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Chapter 1

 

If the man in front of me were an animal, he would be a rabid possum, big-eyed and jumpy, startling at every noise and movement. I tapped my pen idly against my notebook as I studied him. He had the look of someone who used to maintain a muscular physique but had gradually decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. His hair hung in greasy strands over his ears, and his dark eyes glinted sharply at me for seconds at a time before continuing their nervous circuit around the room.

If there was any physical resemblance between the two of us, I didn’t see it. Or maybe I just didn’t want to see it.

I ordered the lump in my stomach to get lost. Ditto with the matching lump in my throat. It wasn’t as if I had gone into this with any expectations, after all.

The man stared at the tapping pen as if it had hypnotized him. “Tell me again who sent you.”

“I’m with…” I searched my suddenly-empty brain for the name I had given him in my email. Normally I didn’t have this kind of problem remembering my cover stories. “New York Uncensored. We’re a new online political blog, trying to bring the fun back into politics.” I smiled too brightly, even as I cringed at myself. That definitely hadn’t sounded canned or anything. But it wasn’t my fault if I couldn’t make the idea of mixing fun and politics sound believable. After growing up with a senator for a mother, I knew better.

But he didn’t look suspicious—or at least, not any more suspicious than before—so I kept going. “What can you tell me about your affair with Senator Karen Keyne?”

There were two ways for a reporter to ask about something an interview subject might not want to talk about, and one tended to work as well as the other. At least that was the lesson I had learned from being on the receiving end of too many interviews as a child, and seeing my mother subjected to even more. The first was to ease into it slowly, lulling the subject into a false sense of complacency before touching on anything difficult. The second was to jump right in, and startle the answer out of them. But even if the shock method normally worked, it didn’t look like it was going to this time. The man was already shaking his head before I got the last word out. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but you’ve got it wrong.” The bell over the cafe door chimed as it opened, and he startled in his seat, the force of his movement shaking the table in front of him.

I forged onward. “We already know about the affair. We heard about it from Karen Keyne herself.” In all fairness, that was actually true. The fact that I had heard about it in a memory that an agent of a hostile goddess had dug out of my head didn’t need to be part of the equation. Neither did the fact that Karen Keyne was my mother, and that in that particular memory, I hadn’t even been out of diapers.

My words had an impact on him, albeit not the one I had been hoping for. He sat up ramrod straight, his eyes—if possible—going even wider. “She’s talking about me?” he demanded. “Karen’s been saying things about me?”

“It’s not like that,” I assured him hastily. If he rushed out of here, I didn’t know how to get him back—although a growing part of me was already not at all sure about the wisdom of continuing this conversation. But the last thing I needed was for him to call up my mother and demand to know why she was talking about him with reporters from a nonexistent blog. Especially if he described me, given that I was supposed to have died ten years ago.

Well, technically, I had died. It wasn’t my fault it hadn’t stuck.

“It was a single comment in an unrelated interview,” I continued. Normally, useful lies came as easily to me as breathing, after how much practice I’d gotten at using them to save my life on short notice. But now I found myself scrambling for things to say. “I’m sure she didn’t mean any—”

But he didn’t seem to care what else I said. He shook his head again. “Damned vultures. I’m not telling you a thing.”

Usually, when I was trying to get information, I had a lot more tools at my disposal. None of which had anything to do with reporter tactics. I took a deep breath that did nothing to help slow my pounding heart. “I’ll be straight with you,” I said, managing to keep the tension out of my voice. “We’re new on the scene, and we’re starting late in the game. If we want to compete with the big guys, it’s not enough for us to report the same stories as everyone else. We need to do more. And this story, right here, is our chance. Ideally, we want to be as accurate as possible, but my boss cares more about numbers than about facts. And I do what the boss tells me. So either you can tell your story your way, or I’ll tell it mine, and that’s going to be whatever will get us the most clicks.”

Even as I spoke, a part of me stood back, listening, wondering why I was going to all this trouble. Why did I care what he had to say about something that happened more than thirty years ago? It shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. Certainly not enough to warrant me threatening to write a false story about him and post it for the entire internet to see.

And yet here I was, still talking.

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Was that a threat? Are you threatening me?” He slammed his hand down on the table. The look in his eyes didn’t suggest stability—not that it had before. He started to push himself to his feet.

I sent out a silent thank-you to my friend Ciara, who had been the one to suggest that line about clicks. If this guy forced me to kick his ass in the middle of this quiet little French cafe, I intended to lay all the blame at her feet.

I fixed him with a glare that never failed to get people’s attention. “Sit. Down.” I let a little of my other self come out in my voice, the part of myself I normally tried to hide in front of the civilians. I wasn’t speaking as the fake journalist anymore. He was seeing the person I was when I was on Hades’s business.

He sat down.

My threat, explicit or not, hadn’t improved his jumpiness any. He was practically vibrating in his seat as he twisted his fingers together. “Karen is a good person,” he said defiantly, like he was daring me to believe it. “Don’t do this to her. Don’t make it look… cheap.”

So Ciara’s line had worked after all. I had just needed a little of my own touch to help it along. I sent a second thank-you to Ciara, this one genuine.

But looking at him, part of me couldn’t help but squirm a little. He clearly wasn’t having an easy time of it to begin with, and then I had come in and tried to strong-arm him into giving me answers—and for what? It wasn’t as if I actually needed an article about my mother’s sex life for some political blog. Even with the dire state of my job search, and my even more disastrous finances, I would starve in the street before I ever took that particular assignment. No, my reasons for being here were purely selfish. And it was nothing worth scaring the daylights out of this man, even if he wasn’t what I had hoped he would be. I wished I had found some other pretext for contacting him.

But this was the story I had gone with, and I couldn’t exactly change it now. I hovered my pen over my paper and pretended his reaction to me didn’t bother me at all. “So then tell me what it was really like.”

He gave me a shaky nod. “Where do you want me to start?”

“Let’s start simple. Your name is Richard Walker?”

Another nod. “My friends call me Ricky.”

“And you met Karen…” I prompted.

“At a bar.”

“A bar,” I repeated disbelievingly, letting the mask slip for a second. I couldn’t help it. Despite the fear in his eyes, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was lying to me.

But his face held nothing but nervous sincerity as he nodded. “That’s what I said.”

