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Chapter 1

 

I raced down the hallway of the abandoned high school. A bullet whizzed past my ear. It buried itself in the bulletin board directly in front of me, tearing a neat hole in a faded announcement of a prom that had happened ten years ago. So did the one that followed it.

I wasn’t going to push my luck by sticking around for bullet number three. I reached the end of the hallway, and turned left. I ducked into the first classroom I saw, and eased the door shut as quietly as I could.

I scanned the room for anything that might give me an advantage. I found exactly what I expected—which is to say, nothing. Even the desks were gone. The only things left in this room were a couple of sheets of forgotten homework lying facedown on the ground, a wad of chewing gum stuck defiantly to the center of the chalkboard, and a poster of Shakespeare staring down at me with disapproving eyes.

“You’ve got no room to judge, Billy,” I muttered under my breath. “I’d like to see you do better.” I looked out the window, gauging the distance to the ground. A cracked and overgrown blacktop lay below me, with some of the weeds well on their way to becoming full-fledged trees. This was only the third floor; I had taken bigger leaps than that before, and come out unscathed. Well, mostly unscathed. But back then, I’d had a temple to recover in, and people who could cover my ass while I did. Now those were the very same people I had to protect said ass from. If I so much as twisted my ankle trying to make the climb down, I would be a sitting duck when whoever was after me this time checked the room, saw the open window, and put two and two together.

Speaking of which, I could already hear footsteps headed down the hallway toward me. The door to the next classroom over squealed open, and heavy boots clomped inside.

There’s a time and a place for subtle, well-crafted plans. At least that’s what I’ve been told. But if this was that time, then I was out of luck, because I had nothing. I positioned myself in front of the classroom door. When it opened, I was there, pointing my gun squarely into my attacker’s face.

Now that I could finally get a close look at her, I knew who she was. Her name was Grace; she was a Marked of Persephone, one I had worked with on a couple of missions over the years. I had never been that impressed with her, to be honest. A little flaky, a little too eager to let somebody else take the lead. This time was no exception. She probably could have gotten a shot off in the second it took me to remember her face. But she didn’t. She hesitated, waiting to see what I was going to do.

I sighed. “You’re not really going to make me do this, are you? Because I’m willing to call a truce. Walk away now, and we can both pretend we never saw each other.”

She didn’t lower her gun. I didn’t lower mine.

“Do you want to bank on the chance that you can shoot me before I shoot you? Because I remember you, and I can tell you right now, you’re not that good.” In truth, I wasn’t at all sure that I had the advantage over her. She hadn’t been a great partner, but she had been good with a gun. But I wasn’t about to tell her that.

“Drop your weapon,” she said, with no hint in her voice that I was anything more than a stranger to her, “and come with me.”

“Is that any way to talk to an old friend?” Okay, so “friend” might have been pushing it. But if I could throw her off her game, even for a second…

“You’re nothing to me but an enemy of Persephone’s temple.” She shook the gun a little, as if to emphasize the fact that she was holding it—an amateur move, and one that betrayed her nerves. Mentally, I dropped my assessment of her weapons skill by a couple of notches.

She had answered one question for me, though. She was here on Persephone’s behalf, not Hades’s. The odds were fifty-fifty these days. Not that it made much difference to me either way—a bullet was a bullet, no matter who the person holding the gun worked for.

On the other hand, while my own god just wanted me dead, there was always the outside chance that other people’s gods could be bargained with.

I forced my lips into a conspiratorial smile. “You know a fight won’t end well for either of us. But I’m open to trying something else if you are. Let’s make a deal.” I had no idea what that deal might be, but I was sure I could bluff long enough to figure something out.

“We don’t make deals with murderers.” Anger brought a little more life to her voice.

That had gone about as well as I had expected. When you kill someone’s senior Marked, they don’t tend to want to negotiate with you afterward. Oh well, it had been worth a try. “In that case, what do you suggest we—”

“Do you have her?” a voice called from down the hall. Another set of boots started clomping this way. Stealth really wasn’t the order of the day today, was it? I was guessing they were confident enough to think they didn’t need it. And considering the position they had me in, they were right.

Now that I knew Grace wasn’t alone, my bluff time abruptly ticked down to zero. Time for a new strategy.

I grabbed her wrist, aimed her gun at the floor, and shoved her into the classroom. She hit the floor and skidded halfway to the window. As she raised her gun, I slammed the door shut, and took off—a split second before a bullet punched through the wood.

“Grace?” The second pair of feet sped into a run. “What’s happening?”

I didn’t wait around to see what Grace had to say. I ran.

Two sets of footsteps followed me as I wove through the hallway and cut through the gym on my way to the stairs. I opened the door to the stairwell—and immediately shut it again when I found myself staring into the eyes of yet another Marked. I hadn’t recognized that one—although getting out of the way of the knife he had been about to hurl in my direction had been a higher priority than putting a name to his face—but I knew he was Marked. The fact that he was here at all was one clue. His utter lack of surprise when I opened the door was another.

Three of them. No wonder they were confident enough not to bother sneaking up on me.

