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            UNOSTENTATIOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      I snuck into Asher’s lecture. Yeah, it’s fun. Not the lecture, of course. The lecture’s boring as hell—I mean, it’s a midterm review about syntax and sentence structure. But, using the local vernacular, pretending to be a college student is SICK.

      Ash and I are sitting two rows from the stage in a packed, windowless lecture hall with fold-up theater chairs and a large stage with peach walls. Onstage, a lady with long blond hair is walking stiffly by the podium, talking through a mic in her collar. She’s talking all excitedly about how words are somehow similar to road signs. That’s really funny. I couldn’t care less. I just like being here and holding my boyfriend’s hand under our armrest. Sigh. Well, you know by now that Medusa’s a total romantic monster.

      Asher leans by my ear and whispers, “Sorry it’s so dull, Gorgi.”

      He gazes back at the stage, brushing back his long blond hair.  Then he stiffens. Because his professor is standing before us watching him talk to me during her review lecture. Asher told me this professor wants all her students totally quiet. I get it. Sometimes students get rowdy in my library too. When students get rambunctious with me, I also shush them. If they don’t listen, I let them have a quick glimpse of my golden eyes. And if that doesn’t stop the yapping, my eyes turn green and I show a stray slithering friend.

      “It’s not boring,” I whisper to Ash as the lecturer turns away. I reposition my thick glasses over my eyes. “I love it.”

      Okay, it’s total Snoozeville. I’ve entertained the idea of going to one of his classes all year, only they’re in the morning. I can’t do mornings. Those wigglies in my hair, my snakes, go crazy in sunlight.

      “We’ll have more fun later,” I whisper in his ear.

      He squeezes my hand tightly over that, which I love. I look at Ash’s profile again. His blond hair. His chiseled cheekbones. His stubble and his—see it? He’s smiling ’cause he knows I’m looking. God, I love him.

      Is this what living life is all about? Finding that right man that you go head over heels over? It almost takes one’s mind off being a fearsome, snake-haired, fanged creature of the night.

      Says you, Gorgiana. I like my hair.

      Yeah, says me, Medusa. Now, shh... Let’s enjoy Ash playing with my fingers.

      Yeah. That’s nice.

      But Asher loses his smile. So does the professor. And this time, it’s not over us yapping. The lecturer furrows her brow, staring at something on the right side of the lecture hall.

      “Uh-oh,” Asher says.

      Everyone’s looking over. I don’t. I don’t need to. I can smell their stench. But my hair’s practically pulling itself out of my bun, pulling my head in their direction. Three men wearing pitch-black suits and shades are quietly moseying down a side aisle, coming to kill us.

      Get Asher out of here!

      I know. I know.

      My phone buzzes. It’s loud enough to get everyone’s attention, including the professor. She stares right at me from the stage.

      “Sorry,” I mutter. I look down at my phone. Aner. I’d recognize that contact anywhere. But I haven’t seen his texts for nearly a year now.

      Aner is the code name for that god Hades. He’s the head of all sorts of secret spy stuff in the USA. His code name is Orcus, which means death. Like killer whales. Orca. And he supposedly protects me and Ash, not because he cares about me—he does everything for my best friend, his favorite goddess: Cora, the goddess Persephone. Anyway, just seeing his name on my phone makes me shudder because it means we’re in trouble.

      Get Asher the fuck out of here, Gorgi!

      Aner texts only one word: Imada.

      The three bad guys are looking at me, but even with their shades, they turn away from me to avoid my cursed eyes. My phone buzzes again.

      “Please, all cellphones need to be turned off,” says the professor.

      “Sorry.”

      I peek down. “Return home. NOW.”

      Ash slowly rises and steps around my legs, heading away from the goons. Then I get up and move around another ton of legs. Of course, the bad guys are right behind us, but they’re walking slowly while the professor continues lecturing.

      It’s all I can do to not break through the doors, carry Ash, and make a run for it. But then I cover my eyes. They’ve probably changed from golden yellow to shiny emerald. And my hair’s breaking its tie ready to turn full-on viper-mode, ready to snap back, wrap around their necks, and fucking squeeze the life out of them.

      When we get outside, it’s dark. Lights shine over the walkways between buildings. Ash grabs my hand again, this time walking faster. I smell them exiting right behind us.

      I do what I never do. I call Aner on my cellphone. It rings and rings and rings as we break into a run, holding hands. And rings. And rings…

      “Never call me on this number, Medusa.”