“While she was in the middle of her very first Senate campaign.”

“It was the pressure. That’s what she told me. The stress was getting to her. She needed something that was as far from her normal life as possible. Something a million miles away from the perfect polished candidate who got up on stage and talked herself hoarse every day, only to get her ass kicked in all the polls.” A little of the tension on his face eased as he stared into the distance, like he was looking into his own memories. “She needed to be somebody else for a while. She did a pretty good job of disguising herself, too, but even if it took me a while to figure out who she was, right away I could see she wasn’t in her element. I could spot the elegant lady underneath all the leather.”

I was glad I had decided not to order coffee, because I would either have choked on it or sprayed it across the table. “Leather?” I sincerely hoped he wouldn’t elaborate. I was already getting images in my head that I would never be able to get rid of.

This cover story was turning out to be a bad idea for all kinds of reasons. Maybe I didn’t want to hear any of this after all. But it was too late to walk away now.

“She clearly didn’t know what she was getting into,” he continued. “Half the guys in the place were hitting on her, maybe more—all in good fun, you know, but I could see she wasn’t used to that kind of attention. You know bikers, a bit more rough around the edges than her usual crowd.”

It turned out I didn’t need a mouthful of coffee in order to choke. “You met my—” I swallowed back the word “mother” just in time. “You met Karen Keyne in a biker bar?”

“I felt a little sorry for her. It wasn’t her fault she had gotten in over her head. So I stepped in, made the guys give her some space. I suggested she might want to find somewhere else to blow off steam, somewhere a little more private.”

I choked again. Nope, I definitely didn’t want to know any of this. “You hadn’t even known her for five minutes.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought someplace with a little more breathing room might be more what she was looking for. In the end, I took her to the shooting range.”

In my clearest memories of my mother, she was standing in front of the cameras with flawless makeup and a tailored suit, giving a practiced smile with just the right amount of warmth, while simultaneously managing to send out a warning glare to anyone who might be considering asking her a question she didn’t want to answer. Poise—that was the word that came to mind when I thought of her. Poise and polish. She was every bit the elegant lady Ricky had seen in her under the—ugh—leather, with a core of steel underneath. It was slightly easier to imagine her at a shooting range than at a biker bar, but only slightly.

“When I finally realized who she was,” he said, “I had to pick my jaw up off the floor. Not just because of where I had met her, but because I couldn’t believe she had managed to hide it for hours like that, even after all the times I had seen her in those ads. I thought I had to be wrong, but when I asked her, she admitted it easily enough. I think she knew the game was up at that point. It all spilled out of her then—the stress of the campaign, how she wondered whether she was even doing the right thing by running, and so on. I’m no shrink, but it was easy enough to see that she had only come out that night in the first place because some part of her wanted somebody to see her. She wanted to burn the whole campaign to the ground, become a laughingstock in the press, and get crushed in the election, because that would be easier than getting the job and then figuring out she wasn’t good enough. We talked all night—”

I made a face before I realized I was doing it. I really wasn’t pulling off the professional-journalist thing here.

“Don’t get squeamish.” His words came out a shade too sharp for a friendly lecture. “You came here for the sordid details, didn’t you? You want something to take back to your vulture friends.” Something in his face shifted, and when he spoke again, the bite was gone from his voice. “But that night, all we did was talk. Really. I convinced her to go back, and not to do anything else to sabotage her chances. Even promised to vote for her—and I’d never voted in my life.” He laughed. “I gave her my number—I don’t even know why—but I just about fell over in shock when she actually called me a week later.”

 “And?” I prompted, when he didn’t say anything else—although I won’t lie, a part of me was tempted to walk away right then and there. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t. It wasn’t like this information was going to get me anything besides an up-close view of a side of my mother I had less than no desire to see. I certainly wasn’t going to find whatever Ciara had thought I would when she had told me how excited she was for me. In response to her, I had glared and told her this wouldn’t change anything. It looked like I was right.

But I still didn’t leave.

“Look, what do you want me to tell you?” The harsh note was back in his voice again. “I tried to keep my distance. I knew I didn’t mean anything to her, no matter what she thought at the time. She acted like a high school girl with a crush, but I could see what was going on. She was having trouble dealing with everything else in her life—no matter that she was the one who had signed up for all of it—and I was her escape. I told myself that every time I heard her voice on the other end of the line.” He looked down at the table, his eyes finally ceasing their restless journey. “It didn’t help though,” he said softly. “Didn’t make a damn bit of difference. I still wound up falling for her.”

Then, as his gaze moved up to my face, his voice hardened. “But none of that matters to you, does it? All you want to do is hurt her. Should have known better than to trust anyone in this city. Everyone here is a thief or a liar, and they all think they can get something from me. Well, not you. Not this time.” He jerked up from the table so quickly that his knees knocked against the edge.

“Please.” The word leapt from my mouth before I knew I was going to speak. My own tone surprised me as much as his had. I hadn’t meant to sound so intense. I hadn’t thought this actually mattered to me. Why would it, when I had known from the start that it would probably end badly? This meeting had been a might-as-well kind of thing—I had happened across his name, and decided indulging my curiosity a little couldn’t hurt.

Right. Happened across his name. Looked through thirty-five-year-old phone records from my mother’s campaign like a creeper until I had narrowed it down to one possibility, was more like it. I wouldn’t even get into how many hours of coffee and snacks and mind-numbing boredom had gone into that search.

And here I had thought I wasn’t any good at lying to myself.

His lip curled. “That’s right. If I don’t tell you the truth, you hurt her worse. Wasn’t that the deal?”

It was hardly the worst threat I’d made in my life—or even this week—but shame washed over me like a bucket of cold water. “I didn’t mean…”

“Justify it however you want,” he said. “But threats or no threats, I’ve got nothing else to tell you. You got it all. I hope you’re happy. I met her, I fell in love, she broke my heart. It’s not like I didn’t know she would walk away. Even without the pregnancy, she never would have chosen me over her husband.” He gave a bitter laugh. “I wasn’t the kind of guy you could take to a state dinner, back then.”

I wondered if that meant he thought he would fit in at a state dinner now. If so, his self-image needed some serious updating. But that wasn’t the part of his speech that had caused my heart rate to double. “The pregnancy,” I repeated carefully.