I could already hear the other two catching up. I could fight one of them, maybe two, but I didn’t trust my odds against three at once. Not in my current state. Yes, as one of the Marked—or was that former Marked now?—I was trained to push through anything. But almost two months of less than four hours of sleep a night, on various hard surfaces that had me waking up with aches in muscles I didn’t even know I had? While eating once a day, at most, to stretch the last of my cash as far as possible? Not to mention the mental wear and tear that came with never knowing where the next ambush would come from? That was enough to put even me off my game.

The assassins, on the other hand, looked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. They had probably woken up from a luxurious six hours of sleep and had a full breakfast complete with all the coffee they could drink before they had gone on the clock and come out here to kill me.

Words could not express how much I missed coffee.

So yeah. Fighting three Marked at once, any one of whom was in better shape than me? Not the brightest of ideas. Neither was my only other option—but right now, it was what I had.

I took the next right and booked it for the elevator.

When I say elevator, that may be a bit of an exaggeration. There actually was an elevator—that part was true enough—but the catch was, it was down on the first floor. I, on the other hand, was on the third. And since this building hadn’t had working electricity in ten years, give or take, no amount of button-pressing would bring the elevator up to me.

The elevator doors hung askew. I pushed my way through, and tried not to look down as I jumped. I caught the cable in both hands, and wrapped my legs around it as I started to slide down. I managed to slow my descent enough to keep from getting a nasty rope burn, lowering myself hand over hand toward the useless elevator at the bottom. Just like climbing a rope in gym class. It really was like being back in high school.

I didn’t hear the footsteps getting closer anymore. With any luck, that meant they hadn’t figured out where I had gone. Good—even if it only bought me a couple of minutes, with any luck that would be all I needed. I pried open the emergency hatch, cringing at the squeal of protesting metal. The noise would bring my pursuers right to me, erasing the lead my shortcut had bought me.

All the more reason to hurry. I dropped down into the elevator and began to pry the doors open.

An ordinary human might have stayed stuck in that elevator until the end of time—a fate I could imagine all too vividly as my fingers scraped and pulled and dug at the metal. Luckily, I wasn’t an ordinary human. I might not have had the right to call myself Marked anymore, now that I had abandoned Hades’s temple, but I still had all the perks that came with it. The endurance that was keeping me on my feet when I should have collapsed weeks ago, the speed that had bought me precious seconds when I had raced down the hallway… and the strength that let me wedge the elevator doors open wide enough to squeeze out.

I drew in a long, deep breath as I emerged into the hallway. Have I mentioned I hate elevators?

But I didn’t waste any time cursing the death-box I had escaped. I didn’t even stop to listen for footsteps behind me. I raced for the front door, ignoring the burn in my overtaxed legs, and pushed out into the sunlight.

When my feet hit the sidewalk, I kept running. I didn’t look back. I didn’t take the break my legs were begging me for. I just ran. One block, and another, and another. Until the weeds in the cracks disappeared, along with the graffiti scrawls, and the sidewalks filled up with people, all walking purposefully with their heads high. The few people I had seen hanging around the school had all had a look about them like they expected danger to come around every corner, and would do whatever it took to get out of its way once it showed up. These crowds, on the other hand, weren’t expecting to encounter anything more hazardous than someone who wasn’t looking where they were going. If someone started shooting or throwing knives in the middle of the sidewalk, they might run, but afterward they would start asking questions. The Marked would think twice before doing anything that might attract their attention.

I knew. I had spent four years making those same calculations in my own head.

I slowed my steps, letting myself blend in with the crowd. I moved from group to group, first following closely behind three women chattering brightly about a mutual friend’s surprise anniversary party, then shifting to become part of a family that seemed to have at least three parents trying to wrangle five kids under five. I didn’t let myself look over my shoulder. If they had followed me this far, they would spot me soon enough, but I wasn’t about to make it easy for them.

With every step, I scanned the street ahead of me. I didn’t spot any familiar faces, or anyone who held themselves like one of the Marked. When half an hour went by without a sign of danger—at least that was my best guess as to the time, although I no longer had a phone and hadn’t owned a watch in years—I began to let myself believe I had gotten away from them.

I had bought myself another day or two of life. Yay me. Although the way things had been going lately, it might only be a few hours. In the first month after I left the temple, I used to be able to stay in a new hidey-hole for a good week or two before one temple or the other caught up with me. Then that had gone down to a few days. Now, apparently, it was less. This had only been my third day in the school. I was going to run out of places to hide, at this rate.

The temples had stopped screwing around. Maybe it was time for me to do the same.

I didn’t know why I was still holding back. They certainly wouldn’t do me the same favor. Any one of the Marked that had come after me would have shot me in the head if I had given them half a second of opportunity. They didn’t want me alive. That wasn’t the way the gods worked. Once you turned your back on the god you once served, you forfeited your right to keep breathing. And while Hades didn’t have enough of his own people to send after me, it had become clear over the past couple of months that he had given all his allies instructions on what to do when they found me. As for Persephone, I didn’t know what the penalty was for killing the senior Marked of a temple in cold blood, but I was willing to bet it wasn’t any more lenient. Sure, by killing her I had saved a whole lot more of Persephone’s Marked and Guardians, but it didn’t look like Persephone or her temple saw it that way.

