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      When Zeus invites Alex to a dinner party with the gods on Mount Olympus, it’s an invitation she can’t refuse.

      

      Busy juggling death magic training with the Fates, ignoring ominous texts from her estranged mother, and fighting with an over-protective Hellhound lover, Alex doesn’t have time for socializing. But she can’t really say no when a cranky cherub delivers Zeus’s dinner invite.

      Before Alex can choose her dress for the divine dinner party, a goddess with a dilemma descends on the Crossroads. Demeter warns Alex to skip the dinner party because death is almost certainly on the menu — and because the goddess needs her help to save a demi-goddess daughter that she’s been hiding for half a millennium.

      Olympe isn’t just a goddess’s daughter, she’s the only Keeper alive who can help Alex learn the truth about her unique divine heritage. Alex must risk Zeus’s displeasure and rally her supernatural posse to take on an old enemy and save a new friend, but using her dangerous new death magic might just be the end of everything.

      

      Mythical Greek gods, quirky supernatural creatures, a newbie Crossroads Keeper, and a sassy, snarky ... and magical pink-eared poodle battle the forces of chaos in this urban fantasy series filled with adventure, humor, a smidge of romance, and newfound family ties.
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      MAIN

      

      Alex Blackwood - A Crossroads Keeper with more dangerous powers and divine relatives than she knows what to do with.

      

      Conor - Barghest Hellhound shifter and Guardian of the Crossroads. Alex’s overprotective boyfriend.

      

      Demeter - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Mother to Persephone and Olympe. A goddess with a dangerous dilemma.

      

      Hecate - Greek goddess and head of the divine triune that created the Crossroads.

      

      Larry the Kibble Guy - Magical Familiar and Alex’s partner.

      

      Maia Blackwood - Alex’s ghostly aunt and the former Crossroads Keeper, until her untimely death. Alan’s ghostly girlfriend.

      

      Nyx - Greek goddess of Chaos. Daughter of Chronos, mother of the Fates, grandmother of the Oneiroi, and related to Alex. Always trying to make bad things happen.

      

      Olympe - Mother Superior and Crossroads Keeper. Warrior nun. Semi-divine daughter of Demeter and magical mentor to Alex.

      

      Persephone - Greek goddess. Demeter’s wayward daughter.

      

      The Fates - Three Greek goddesses and Alex’s crazy divine relatives. Atropos: Dangerous mean girl and scissor happy lifeline cutter. Clothos: Mother goddess and weaver of the web of life. Lachesis: Nuttiest of the lot. Measurer of the span of each life … and everything else.

      

      Vincent Ianotti - AKA Vinnie the Vampire. Former New York City mob moss. Maia’s friend and Alex’s honorary uncle.

      

      Zeus - King of the gods. Brother of Demeter, husband to Hera, and related to Alex. Admits he’s got a divine rebellion on his hands.

      

      MINOR

      

      Calliope - Servant to Clothos and friend to Alex. Descends from a no longer so dormant Keeper family line.

      

      Chion - Calliope’s older brother and a bit of a lady’s man.

      

      Chronos - Greek Titan god of Time. Husband to Rhea. This retired god has got some shocking news for Alex!

      

      Crazy Sam - Cowboy ghost from the Wild West. And yes, he’s pretty darn crazy, but a good ghost, really.

      

      Grenoble/Nitus - Former Goblin king on a mission to free his people … or die trying. Larry’s best friend and partner in crime.

      

      Grigory - Hellhound Barghest Shifter and the Grenoble Crossroads Guardian. Friend and protector of Olympe.

      

      Goblin Royal Family - Modi: Grenoble’s evil stepmother. Methol: illegitimate king and half-brother to Nitus (now Grenoble), whom he deposed and left for dead more than a decade ago. Modi: Grenoble’s feisty sister and rescuer; she is bound for great things.

      

      Hades - Greek god and Persephone’s husband. Finally steps up and brings his war-dog, Cerberus, with him.

      

      Helen Grimby - Wannabe Crossroads Keeper. Alex’s birth mother and Maia’s older sister. A nasty piece of work.

      

      Heli - Human daughter of Zeus. Demeter’s rude assistant.

      

      Hera - Greek goddess and wife to Zeus. Not a nice goddess.

      

      Icelus - Greek god. One of the Oneiroi, three divine brothers with powers over sleep and the unconscious. Wolf shifter who might must be a good guy.

      

      Leonard Allard - Revenant and Alex’s friend.

      

      Lir - Kelpie shifter. Olympe’s handsome friend with benefits. He and his herd are a big help, in more ways than one.

      

      Momus - Zeus’s cherub messenger. Truly a nasty little dude.

      

      Morpheus - Greek god. One of the Oneiroi, three divine brothers with power over the unconscious. God of nightmares. Up to trouble.

      

      Queen Elizabeth I - An ancient Tudor ghost. Royal snob.

      

      Rhea - Titan and wife to Chronos. Close relative of Alex’s. Very close.

      

      Sister Reine - Strict head nurse of the convent infirmary. Not a nice nun.

      

      Sister Zoé - Nun and Olympe’s right-hand Crossroads priestess. Daughter of Aphrodite.

      

      Talon Grimsby - Necromantic mage and Alex’s sort of and very much more than dead father.