“I turned on the news one morning, and there it was. Hell of a way to find out. But then, I’ve always suspected she wasn’t the one to put the information out there. It was probably someone like you, looking to make a quick buck off someone else’s private life.” He braced himself against the table to stick his face much too close to mine, his eyes glittering with manic intensity. “Do you know who did it? That boss of yours, maybe, over at your little blog?”

I stayed where I was, refusing to let myself be intimidated. It wasn’t hard. I faced down scarier things than him every day. But most of them didn’t make my heart want to shrivel up into a tiny little ball and slink out of my body when they looked at me like that. I took a deep breath and ordered my voice to behave, to reveal nothing that I didn’t want it to reveal. “Was the baby…” I let the sentence go unfinished.

“Mine?” He shook his head. “Of course not. She would have gotten rid of it otherwise. No, that baby belonged to him. Her fairy-tale husband swimming in his piles of money. They had two perfect fairy-tale children when I met them, and then they had a third, and she was done with me. I never heard from her again after that.”

“So you never even wondered?” The truth was right there on my tongue, ready to spill out and ruin everything. If it broke free, it wouldn’t just open a can of worms that was better off staying sealed. It would also raise all kinds of questions that I had put a lot of effort into keeping buried—no pun intended. Because if he found out who I really was, then the second he looked me up, he would know I wasn’t supposed to be alive.

His gaze had already begun darting across the room again. His head twitched to one side whenever the door opened, or someone across the room stood up, or a phone rang a little too loudly. But for all his efforts to pay attention to everything going on in the cafe, he didn’t seem to suspect any of what was going on in my head. “Never,” he answered. “Or at least not for long. You can’t let your mind go down those paths. Not if you want to stay sane.”

If staying sane was his goal, I was pretty sure he had made a wrong turn or two already. I opened my mouth, and realized that I had nothing left to say. He had told me the story I had asked for. What more reason did I have to keep him here and prolong this mess?

But once I walked away, that would be it. My excuse for contacting him would expire the second I told him I had everything I needed. I would never see Ricky Walker again. And that thought made me as sick as the thought of staying did.

While I was busy getting tangled up in my own thoughts, he squinted at me, his face still much too close for comfort. “You look like her.” He said it like an accusation.

My heart rate doubled again. My training was good enough that I didn’t flinch. “So I’ve been told,” I said mildly.

He leaned in even closer, until I could taste his stale breath. “Karen? Is that you? What are you playing at?”

My mother had turned sixty-eight this year. No plastic surgery was that good. But I didn’t think a rational argument was likely to work here. “I think we’re done.”

He picked his hands up off the table only to slam them down again, so hard that this time I couldn’t suppress my flinch. “I had almost managed to forget about you. I had moved on. Why would you come back? What gives you the right?” His eyes bulged. “Get out of here! Get out of my life!”

He grabbed for me. I wasn’t sure whether he intended to shake some answers out of me or throw me out the door. He didn’t get the chance to do either. I sidestepped him easily.

It wouldn’t take me more than a few seconds to have him on the floor, no longer a threat to anybody. I had sized him up the moment he had sat down across from me—it was an old habit at this point. Honestly, a few seconds was a generous estimate. But we weren’t the only two people in this cafe. Far from it. A little old lady in horn-rimmed glasses was already looking over at us with concern in her eyes. I didn’t want to show the civilians how easily I could handle him. More than that, I didn’t want to hurt him. Even as he lunged for me again, I couldn’t find it in myself to be angry. All I felt for him was pity. Pity and a sinking disappointment I had told myself I wouldn’t feel.

No expectations, I reminded myself for the hundredth time this morning. Hell, he was still miles better than the father I had grown up with. At least he showed some kind of emotional reaction toward me, even if that reaction wasn’t exactly ideal.

I sidestepped him again, making it look like a natural movement and not the result of years of training and practice, and gathered up my notebook and pen. “It’s time for me to leave.”

I hurried out the door before he could force a confrontation. “Karen!” he yelled after me as the door chimed to announce my exit. I didn’t answer. 




Chapter 2

 

“Are you planning on telling me how it went?” Bastian asked from across the booth. His eyes were already studying me, searching me. I was sure he knew the answer without even having to ask. Sometimes I liked the almost supernatural level of insight he had into what was going on in my head. This was not one of those times.

I shoved another bite of burger into my mouth so I wouldn’t have to answer. As I chewed, a memory came to me of my sister Laurie telling me to always be sure to take small, dainty bites in front of anyone I was dating. Laurie and I were very different people.

“That well, huh?” A slight smile accompanied the words, but there was no amusement in Bastian’s face. Only sympathy, which was almost worse. If there was anything more excruciating than that conversation back there at the cafe, it was the threat of being pitied for it.

“That burger has been sitting in front of you for a good five minutes, and you haven’t taken a single bite.” I was relieved when my voice obeyed my brain’s commands and didn’t shake one bit. “Do you have any idea what kind of sacrilege that is? This is The Happy Pig, otherwise known as the home of the best burgers in all of Manhattan. Once you taste that hunk of deliciousness in front of you, I guarantee you’ll break down crying at how often you’ve eaten inferior burgers without knowing this place existed.”

It wasn’t an exaggeration. Well, the breaking-down-in-tears part, maybe. But The Happy Pig truly was the best burger place in town. My senior had introduced it to me, in the first days after my training, when he had finally opened the doors to Hades’s temple and told me I was free to go. After a year of being locked in the underground temple, never so much as seeing a single glimpse of the sun—not to mention five years in the underworld before that—emerging back into to the world of the living had been an adjustment, to put it mildly. I had spent every moment of that year desperate for my freedom, and once I had it, all I could do was wander the streets aimlessly, with no idea where to go or what to do until the temple summoned me for my first mission. Colin had promised me that a good burger would make everything better. I was pretty sure I had responded with something sarcastic about how of course a burger could make up for everything I had lost and all the horrors my new life entailed. I’d had to eat my words along with the burger, because he had been right. It hadn’t made all the problems go away, but for a while, it had made them a little less important.