      “They’re right behind us!” I turn and they quickly avert their eyes.

      “Discreetly lose them. Unostentatiously. No dismembered limbs. Lose them. You’re on your own, Medusa.”

      “Ask him what they want,” says Ash.

      “What the hell do they want?” I ask. But he hung up. Because the god of the Underworld is a total asshole. I angrily stuff the phone back in my pants pocket.

      “Your hair, Gorge,” Ash says.

      Yep, snakes are hissing all over the place. The hair tie’s long gone.

      You’ve gotta get Asher to safety!

      I know, Medusa, I know.

      When we’re between two buildings, I yank Ash’s hand hard. He gasps as we slide straight down a hill. I don’t think he expected me to randomly jump through the bushes along the hillside. I didn’t either. It’s steep and I have to be careful. As it just rained, we’re sliding on wet leaves and mud. But I know a place to hide.

      Don’t hide. Lead them to me. I’ll tear their muscle from sinew⁠—

      But one shot⁠—

      Fucking turn around and let me at ’em!

      Midway down the hill, I obey my more aggressive half. I turn. It’s dark, but my green eyes are now glowing shiny emerald, lighting up the hillside. I have to cover them with my hands.

      “Do you see them, Ash?” I sniff around.

      “No.”

      “God, Ash,” I say in a hushed voice, “we’ve gotta get you home.”

      “Why do you think they’re after us again?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you call Cora?”

      “She said not to. She said something bad’s coming down. Now I see that.” I shake my head, still covering my eyes to keep us hidden. Then I repeat what the jerk said. “We’re on our own.”

      “Let’s run back to the main road. We’re not far from your house.”

      “Shh, not yet,” I whisper. “They’re right above us on the hill. I smell them. I think they know we ran down here.”

      I can’t look because then my green beacon would shine again. But I smell everything. I see a green schemata map as my nose reveals their positions.

      After the three disperse, I feel a chill. One of them is lying on his stomach positioning a rifle aimed in our direction. He’s looking through a scope. I grab Ash and break into a run again, but not further up the hill, as  Medusa is telling me to do. I head toward the swamp at the bottom of the hill.

      “Medusa. Medusa. Stop or we’ll shoot him.”

      HIM, GORGI? Did you hear that! He said HIM!

      I throw Ash to the ground. Then I cover his body with mine.

      “What do you want!” I cry.

      “Just a word.”

      “You came to capture me?”

      “We’re looking for the Mandrigel. Where’s the Mandrigel?”

      “What’s a Mandrigel?”

      “Don’t act stupid, Medusa. Where are you hiding the Mandrigel?”

      I’m doing everything I can to cover every inch of Asher’s body. If the bullets fly, they’ll hit my cursed immortal body, not him. See, I can take bullets. He can’t. But he’s taller than me. I’ve tried to gather him up in a ball, but I can’t cover everything, so I keep trying to shield him. He’s digging himself into the ivy and mud. I’m so nervous; he’s moaning and struggling to breathe under my weight. But he’s not objecting. I think he knows exactly what I’m doing.

      “Tell us where he is or we’ll fire.”

      “I don’t know where he is! Okay?” I growl like a lion. “I don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about! Leave us alone!”

      My rage is uncontrollable. Ash moans again from my pressing too hard against his chest.

      “The spider woman told him to find you in Sunland, Florida,” he replies. “The spider said you’d be in Sunland. The Mandrigel came for you. That means he’s here. I’ll give you twenty seconds to ’fess up his exact location, Medusa. Then we open fire.”

      “You fire and you die!”

      I hear Ash’s heart. It’s vibrating rapidly like a bird. I fight with myself to avoid letting him go. You know, half of me wants to race up the hillside, grab the sniper, and snap his body in half.

      “Ten seconds.”

      “I don’t know, okay!” I cry. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about!”

      “Time’s up.”

      Crack.

      It’s muffled. Then another shot. And then another. I clutch Ash so tightly. It’s gunfire, but the sound is tempered by a silencer. I’ve pulled Ash’s body into a ball so tight that he groans again. Two more shots. I clutch him, but then I realize nothing’s hitting us. Not one bullet has hit a leaf or branch around us.

      My snakes snap back and scan the hillside. All three bodies are lying on the ground motionless. They’re not holding their weapons. They’ve fallen with outstretched arms—dead.

      I let go of Ash. He takes a deep breath. Then I jump up in fury, full of adrenaline, ready to scale the hill.