In other words, none of them would hesitate to kill me. And yet I was still wavering when it came to doing the same to them.

It wasn’t as if fighting former allies was an unfamiliar concept. Two gods could be allies one day and enemies the next, and just like that, one of the Marked would be sent to kill someone they had fought alongside the day before. But that was on their god’s orders. This was something I had chosen. Everything I did now was my responsibility, and mine alone. Maybe that shouldn’t have made it different, but it did.

And it had worked out for me so far. I had survived for almost two months, which had to be a record for a rogue Marked—at least if I didn’t count the one I had met once who had managed to evade his god for years. But I had a feeling my luck would run out soon unless I made a change.

Good thing that was already in the plan.

The two women I was shadowing ducked through the door to a cutesy cafe—the kind with pink bubble letters on the sign and pastel decals in the windows. The aroma that wafted through the door made my mouth water. I slipped my hand into my pocket, fingering the last lonely couple of bills I had in there. I had planned to save that money for food tonight. If I used it on a coffee instead, my stomach would keep me up half the night with its growling. But I couldn’t make myself move out of the doorway. Every cell in my body cried out at once, begging for that sweet, sweet caffeine.

With a resigned sigh, I followed the women inside. Food was overrated anyway.

I had gotten two hours of sleep last night at most, I justified to myself as I got in line. First there had been the civilians who had decided to throw a drunken party directly below me in the school cafeteria, followed by the dreams that had kept me tossing and turning for the fifth night in a row. And if the pattern held—that pattern being “I always have half as much of a lead as I think I do”—it would be a few hours at most before they caught up with me again. Which meant I needed the caffeine to stay alert. It would help me stay alive for one more day—and one more day was all I needed.

I had to fight to keep a trickle of drool from escaping my mouth as the person in front of me walked away with a steaming cup of glorious bean juice. I stepped forward—

And someone grabbed my wrist, yanking me out of line before I could say, Get the strongest, blackest cup of coffee you have into my hot little hands right the fuck now.

“What do you think you’re—” The words died on my lips as I caught a good look at the person who had pulled me out of line.

She was a Marked of Persephone. Not one of the three who had ambushed me in the school—no, this was a fourth one. They were pulling out all the stops this time.

“Okay, that is just not fair,” I said. “What did Persephone do, put one of her Marked in every coffee shop in the city? There’s no way you could actually have found me that quickly.”

The hand tightened around my wrist. “It’s over,” the Marked hissed in my ear. “Come quietly, and we can do this quickly.”

“Do what? Kill me? Because I have to say, that doesn’t sound like a very good deal to me.” I jerked my arm out of her grip.

I felt a blade at the small of my back. “Out the door. Now.”

“The team from the school reported back to the temple, is that it? And the temple sent people to every likely location in the area. That’s how I would have done it, at least. And I’m guessing those likely locations included every coffee shop within ten blocks. I’ve got to hand it to you guys, you know me well.”

The tip of the blade poked through my shirt and jabbed into my skin. A trickle of blood ran down my back.

I stayed where I was. “I have a strong suspicion that this deal benefits you more than it does me. So no, I don’t think I’m going anywhere. If you’re going to kill me, fine, but I want the satisfaction of knowing you had to answer a lot of tricky civilian questions afterward.”

That wasn’t true, of course. Oh, I meant it about the civilian questions. If this Marked managed to get the better of me, I hoped every cop in the city converged on this place within ten seconds. But the fact that she was here to kill me in the first place? That wasn’t fine with me. Not at all.

I communicated that to her by spinning in a lightning-quick motion and flipping her backwards over my head.

She slammed into a table. A table where two civilians had been sitting, sipping at their drinks and talking in low voices. Those murmurs turned to shrieks as the Marked crashed down between them, shattering the cat figurine that had served as a container for a handful of sugar packets. Around the room, people rose to their feet, some backing toward the door, others taking out their phones to record.

Once upon a time—specifically, two months ago, back when I still worked for Hades—the sign of all those phones coming out would have made my stomach sink. But that was when I had cared about secrecy. These days, it was starting to seem like the benefits of that secrecy only benefited one side of this conflict—and it wasn’t mine.

As the Marked rose to her feet, I shot her a look of challenge. I didn’t run. Why would I? If I ran, I would be giving her the advantage all over again. No, if we were going to fight, it would happen here. In full view of all the civilians, and all those cameras.

She didn’t pick up her weapon. That told me that she, unlike me, hadn’t had the foresight to have her temple’s Guardians enchant her weapon so it couldn’t be seen by civilians. She didn’t want to wind up on camera holding a knife. She was already more focused on her audience than on her mission.

Which meant I had already won.

I wasn’t surprised when, with a venomous glare, she turned and dashed out the door, ducking her head so her face wouldn’t show up on video.