Colin had known what it had taken me a bit longer to figure out—that there’s nothing like a taste so perfect it makes you close your eyes in bliss, or waking up cocooned by a pile of blankets after a rare morning of sleeping in, or even the sunlight hitting your face at just the right angle, to make you remember how good it is to be alive. That was what that first Happy Pig burger had done for me back then—it had reminded me that however bad things looked, however overwhelmed I felt, I was alive, and that put me light-years ahead of where I had been before Hades had drafted me into his service. None of the other meals I had eaten here over the years had been quite as good as that first one, but I still involuntarily closed my eyes at the first bite every single time.

“I believe that makes five,” said Bastian, making an invisible tally mark in the air.

I raised an eyebrow. “Do I want to know?”

“We’ve talked about the burgers.” He raised one finger. “Your job search.” Another finger. “The weather. Your roommate’s summer classes—and you once told me that her graduate program was so boring that every time you had to hear about it, a few more of your brain cells fled out your ears in self-defense.” He raised two more fingers. “And now the burgers again.” He leaned in, his face and voice growing softer and more serious. “You don’t have to dance around the subject. If you don’t want to talk about the meeting, all you have to do is say so.”

 I searched his face for any hint that his sympathy was edging into pity. I hated the thought that he might be feeling sorry for me. I could handle finding out that my father was… whatever he was. It wasn’t as if I had actually thought I would find out that I had one decent parent after all.

Even if some tiny part of me had hoped.

I leaned back in my seat. “He was a rabid possum.”

Bastian’s brow furrowed. “That’s going to require a little more clarification.”

“We had a rabid possum under our house when I was a kid. Turns out having money doesn’t exempt you from wildlife problems, even if my parents seemed to think it should, judging by their reaction when they figured out where the noises were coming from. It took three people from animal control to get rid of the thing. I watched them bring it out in the cage, spinning around and around looking for a way out, snarling whenever anyone got too close. That’s what he reminded me of. Minus the snarling.” I thought back to how our conversation had ended. “No, never mind, snarling included.”

“I’m sorry,” Bastian said quietly. There was no trace of pity in his voice. At least I could be grateful for that.

I shrugged as if it didn’t matter, even though I knew I wasn’t fooling him any more than I had fooled myself earlier with that no-expectations bullshit. “I don’t think it’s his fault. I think he has some kind of genuine mental illness. Or at least a shit-ton of drugs in his system.”

“That’s for him to worry about,” said Bastian. “This, right here, is about you. Whatever his issues are, that doesn’t change the fact that I’m sorry it didn’t go better for you.” And because he was Bastian, and he knew me entirely too well, he knew when to back off and lighten the conversation. That was what he did then, sitting back with another slight smile. “I had hoped that one of us would turn out to have good luck in the father department.”

I raised my eyebrow a shade higher this time. “Your father is a literal god, and you’re complaining?”

“Yes, my father is one of the selfish and entitled beings that have spent the past few thousand years enslaving the human race and playing with them for their own amusement. All things considered, I think I still have you beat.” But then he had to ruin it by getting serious again, leaning in toward me with a look like someone had died and he was here to offer his condolences. “I know how hard you looked for him.”

I shrugged again, more impatiently this time. “It was something to do in my spare time, that’s all. Purely out of curiosity. I wasn’t even going to contact him at first. I just wanted to find a picture—you know, to see if we looked anything alike. We don’t, by the way.”

I waited for Bastian to take my cue and lighten the mood again. Instead, he held my gaze. “We don’t have to pretend with each other anymore, remember? I won’t push you to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about, but it’s all right to let me in.”

A few weeks ago, I would have brushed off his words with a teasing comment, either that or found a reason to walk away. But a few weeks ago, we hadn’t been a couple, just two people dancing around what they both knew they felt for each other. And he was right—I hadn’t stopped doing that dance so I could keep holding him at arm’s length. The whole reason we were here in the first place, at a restaurant in the evening on a genuine date, was because there’s only so much time you can spend pushing away the one person you actually might not mind making yourself vulnerable with before you start to get tired of the whole game.

But I didn’t answer just yet. I looked at him for a moment across the booth, simply appreciating the fact that I could. I’m the last person anyone should ask for an opinion about someone’s physical attractiveness, but Bastian was… pleasing. Dark hair, almost black, cut into the kind of style that says, “I want to think about my hair as little as possible.” A strong, solid body that didn’t look like it belonged to someone who spent the better part of every day with his nose in a book—or sometimes three books at once, although when I had caught him doing just that the other night, he had insisted that the other two were purely for reference. And my favorite, or least favorite, of his features, depending on the day—his eyes, an unnatural gold that would have looked more at home on some kind of jungle cat than on a human, eyes that even from the beginning had always managed to see right through whatever barriers I tried to put up.

Eyes that had seen, right from the start, everything I was—all the flaws and failures and secret shames—and had still waited around through all my attempts to push him away. Until we had ended up here in The Happy Pig, on an honest-to-Hades date, years after I had sworn to myself that I would never go on another date again as long as I lived.

I reminded myself sternly that I wasn’t the type to get all mushy. But despite my disaster of a day, I still had to fight back a silly grin at the sight of him. In our months of dancing around each other, I had imagined a moment like this one more than I liked to admit. Of course, in my imagination, something had always come along to ruin it, whether a full-blown conflict between the gods or just the slimy, crawling pressure to change myself that had slithered its way into every other relationship I’d had. But in this moment, there was none of that. There was only me, trying to hold him at arm’s length even now. And him, as patient as ever.

For years, Ciara had told me I needed to open up to people more. She had claimed it could be done—that someone like me, a living weapon in the secret wars between the gods, could have a real life outside the temple. A social life, no less, with other people and everything. I had always brushed off her pointed comments. But maybe she had been right all along.

Not that I would ever give her the satisfaction of letting her hear me say that.

I let out a sigh so deep that someone at the next table over craned his neck to see what was going on. “It sucks,” I admitted. “I didn’t go into this expecting some kind of heartwarming reunion, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t hoping a little. For a second there, after I got over the weirdness of finding out that my dad wasn’t really my dad, it felt like maybe the universe had given me a second chance. Like somebody out there had realized too late how much crap had gotten dumped on me, and decided to make up for it by giving me a bonus parent. One who might actually turn out to be halfway decent.”