      

      Sundry other bit players.
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      Alex rolled out of bed quietly, trying not to awaken the snoring Hellhound shifter sleeping next to her. As she slid her feet into slippers, a soft snicker sounded.

      She rolled her eyes and mind-spoke to her magical partner, who was currently crawling out from under the bed. “I thought you agreed to make yourself scarce when Conor and I⁠—”

      The small white poodle with pink ears grinned up at Alex knowingly and replied, “When you two get it on? When you do the horizontal mambo? When you⁠—”

      “Oh shut up, Larry. I get the picture.” Alex hoped her magical mutt couldn’t see the fiery blush staining her cheeks in the shadowed room. Her romantic relationship with Conor was so new that she was having trouble adjusting to it herself. Dealing with the sly looks and teasing comments from Larry and the rest of her heart-family was even more difficult.

      Conor snorted and readjusted his position in the bed before settling back in with a soft snore. Alex slid from the bed and shuffled toward the bathroom, throwing Larry one last glare over her shoulder. “Go find your goblin buddy and bug the chef for breakfast, why don’t you? Whatever you do, just give us some privacy, for deities’ sake.”

      Larry snickered as he slipped out the newly installed dog door. “Don’t forget, you’ve got that last training session with your cousins this morning. They say you’re as ready as they can get you with your death magic. They plan to head back to Mount Olympus soon.”

      Alex breathed a sigh of relief. Her three cousins, the Fates — yes, those ones, had worked her hard over the past month, helping her master her newly discovered death magic. She now had a handle on using it … or rather, on not using it. Frankly, her new powers over life and death terrified her. She had no intention of using her death magic, ever. Or … well, never again since the last time she had inadvertently used it and almost killed a Fae prince. Granted, he’d been trying to kill her at the time, but still.

      Resting her hands on the sink, she grimaced at her reflection in the mirror. Memories of when she had both discovered and used her death magic for the first time filled her mind. She had inadvertently destroyed her undead father’s borrowed body — and his soul. Of course, he had been trying to kill her at the time, so there was that. She sensed a theme…

      “Sweets, are you up?” Conor’s rough voice questioned her from the other room, pulling Alex out of her dark musings.

      “Yep,” she said. “I’m gonna take a shower, then I have a final training session with my cousins.” Alex dropped her head, avoiding her image in the now-steamy mirror. Her divinely dangerous cousins were leaving soon, but the rest of her heart-family, including Conor, would still be close. Sometimes too close. Then there was her newly discovered divine family to consider, as well.

      Thank goodness my crazy … and freaking dangerous cousins will be on their way back to Mount Olympus in a day or so, she reflected with a sigh of relief. They had fulfilled her grandfather, Chronos’s, orders to train Alex to handle her death magic. Hopefully, she could now keep her head down and avoid any more dealings with her divine family. One family at a time was more than enough.
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      Alex dodged another shadowy bolt of death magic thrown by her loving cousin, Atropos. That bitch was definitely trying to kill her. Breathless, she tucked, rolled, then shot to her feet, arms outstretched.

      A powerful stream of death magic shot from Alex’s fingers, hitting her snarling cousin square in the chest. Atropos hurled backwards before landing on her ass in the dirt several yards away. The powerful goddess of death let loose a foul string of curses, then an uncharacteristic grin split her long, thin face.

      “You’ll do, cousin. You’ll do,” Atropos said as she climbed to her feet, her long legs and arms resembling a spider. “If I can’t kill you with death magic, and you can throw me off my feet with yours without killing me, then my job here is done.”

      Alex nodded at Atropos, then turned to face her other two divine cousins, seeking their approval. Clotho and Lachesis both clapped madly in support. Thank all the deities, she thought. She had lived through an intense bootcamp of death magic training from her trio of divine cousins, also known as the Fates, albeit with more than a few cuts and bruises, along with a concussion or two along the way. But she made it! And she had taken her most powerful — and annoying divine cousin down a few times in the process. Yay!!!

      While she wasn’t pleased when her newly revealed grandfather, Chronos — yes, that Chronos, the Titan god of time, had tasked the Fates with training her to control her death magic, she understood the reasons behind it. He was right, dammit. Without control, she could easily kill someone in a fight — alright, a whole lot of someones. Okay, maybe even a small country or two full of someones. Or a world. Sigh.

      Clotho’s plump cheeks quivered as she nodded her head and smiled at Alex. “My dear, you have mastered a divine skill that no other demi-goddess has ever manifested. Your control over your death magic is commendable,” the motherly goddess said. She flicked an apprehensive glance at her sister, Atropos, before adding, “In fact, I think you’re almost a match for my more powerful sister.”

      Atropos snorted and tossed an angry glare at her sister. Before she could unleash a rebuttal at Clotho, their third sister, Lachesis, said, “Now, now, sisters of Fate. Alex’s accomplishments do not lessen our power over death.” She tilted her head in thought. “In fact, I’d say that, all things considered, having a fourth family member with death magic is a good thing. After all, four is an even number. Everything is always easier with even numbers.” The goddess of measuring the span of each life nodded, smiling happily.

      “We all know how much you like measuring all the things, dear sister,” Atropos spat. She pursed her lips, then grimaced. “However, perhaps you are right. With our dear mother, Nyx, still plotting her escape from the Underworld in order to bring her unique brand of chaos to all the realms, having another powerful cousin with death magic in the family is probably a good thing.” The arbiter of death sniffed and turned away. “I’m going to report our progress to Chronos, then pack my things.” She threw a scornful glance at her sisters, and added, “I suggest you two morons do the same.”

