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Chapter 1

 

“First of all,” I said, folding my arms on the table, “your senior Marked was an idiot.”

Next to me, Ginevra cleared her throat. “Do you really want to start off on that note?”

“Sorry, my mistake.” I met the cold eyes of the woman sitting opposite me. “Your senior Marked was a fucking idiot.”

As temples went, Persephone’s was a more or less friendly place—most of the time. Don’t get me wrong, all temples give me the heebie-jeebies. But if not for the constant buzz of divine power across my skin, Persephone’s temple could almost make me forget I wasn’t in some kind of luxury spa. In the main room, sunlight streamed through the one-way windows, no matter the weather. A light, fragrant breeze carried the rich scent of a tropical garden across the room. And the flowering plants climbing up the walls lent the place a splash of color that made it feel almost homey.

But that was the main room. We weren’t in that room today.

Persephone’s senior Marked—the new senior Marked, not the one I had just called an idiot to her replacement’s face—had brought us down the spiral staircase to the room below. This part of the temple was dark and close, with sconces bathing the room in flickering candlelight, and roots squirming across the bare dirt walls. There was no tropical breeze here, and no welcoming touches. This room smelled of freshly dug graves and secrets.

It was the perfect place to bring your enemies to quietly dispose of them. Which was probably why I was here.

An array of Persephone’s Marked and Guardians regarded me from across the circular wooden table. Next to the new senior Marked sat the High Priestess, a woman I had crossed paths with on a handful of occasions. She had never liked me much. Of course, that was before I had saved her life. I somehow doubted she would be returning the favor today. Next to her, a handful of robed Guardians watched me with identical unnerving stares—seriously, why was it that Guardians never seemed to blink?—while a small contingent of Marked sat beside the senior, some whispering to each other behind their hands, others fondling their weapons in silence. At the far end of the row, my friend Ciara buried her head in her hands. Apparently she had thought I would try a more diplomatic approach. In which case, she didn’t know me as well as she thought she did.

The senior Marked looked at me the way a farmer might look at a pig that didn’t know it was about to go from friend to food. “Would you care to elaborate on that statement?”

“Gladly.” I leaned forward. “Should we start with the battle where she got our allies killed for no reason? I can count the dead for you if you like. Or should we go all the way back to the meeting where I gave her an alternate solution, and she rejected it because it wasn’t bloody enough for her tastes? Or what about how, after her plan failed, her brilliant idea was to do the same damn thing all over again, because getting everyone killed was a better option than having to admit defeat?”

The senior Marked didn’t change her expression. “And which of these prompted you to murder her?”

Ciara peeked one eye out from behind her hands, waiting to see how I would answer.

“I didn’t murder anyone,” I said. “I removed a threat to Hades’s temple. The way I was trained to do.”

Restless murmurs traveled up and down Persephone’s side of the table. Ciara retreated behind her hands again.

Ginevra cleared her throat. “The Marked of Hades is not, of course, claiming that she acted on Hades’s orders.”

Persephone’s senior Marked turned her implacable stare on Ginevra. “And yet it has not escaped my notice that you have failed to condemn her actions. Unless you wish to change your position?”

As the seconds ticked by, I held my breath. I tried not to look at Ginevra out of the corner of my eye. From the beginning, the relationship between us had been… well, “fraught” was a kind way of putting it. When we had first met, she had been gunning for my execution. Things between us hadn’t improved from there, her unnerving friendliness in the week since I had returned to the temple notwithstanding. Not only that, I knew the political situation with Persephone’s temple was the reason she carried a bottle of headache pills in her bag everywhere she went. And that was before I had gone and killed Persephone’s senior Marked.

Was she capable of throwing me under the bus to improve the relationship between the two temples? Absolutely. Would she do it? Well, that was what we were going to find out.

Ginevra’s lips tightened. One of her hands rested on my arm. I had to stop from jerking away out of reflex.

“When I hesitated, Mal took decisive action,” Ginevra said. “She succeeded where I failed. She’s the reason all of us in this room are alive to debate her fate.”