Despite my resolution to open up to Bastian, I couldn’t bring myself to look at him as I talked. I was still new at this kind of thing. Hopefully he would cut me some slack. “So I committed a federal crime to find his name, came up with that ridiculous excuse to meet with him, and suffered through hearing about my mother’s biker bar exploits… and what did I get out of it? He screamed me out of the place thinking I was my mother. So yeah. It sucks.” I shoved the burger into my mouth again, so hard that the juices dripped down my hands. “And that’s my five seconds of vulnerability for the day,” I said once I could talk again. “Now let’s talk about something else.”

“On the subject of your job search,” said Bastian, “I may have a solution for you.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Real smooth subject change there.”

“I’m serious. Holden Aeronautics is looking for a new receptionist. If you want it, the job is yours.”

I laughed again, because I didn’t know how else to take that suggestion except as a joke. “You’re asking me if I want to work for a company that’s nothing but a front for an organization preparing for war against the god I serve. I don’t see any potential for problems there.” But I did see a lot of potential for information-gathering. If he was being serious, it could give the temple a serious advantage.

But he had to have thought of the same thing. Which was why he definitely wasn’t being serious right now.

“I happen to know it would pay better than anything else you’ve been looking at.” He certainly sounded serious enough.

That was just what I needed—a job that made me choose, all day and every day, between loyalty to Bastian and loyalty to Hades. I wasn’t sure whether to keep playing it off as a joke, or glare at him for expecting me to take the job and ignore the constant dangling temptation of collecting information on Humanity Ascendant. Or whether to accept the offer—assuming he had taken leave of his senses and meant it seriously—and worry about the rest later.

I took the safest option: blowing off the whole discussion. I pointed to his plate. “If you don’t start eating that burger in the next five seconds, it’s mine.”

Bastian took a bite. I could tell exactly when the mix of grease and meat juices hit his tongue, because his eyes drifted shut. He chewed, and swallowed, and smiled. “I concede to your burger expertise,” he said. “This may be the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my life.”

“Enough to wean you off frozen dinners?”

Bastian shook his head. “The taste may leave a lot to be desired, but for a long night of research, nothing beats a meal that requires minimal effort, mental and physical. And if I get distracted and forget about it for a couple of hours, all I need to do is reheat it again.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

Bastian stared down at his burger, an expression settling on his face that I was very familiar with. That was his research face. It meant his mind had started working at a million miles per hour, lost in patterns and formulas I couldn’t begin to understand. “However,” he said, “I might see if there’s something I can do to magically enhance them.”

“Wait. You can do that?” I paused. “You can do that, and you haven’t been doing it already?” When I thought about all the times I had eaten freezer-burned fish sticks at his apartment…

“It’s purely theoretical right now. As you can imagine, I have many higher research priorities. But it’s not outside the realm of possibility. I’ve been working with—” He cut himself off as abruptly as if his vocal cords had been snatched out of his throat.

Just like that, awkwardness sat down with us at the table like an uninvited guest. And from the almost palpable cloud that hung between us, it didn’t look like it was going to get up and leave anytime soon.

The thing about magic is, it’s not supposed to be possible. At least not the way Bastian does it. For thousands of years, humans have told stories about witches and wizards and magicians—and not a single word of those stories has been true. Magic is the domain of the gods—the gods’ Guardians, to be more specific. While Marked like me are the weapons of the gods, and usually do our best work with weapons of our own, the Guardians are something else entirely. In the old days, when the gods worked more openly and the old pantheons hadn’t fractured yet, they had been priests and priestesses, leading the civilians—although I guess no one called them civilians back then—in their worship.

Now, their work takes a different form. They channel the power of their gods into the mortal world, whether that means strengthening their god’s hold on their territory enough to let them offer general blessings to the humans who live there, or whether it means something like, say, aging one of their enemies fifty years in the span of a day. Yes, the Guardians of Hades can do that, although I’ve never seen it personally. That’s just one of the reasons Guardians make my skin crawl. The main reason, though, is that they spend most of their time communing directly with their gods. I’ve had Hades in my head a couple of times. It’s not an experience I would wish on anyone. And yet the Guardians not only tolerate having two-way conversations with the gods day after day, they choose it, and wouldn’t have it any other way.

That’s how Guardian magic works. A Guardian asks their god to do something for them—for example, “Hades, make this person grow old before my eyes, pretty please?”—and if they’ve managed to make a decent case for it, their god does it for them. That’s what magic is. It’s the only thing magic is.

Or that was the case before Bastian came along.

When Bastian set out to help Humanity Ascendant prepare for their war against the gods, he saw the obvious problem—the gods have unfathomable cosmic power. Humans, well, don’t. So he set out to change that. And as ridiculous as it sounds, he succeeded. He did what thousands of years’ worth of humans had never managed to do before, and created a system of magic that relies on nothing more than mortal life force. The problem is, for anyone who isn’t a demigod like him, the cost is brutal—there’s only so much life force a person can burn before they don’t have anything left, and humans using Bastian’s form of magic can usually only manage a few minutes at a time before they drop dead. Yes, permanently dead, no recovery, no do-over. It’s a major flaw. But Bastian thinks he can fix it. And after everything he’s done so far, I halfway believe him.

I don’t like to think about what that means for the future.

Because the closer Bastian’s magic gets to becoming a viable weapon against the gods, the closer Humanity Ascendant gets to their war. And when they say they’re going to war against the gods, they mean all of them. Including the one I happen to work for.

 Before we were an actual couple, doing couple things like going on dates and being honest about our feelings, we used to trade jabs on a regular basis about being on opposite sides. It had almost felt like a game at first—the intrigue of it, walking that line between ally and enemy. Then it had gotten less fun, as our feelings for each other kept growing no matter how hard we tried to fight it. And now…

Now, against our better judgment, we were giving this a real try, seeing if we could defy all expectations and make it work. Well, all my expectations, anyway. Bastian’s expectations didn’t count, what with the fact that he was enough of an idealist to not only think that humanity could win a war against the gods, but that they could convince the gods to recognize humanity’s rightful authority and walk away without a single shot fired. Maybe that was why he had thought we could pull this off. Me, I had no excuse.