      Lachesis eyed her sister’s retreating figure with relief, then heaved a sigh. “Alex, we have done all we can to prepare you for the coming battles. Please use your death magic wisely, cousin.”

      “You’ll need it soon, dear. Best to be prepared,” Clotho murmured as she hugged Alex gently. “And you are more than welcome to come and stay with us anytime, you know. Don’t forget, there’s a Divine Council meeting coming up sometime soon. If you need a place to stay when you visit Mount Olympus, just drop us a line and we’ll prepare one of the guest rooms.” The motherly goddess patted Alex on the cheek, then trudged away after her sister.

      Alex gave her remaining cousin a finger wave and a small smile. “Bye Lachesis.”

      “Farewell, dear. We’ll see you soon,” Lachesis said, then she scampered after her sisters.

      “Not if I can help it,” Alex muttered under her breath as she watched the Fates wend their way through the gardens. She had no intention of visiting her cousins or Mount Olympus anytime soon. Nor did she have plans to use her death magic — wisely or not. She’d spent the past several months learning how to control it, and control it she would. She planned to stuff that sucker into a large box and relegate it to a tall shelf in the back of her mind closet.

      Alex shook her head to clear it, then ambled down the garden path in the opposite direction of her deadly cousins. She planned to begin her avoidance of all things divine immediately. No more death magic. No more worries about her demi-goddess status, or her divine cousins, and certainly not her Titan grandfather.

      Really, Chronos, why couldn’t you listen to your wife and just keep it in your pants, dude? She muttered to herself dryly.
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      Alex’s steps took her where they often did — to the small Greek temple nestled at the edge of the woods bordering the estate gardens. The pale stone of the temple’s Doric columns reflected the early evening moon’s pale, silver light.

      Lowering herself wearily onto the low stone wall surrounding the temple’s courtyard, she sighed in pleasure. The sun had set recently, so the stones still held the heat of the day and the warmth felt good on her overworked muscles. Death magic training was a real bitch.

      Nope, not going there again. Alex yanked her thoughts back to the Crossroads. The temple courtyard was usually quiet at this time of day, as most travelers used the ley lines either early in the morning or well after dark, depending on their species. Vampires, of course, always took the night train … er, ley line.

      Speaking of vampires, here comes one now, Alex realized. She rolled her shoulders and pasted on a welcoming smile. “Hi Uncle Vinnie. Good to see you.”

      The stocky vampire approached smoothly, his gait a glide, rather than a mere walk. As usual, he wore an expensively tailored, midnight-black Italian suit. As he smoothed back his thick, ebony hair, the rings on his fingers and heavy gold watch on his wrist caught the moonlight.

      “Hi sweetheart. How you doin’?” Her adopted uncle smiled at Alex, his full lips showcasing very white teeth — with very sharp and very pointy canines. His eyes glowed silver-red, almost exceeding the just-risen moon in brightness.

      If anyone fit the traditional image of a mobster — and of a vampire, it was Vinnie, Alex mused as she surveyed her uncle. Tonight, his vampire was on full display. Typically, he retracted his fangs when not feeding. Or at least that’s what she suspected, as she’d never actually gotten a closeup of them before.

      “I’m good, Uncle Vinnie, thanks.” Alex patted the wall next to her, trying not to stare at Vinnie’s full-on vampire glory. “Uh, have a seat, if you like.”

      Vinnie plonked down on the wall and gave Alex a narrow-eyed examination. “I take it you passed your last death magic class with those crazy cousins of yours?”

      “How can you tell?” Alex grinned. “Oh, that’s right … I’m still alive.”

      The vampire snorted a laugh and gave Alex a one-armed hug. “I never doubted you’d make it out in one piece, my dear.”

      Alex held back the first thought that came to mind. I had my doubts.

      As if she’d spoken her thoughts out loud, Vinnie grinned and replied. “I didn’t have any doubts. You’re more powerful than you know, Alex.” He frowned at her and added, “or than you’re willing to admit to yourself.”

      Rubbing her hand across the rough surface of the stone wall, Alex glanced away from her uncle’s knowing gaze. “Well, it’s done now; I’m all trained up on my death magic. The Fates leave tomorrow, so now I can get on with my life … and with my real job as Crossroads Keeper.”

      Vinnie studied Alex for a long moment, then he gave her a sly smile and changed the subject. “Speaking of getting on with your life, how’s things going with Conor? I haven’t seen you two at the restaurant in a while.” The vampire’s brows lowered. “He’s still treating you good, right? If not, you just let me know⁠—”

      Alex interrupted, before her uncle’s temper flared further. “Things between us are good, Uncle Vinnie. Real good. No worries there, bud, so just calm your vampire self down.” She patted her uncle’s hand reassuringly. “We’ve both been really busy, is all. I’ve had the death magic training and Conor’s been dealing with some trouble brewing amongst the ghost community, from what I hear.”