      “Stop hiding, Medusa,” whispers a different voice. “Come up the hill.” I’d recognize that voice anywhere. It’s Hades. “Your backup has arrived.”

      “Great timing, motherfucker! Asher almost got shot.”

      Asher grabs my arm and says softly, “He saved us, Gorgi. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

      “It’s not.” I hug Ash. “Oh God, it’s not okay. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, Ash.”

      “Stop the sentimentalities,” the jerk says. “Come up the hill. I’ll debrief you.”

      “I hate you!” I snap, looking back up the hill. It’s said with more venom than I intended. But, you know, my adrenaline is on super overdrive. I feel my hair move in his direction and hiss at him.

      “Inconsequential. Come up the hillside. You two are safe now, Medusa.”
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      When Asher and I open the front door to my home, I sniff in every direction. My snakes are scanning the living room, kitchen, hallway, bathroom, and bedroom in my small house. Then I look around the backyard. When the coast is clear, I cry. Not yell or scream or growl like a beast. I mean I am fucking bawling my eyes out. Yeah, right inside the threshold of my door I cry and cry like a stupid whiny baby. Because you know the fearsome viper-haired monster Medusa is really just a crybaby.

      Asher puts his arms around me.

      “God, all it would have taken is one stray bullet, Ash. You should leave me. Just go away from me.”

      “It’s our trouble, Gorge,” Ash says, squeezing me tighter and kissing my forehead.

      “They’re not after you, they’re after me,” I say, shaking my head. “If something happens to you, Ash, I’ll never forgive myself. You have to leave me.”

      “Gorgi,” he says quietly. “Stop it. We’re together on everything. Remember?”

      I lean back a little and push the hair from my eyes. Of course, one of the strands is a slimy wiggly. My hair’s hissing snakes because I’m still worked up. But, Ash, well Ash, he doesn’t care. He avoids my gaze though. My stupid green eyes are lighting up the dark house.

      “I guess you can stay with me if you want to be crazy like that.”

      He gently pushes my hair from my forehead. I’m wondering if it’s a wiggly. “I love you,” he says. And he gently kisses my lips.

      “Sure, crazy.” I lean my forehead into his chest. Then he lets go of me. He switches on a light and heads to the adjoining kitchen.

      “You know why they’re after us?” he asks.

      “Have no idea.”

      He takes a Saran-wrapped roast he made a day ago from the fridge. He unwraps it and throws it on a metal tray and puts it into the oven. Then he reaches for a bottle of red wine from our pantry.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Warming up food. Aren’t you hungry? Don’t think you and I are going out tonight. Anyway, cooking takes my mind off things.”

      I sit down at our round dining table and plop my head in my hands, running my fingers through my long hair, feeling sorry for myself. A few wigglies move and that only makes me feel worse.

      “They mentioned Arachne,” he says, turning on a light in the oven and watching his roast re-warm. “The spider woman, they said?”

      “Yeah. I’m so worried about her, you don’t even know.”

      He hands me some red wine. I sip some. It’s good. Smooth. Then he’s back to staring into the oven. He taps the glass in the oven window and cocks his head back.

      “Feeling better?”

      “No.”

      “Did Hades say if there were any more of those agents in town?”

      “He doesn’t know.”

      Ash comes over to my chair, leans down, and kisses my cheek. “We’re fine, Gorgi.”

      He intends to head back to the kitchen—but not before I snatch his T-shirt. I pull him toward me and plop my lips on his. Then we smooch. And then we totally make out. Is it because we’re in danger? Yeah, probably. You know, my Medusa-mode doesn’t only make me turn violent, it turns me on. All that animalistic fervor comes out, and I want to take him, tear off his shirt, pants, and underwear, and fuck him right on the kitchen table.

      “Gorge—” He laughs. “Gorge.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Not now, babe.”

      His shirt somehow came off and my eyes, even in the yellow light of my house, brighten his pecs and ab muscles, turning his tanned skin a shade of green.

      But the stove alarm dings.

      “Got to get our food,” he says.

      “No, stay here.”

      He shakes his head and I’m forced to let him go. He brings over the roast. It’s sizzling. So is his yummy naked chest. He cuts two slices for my plate.

      “Sorry, no time to make any sides,” he says.

      The meat is delicious, even left over from a few days ago. Asher is a really good cook. Especially at the barbeque. And maybe the few days it marinated in the tray made it taste even better? I sip some red wine and look over at my man across the table. By habit, he quickly averts his eyes. But he smiles.

      “Feeling better?”