That wasn’t the answer Persephone’s senior Marked had wanted. Her face darkened. “I assume you’re aware that if the alliance between our two gods were even the slightest bit more fragile, my temple and yours would already be at war.”

Ginevra’s hand tightened on my arm. “Can you sit here and tell me to my face that you think she made the wrong call? Do you truly believe your predecessor did not present a threat? We can’t discuss this matter without addressing your temple’s recent struggles, or the fact that your predecessor did not consider herself loyal to the same version of Persephone you serve.”

“I asked for an answer to a question,” said the senior Marked, her eyes narrowing to slits. “Not a defense of the accused. You are not here to speak for her. If you continue to speak out of turn, you will be removed from this chamber.”

“She’s right though,” I said, before Ginevra could step in to defend me again—what was up with that, anyway?—and get herself kicked out. “Leila came from Melinoë’s temple. She thought of herself as Melinoë’s Marked. You saw what she was doing—pissing off Persephone’s allies, going off on her own reckless missions without consulting the rest of the temple, ranting about blood and vengeance. You can’t tell me you never thought she was dangerous.”

A few months ago, I would never have imagined I could be standing in Persephone’s temple having a conversation like this one. Hell, if someone had told me that in less than a year’s time I would shoot Persephone’s senior Marked and have no regrets about it, I would have asked them to share the mushrooms. That was before Persephone’s daughter had shown up. Long story short, after Persephone hooked up with Hades all those millennia ago, she took all the parts of herself that felt less than warm and fuzzy about giving up her life of frolicking in the fields to become queen of the underworld, smushed them all up into a little ball, and shoved them as far away from her as she could. All that hate and rage and grief—that all became her daughter, Melinoë. Fast-forward a few thousand years, and Melinoë escaped from her underworld prison to try and wrest the city away from her parents… with a little help from an old frenemy of Hades, but that’s another story.

She would have won, if Hades’s High Priestess and I hadn’t come up with a better solution than fighting a losing battle. We had convinced the two goddesses to merge into one again, the way they had been before Persephone had decided denial was the best way to deal with her problems. It worked—kind of. Melinoë’s attack stopped. The city was safe once more—from her, at least. But ever since then, Persephone had been acting a little… odd. And the Marked and Guardians who used to belong to Melinoë’s temple were, shall we say, having a little trouble adjusting to fighting alongside their former mortal enemies.

Which was why Persephone had chosen Leila, former Marked of Melinoë, to be the temple’s next senior Marked. She hadn’t taken into account the fact that Leila’s priorities centered around revenge, bloodlust, and a refusal to assimilate into Persephone’s ranks. Or maybe she had. None of us really knew what was going through Persephone’s head these days.

The mention of Melinoë sent a fresh round of murmurs rustling through the room. I couldn’t make out much of what they were saying, but I could hear enough to tell that some agreed with me, while others missed having one of Melinoë’s loyalists in power and weren’t shy about saying so. The Marked with their hands on their weapons clutched them tighter.

Persephone’s senior Marked raised a quelling hand. The room fell silent once again, although that didn’t stop Persephone’s people from shooting each other eloquent glares.

“Leila’s loyalties,” said the senior Marked, “are not the issue here.”

I scoffed in disbelief. “If whether or not she was a danger to both our temples isn’t the issue, then what is?”

I hadn’t thought her eyes could narrow any further. I was wrong. “We are here to determine whether our temple has the right to demand your life, after you committed an act of war against the goddess Persephone.”

“Which you do not,” said Ginevra, “now that Hades has judged her worthy to return—”

“Silence!” Persephone’s senior Marked growled.

On my other side, Lissa reached over to squeeze my hand. She shot me a smile that was probably meant to look reassuring, but mostly came across as terrified.