      “Whaddya mean, ‘from what I hear?’ Hasn’t he been helping you with your death magic training?” Vinnie frowned, his eyes glowing even brighter, now rivaling the sun he’d never again see. “I told that mangy Hellhound … Barghest, whatever he is, shifter⁠—”

      “I know what you told him, Uncle Vinnie. He told me.” Alex huffed in annoyance. “You told him to stick to me like glue during the death magic training, of course. Not that he needed to be told. He’s been trying to do that, anyway.”

      She heaved a sigh. “Like I told Conor, it’s as if you both don’t trust me to handle myself. Dudes … it’s my life. Let me handle things my way. You can just chill your vampire and hellhound selves out. I’ll let you both know if or when I need help. I promise.”

      An uncomfortable silence descended between the two, while their absent gazes followed the fireflies flitting across the courtyard.

      Finally, Vinnie shook himself and spoke. “Okay, doll. I get it. We’re both crowding you a little.”

      “A little?!” Alex grimaced. “Conor won’t even let me leave the grounds without him escorting me. We had a big fight about his overprotectiveness again yesterday … oh wait, you knew that, didn’t you? I’m damn sure he told you.”

      Alex realized why her uncle’s vampire mode was on full display tonight. He was worried about her, as was Conor. She knew they both wanted to support and protect her, especially now everyone knew her true heritage. After all, a Crossroads Keeper who also happened to be a newly discovered demi-goddess with unheard of powers over death magic that rivaled the Fates…

      A lightbulb went on in her head.

      “Wait, it’s not just me you two want to protect, is it? You think I could lose control of my death magic and hurt … kill a lot of people.” Alex’s head fell back and she gazed unseeingly at the moon. “I’m not gonna let that happen, Uncle Vinnie. I’ve got the training now to control it. And that’s just what I plan on doing. If I never have to even think of freaking death magic or being a demi-goddess again, it’ll be too soon. I’m a Crossroads Keeper. I have accepted that. It’s my job, and I’m damn good at it. Isn’t that enough?”

      Alex realized her voice had risen and ended in a whine. She pursed her lips and nodded once. “It’s enough for me, anyway.”

      Vinnie snickered. “So flamingos aren’t the only ones who bury their heads in the sand, huh?”

      “Oh shut up, you. I’m not avoiding anything.” Alex chuckled despite her anger. “And it’s ostriches who bury their heads in the sand, not flamingos, Uncle Vinnie.”

      “Whatever.” Vinnie rolled his eyes and smiled. “You know what I mean. Anyway, how about the Divine Council meeting that I hear is coming up soon, my favorite niece?” Vinnie reached out and tapped Alex on the nose. “I heard you’ll be on the guest list. Right at the top, in fact. You can’t avoid your divine family — or the duties such a heritage provides forever, you know — no matter how much you’d like to.” The vampire grinned and gave his recalcitrant niece an amused side-eye.

      “I’m skipping that meeting.” Alex huffed and smacked the rock wall beside her leg with finality. “And turning down any other divine invites or demands that come my way from now on.”

      “Should I get you a pink flamingo feather boa?” Vinnie smirked. “Or is it a chicken you’re imitating now? Bukk, bukk, bukk⁠—”

      “Oh cap it, Uncle Vinnie.” Alex heaved an aggravated sigh and shoved to her feet. “I’m gonna go hang out in the In-Between with Hecate for a while. At least she understands what my real priorities should be. After all, she’s the one who oath-bound me as a Crossroads Keeper. Remember?”

      “You can’t avoid your demi-goddess status or your death magic by pretending they don’t exist, niece.”

      Alex shrugged off her adopted uncle’s words and sped up.

      “Bukk, bukk, baaaalk.” Vinnie’s chicken sounds followed Alex as she jogged across the courtyard and climbed the marble steps leading to the Crossroads temple.
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      As Alex reached the temple forecourt, her phone pinged with a text message. She paused as a feeling of dread pulsed through her chest. Not another one. Despite herself, she pulled out her phone and gazed at the screen. Yep, another text from the homicidal ice queen, also known as her mother.

      
        
        “Hello Alex. Stop avoiding me. We need to talk.”

      

      

      Alex pursed her lips and turned off her phone. She had no desire to speak with the mother who had abandoned her as a baby, then kidnapped her as a young child, hiding her from both the magical world and those who loved her. Oh, and then there were the times mother dearest had attempted to kill her and take the Keeper’s role she so coveted for herself. There was that, too. She didn’t know what her mother had planned for her now, but she was damn sure it wasn’t good.

      Slipping her phone back in her pocket, Alex rolled her neck, trying to ease the tight muscles the stressful day had caused. She touched the cool marble of the closest Doric column, determined to escape for a while. Immediately, her stomach pitched as the temple’s magic pulled her into the In-Between. She closed her eyes for the brief journey; it helped with the nausea.

      Once she smelled the fire and the musky incense Hecate liked to burn in her living space, Alex opened her eyes, hoping the goddess was present and not off visiting another Crossroads somewhere around the world. Hecate was spending a lot of time visiting the other Keepers now that Alex and her supernatural posse had this Crossroads in hand, after the gruesome attacks earlier in the year.

      “I see you have decided to visit me, child. And about time, too.” Hecate’s low-pitched voice soothed Alex’s soul, but as her sharp words registered, a frisson of fear caused her heart to skip a beat. She needed to remember that goddesses, especially the powerful creator of the Crossroads system, did not like being ignored. Oh shit. Maybe coming to the In-Between for a stress break wasn’t the best idea.