With her gone, every eye in the place turned to me. People slowly approached, phones up, hesitating before they could get too close. Even though I had drawn their attention on purpose, I had to fight the urge to flee. I had spent too long trying to avoid civilian attention. It was an ingrained habit at this point, as much as slipping on my shoes before I went outside.

That was going to be a tough habit to break.

One of the baristas cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, with a death grip on the counter that separated me from him. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” He clutched the counter tighter at the last word, like he was afraid I would take offense and reach over to do to him what I had done to the Marked.

Instead, I gave him a short nod, and walked briskly toward the door. Their attention had bought me a little safety, but overstaying my welcome would likely mean a visit from the police, and that much scrutiny would definitely be too much of a good thing.

So much for that coffee.

All my legs wanted was a place to sit, and five minutes when I wasn’t asking them to do anything. All my beleaguered brain wanted was that cup of coffee I had come so close to tasting. And the rest of me? One quiet day. Just one. I hadn’t known how good I had it, those first couple of weeks, when—as long as I was careful—I had been able to go days at a time without spotting an enemy Marked.

A bench was waiting outside the coffee shop, taunting me. My legs cried out for that bench as much as my cells had cried out for that coffee at the first whiff.

I didn’t sit. I couldn’t risk it. Not even for five minutes. Not anymore.

I might have won a brief victory, but that Marked wouldn’t give up so easily. Neither would all the others who had come out looking for me. If my guess about Persephone’s strategy was anything close to true, they had sent every Marked they had after me. They were as tired of the chase as I was. They wanted this over with today.

I had a plan. But that plan required me to get through this one last day. Now it was looking like that wasn’t going to happen. I was going to have to move my timeline up.

Instead of sagging down to the bench the way my legs begged me to, I started running. I could practically hear my legs groaning, Again?

Yes, again, I told them as I pushed to my top speed.

I didn’t bother slowing myself down to ordinary human speeds. The time for hiding was over. There were monsters lurking in the shadows. I knew that better than anyone; I had been one of them once. Now that they were out for my blood, the only way out was toward the light.

Luckily, I wasn’t that far away from my destination. I had chosen the school partially for that reason. That plus the enhancements Hades had made to my body when he had raised me from the dead meant I wasn’t even out of breath when I burst into the crowded office.

“Excuse me,” the receptionist called after me. “I can’t let you go back there without—”

I didn’t bother listening to the rest of her sentence. I marched down the rows of desks, searching for the woman I knew only from her picture online. It wasn’t hard to get a look at everyone’s face, not when they were all watching me like I was the biggest show of the year. A man who had been holding his phone up to his ear set it down on his desk, devoting his full attention to me as the person on the other end said in a tinny voice, “Hello? Steve? Are you still there?”

I looked down at myself. I supposed I wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. I had been wearing the same clothes for approximately two months now. Yes, I had washed them here and there—I may be a slob, but even I have limits. But that had involved scrubbing them down with hand soap in various gas station restrooms, since the alternative would have been standing around naked in a laundromat—either that, or giving up several days’ worth of food money to buy a new outfit. The ad hoc washing method hadn’t been kind to them; neither had two months on the run. My jeans had a rip down one thigh, the edges dark with bloodstains I hadn’t been able to scrub away. The shirt had several tears from when I had climbed over a barbed wire fence, plus some stains of its own, including a few I couldn’t remember picking up. This office seemed to have a perpetual casual-Friday policy, but even compared to them, I wasn’t exactly dressed for success. And although this was the least of my fashion problems, I was sure someone had noticed I wasn’t wearing a jacket despite the nip in the air.

And then there was the fact that I had burst into their office like… well… like an army of divine assassins was after me.

I spotted the woman I was looking for—middle-aged, with strawberry-blonde hair and a no-nonsense set to her jaw—and marched over to her desk. The man across from her stood and started toward me, like he thought he was going to single-handedly toss me out of the office. In the process, he helpfully vacated his chair. I grabbed it and pulled it up to the woman’s desk, shooting the man a don’t-even-try look.

The woman, to her credit, looked unfazed as she asked me matter-of-factly, “Can I help you?”

“Justine Frazer, right? I emailed you last week. We have a meeting.”

“I’m sorry, I think you have me confused with somebody else. I don’t have any meetings on my schedule for today.” Frazer actually brought up the calendar brought up her calendar on her computer long enough to make the pretense of checking. Here was someone who knew how to handle herself in the face of the unexpected. Clearly I had chosen well.

Before she could close the calendar again, I jabbed my finger at tomorrow’s schedule. “We had a lunch date tomorrow. But I’m going to have to move it up. My circumstances have changed.”

She followed my finger. Her eyes widened almost imperceptibly. “Right,” she said. “Ms.…” She let her voice trail off like a question.

“I didn’t give you my name.”

The man whose chair I had appropriated moved in with a question in his eyes. Frazer waved him back as she leaned in toward me. “Just to be clear,” she said, “you’re the woman who told me you have information critical to next year’s… Senate campaign?” She took another, longer look at my outfit.

“Were you expecting a Washington whistleblower in a tailored suit?” I shrugged. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“And this information is critical enough that it couldn’t wait another twenty-four hours?” She sounded confused, and understandably so. But she also sounded curious. Good. Curious was what I needed.