I smiled back at her. I wouldn’t deny that some part of me still hadn’t gotten over the way Hades’s High Priestess had lied to me for months. But I wasn’t angry with her anymore. It was impossible to stay mad at Lissa for long. She had that big-eyed lost-lamb look that made anyone with a pulse want to wrap her up in a warm quilt and feed her cookies. That is, when she wasn’t calling down the power of Hades with terrifying ease, to toss rebellious spirits back into the underworld or something equally disturbing. But even if it hadn’t been so hard to hold a grudge against her, the fact remained that when she had lied to me about how much Hades knew about Humanity Ascendant, and sent me into the arms of their head researcher as an unwitting double agent, she had been obeying her god. I would have been a hypocrite to hold that against her. After all, I had done much worse on Hades’s orders.

And regardless of her motives for not telling me the whole truth, dating Bastian had been my choice. Lissa hadn’t even encouraged it; all she had done was stand back and let it happen. I had done the rest all on my own.

I turned back to the senior Marked. “Maybe you do have the right to kill me for what I did. But if you do it, you’re as much of an idiot as the senior you replaced.”

At that, Ginevra joined Ciara in burying her head in her hands.

Even from here, I could see the senior Marked clenching her jaw so hard I wanted to send her dentist a note of apology. Her face reddened.

“Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the most diplomatic thing I could have said.” I pulled away from Ginevra and Lissa, and laced my hands together in front of me. “But Hades doesn’t come to me for diplomacy. He comes to me for results. My god has three Marked left. One of those three is busy running the temple and cleaning up your predecessor’s messes.” I jerked a thumb at Ginevra. “The second isn’t even halfway through his training. The third, and the only one free to actually stop any threats to the city? That would be me. What do you think is going to happen to the territory you share with Hades if you put me in the shallow grave I’m sure you’ve already picked out for me?”

“You are hardly Hades’s greatest asset,” said the senior Marked through her teeth. “Just last week, you were still a traitor to your own temple.”

“I was,” I agreed. “But the key word there is ‘was.’ It’s in the past. I’m back now, and all is forgiven. I have that from the mouth of Hades himself.”

“Your god may be willing to extend the hand of trust to you again.” Her tone made it clear what she thought of Hades’s judgment. “Whether our temple is willing to do so is another matter. You killed one of our people in cold blood, then abandoned your temple to go gallivanting across the state, splashing your face across the news. Forgive us if we have doubts as to your value as an asset.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You want to talk about my value? Fine. Let’s do that. Tell me, who saved your temple from Melinoë by convincing Melinoë and Persephone to merge? Go back a couple of months—who kept the civilian world from finding out about Hades’s operations in the city… and, by extension, yours?”

Across the table, Ciara made a sound like a dying cat.

“That was before—” Persephone’s senior Marked began.

I didn’t let her finish the sentence. “Who single-handedly held Hades’s territory for weeks after the attack on his temple? Who stopped Lucifer from invading the divine realm? Who has stepped in to help your temple with dozens of missions—”

“Be silent!” The roar of the senior Marked as she rose to her feet shook the sconces on the walls. The candlelight jittered, sending shadows skittering in all directions.

I shut up.

She took a breath, resting her fingertips on the table. Her eyes looked a shade darker than they had a moment ago. “We are not here to weigh your actions on some invisible scale, with all the good you’ve done on one side and the events of two months ago on the other. What you did in the Humanity Ascendant compound fundamentally altered the relationship between you and this alliance of divinities. Anything you may have done before that moment is irrelevant.”

When I spoke again, my voice was quieter. “I’m sorry for what I did.” I held her gaze as I spoke. “I don’t regret it—nothing you say could ever make me regret saving the lives of my friends and allies—but I wish there had been another way. But you’re wrong about this fundamental-change stuff. I’m the same Marked I’ve always been. Hades’s temple is the same. This alliance is the same—or it will be if you can find it in yourself to do what’s best for all of us. The past two months were just… a blip.”

“A ‘blip,’” she repeated. I could hear the quotes she put around the word.

“I screwed up,” I said. “If not by removing the threat Leila presented, then by abandoning the temple and breaking the alliance’s trust. Now I’m making it right. You can help me do that. And you can help keep this alliance as strong as possible, so we’re prepared for the next threat.”