      “No, I’m not, Ash.” And my head’s back in my hands. “I was starting to like things being calm. You know, not having to run from agents in sunglasses.”

      He shrugs. “Can I have my shirt back?”

      “No.”

      I cut more meat and fork it into my mouth. That’s when there’s a knock at the door. I hear a man’s voice. I cringe. I’d recognize that bastard god’s voice anywhere.

      “May I come in?”

      “No!”

      He actually chuckles. Then he’s laughing as he breaks into my house. He has no difficulty coming through the door, of course. He probably has a spare key. Hell, he’s fixed my place twice after it was wrecked by Imada violence over the past year. He never asked my permission to do that either.

      He walks inside and hangs a long black coat on a hanger by the door. It’s wet. It must be raining. He’s wearing all black; only his bald head is shining in the light from the kitchen. He’s such a tall, broad-shouldered brute.

      “Didn’t Kore warn you they’d be coming?” Hades asks.

      “She warned me by telling me I couldn’t call. I texted her that everything’d be fine as long as she didn’t bring Grace.”

      “She brought me instead.”

      “I should have mentioned you.”

      He gives me a stupid smirk. God, I hate him. But Ash, being the amazingly nice guy he is, actually gestures to an empty seat at our table. He put his shirt back on too—that’s too bad. Then the god of the Underworld actually walks over and sits down beside my boyfriend at our small table. Sitting, he’s almost as tall as Asher standing. Our uninvited guest looks at the wine bottle on the counter. He jumps up, grabs it for himself, and takes a wine glass from a line of them on the nearby counter. Then he pours himself a glass. Ash actually grabs a plate for him.

      “He’s not invited,” I say.

      Hades looks at Asher.

      “It’s her house,” Ash says with a shrug.

      Hades looks at his glass of wine. He lifts it above his head, swirls it a bit, and then sips some more as if he’s taste testing a forty-year-old delicacy specially shipped from France. It’s a red blend. A very good blend, actually, that I got at Trader Joes. He shakes his head and wrinkles his nose. Well, I guess it’s not good enough for his uppity self—like I care. Then he infernally takes a fork and knife and pulls the whole roast toward him. That pisses me off enough to open a drawer, grab a meat cleaver, walk over to the table, and sever a huge juicy chunk for the fucker.

      Hades chuckles.

      Ash slowly eats, but he keeps glancing at me. I’ve got my arms folded, standing over Hades and staring at him.

      “I saved this human’s life, Medusa,” Hades says with his mouth full of meat, pointing at Ash. “I’d think that deserves a word tonight.”

      “How do I know you didn’t bring them here as another trap?”

      “And then kill them? That would be a strange thing to do. Sit. Sit and I’ll give you your debriefing. We’re family, after all.”

      “Don’t ever say that.”

      “I heard them asking for the Mandrigel,” Ash says. “What’s a Mandrigel?”

      “Indeed, human. I’ve come to explain.” He lifts a finger with his sardonic, devilish grin. But before he speaks, he chews more meat. “I must say, I’m flabbergasted. I didn’t know you could cook, Medusa.”

      “It’s leftovers,” I say. “And I didn’t. Asher made it.”

      Hades puts his fork and knife down and stares at Ash. He grows a really big smile. “You made this, sir?”

      That does it. I can’t stand another second of him. Now, with that smirk, I know he’s insulting Ash. I rush over and yank at his arm. I’m ready to toss him out. I’m so hyped up from the fight that I’m ready to battle him to get him out of the house.

      “Look, either say what you’re going to say or leave. But don’t insult him. Why don’t you text me your debriefing and get the hell out.”

      “Gorgi!” Asher objects.

      I yank again. If he were human, it would have tossed him five feet in the air. But he’s a god. And as an infernal god, he is—of course—like ten times stronger than me. He furrows his brow and just stares at my hand. My fingernails have grown sharp, because I’m so pissed, but even their sharpness doesn’t affect his skin.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, amused. “Unhand your guest, please, so that he may try some more of your man’s delicious meat.”

      “I said, go!” I let go of him. But then a snake in my hair darts past his face and pecks at it. Its fangs cut a deep gash in his cheek…

      Oops.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      Hades holds his cheek. Blood trickles down his fingers. Then his eyes open wide and flash fiery red. He scoots his chair back and flicks his wrist toward me. Some invisible force launches my whole body into the living room. I land face-first on the carpet.

      “You wish a fight!” he cries. “Is that it, Gorgon?”