Maybe she expected me to back down, or give her the explanation she was waiting for. I didn’t. I just nodded.

“Okay. Let’s go to a quiet room, and we can talk.” She was doing her best to convince me that she believed me, but she was skeptical. I could tell. That was fine. As long as she listened long enough for me to say what I needed to say.

I looked around at the office, at all those eyes that were still watching us, at the muddled receptionist who was standing in the middle of the room like she wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to do something about me or go back to her desk as if nothing had happened. I wanted nothing more at that moment than to get away from those eyes. Old habits die hard. Especially when those habits have kept you alive for years.

I shook my head. “We’re doing this here.” A quiet room meant more chance of an ambush. And I could no longer trust that Persephone’s people—or Hades’s—hadn’t already tracked me here. From this moment forward, I needed everything as bright and public as possible.

She gave another nod. “Okay,” she said again. “Why don’t you tell me what brought you here?” She opened up a blank document on her computer and sat upright, eyes on me, fingers poised above her keyboard.

“Ten years ago,” I said, “Senator Karen Keyne’s daughter was kidnapped, held for ransom, and murdered.”

A frown creased the reporter’s forehead, a tiny break in her I’m here to listen to everything you have to say demeanor. I had barged into her office looking like a homeless teenager, claiming I had information on a political campaign—information so urgent it couldn’t wait one day. And now I was bringing up a long-forgotten crime from ten years ago. “And you… have information on her death?” she ventured.

“I have more than that. And I’ll give it to you under one condition. You need to get this out there right away. Don’t wait for tomorrow’s paper. Get it up on the internet. Call a friend at the evening news. I don’t care how you do it, just get it out there. Today.”

I could see her running the calculations in her head, wondering what it would cost her to make a deal with the crazy person, versus what she might gain on the off-chance I turned out not to be so crazy after all. It took her less than a minute to give me a nod. “I can do that.”

I took a deep breath. “I’m Mallory Keyne,” I said. “Karen Keyne’s daughter. And I’m alive.”




Chapter 2

 

Okay, so maybe I was a bit too optimistic about how she would react. But I’ll give her this—she listened to my whole story before she called the police.

I didn’t resist when they handcuffed me, or even when they shoved me roughly into the police car. Those actions alone were enough to tell me they didn’t believe my story any more than the reporter had, which meant I had to play nice if I wanted them to give me the chance to convince them. If they had thought there was any chance I was who I said I was, they would have been bowing and scraping as they asked if there was a chance I could kindly step into the car for them, purely as a favor, of course. That was what came of being the daughter of not only a United States senator, but that senator’s husband, who happened to be one of the richest men in the country. For that reason, I almost found myself grateful for the rough treatment. If things went my way, it would be a long time before anyone treated me like an ordinary person again.

That almost-gratitude was almost enough to stop me from flipping them the bird as they climbed into the car themselves.

At the police station, I answered all their questions—most of them truthfully. Then I answered the same questions again. And again. It was after about the fifth repetition that I got impatient and started listing off details about the crime scene that they had never released to the public.

That was about when they stopped using the crazy-person voice on me.

The two cops consulted with each other for several minutes in quiet voices that they thought I couldn’t hear. Then one of them snuck off, already pulling out his phone to sell the story to the news, while the other called up my parents’ lawyers and started plotting out next steps.

Which was how I ended up half-reclined in a hospital bed that somehow managed to be more uncomfortable than half the bare floors I had slept on over the past two months, offering blood and spit and fingerprints on command to the nurses that barged into the room one after the other, all with my ass hanging out of a flimsy paper gown.

Putting myself in the public eye and using visibility as a shield made sense in theory. But when I had made my plan, I had neglected to think about the part where I would be poked by needles and prodded by gloved hands, ogled by the strangers who tried to sneak a glimpse through the door every time it opened, and forced to restrain myself from throwing the nearest heavy object at the nurse who thought I couldn’t hear her on her phone offering exclusive pictures of me to a tabloid for an exorbitant sum of money.

Over the years, I had sacrificed a lot to stay alive. It looked like my dignity was next on the list.

Right on cue, another nurse swept through the door, holding a syringe aloft. “Just one little needle stick,” she said brightly, grabbing for my arm with the enthusiasm of a hungry vampire.

I yanked my arm away and pulled it close to my chest. “Five little needle sticks so far, by my count,” I snapped. “What do you need all this blood for, anyway?”

The nurse put on her “managing a difficult patient” face. “It’s our job to make sure you’re all right after… whatever happened to you,” she said, somehow managing to imbue her voice with fake comfort while simultaneously turning the pause into a subtle question.

She waited a few seconds for me to helpfully fill in that pause for her. I didn’t.

Her smile faltered. Maybe she had been hoping to get in on the tabloid action. “Some of these tests are probably overkill,” she said, a little less brightly now, “but it can’t hurt to be thorough.”