“I do not believe you fully understand the gravity of your actions.” The senior Marked let out a long, low sigh. “Nevertheless, your argument has merit. With the threat of Zeus’s alliance growing stronger on our borders, and half a dozen lesser gods who would snap up our meager territory if they had the chance—not to mention Ishtar and her allies, who I’m certain haven’t given up after their failed attempt to collaborate with Melinoë—we can’t afford to weaken ourselves further.”

The fact that she was willing to say that made her an order of magnitude more reasonable than the last senior Marked. I wasn’t going to tell her that, of course. But at her words, I loosened my iron grip on the candle of hope that kept trying to light in my mind, allowing it the tiniest flicker.

“But it is not my place to render judgment,” the senior Marked continued.

I blinked. “It’s… not?”

“We are simply here to elicit your story and serve as witnesses. We have no authority to do more than that. You took the life of Persephone’s chosen leader in the mortal sphere. Your crime was against the goddess herself, which means only the goddess has the right to render judgment.”

The senior Marked sank back down into her seat. As if that were a signal, the High Priestess rose. She picked up smoothly from where the senior Marked had left off. “And the goddess has made her decision.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense.” All of a sudden I could barely talk, my mouth was so dry.

The High Priestess was doing that Guardian thing where, even though her eyes were aimed at mine, she seemed to be looking not at me but at something only she could see. “When you died in the service of Persephone’s consort, Persephone returned your mortal life to you, in gratitude for your sacrifice.”

She was talking about the time I had gotten myself killed to stop Humanity Ascendant’s army from destroying Hades’s new temple, the way they had the old one. Hades had told me he couldn’t give me my life back—not a second time. He had already brought me back from the dead once to make me one of his Marked, and he had strict rules about how and when he could restore someone’s life. But he had made me an offer on behalf of Persephone. I could return to the underworld and be given a hero’s welcome, or I could come back here and keep on fighting the good fight—with the caveat that the underworld would be forever closed to me.

I hadn’t even needed to think about it. Life after death is overrated, anyway. What good is consciousness without any of the simple pleasures that go along with having a physical body—like biting into a juicy burger, or hitting the snooze button for the fifth time? And yeah, there was the whole protecting-the-city bit too. But I don’t like to make too much of that. People might get the idea I’m some kind of noble hero, and then they’ll only be disappointed once they actually get to know me.

The High Priestess was still talking. “When you committed this crime against the goddess, you showed that you were unworthy of her gift. She is within her rights to take back the life she has given.”

Cold dread crept up my limbs, snaking toward my heart. My fingers tingled, suddenly numb.

The High Priestess rapped her fist on the table, once, twice, three times. “The goddess Persephone demands the life of the Marked of Hades, Mallory Keyne, in payment for the life of her former senior Marked.”

In the wake of her announcement, the room was so quiet and still that I wondered if maybe I was already dead. But if I were dead, my heart wouldn’t have been slamming against my rib cage at a dizzying rate, beating out a protest only I could hear. I wouldn’t have needed to grab the table in front of me to keep from tipping off my chair as a wave of dizziness swept over me.

It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. I had only just come back to the temple a few days ago. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to make things right—to make up for my brief rebellion by defeating whatever the next threat would turn out to be. I had my redemption arc all planned out. And now Persephone was going to snatch it away.

My gaze swept across the Marked and Guardians across from me. How many of them would have died back there in the Humanity Ascendant compound if I hadn’t shot Leila before she could lead them into another doomed battle? I had saved their lives. Now they were going to sit here and watch me die.

Ciara lowered her hands from her face. She looked stricken. But she didn’t protest.

Because she knew it wouldn’t do any good? Or because she thought the judgment was fair?

Once upon a time, she would have leapt in to defend me without a second thought.

But that was before I had left.