      “Uh, hi Hecate.” Alex tried to swallow around the tight ball of fear in her throat. “Um, it’s just that I’ve been really busy with the death magic training. And we’ve had a lot of visitors through the Crossroads, since it’s high season⁠—”

      The powerful goddess fixed Alex with a narrow-eyed glare. After several minutes, filled with dangerous possibilities, Hecate’s lips curved in a thin smile. She gestured to the couch opposite her and bade Alex to sit.

      Alex hastened to obey, discreetly wiping away the sweat that beaded her brow. Whew. That was a close call. She reaaallly didn’t want to get on Hecate’s bad side.

      “Wine?” Hecate raised a glass and poured a glass full of a thin burgundy colored beverage.

      Knowing Hecate’s favorite alcoholic tipple tasted rough and bitter … and nothing like modern wine, Alex bit back a reflexive ‘no’. Yuck. Instead, she contained a grimace and reached for the glass Hecate held out.

      “Thank you, Hecate,” she replied politely. She knew the sly goddess was needling her by offering a wine the woman knew she disliked. As long as that was the only ‘punishment’ Hecate meted out, she’d be a happy camper. Unfortunately, she sincerely doubted the goddess had finished messing with her. She sipped her wine and waited.

      “I understand you have successfully completed your death magic training today.” Hecate gazed inquiringly at Alex. “The Fates leave tomorrow, yes?”

      “Um, yes,” Alex stuttered a reply. “I’ll now have more time to dedicate to my Keeper duties.” Oops, she’d just used that as an excuse for not visiting Hecate more often. “And, uh, to visit you here in the In-Between and learn more about my responsibilities as your Keeper.”

      As the fraught silence lengthened, Alex decided today had been a no-good, rotten day. She had woken up that morning with the realization that, while make up sex was great, she and Conor had not actually resolved their issues. She needed him to tone down his overprotective tendencies, while he resolutely refused. Then she had almost gotten killed by her crazy cousin during their last death magic training session. Then her Uncle Vinnie had ambushed her just to hassle her about her desire to avoid her newly discovered demi-goddess powers and status, along with the divine family that accompanied them.

      Alex kept her face blank as she sipped the revolting wine and resolved to pacify Hecate as quickly as possible, then go hide under the bedcovers for the rest of the night. Why couldn’t everyone understand she was still dealing with the massive changes in her life wrought by being dragged back into a magical world, and into a heart-family she had been spelled as a child to forget? Discovering less than a year ago that she was heir to a goddess’s creation, then being bound as a Crossroads Keeper, had been a LOT. The battles that followed to protect the Crossroads and the wider magical world that, until recently, she had not known existed — well, that was a LOT, too. She thought she had been coping pretty damn well, considering. She neither needed nor wanted any more status changes, deadly powers, or divine family members. So there.

      Hecate’s thin smile widened. Alex hastily gulped her wine and choked, spluttering a cough. The goddess now resembled a cat that had found a nice, frightened mouse to toy with.

      “Let’s make a deal, Keeper.” Hecate leaned forward, pinning Alex in place with her power. “You visit me every new moon to work on your Keeper abilities. You meet with your aunt to learn Keeper history, rules and customs. You train with Conor to increase your physical fitness. And you continue to perform your role as Keeper of this Crossroads and Protector of Sylvan City.”

      The goddess paused and Alex hurriedly interjected. “It’s a deal. I promise to do all of those things, Hecate.” She hesitated before adding,“I want to do all those things.”

      “And the rest?” Hecate queried.

      “Uh, what rest?” Alex finished the last of the nasty wine, placed the glass on the table at her side, and gazed fearfully at the expectant goddess. “Isn’t learning to be a good Keeper what you want me to do?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, child.” Hecate’s tone was sharp, angry. “You have now discovered your demi-goddess status and gained control of the death magic that is your rightful heritage.”

      Alex merely shrugged, not able to argue that point.

      The goddess huffed in frustration. “You are a descendant of the most powerful Titan, Chronos, the Father of all Time. You are related to the most deadly and devious of goddesses, Nyx, and cousin to the Fates.” Hecate showed her teeth in a cat-that-caught-the-mouse smile. “You do realize that also makes you kin to Zeus? To Demeter? To most of the rest of the Olympians, and, yes, even the Oneiroi? And that last divine trio I mentioned includes your arch-enemy, Morpheus — you know, the god who has promised to kill you?”

      As Hecate recited the many relatives on her divine family tree, including the one who had vowed deadly revenge, Alex sunk lower in her seat. She kept her face neutral, hoping the goddess didn’t realize she’d made a direct hit with her sharp speech.

      Of course, Hecate knew she’d hit home with her terse words, Alex realized. She was an ancient and powerful fucking goddess. One who could read minds and hearts, at that. Alex’s fingers curled into the cushions on either side of her as she fought the childish urge to drop her head and hide behind her hands. It wouldn’t help.

      “What … what do you expect me to do about it, Hecate?” she demanded. “I can’t help who my biological family is. I’m not the one who slept with a Titan. That was my paternal grandmother, remember?” Alex’s voice sounded both thin and defiant, even to her own ears. What was she thinking, challenging a freaking goddess? She straightened her shoulders and suppressed a groan, awaiting punishment for her blatant disrespect.