The teasing jabs were gone. So was the adrenaline of the game. The stakes were too high now, for both of us. Each time I kept something from him about my work or the temple, no matter how minor it was, I got this little twinge in my heart, like I was betraying him. Even though he had known from the start where my loyalties were. Even though he was probably doing the same with me—was definitely doing the same with me, judging by the way he had cut himself off over nothing more incriminating than a way of giving food more flavor. And every time I confided in him, let something slip about my latest mission or the current politics of the gods’ alliances, I felt something worse—a sensation in my belly that was somehow heavy and hollow at once, warning me that I was walking too close to an edge I couldn’t see. Wondering, deep in my gut, how many tiny slips it took to turn someone into a traitor.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Bastian took another bite of his burger. He chewed it mechanically, as if it were a freezer-burned fish stick.

I shook my head. “Stop. Don’t apologize for talking to me, okay? You should be able to talk about your life, even if that means the occasional awkward silence. That’s what couples do—they talk about their lives.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to talk about… magic.” He hesitated before saying the last word. Just the word. As if I hadn’t heard it a thousand times before, not only from him but from every fairy tale ever. “There’s no shortage of other things I can talk about.”

“Oh really? Because last I knew—which was last night, if I’m remembering correctly, when I fled the chanting in my apartment to come eat ancient Salisbury steak and watch you scribble in your notebooks for hours—your research was your life. You do literally nothing else, unless you count sleep. And even in your sleep, I’d be willing to bet you’re dreaming about magic.” I said the word defiantly, letting it hang between us.

Bastian frowned. “That’s not true. I do plenty of other things. I…”

I waited.

Bastian sighed. “All right. You have a point.”

“So how is this supposed to work, then?” I made my voice cartoonishly deep. “Hi, honey, how was your day?” I switched to a squeaky voice. “Today I killed a Marked of Zeus who was trying to buy info about the temple from one of Hades’s former allies who decided to fuck him over. Now why don’t you sit down at the table, and I’ll serve you a nice plate of Chinese take-out, since I ran late disposing of the body and didn’t have time to cook.”

Bastian gave me one of his small smiles. “The most ridiculous part of that scenario, I believe, is the part where you intended to cook.”

I huffed at him. “As if you’re any better with your twice-reheated frozen meals.” And then the moment of levity was gone, slipping through my fingers as quickly as it had arrived. “I mean it, though—how do we do this? Because I’m getting tired of awkward silences.”

“I think—” The sound of mournful cello music interrupted him. He pulled his phone from his pocket and frowned at the caller ID.

“Seriously? That’s your ringtone? I—” But the rest of my witty comment was lost to the ages, because at that moment my own phone rang, a shrill, piercing sound that had as little in common with cello music as… well… my brother’s short-lived attempt to play the cello in junior high.

I pulled out my phone. As was fitting for someone who served a god most people thought was nothing more than a figure out of mythology, the device was a relic of ancient times—or at least the early 2000s, which is pretty much the same thing in phone years. I hung onto the thing half for financial reasons, and half out of sentimental stubbornness. Okay, maybe that second reason accounted for more than half. I could probably get a cheap bare-bones phone that would be a lot more reliable than this dinosaur. But if you had woken up in an unfamiliar place one day and found out you’d been dead for five years, you’d want to hang on to something that reminded you of your old life too. The phone was mine. I’d had one of these before I died—it had been far from the latest model even back then, but for me that had only served as a welcome reminder that I had walked away from my parents’ money and never looked back. These days, feeling the weight of it in my pocket made me think that maybe there was still some part of that old, pre-death Mal left in me.

 In theory, the phone had caller ID, but that was just a theory—it had never been proven. As Bastian spoke into his own phone in low tones, I flipped mine open and brought it to my ear. “What is it this time?” If someone was calling me, it meant there was another fire for me to put out somewhere. The only questions were what and where. Ciara was the only person who could conceivably be calling me just to chat, and after spending so long trying to nudge me together with Bastian, I knew there was zero chance she would interrupt one of our dates.

A woman’s voice answered, clipped and formal. “I need you back at the temple.” It might have sounded unfriendly to anyone who didn’t know her. But I knew that tone for what it was—the fact that Ginevra, the new senior Marked of Hades’s temple, had no clue how to relate to anyone except through a filter of stiff formality.

I lowered my voice. “What’s going on?”

“I’ll apprise you of the situation when you get here.” She didn’t say anything else.

Ginevra was a stickler for formality, including not giving out any kind of information over the phone on the off-chance that some god or goddess of communication had hacked into the network. She probably had the right idea. That didn’t make it any less annoying.

I supposed that meant my date was over.

“Fine. I’ll be there in a few.” I hung up. Across the table, so did Bastian.

“What was that all about?” I asked Bastian as I slid my phone back into my pocket. Nothing good, I imagined. His face had lines that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“That was work,” he said, almost apologetically. He opened his mouth to say more, then thought better of it.

“Me too.” I stood. “Anything I can help with?” I asked, even though I already knew what the answer would be.

Sure enough, he shook his head. “Not right now.” For all his talk about opening up to one another, right now I could have been a stranger to him, for all he was giving me.

Not that I would have told him anything either, even if Ginevra had given me anything to tell. It was almost funny, how much easier it had been to ask each other for help back when we had still been holding each other at a distance. Less than a month ago, he had helped me track a couple of escaped spirits from Hades’s realm across the city. I couldn’t imagine bringing him into the loop on something like that now.

“Right,” I said, when the silence stretched on too long. “I have to head out.” I pulled a couple of bills from my pocket, enough to cover my half of the meal, and set them down on the table, holding my hand up to forestall Bastian’s objections. Maybe it would have been smarter to let him pay for me, but it’s always seemed to me that on a date, the person who pays is the person with the power. And I wasn’t willing to relinquish mine to Bastian just yet.

Or maybe it was just one more way to keep holding him at arm’s length.

“We’ll talk later,” Bastian promised.

I was sure we would. I was equally sure that the conversation would be little more than a series of awkward silences as we both tried to avoid the subject of our respective emergency calls. “Yeah.” I pushed past him and headed for the door.




Chapter 3

 

Despite my irritation at having to cut my date short early, I couldn’t deny the tingle of anticipation that rose up as I stepped into my apartment—which did double duty as the temple of Hades. “Do I have a mission?” I asked, almost before I had closed the door behind me.

If someone had told me a week ago that I would ask that question with eagerness in my voice, I would have asked what they were smoking. But for the past couple of weeks, the city had been strangely quiet. Or at least, if anything was going on, I didn’t know about it. I had been getting full nights of sleep—and when one of the Marked can sleep late two days in a row, something is very wrong.