I could talk all I wanted about how the past two months had been nothing more than a brief anomaly and now everything was back to normal again. But it wasn’t. Lissa and I still couldn’t meet each other’s eyes sometimes. Ginevra hovered over me like she thought she was my mother, offering me cups of tea and asking if I was sure I was getting enough sleep—which was even weirder considering how the last time I had put the temple in danger, she had sulked for weeks when Hades had allowed me to live. Kimmy wasn’t hovering, but I hadn’t failed to notice the way she was doing all my usual chores around the apartment before I could get to them, and had barely mentioned the back rent I owed her.

And that wasn’t even getting into the fact that my brother was living in the temple now, camped out in a sleeping bag in front of the altar. I was sleeping on the couch, because my old room was now dedicated to Ravi’s training, and the apartment where I had been living before I ran off actually belonged Bastian, who was off licking the wounds I had dealt him and searching for new ways to fight the gods.

Hades may have accepted me back into the temple, but nothing was the same.

To either side of me, Ginevra and Lissa tensed, waiting for me to argue. But what else could I say? I had already given the senior Marked all the arguments I had, and they had come to nothing. Sure, I could scream in the face of a goddess if I really wanted to, but I was under no illusions that it would get me any further than everything I had already said.

I bowed my head. Keeping my voice level—I had to maintain some semblance of dignity—I said, “I accept the goddess’s judgment.”

If I hadn’t already admitted to myself that everything was weird and wrong these days, I would have had to do it as soon as those words left my mouth. The old Mal would have argued until she had no voice left, right up until Persephone ripped the soul from her body.

I stared down at the whorls of the wood, breath clenched in my lungs, waiting for Persephone to do just that. But my heart kept on beating out its protest against my ribs.

“The goddess’s judgment stands,” said the High Priestess. “However, Persephone has her own wrongs to atone for.”

I clenched my teeth. Don’t mess with me like this, I wanted to say. Just do it already, and get it over with.

“It has only been a matter of months since Persephone and Melinoë became one,” the High Priestess continued. “The goddess’s two aspects are still learning to function as a single entity. She made a misstep in her choice of senior Marked, and this selection did irreparable damage to Hades’s alliance.”

I raised my eyes to see the witnesses shoot uneasy looks at one another. Except for Ciara, whose pale face showed the same spark of hope that had flared back to life in my own mind.

“As a gesture of apology for the lives her actions cost,” said the High Priestess, “Persephone wishes to gift the life of this Marked to her consort, Hades.”

I boggled at her. “You have got to be kidding me.”

The High Priestess looked from me, to Lissa, to Ginevra. “Does Hades’s temple find this acceptable?”

“Eminently so,” said Ginevra in her most formal voice. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it hard. Her fingers were trembling.

“Yes,” said Lissa, a grin splitting her face. “Yes, that’s very acceptable.”

“If you knew she was going to spare me all along, why go through all the drama? For the sheer pleasure of seeing me squirm?” But no one was listening to me.

“A life was taken. A life was given.” The High Priestess rapped her fist on the table again, three more times. “Justice has been done.”

She turned and strode toward the stairs, her robe billowed behind her. She didn’t spare us another glance.

The witnesses shot each other questioning looks. By ones and twos, they stood and followed behind her. All except Ciara—and the senior Marked.

The senior Marked faced me across the table. Her expression gave no clue as to what she was thinking. “Your personal effects will be returned to you at our earliest convenience.”

I was still trying to wrap my head around the whole “I’m not going to die” thing. “Personal effects?”

“The items we retrieved from the false Guardian’s apartment. Various articles of clothing, a mobile phone charger, a teddy bear…”

False Guardian? That had to mean Bastian. He had been the first human to learn how to use magic that had nothing to do with the power of the gods, and I wouldn’t be surprised if some Marked and Guardians were bent out of shape about that. “Oh, right. That stuff.” The time I had spent living with Bastian felt like a lifetime ago. I had forgotten that getting my stuff back was a possibility. I had resigned myself to buying a whole new wardrobe—which, considering the fact that my bank account was nothing but zeros and I had reduced my last place of employment to rubble, meant borrowing from Kimmy’s closet for the foreseeable future. And trust me when I say her starched preppy style did not suit me. The fervency of my, “Thank you,” was about more than being grateful I was still alive.