      After a dangerous pause, Hecate replied, “I expect you to embrace your new role as a demi-goddess and make us all proud, child.” Hecate grinned evilly, then reached out and patted Alex’s clenched hand. “Including me. After all, we’re family now.”

      Ah, fuck. Yep, Hecate sure knew how to contrive a just punishment. Crap on a stick.
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      The candle’s flickering light reflected off the planes of Conor’s face. Conor’s extremely furious face. “I told you. I’m a Barghest, descended from generations of Hellhound shifters. Hecate created my breed to guard both Crossroads AND Keepers. It’s not just what I do, but who I am. You can’t expect me⁠—”

      “I’m not expecting you to stop doing your job, Conor. Just, maybe…” Alex sputtered to a stop.

      Conor’s lips curved into a reluctant smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Maybe just not to do it so well, right?”

      Alex signaled to the server. If they were going to have this conversation, she needed something stronger than wine. “Hi Gus, can I please have a mojito? Heavy on the mo.”

      The server grinned and bobbed his head. “You got it, boss.”

      “For the umpteenth time, I’m not your boss, Gus.” Alex smiled and shook her head at the tall, thin man. “My Uncle Vinnie may own this place, but I’m just a customer.”

      Gus shrugged one shoulder in disagreement. “That’s not what the big guy says. He says we need to treat you like we treat him. Which is as the boss. So there you go.”

      Alex caught Conor’s eye, and they shared a mutual grin, their disagreement forgotten for the moment. She would not win her ongoing battle to convince Vinnie’s employees to relax and treat her as any other customer, this evening.

      “Whatever you say, Gus. Just bring me a mojito and keep them coming.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Sigh.

      Once the server shot off to fulfill Alex’s drink order, an uncomfortable silence descended. They both picked at the garlic-scented appetizers spread across the table.

      Conor broke the tense silence. “Look, I understand where you’re coming from. You weren’t raised in the supernatural world. Your idea of being a strong, independent woman means not relying on others, not needing help and protection⁠—”

      “Let’s just get one thing straight, bud. I am a strong, independent woman.” Alex gave Conor a narrow-eyed glare.

      Patting the air to calm her down, Conor opened his mouth to speak, but that just made Alex angrier.

      “Don’t you try to tell me women in the magical world all need big, strong men to protect them, because I know damn well that’s not true. Just look at⁠—”

      “Oh no, you don’t. Let’s not make this a ‘who is stronger’ contest.” Conor pursed his lips. “You’ll win that one, every time. You’re a demi-goddess with death magic, for fuck’s sake. You’ve got me beat by a mile.”

      “Then why⁠—”

      Conor placed his hand over hers. “Alex, the ancients built the supernatural community on interwoven abilities, duties, obligations, and alliances. Mutual support for others is hard-wired into most supernatural species.” He captured her gaze, his eyes filled with both apology and intensity. “Hecate created my species to protect her Crossroads creation and to guard its Keepers. I can’t help that. What I can do is try to give you space when you need it. But we’re a team, sweets. There’s no getting around that.”

      Alex searched Conor’s eyes for an answer. Would he step back and give her space when she asked for it? When she needed it? It was the only way their romantic relationship would work. If not, they’d have to revert to being just magical coworkers, not lovers. Her heart dipped. She didn’t want that, but time would tell.

      During their intense conversation, Alex’s drink had arrived. She grabbed the ice-cold glass. Boy, she really needed a gulp … er, sip of one of the bartender’s amazing mojitos. She turned her attention to her drink. It looked perfect; just the right amount of fresh mint, not too much ice, frosted glass … and a florescent pink flamingo swizzle stick. Now wait just a damn minute.

      Alex swung her gaze across the restaurant until she spotted her dapper uncle. He was standing near the bar, miming a furiously clucking and flapping chicken. He had a fluffy pink boa slung around his neck, which swung in time to his flapping wings … er, arms. Despite herself, Alex burst out laughing and Conor joined her.

      The evening’s tension quickly disbursed, leaving Alex feeling lighter than she had in a while. Objectively, she understood that she still had a lot to learn about the supernatural world and her place in it. Reluctantly, she also admitted to herself that she couldn’t — and shouldn’t avoid her new demi-goddess status, powers, or divine family, either. One step at a time, though.

      Alex waved her uncle over to their table. He flapped a few more times, then regained his suave dignity and glided over to their table. She watched him approach and snorted a laugh; the pink feather boa did rather interfere with the whole mobster vampire thing he had going on.

      “Yes, my dear? How can I be of assistance this evening?” Vinnie solemnly bowed his head, the twinkle in his eyes belying his serious demeanor.

      “First of all, gimme that damn boa. It looks ridiculous on you.” Alex grinned up at her uncle. “However, I have a couple dresses it would look amazing with.”

      The vampire slid the feathery boa off his neck and gently placed it around Alex’s. After fluffing and adjusting it to his satisfaction, he stood back to admire his handiwork. “You are correct, niece. The boa suits you better than it does me. You can keep it.” Vinnie shook his finger in mock warning. “As long as you don’t use that pink feathered monstrosity to justify continuing to bury your head in the sand regarding your new semi-divine status.”