I rubbed the place where the last nurse had botched the fourth little needle stick. “My arm says different. And if you want to jab me with a needle, the least you can do is be honest. You’ve already done a full physical exam and taken enough blood to feed an army of the undead. This isn’t about my health anymore. You’re planning to run a DNA test and whatever else might prove I am who I say I am. That was what the cheek swab a few minutes ago was about, right?”

The nurse’s smile faded a little more. “All I know is that you’ve been through a difficult ordeal, and we’re here to make sure you’re taken care of.”

“You know those tests won’t help you, right? Or rather, they won’t help my father’s lawyers—I’m sure they’re the ones who ordered all this. My DNA isn’t on file anywhere. I’ve never even been fingerprinted. Believe me, it would be a lot easier for me if I could prove my identity for you.”

I probably should have been more worried about what else they could find in those tests while they were fruitlessly trying to determine whether I really was Mallory Keyne. I didn’t know whether coming back from the dead had altered my body in ways that would make a medical professional sit up and take notice. Judging by the fact that I hadn’t aged a day in the five years since I had come back, I was guessing my body wasn’t quite in the realm of ordinary anymore, although that was something I didn’t like to think too hard about. But at this point, that was the least of my worries. If Hades’s temple was concerned about a civilian seeing something they shouldn’t in the test results, they could cover it up themselves. And I was guessing they would. No doubt Persephone’s people were already aware of where I was, and were standing by, ready to do what was necessary to keep the temple’s secrets hidden. Meanwhile, I was going to focus on the goal that had brought me here to begin with: staying alive.

“I’m sure you understand why your father is concerned.” The syringe bobbed in the nurse’s hand, like she wasn’t sure whether to lower it or make another try for my arm.

“Oh, so it really was him. Why am I not surprised?”

“You went through a major trauma. Then you disappeared for ten years. You haven’t shared anything about your experience, and why you wouldn’t or couldn’t come back…” Her voice trailed off again, a little too hopefully for my taste.

I rolled my eyes. “Give it up. I’m not giving you anything for the tabloids.” I jerked my thumb at the nurse in the corner of the room, who had just wrapped up her phone call. “If you’re looking for cash, talk to her. Maybe she’ll split hers half-and-half if you threaten to turn her in.”

As the last of the nurse’s smile fell away, I sighed at myself. I should have been nicer to her. All of this—the tests, the bright and crowded hospital, even the deals with the tabloids—was helping me come into the light like I had planned. In her annoying way, this woman was keeping me alive.

With a strained smile, I held out my arm. “Be my guest,” I said through gritted teeth. “Just one stick, right?”

I braced myself for the needle. But I didn’t even feel it go in. Because that was when the door opened again, this time to admit a janitor pushing a mop. And aside from the fact that janitors usually refrain from mopping rooms that are still in use, I knew the man behind that mop. And he was no janitor.

One lone Marked—I could take him. Hell, I could shoot him right now if I wanted, before he had the chance to so much as pull a weapon. I had taken advantage of the fact that none of the civilians in here could see my gun, and laid it in the bed next to me after I had stripped my clothes off and tied the gown behind me. But I hesitated, and not just because of my downright wimpy reluctance to shoot my former allies. This wasn’t the same as the fight in the cafe earlier today. I was in the public eye now, exactly where I had fought to be, but the spotlight had its downsides. If a janitor in my hospital room dropped dead of a gunshot wound that had come out of nowhere, and especially if I had made like I was shooting an invisible gun at the time, that would become the front page headline, not my miraculous reappearance.

The same would hold true, of course, if I waited until he drew a weapon and then tackled him. The fact that someone was trying to kill me, I could maybe explain away. It might even strengthen my cover story. But my unnatural combat skills? That would require explanations I wasn’t willing to give. I would have to tread carefully here.

The nurse had finished drawing my blood, and was about to turn away. I stopped her. “Who is that?” I asked, waving a hand toward the janitor. “Is he supposed to be in here?”

The nurse heaved an annoyed sigh. “Looks like janitorial hired some new blood again.” She raised her voice. “I think you’re in the wrong place. This room isn’t ready for cleaning yet.”

The janitor looked up. Our eyes locked.

“Excuse me,” said the nurse. “This room is in use. Are you lost?”

The janitor rolled the mop and bucket closer to my bed. He let go of the mop to reach into his pocket. Apparently he wasn’t as concerned about avoiding civilian attention as the others had been up until now. Hades and Persephone were getting desperate.

“He has a camera!” I blurted.

Both nurses’ heads jerked toward me in confusion, then locked on him, and the hand that had frozen halfway toward reaching for his weapon.

“He’s from… um… that news show.” For the first time since I had left home, I wished I had gotten over my aversion to politics enough to actually watch the news once in a while. “Don’t you recognize him?” I jabbed a finger at the man’s face.

He paused just long enough to flash me a vicious sneer. Then he flung the mop and bucket aside, sending a cascade of soapy water over the floor, as he fled.

The nurse who had drawn my blood reached for the phone, and started speaking in a low and urgent voice with what I assumed was building security. The other shook her head as she stared after him, probably wishing she had thought to contact some people in television along with whoever she had sold the pictures to.