“I believe our business is concluded.” The senior Marked gave me one more long look before rising from her seat. “You may see yourselves out.” She followed the path the others had taken, and disappeared up the stairs.

The four of us who remained looked at each other. For a moment, no one spoke.

Ciara broke the silence. “Are you all right?”

I laughed. The sound came out a lot harsher than I expected. “What kind of question is that? I’m not dead. I could be in a body cast and I’d be ecstatic.”

Lissa tapped the back of my hand with a single finger. “Your hands are shaking,” she said in her soft voice.

I looked down. She was right—they were trembling against the table like oversized spiders dancing a jig. Why hadn’t I noticed that?

And why was I still shaking, anyway? It was over. I had won. I got to keep breathing for another day.

“Is there anything we can do?” Ginevra asked.

I thought about telling her that if she really wanted to help me feel better, she could argue with me for old times’ sake. Maybe give me one of her trademark contemptuous glares. This new concern of hers made me feel like I had stumbled into a parallel universe the day I had chosen to return to the temple.

Instead, I forced my lips into a smile. “Since you asked, I could really go for a burger.”




Chapter 2

 

Whatever might happen in Hades’s temple, at least the burgers at The Happy Pig would never change.

Meat juices dribbled from my mouth, running down my chin and no doubt making me look like the eponymous pig. I couldn’t find it in myself to care. I closed my eyes, licked my lips, and savored the taste. As a bonus, with my eyes closed, it was easier to pretend the table wasn’t full of people who didn’t want to be there.

But the moment couldn’t last forever. I swallowed the bite, opened my eyes, and looked around at everyone who had come out to celebrate my status as a still-breathing Marked of Hades.

We were sitting at the big table in the back, the one normally reserved for parties. Ciara was uncharacteristically quiet as she picked at her coleslaw, the only vegetarian item on the menu. I made a mental note to apologize to her for the restaurant choice later. But somehow I didn’t think her sad excuse for a dinner was the reason for her silence. I would have bet money it had more to do with the fact that she didn’t know what excuse to make for her lack of protest when the High Priestess had handed down my death sentence. I wanted to tell her it was okay, and I understood, and speaking up wouldn’t have changed anything even if Persephone hadn’t already been planning to let me off the hook. But I hadn’t said anything yet, because a small, petty part of me wanted her to keep squirming for a little longer.

To my other side, Ginevra’s plate of food remained untouched as her gaze darted back and forth across the room. She clutched her fork like a weapon—and apparently planned to use it as one in the unlikely event that one of the civilians around us stopped gobbling down their food long enough to launch an attack, because why else would she be holding a fork to eat a chicken sub? Ravi, next to Ginevra, was trying to swallow half his burger in one bite. Bits of beef spewed from his chipmunk cheeks as he rambled to Ginevra about the upcoming sequel to his favorite video game, Hell Rising—not because he was under the impression that she cared, or was even listening, but because it meant not talking about what had almost happened at Persephone’s temple. Or at least that was the impression I got from the frantic drive underlying his words, and the way he kept speeding up, like he thought some terrible truth would come crashing down on all of us if the table fell completely silent for more than a couple of seconds.

Kimmy and Lissa were the only ones who looked completely at ease. They hadn’t touched their food either, but only because they were incapable of paying attention to anything but each other. As I watched, Kimmy whispered something in Lissa’s ear; Lissa giggled and leaned in for a kiss.

Well, at least somebody was enjoying this awkward excuse for a celebration.

One person was missing from our table. My brother was currently taking over for Lissa and holding down the fort at the temple. Lissa had assured me that despite his lack of training, the temple probably wouldn’t come down around his ears while we were gone. I wasn’t convinced. Even so, it had been my idea for him to stay behind. He still wasn’t used to the whole group, even if he didn’t want to admit that we—or anything else—could intimidate him. When I had told him he would be better off keeping an eye on the temple, and that we could do a separate siblings-only “hooray, Mal isn’t dead” celebration later, he had given me a serious nod and told me he could make that sacrifice for the temple, but I had seen the look of relief on his face.