      Alex rolled her eyes. “Ostriches are the ones who bury their heads in the sand, Uncle Vinnie, not flamingos. I’m darn sure you know that.” She knew her adopted uncle was only teasing her … well, semi-teasing her. He had a serious motive, and he had made sure she knew it. She patted the chair next to her. “Why don’t you join us, Uncle Vinnie, since what I have to say next involves both of you dipsticks?”

      Both men sputtered protestations at her insulting description of them, but Alex knew they understood it was her way of gently rebuking them for their recent behavior.

      As the last of their objections died down, Alex fixed both the men in her life with a serious gaze. “Listen, guys, I get your point. I’m still new to the supernatural world and I don’t understand yet how everything works. I also know that I can’t ignore the whole demi-goddess with divine death magic thing. But give me a break. Sometimes I just need a little time to myself — so I don’t lose … well, me.” Her eyes filled with frustrated tears, despite her best intentions.

      “I mean, sometimes I just want to head to a coffee shop … alone. Do some shopping, also alone. Or maybe with a friend. You know, have some me-time — or some friend-time.” Her mind filled with an image of a small, pink-eared poodle. After all, Larry was her first magical friend. She’d met him before she knew anything about her supernatural heritage.

      She gazed pleadingly at the two men. “Do you understand?”

      After a tense moment, Conor grinned, his amber eyes glittering in the candlelight. “The last time you visited a coffee shop alone, the henchmen of an evil Fae prince kidnapped you and spirited you to the prince’s lair in the Fae realm.”

      Vinnie snickered. “There is that, doll.”

      Alex huffed and threw her arms up in despair. “You get kidnapped from a coffeeshop by one Fae prince, and suddenly every coffeeshop visit is out of bounds. Remember, guys — that was before I knew about my death magic … or how to use it.”

      Then she grinned in triumph. “Remember, once I got to the Fae realm, I used my death magic on the prince’s ass, escaped his evil lair, and rescued his imprisoned royal sister, as well. I’m capable. Capiche?”

      Conor and Vinnie exchanged a loaded look. They couldn’t argue with her words. She had rescued herself from that fiasco. When Conor and the rescue team showed up, they found Alex and the princess miles from the prince’s hunting lodge where they had been held captive.

      Vinnie pursed his lips and replied. “That you did, hon. That you did. However, when you first disappeared, you gave us both a heart attack.” He curled his lip and added, “and, if memory serves, Larry had no small part in your escape or in helping Conor and his rescue team find you and the princess … you know, when you were both wandering around lost in the woods.”

      Conor cut in. “All we’re saying, sweets, is that having a magical team supporting you while you get a grip on the supernatural world and grow into your demi-goddess status is a good thing. Right?”

      After a long moment, Alex nodded. Then she crossed her arms and said, “But I’m still going for coffee next week. By myself.” She waggled her head. “But maybe I’ll bring Larry. You know, for moral support.”

      Vinnie gave a discreet signal to the server.

      Gus quickly trotted to the table. “Yes, boss.”

      “Bring a bottle of the Domaine Leroy Les Beaux Monts, please. And three glasses.”

      The server nodded and hurried away.

      Vinnie smiled benignly at Alex, his crimson eyes shining with pride. He took her hand in his and said, “You are an amazing, powerful, independent, and increasingly wise woman, niece.” Sadness tinged his gaze. “I just wish I … we could have been there for you as a child.”

      Alex’s eyes widened as Vinnie’s fangs lengthened. She placed her other hand over his, where it clasped hers on the table. “It’s okay, Uncle Vinnie. Let’s not go there again. I’m here now.”

      “If that fucking mother of yours comes near you again, I’m gonna kill her this time, no matter what your Aunt Maia says,” the vampire growled.

      “Me, too.” Conor agreed.

      Alrighty then, Alex mused. Now was probably not the time to tell these two that her mother had been texting her for the past several months, demanding they talk.

      The expensive wine arrived at the table and conversation devolved into ordinary things, like the brewing ghost war.
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      Alex blew out a slow breath and shook out her hands. She walked in circles on the gravel path near the massive barn.

      Larry watched his magical partner pace, a frown creasing his doggie brow. The magical connection they shared allowed him to feel her anxiety and unease. Out loud, he asked, “Hey Alex, what’s the problem? You and Conor have chaired posse meetings before. You both⁠—”

      Alex interrupted him. “That’s just the thing, Larry,” she moaned. “Conor and I have run posse meetings before — with the emphasis on Conor coming to the rescue, when things go pear-shaped.” She tilted her head from side to side, then rolled her shoulders. “I’ve told him I want to chair this meeting by myself.”

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Larry barked. “Conor’s been running posse meetings here for almost a century. He’s an old hand at it.” Then understanding dawned. “Oh. Yeah. You want to show you can handle Crossroads duties by yourself.” He snorted. “Queen Elizabeth’s going to be there tonight. Good luck!”

      With a sarcastic tilt to her mouth, Alex nodded, acknowledging her Familiar’s comment. “Thanks bud. You do so inspire confidence.”

      Larry grinned, a mischievous gleam in his chocolate brown eyes. “You’re welcome.”

      A stately, and only slightly transparent, form hove into view. The ghost of Queen Elizabeth traveled down the gravel path soundlessly. Every inch of her slight form, from the tips of her gold embroidered shoes to the understated but elegant crown on her head, proclaimed her as royalty.