      “Sir, you insulted us first,” Ash says.

      He whirls around and glares at Asher. I’ve been thrown across the house, but I still smell the two of them by the table.

      “I won’t leave until I’ve debriefed her,” thunders Hades. “The rat’s surely coming, if he hasn’t already, and she needs to be informed. This is business not pleasure. Just as she can’t stand me, I don’t wish to stay in her snake pit any longer than necessary.”

      I’ve had enough. I fold my arms and just sit on the couch, alone, in the adjoining living room.

      After a minute, I hear their silverware clanging against their plates. That beast is actually eating dinner with my boyfriend.

      Let me strike his face again, Gorgi. Pleeease.

      That bite was a bit much.

      “What’s a Mandrigel?” Ash asks again.

      “A Mandrigel is a slave, human,” Hades says with his mouth full. His tone has become completely civil again. Because he’s a two-faced bastard. “A Napean dwarf. A race that once thrived in the drowned kingdom of Azure Blue. Once there was a whole litter of rats living in their hovels beneath Mount Olympus. First, they mined the earth for gold. Later, some settled above ground on the island of Napea to serve my brother Poseidon. Then with the rise of my beloved Amazon nymph queen, Harmonia, they were all left underground stoking the flames that provided energy for my realm and the Mount.”

      “Will you return to the table, Medusa?” he hollers. “I didn’t come to debrief your man-friend, I came to debrief you.”

      I don’t say a word.

      “Not bad meat, sir,” Hades says to Ash. Disgustingly, his mouth is full. “You misunderstood me. I was once a king. In that time, women were not like the women of today. Back then, a man would never cook. Men fought. It was a far better time.”

      “Because you’re a misogynist prick,” I snap.

      “Hardly.” Hades chuckles. “I led women to conquer men. Anyway, Medusa, you can obviously hear us, so I shall continue my debriefing.

      “After the Amazon nymphs chased the Mandrigel into the ground, Azure Blue was left free to be ruled by nymphs, a race my deluded wife Persephone believes she belongs to. Of course, Cora was actually born to the goddess Demeter, or Sara. But my wife’s confused. She believes her mother to be Queen Nephrea. And so she thinks her girl and her lover, Gabriel, are part of her family. That is why she protects her lover and⁠—”

      “Her husband, Gabriel,” I correct him.

      “Her lover, Gabriel, and her daughter Moros. They are family to her. The last of her Ambrosia family—unless you count my deluded wife.”

      “Cora isn’t your wife anymore,” I object again, still hollering from the other room. “She’d rather be dead than still be considered married to you. Why don’t you get to the point so you can get the fuck out of my house.”

      He doesn’t respond. I hear him chewing and chomping meat and sipping more wine. So I jump off the couch and walk over.

      “Finish your debriefing and leave,” I insist, standing over the kitchen table.

      “Ah, the fearsome, famed monster graces us with her presence once more.” Hades says with a chuckle, rubbing his eyes. “Aside from your hair, you are still the most lovely lady there ever was, Medusa.”

      “Debrief me and scram.”

      “With the destruction of Atlantis, Cora nearly destroyed her nymphs. But not only the nymphs, nearly every Mandrigel dwarf.” He raises a finger. “Except one: Engel.” Hades’s glass is empty. So he gets up and pours himself more. “Won’t you sit down, Medusa? My cheek is nearly healed.”

      I lean back against the kitchen counter. Ash, the angel he is, actually gestures for me to sit. I quickly shake my head.

      “We didn’t know he was still alive until your pet spider, Arachne, spilled the beans in Italy,” Hades says. “Arachne was captured on the shore of Santa Margherita.” He raises a hand. "Don’t worry. We got her out with my operatives. But before Arachne was freed, she ’fessed all about Engel. She said that he had lived with her in those underwater dens under San Fruttuoso for a century—before Imada destroyed the caves. But what is far more important to Imada is what this last Mandrigel possesses.”

      Then he stops. Yeah, typical of him—he goes through this whole drawn-out story and then just stops. Instead of finishing, he raises his wine glass and stirs the wine before his eyes again. He smells it and⁠—

      “What!” I snap, leaning forward. “What does Engel hold! Won’t you get to the point!”

      “He holds an elixir reminiscent of this wine.” He swirls it again. “A possession so dear to one’s palate. But a possession not fit for a human tongue. No. So great, it’s not even fit for a god’s.”

      He drinks from his glass.

      “Won’t you just say it!”

      “Gorgi, calm down,” Ash urges. “You’re still changed.”