Ginevra had assured me it was nothing more than a lull. But I couldn’t help being afraid that it was more than that. See, Hades and I weren’t exactly on the best of terms these days. We’d had a bit of a… I wasn’t sure what to call it. What was it called when the god you had spent the past five years serving told you that you were no longer worthy of his trust, and came close to tearing his Mark out of your soul and ripping said soul to pieces in the process?

My soul was still intact, which meant things were okay between us… I thought. And he had still given me a couple of missions. Two, to be exact, in the three weeks since he had almost destroyed me. But if he didn’t trust me, he wouldn’t have given me anything at all, right? So maybe it really was just a lull. Maybe, for whatever reason, Hades’s enemies were leaving him alone for now.

Or maybe Hades still remembered the moment when I had chosen a human life over my duty to him, and hadn’t let go of his grudge.

It wasn’t as if he could get rid of me, not without killing me outright, and he had already chosen not to do that. And even if I wanted to walk away, that wasn’t an option for me. Once Hades raised me from the dead, and I accepted his Mark, I became his forever. There’s only one way to remove a Mark, and that was the method Hades had come uncomfortably close to using three weeks ago.

Not that I would have walked away even if I could. As much as I hated what Hades asked me to do for him sometimes, and as conflicted as I felt about working for a god who had nearly killed me for the crime of saving his priestess’s life, I knew what would happen to the city if Hades was gone. For the most part, all he wanted was to leave humans alone to live their lives, and give them an afterlife so they could find peace after death. There were worse gods out there; I had met them. If Hades lost the city, it wouldn’t take long for one of them to take over. But that didn’t mean I was feeling super warm and fuzzy toward Hades at the moment—and that feeling was probably mutual.

And with the whole Bastian situation, it wasn’t as if I had seen the error of my ways and decided to put my duty to Hades before everything else.

So not having a mission was… slightly worrying. Which explained why I was so eager to hear what Ginevra had to say.

But Ginevra shook her head. “Still nothing.”

I blinked. “I don’t have a mission.”

“You should take advantage of this lull,” Ginevra advised. “It isn’t likely to happen again anytime soon. Rest. Train. Restore yourself so you can be better equipped to face the next threat that comes along.”

“Yes. Rest. That’s exactly what I was trying to do, on the nice relaxing date that I had to cut short because you called me back here for an emergency. So if I don’t have a mission, what exactly am I doing here?”

“A date?” Ginevra’s brow furrowed. “We talked about this.”

Ginevra and I might have gotten over the worst of our antipathy, but one thing hadn’t changed: being in the same room as her never failed to have the same effect on my mood as, say, a traffic jam, or running out of hot water in the shower. “We also talked about which things you don’t have a right to butt your nose into. My personal life is one of them.” As I heard my own voice, I winced. I had meant the words to be sharp, but not mean. This was a sore spot for me, what with the whole conflicting-loyalties thing. Every time Ginevra told me I shouldn’t be dating—and it was a frequent topic of conversation for her—I heard an echo of Hades’s voice, telling me that he could no longer trust me. Condemning me to death for having someone in my life other than him.

I hadn’t thought it was possible, but Ginevra managed to stand up even straighter, until I was tempted to look for the strings holding her up. Somehow, the more uncomfortable she got, the stiffer she got—and if there was a limit to how stiff she could get, I hadn’t found it. “I apologize,” she said with all the personality of a piece of cardboard. “I called you here due to the actions of your temple’s…” Her lip curled. “Civilian resident.”

That was another thing Ginevra hadn’t gotten over—the fact that a civilian lived in the temple. Or rather, that we had created the new temple inside a civilian’s apartment, although Ginevra seemed to have a hard time grasping the fact that Kimmy had been here first. Not to mention the fact that when Lissa had been dying, with an army of the dead seconds away from forcing their way through her and into our plane of existence, Kimmy had saved both her and the city by improvising a blood ritual that turned her into a living anchor to keep Lissa in the mortal world. But as far as I was concerned, that was just one more thing that Ginevra didn’t have any right to comment on. She may have been in charge of the temple, but that didn’t mean she got to control every move we made. We had tried that already. People had died. Almost including me. None of us was going down that road again anytime soon.

I looked past Ginevra to Kimmy, who was pacing back and forth in the kitchen, muttering to herself. One of her textbooks was open on the counter. Every time she passed it, she flipped forward a couple of pages, then back again, repeating lines to herself as if in an attempt to memorize them, before shaking her head in despair and beginning another circuit.

“I don’t see what the problem is,” I said. “You haven’t heard the way she’s been stressing about her summer classes. She’s been falling behind since—” Since she had found out the truth about the gods and started getting involved in our business, but reminding Ginevra how closely Kimmy was tied to the temple probably wasn’t the best idea. “She’s been falling behind. She doesn’t really have the money for these extra classes, and if she fails again, she won’t have gotten anything out of it. Believe me, I’ve heard all about it.”

But something about the sight of Kimmy in the kitchen niggled at the back of my mind. I took a closer look. If I squinted, I almost thought I could see a tiny lipstick smudge at the edge of her lips. Not the kind of thing that would have given me pause on anyone else, but Kimmy’s makeup, like everything else about her, was unfailingly—and annoyingly—perfect. For that matter, I could actually tell she was wearing makeup, instead of seeing her usual illusion of perpetual freshly-scrubbed wholesomeness. Her shirt was untucked, and I thought I saw a couple of hairs coming loose from her ponytail.

Kimmy’s ponytail never came undone. All it took was one glare from her in the mirror for all the stray hairs to leap back into place. I’ve seen her wake up from a dead sleep with her ponytail still pristine.

“Mortal education is not the concern of Hades or his temple,” said Ginevra. “She’s been doing this for the past two hours. I’m due to contact Hades today. It isn’t proper protocol to contact him from outside the temple. And I can hardly be expected to speak to a god about confidential matters with a pacing, muttering civilian five feet away.”

I pointed to the far side of the kitchen. “There’s my bedroom. Talk to your heart’s content.” Not that I particularly wanted Ginevra poking around in my bedroom, but if she didn’t get in touch with Hades, we didn’t find out what we needed to do next. And it would be easier to give up my bedroom for a couple of hours than to argue with Ginevra about whether protocol is really that important. I’ve learned that from experience.