      Alex pursed her lips and mind-spoke to Larry. “Speak of the devil.”

      Larry mind-spoke back. “Some have called her that in the past.” He snickered. “They rarely lived long enough to do it more than once, though.”

      Alex suppressed a chuckle and bowed her head slightly as the ghostly queen floated by them and entered the barn. Somehow, Larry’s teasing made her feel better. Like she could handle tonight’s meeting — and even the haughty ghost queen, by herself.
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      Posse members soon settled down on the bleachers lining the massive indoor training arena. Alex smiled at her aunt in silent thanks for her supportive thumbs up. She noticed Conor and Vinnie slouched in the back row. Conor caught her eye and gave her a slight nod. She heard his voice in her head. “You can do this, sweets. I have faith in you.”

      She tore her eyes away from her way too handsome Hellhound Barghest boyfriend and swept a gaze around the arena. It looked like everyone was in attendance, except Billy the Squid. Then she heard him approach. The heavy swish of gravel crunching under his massive form as he crawled along made her wince. They would have to rake the gravel path tomorrow. Not really a surprise, though. A 50-foot long squid could do a lot of damage to a nicely level garden path. Sigh.

      Billy tentacled his way into the barn, absently moving the tall sliding doors further open to accommodate his massive size. The supernatural squid’s deep baritone rumble filled the air. “Hi everyone. Sorry I’m late.”

      He sidled along the arena until he lay the length of the far wall. “I had to wait until the hat-maker finished my new hat so I could wear it tonight.”

      Murmurs of ‘nice hat’ and ‘it looks great on you, Billy’ floated from the audience. Indeed, Billy’s new hat was something to behold. An excruciatingly bright blue, the hat sported a lime green braided leather band with a jaunty yellow feather tucked into the brim. Of course, as usual, the hat was human-sized and way too small for Billy’s gigantic head. This hat, like all its predecessors, perched precariously on the tip of his pointy head, always in danger of falling to the ground far below. Billy didn’t seem to care. And no one had the courage to ask him why he didn’t buy a hat that actually fit his colossal head. After all, the hat-maker was used to making hats for all sizes and shapes of supernatural creatures.

      Alex shook her head to break her fascination with Billy’s fluorescent new headgear. She wondered what creature the scaly, lime green hat band came from, but cut the thought short. She probably didn’t want to know.

      When Alex raised a hand, the last of the shuffling and muttering in the audience quickly died down. Good start, she reflected, careful to keep the surprise off her face. “Um, hi everyone. Thanks for coming tonight. It’s so good to see all of you.”

      An unbelieving snort echoed from the bleachers, where the largest group of ghosts hovered. Alex took a deep breath and ignored it. She knew what the cranky ghost of Queen Elizabeth thought of her. Not much. The woman always made that abundantly clear. Alex decided she wouldn’t give the salty, crusty, ancient — and very dead — queen the satisfaction of seeing her rattled.

      She took a deep breath to calm her nerves, then started the meeting. “As you know, there have been a few problems over the past month or so between several ghost, uh, factions.” Alex eyed the two unhappy groups of ghosts seated in the audience. One group clustered around the ancient ghost queen, while the other, smaller group huddled near the grinning ghost of Crazy Sam. The two groups sat as far apart as possible and each was busy shooting eye-daggers at the other.

      Alex cleared her throat and started again. “Tonight, we’re here to see if we can achieve a truce⁠—”

      Mutters, catcalls, and jeers erupted from the opposing ghost groups. The rest of the audience laughed, clapped, and heckled the angry ghosts.

      Oh, shit. Alex quickly realized that attempting to negotiate a truce between two warring ghost factions likely wasn’t the best night to assert her independence and lead the posse meeting by herself. She strove to keep the nervous jitters she felt from showing.

      Larry mind-spoke words of encouragement. “Suck it up, Alex. You snuffed out your father’s ghost and he was one of the strongest ghosts in existence! Remember? You did it with merely a thought.”  He snickered. “He is now an ex-ghost. He is no more. He’s stone dea⁠—”

      Alex couldn’t keep a low chuckle from escaping. She mind-spoke a reply to her supportive, if sarcastic Familiar. “Alright, I get it, Lar. I get it. You can stop your freaking Monty Python parody now.” As she focused again on the restless audience, she found her nerves had steadied. Her furry Familiar may have a back-handed way of boosting her confidence, but it had worked.

      Maybe it’s time to show off a little, Alex mused. She called her Keeper staff from the ether, and the wooden rod smacked into her palm immediately. She poured some of her mixed magic into the staff, causing the crystal at the tip to glow until a massive, colorful arc of raw power burst forth. The smell of ozone permeated the air as streaks of magical lightning forked toward the rafters shrouded in darkness, high overhead. Oops. Maybe better to tone it down a little. Alex pulled back on her power until the magic settled into a colorful, glowing halo around the staff’s crystal tip.

      Silence. No one dared move, and those that still needed to breathe held their breath. The wide-eyed audience gazed at Alex with a mixture of awe, pride, and fear.

      “That’s more like it. Pay attention to the demi-goddess, you supernatural yahoos!” Larry spoke aloud, then barked to back up his rebuke.

      Her Familiar’s rant lowered the tension slightly, although Alex still had everyone’s very rapt attention. That’s more like it, she mused.
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