The door opened again, and the nurse with the pictures busied herself flipping through my chart. “Is everything all right in here?” a voice called.

The nurse on the phone went quiet. The one flipping through my chart looked up, eyes wide. A hush settled over the room, as if that one brief question—or rather, the voice that had asked the question—had rendered everyone mute.

Everyone except me. “Hi, Mom.”

As my mother stepped into the room, not a hair out of place, with her suit molded perfectly to her body through sheer force of will, I was reminded of a thought I’d had while searching for a missing child a while back. After someone leaves a home they weren’t happy in, there are only two reasons they go back. One is to rub their families’ noses in how well they’ve done for themselves. The other is that they’ve crashed so hard that even a terrible option has become the best one they’ve got.

There was no question which category I fell into.

My mother stepped through the soapy mess with an ease the height of her heels shouldn’t have allowed. She wrinkled her nose in distaste, but I didn’t know why; none of the suds touched her. They were probably afraid to. With barely a glance toward the closer of the nurses, who kept fiddling with the hem of her shirt like she wasn’t sure what to do with her hands, she leaned over my bed and hugged me hard. “Mallory,” she breathed in my ear. “It’s you. When they called me, I didn’t think… but it’s really you.” I actually heard a hint of tears as her voice caught.

I’m not a hugging kind of person. But my mother had spent ten years believing I was dead. And as complicated as our relationship might have been, I wasn’t coldhearted enough to reject her now. With an internal sigh, I reached up and hugged her back.

I hated how good it felt to be wrapped in her arms again, surrounded by the familiar scent of her perfume. It made me feel like a kid again, warm and protected, like I didn’t have to worry anymore because the grown-ups could take everything from here. But that feeling was an illusion. I had to remember that. Even as a kid, that was all it had been. A well-crafted one, complete with enough happy-family photo ops to keep the papers churning out puff pieces for eternity, but an illusion nonetheless.

When my mother straightened, her brief moment of weakness was gone. There was no hint of tears on her face, and her voice was steady and in control as she asked, “What is the meaning of this mess? I heard a crash, and someone ran out of the room, and now the floor is…” She waved a hand at the suds, as if she were trying to flick them away without actually having to touch them. “This isn’t the kind of treatment I expect for my daughter.”

“I apologize,” said the nurse. “A reporter snuck in, trying to get close to your daughter. It won’t happen again.”

From the other side of the room, the other nurse had already pulled out her phone again and started taking pictures. My mother glanced her way, and I could see her making a calculation in her mind. It only took half a second before she turned away again, pretending she hadn’t noticed what the nurse was doing. She wrapped an arm around me, making sure her best side was facing the camera.

“I would think twice about those pictures, Karen,” another voice warned my mother. “At least for now. If this turns out to be some kind of con, do you really want to be splashed all over the news looking like you’ve been duped? We don’t even know if it’s her yet.”

“No such luck, Dad,” I said, as a pair of shoes that cost more than I made in a month—or had made, back when I had a job other than running for my life—stopped just short of the dirty water. “I’m the real deal.”

His face paled as he met my eyes. Yep, he knew it was me. Even after ten years, he remembered my face well enough to be afraid at seeing it again.

It only took him half a second to put on a relieved smile. I was probably the only one who noticed that the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Mallory,” he said. “You’re alive.” He almost managed to make it sound like the idea didn’t scare him to death.

I had kept myself upright through two months of running. But all of a sudden, I was unutterably tired. “Drink my weight in coffee” tired. “Curl up on this bed from hell and sleep for a hundred years” tired. I didn’t know what to say to my father without letting on that I knew his secret. I didn’t know how to look at my mother and not fall into the comforting illusion she could protect me from the threats that were still out there. I couldn’t put on a smile for the camera the way I had been trained to do. Even with today’s close calls still fresh in my mind, for a second I wished I had never come here. I wanted to launch myself up from the bed and run out that door, bare ass and all.

I closed my eyes. “It’s good to see you both,” I said, because that sounded better than, We’ve all said our lines, so why don’t we give up the act now? “I’ll get in touch as soon as I’m feeling a little stronger, and we’ll catch up properly.” Hey, if they were going to force the “poor little Mallory recovering in the hospital from her traumatic ordeal” image on me, why not lean into it? “But you don’t have to stick around. I’ve got this.”

My mother laughed. It was her in-public laugh, the one carefully crafted to make her look both approachable and utterly in control of the situation. “Don’t be silly, Mallory. You’re coming home with us.” She turned to the nurse. “I imagine you’re about done here by now.” Her tone left no room for any answer but yes. 

I waited for my father to contradict her. I was sure home was the last place he wanted me to be. Well, the second last, the first being in front of a camera, giving an interview—which I had to admit I was looking forward to a little, if only to watch him squirm.

Instead, he nodded in agreement. “You’ve had to fend for yourself out there for far too long,” he said. “It’s time for you to come home where your family can look after you.” He didn’t quite manage a warm smile, but he came close.

That was when I began to wonder if coming here had been a mistake.