Ginevra wrinkled her nose. “There are piles of unwashed clothes in there. The mattress has been chewed apart by rodents.”

“And hellhounds,” I agreed. Between the hellhound attack and the mouse infestation, the mattress was becoming less and less useful for its intended purpose. I could have bought a new one, but that would have required an actual job. I still hadn’t managed to pay Kimmy back for the months of rent I still owed her. So instead, I reminded myself that I should enjoy the fact that I was spending enough time in bed to notice—soon divine activity in the city would pick up again, and sleep would be a distant memory. That might have worked better if the condition of the mattress didn’t also have a tendency to turn sleep into a distant memory.

“The hellhounds also chewed a hole through the door,” Ginevra reminded me, pointing. “Which makes that room useless for anything requiring privacy.”

“You don’t need to tell me that.” Between the hole in the door and the fact that the room was no bigger than a pantry—probably because it used to be a pantry—getting changed had become very awkward since the hellhounds’ attack. “Use it or go somewhere else. It doesn’t matter to me. You know how I feel about protocol.” I made a beeline for Kimmy before Ginevra could offer any further objections.

With a stiff glare, she disappeared into my bedroom. If I went in there later and found my secret candy stash depleted, she and I were going to have words. For now, I put her out of my mind and placed a hand on Kimmy’s arm. “What’s going on?”

Kimmy jabbed a finger at the textbook, looking at me like I was a few flowers short of a bouquet. “What do you think? I’m studying.”

Kimmy was usually a bit tightly wound, but this was excessive even for her. And usually she was tightly wound in the obnoxious way of someone who constantly seems to have it all together. This Kimmy was… frazzled. And Kimmy didn’t do frazzled.

 “I’ve seen you study before,” I said. “Usually it means flashcards, and five different colors of highlighter, and handwriting that looks like it belongs to a kindergarten teacher. It doesn’t mean pacing through the kitchen talking to yourself.”

“You know how important these classes are. They’re my chance to get back on track to graduate on time. If I fail even one—”

“The world ends. I know.” I tried to lead her to the nearest chair. “Want to dig out those flashcards, and I’ll quiz you the way you keep bugging me to? It’s not like I have anything else to do, apparently.”

Kimmy resisted my efforts to move her. “Flashcards won’t help. Not if I can’t get this through my head. It’s hopeless—I’m too far behind. I’ve been distracted for months, thinking about you and the temple and—” She waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the altar, where Lissa was standing with her eyes closed, hands pressed against the stone and a blissful half-smile on her face.

Her words sent a twinge of guilt through me. It wasn’t exactly my fault that we’d had to move the temple here. We would have gone somewhere else if it had been at all possible; this hadn’t been our first choice any more than it had been hers. But at that point, she hadn’t even known what I was. She hadn’t asked for any of this. All she had wanted was the most mundane life it was possible to live, taking boring classes that would lead to a boring job that no doubt would end in a boring retirement, and never having any reason to dream of things outside her philosophy. I had changed all that for her the moment I had answered her ad for a roommate. It had taken years for my secret life to intrude on hers, but that didn’t matter; it would have happened eventually, one way or another.

But my guilt wouldn’t help Kimmy do any better in her classes. Neither, I was pretty sure, would anything else I could offer. I had gone to art school, not grad school, and I hadn’t even finished, although that was through no fault of my own. I had never been entirely clear on what it was Kimmy was studying—the parts of my brain that could have understood had always fallen asleep halfway through her explanations—but I had picked up enough here and there to know that it bore about as much resemblance to art as a hellhound did to a toy poodle.

Even so, I said, “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”

Kimmy started to shake her head. Then her eyes widened. “Did you say you were on a date?”

I nodded. “Before Ginevra decided to call me back here because she couldn’t come up with the idea of going into my bedroom on her own.” Not that I particularly wanted to Ginevra to feel comfortable exploring my personal space while I was away.

“With Bastian?” Kimmy asked.

“No, with Justin Bieber. Yes, with Bastian.”

“Then you guys are still together.” She said it with an eerie intensity. I wasn’t sure she was even blinking.

“I’m not sure how I feel about the fact that you sound surprised by that.”

Kimmy’s lips jerked up into a smile. “You know what? I think you can help me after all.” She grabbed my wrist and, before I could process what was happening, started dragging me toward her bedroom.

Kimmy’s room was nothing like mine. For one thing, it was an actual bedroom, not a pantry with delusions. For another, if any dirty clothes had dared to lie in a pile on the floor, I was pretty sure Kimmy would have had them taken out and shot. I had snuck a glimpse into her dresser once. Her socks had been organized by color. But now she kicked off her shoes as if she didn’t care where they landed. She sat me down on the bed with its hospital corners—and, I might add, its intact mattress—and faced me, that intense look still in her eyes. “So,” she said, with painfully-forced casualness, “how are you and Bastian, anyway?”

“This is what you wanted to talk to me about? My love life?”

“You’ve never brought him home. I don’t think he’s ever set foot in the apartment. I know that was one of the ground rules we set at the beginning—no bringing dates home—and I appreciate you respecting that. But if you want to change the rule, I’d be open to it… as long as you observe a certain amount of discretion, of course. I know our living situation isn’t exactly normal, but I’m sure we could convince Lissa to tuck the altar out of sight every once in a while.”

I tensed. Bastian and I had been together for almost a month now, without any of the pressure and conflict that I had feared. But even so, Kimmy’s words were enough to make me shut down. I knew what she meant when she talked about bringing him home. She wasn’t suggesting that Bastian and I sit at the kitchen table and play a game of checkers. She assumed we needed a place for other things—things that, ideally, would require an unchewed mattress and a door without a hole in it.

Except that wasn’t my ideal. I was asexual. Bastian wasn’t. And although he had sworn to me—repeatedly and relentlessly, until I had started to believe it—that it didn’t matter to him, the fact that most relationships would have moved into physical territory by now wasn’t something I liked to dwell on. Call me gun-shy. The fact that I didn’t want sex had brought an ugly end to every other relationship I’d ever had, and although I was doing my best to believe that this one would be the exception, a voice in the back of my mind kept reminding me that the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.
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