      I glance at Ash. He looks away. Then I sigh and cover my eyes with my hands. Ash is right, of course, as always. I’m still riled up from the fight. I can’t get that hilltop off my mind. I keep seeing them lying down and aiming rifles at him.

      “Just tell us and leave us alone, Hades,” I say, running my hands through my hair and heaving a long sigh.

      “Pandora’s Box,” Hades says. “That’s it. The Jar of Pandora. Everyone wants it, including you.”

      Asher looks at me because he doesn’t know what the hell Hades is talking about. But I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about either.

      “You’ve never heard of Pandora?” Hades asks incredulously.

      “I’ve heard of Pandora’s Box,” I say.

      “Certainly, from spending endless hours in your library, you’ve read about Pandora, Medusa. But Pandora lived even before your time. I knew her personally. Prometheus brought man fire. His sister, Pandora, brought man plague. All from me.” And he pompously taps his chest. “If you recall your mythology, Pandora, like the Christian Eve, was the first woman of our world. This is a myth, of course. Pandora was not the first female, but her treasure did open humans to disease. And she didn’t bring pestilence only to Epimetheus’s kingdom, she brought it to the world. Legend says that the box—a misnomer, it’s a crystal jar—still held something when it was shut. Do you two know what that was?”

      “Hope,” says Ash.

      “Bravo, human. Hope. How on Earth did you know that?”

      “I’ve become very fond of Greek mythology lately,” Asher says, winking at me.

      “At your peril, child.”

      “You can’t help but insult him!” I snap.

      “Perhaps I wouldn’t be so rude, Medusa, if you sat down with your guest.”

      “You’re an uninvited guest.” And I keep standing.

      “Why would you give us disease?” asks Asher.

      “It is symbolic, human. I didn’t. I let loose knowledge, the greatest illness any feral mind can have. That is thought of as a gift. It is actually a sickness that is the source of all your misery.”

      “What about what’s left in Pandora’s Jar?” I ask.

      “Yes, do you know what the actual substance in the jar was? This ‘hope’? Can you guess it?” He swirls the red wine in his glass, stupidly raising it above his head. “Nectar. Nectar of the gods. The last remaining drops. Once it flowed like a waterfall in the forests of Mount Olympus—before my lovely Kore, Persephone, destroyed everything. Now the world holds only drops of it in a crystal jar. My entire family of gods wants it—even if there’s only a drop left. Imada would kill for the power to make humans immortal. With nectar can be made ambrosia. And ambrosia can impart immortality to any mortal who tastes it. It means eternal life.

      “Legend says that it was ambrosia that made the gods of my family immortal. The original nymph family and the Mandrigel dwarfs were also given ambrosia. Of course, they were given only a taste and are not immortal like the gods. But it magically turns them youthful. Persephone gave some to Nephrea as a gift, and she grew a half century younger. The nectar alone is poisonous. But when baked into ambrosia, it can be consumed. I even christened Harmonia’s descendants ‘Ambrosia.’ That was our way of saying that her Amazon nymphs shall prosper forever.

      “Now Imada wants these last remaining drops of nectar. Your enemies are hunting for it. We thought it had been lost. Now many are willing to end the world to get it.”

      “End the world for it?” Asher asks. “Why?”

      Hades finishes his glass of wine and drops it on the table, nearly shattering the glass stem. He stares incredulously at Asher as if he’s a moron.

      “Such power could give your slithery girlfriend the ability to impart a century or two more of life on you, sir. What mortal wouldn’t want that? Even the monster you sleep with desires it. It’s rather lonely living an eternity alone. Ask dowager lady Medusa.”

      “Where is the jar now?” Ash asks.

      “With Engel. The question is, where is Engel?”

      “Why not just destroy it?” I ask.

      “You can’t. The magical elixir must be prepared as ambrosia and then ingested. You can’t blow the liquid up. And you can’t burn it. Nor can you destroy the crystal container it lies in. You could bury it, but that would be stupid. Someone would find it. And they’d search. Believe me. So many have searched the bottom of the sea for the legendary world of Atlantis. Many thought it was to make an archeological discovery of a lost world. No. We know Atlantis existed. Archeologists aren’t diving for ancient ruins, they’re searching for nectar. No one has found a single drop under the sea. Diluted in the water? Maybe? But all of it is lost, except for the contents of this one jar. So this jar is the most valuable thing in the world. The jar contains, literally, drops from the fountain of youth.”

      He stands up.
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