It wasn’t as if I had thought I would be able to go public and yet somehow avoid my family. I had known they would get involved. That was the point. Between my obscenely rich father and my senator mother who had been born knowing how to bend the press to her will, my family was nothing if not visible—and after how the media had reveled in the sordid story of my death, I knew I would be just as visible once I went public. I needed visibility to stay safe, and that hinged on my parents’ involvement. So I had expected to see them. I had expected to talk to them.

But I hadn’t taken those thoughts to their logical conclusion and imagined going home with them.

I shook my head. “That’s not necessary. Really. I’ll be fine on my own. Actually, it might be easier to be alone. So I can… recover.”

“You’re family,” said my father. “We take care of family.” He paused. “And if you aren’t who you say you are, then we plan to keep an eye on you until we find out your game.”

My mother shook her head at him. “I know it’s hard to get our hopes up after so long. But look at her. She’s obviously our Mallory. She looks just like the picture hanging in the solarium.” She squinted at me, leaning in closer. “Exactly like the picture. My goodness, Mallory, you look like you haven’t aged a day.”

I tried to turn my face away without looking too obvious about it. “Good genes.”

“Even so,” said my father, “we can’t afford to be too careful.” He started toward the closer nurse, then seemed to realize it would involve getting his expensive shoes wet, and reconsidered. He motioned her over instead. “I assume you’ve run all the tests I asked for?”

“Yes,” said the nurse, “but your daughter did point out that without DNA or fingerprints on file—”

“We’ll let the professionals handle that,” my father said with a wave of his hand. “With today’s medical technology, I’m sure there’s something they can do. Especially given the donation I’m making to this hospital. Now, have you…” As he started asking about the specifics of the tests, it occurred to me for the first time that his donation might be going toward ensuring that the hospital would verify that I wasn’t really me—no matter what information their tests gave them. He wouldn’t have to worry about what I might say in an interview if he had already destroyed my credibility.

I thought about it for a few seconds, then gave a mental shrug. Even if I was “exposed” as a fake, I would still get a good couple of weeks of visibility out of it, minimum. And after that… well, hopefully by then I would have thought of another solution.

Hopefully.

“Let’s get you out of this filthy room,” my mother said briskly. “I’ll help you up.” She swept her gaze over my body, a crease appearing between her eyes. There it was again—the genuine emotion I had heard when she had hugged me. “Can you… walk? No one has given us any details about what’s happened to you.”

“My legs are fine. I can walk. It may come as a shock, but I can even get out of bed on my own.” I brushed aside the hand she had offered me. “But I’m not going to do it in front of you two. Hospital gown, remember? I’ve mooned enough people for one day.”

“That’s what sisters are for,” said a new voice. My sister Laurie stepped into the room smile-first. I hadn’t known she was as good as putting on a show as my father. In fact, today she had him beat. She, unlike everyone else, had already known that I was alive. Except she didn’t believe that I was really me. She had thought I had come back wrong, that I was a cold-blooded killer wearing her sister’s face. But right now, she was looking at me as if she was genuinely glad to see me. As if I really was her little sister, returned from the dead.

The way I had hoped she would look at me last time.

My mother shook her head as she looked Laurie over. “I thought we talked about wardrobe choices.”

I followed my mother’s gaze, and raised an eyebrow. Laurie was wearing… a sweatshirt. An old, pilled sweatshirt with a tear in one shoulder and Yale Bulldogs written across the front. And slouchy jeans. I hadn’t known Laurie owned slouchy anything. The last time I had seen her, she had loosened up on her fashion-plate image a bit, but today she looked like… well, she almost looked like me.

Laurie ignored my mom. “Don’t worry, Mouse,” she said, “my eyes can take it. Come on, let’s get you out of bed. I brought you some clothes.” She held up a bulging leather bag.

I was still trying to process the fact that Laurie was here. And that she was being nice to me. That smile was starting to seriously creep me out. “You drove up from Connecticut that quickly?”

“I was already up here because of stepping into the future,” she said. “But even if I hadn’t been, I would have come up the second I heard the news.”

I tried to parse the “stepping into the future” thing, and failed. “I thought you…” My voice trailed off. If I said something like, Last time we talked, you were still mad that I started working as an assassin for the lord of the underworld after I came back from the dead, that would lead to the kind of headlines no one wanted.

“The whole family came to welcome you back,” my mother said. “Even Alex managed to make it here.” There was a definite bite to her voice as she said my brother’s name, and an undertone to her words that I didn’t understand. Last I knew, Alex had been the golden child, following the path laid out for him as eagerly as I had flipped the bird while taking off in the opposite direction. He had gotten a personality transplant back in high school, and transformed from the obnoxious older brother who had roped me into playing Star Wars with him eight million times in a row—he always cast me as the villains—to a miniature copy of my father. Seriously, the guy had been talking about his retirement savings at his junior prom.

But that had been a long time ago.

“I’m here,” my brother’s voice confirmed from outside the door. “But I’ll wait for you to come out. I’d rather not see your bare ass.”

“Don’t be crude,” my mother admonished. “The walls have ears. Never say anything you don’t want to see in print.”
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