love to reach us. That there’s no way out because darkness has blinded us to any escape.”


    He looked at Chloe and, as if she reminded him of something, smiled. “You know this better than most. You were in the belly of hell itself. Tell me, is it possible for anyone to feel more hopeless or alone than when they’re separated from their creator?”


    Chloe shook her head as images of Deimos and Phobos, and the haunting River Lethe flashed inside it.


    “But there is hope,” he said. “Even when we’ve convinced ourselves there’s no turning back, that metanoia is no more attainable than the moon.”


    Hermes rose and, taking Chloe’s hand, went outside to the balcony. “Hope is our beacon, and all we have to do is fix our eyes on even the faintest speck of its light. It’s what draws us from the darkness, stoking the fire Duna placed inside our souls. And in that way, I suppose you could say that every one of us is a Vessel.”


    He bent down and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Goodbye, my dear Chloe. May you cherish the days you are given and live your life to the full.”

  


  
    AFTERWORD


    I hope you enjoyed The Petros Chronicles. If you don’t mind, I would appreciate it if you could head over to Amazon, Goodreads, or your website of choice and leave a brief review of your favorite installment.


    Also, I invite you to join my Greek-mythology-related mailing list at www.dianatylerbooks.com or www.dianaandersontyler.com. Each month I do fun things like send exclusive short stories, and run giveaways—all related to books and/or Greek mythology, of course.
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