Just when I thought the PDA police were going to have to come take Kimmy and Lissa away, they broke their kiss. Lissa’s smile wavered as she said something under her breath. Kimmy placed a hand on her back to comfort her. An unexpected pang of jealousy stabbed through me. I wasn’t much for touchy-feely stuff. Or being touched at all. But I wouldn’t have said no to a steadying hand on my back and a few words of comfort. Something to remind me that the business with Persephone’s temple really was over, and I really wasn’t dead. A comforting voice to lie to me and tell me everything would be back to normal soon.

Ravi paused his monologue about the differences between one fictional type of demon-slaying gun and another just long enough to cram the other half of his burger into his mouth. Which also happened to be long enough for the tail end of Kimmy’s reassurance to reach the entire table. “—not going to abandon us again,” she said, quietly but not quietly enough. “And if she does, she’ll have me to deal with.”

Everyone at the table looked at her. Everyone except me. I was busy staring down at my plate and wishing I was anywhere else.

Kimmy flushed bright red. She jammed the rest of her turkey sandwich into her mouth. I was surprised she had room, with her foot already wedged in there.

“So,” I said, when it became clear that no one else was going to step in to save the entire table from terminal social embarrassment. “Ravi. What weapons have you been studying while I was gone?”

“We’ve been practicing with throwing knives,” said Ravi, even more frenetically than before. “It’s tough in the apartment since there’s so little space, but we’ve been going out to the park at night. I even hit a squirrel once. By accident, not on purpose. I don’t have anything against squirrels. Ginevra said it would have been a really good shot if I had meant to hit it. As it is, we’ve moved on to unarmed combat until she can be sure I won’t accidentally hit a civilian next time instead.” Ravi fell silent, perhaps belatedly realizing that squirrel murder wasn’t suitable dinner table conversation. He stared longingly at the front door, like he thought another topic of conversation might come strolling in to rescue him. Or maybe he was just fantasizing about making a break for it.

“Are your parents still running that…” Cult and scam both implied a level of hostility I didn’t think was warranted, so I settled for making a circular gesture in the air.

“You know about that?” he asked in surprise. “If people have already heard about them outside the city, things are worse than I thought. I’ve got to find a way to make them stop.”

“Don’t worry—the news hasn’t left the city, as far as I know. Ciara told me about it.”

“Wait. You and Ciara were talking while you were gone?” A dark hint of jealousy flickered in his eyes. “The rest of us didn’t know what was going on with you. We didn’t know if you were alive or dead, half the time.”

I decided not to bring up the fact that if I had been dead, he would have heard about it, because it would have been at the hands of one of the many assassins Hades’s alliance had sent after me. “It was just the once. She refused to pass important information on to the temple for me, and then tried to drag me back here against my will. Nothing to envy, believe me.” Okay, that might have come out a bit sharper than I had intended. Maybe part of me wasn’t quite ready to let bygones be bygones with Ciara just yet. I kept my eyes on Ravi, trying to ignore the way Ciara had tensed up, and cleared my throat. “Anyway. We were talking about your parents.”

Ravi was either oblivious to the tension between me and Ciara, or—more likely—wisely decided to ignore it. “Yeah, they still think I’m some kind of holy figure. They keep holding these bizarre online fundraisers. My mom is Hindu, my dad is Catholic, and the two do not combine well. Especially when you add in that weird mythology they’ve created about how the dead need the protection of the living.” Despite the mood around the table, his gaze sparkled with amusement as he looked around at the others. “Remember the song?”

Kimmy’s face brightened a little. “You mean the one with the…” She wiggled her fingers in the air.

“And the lemon?” Lissa giggled. “The looks on their faces!”

When Ravi looked back at me, the amusement faded from his eyes. “Sorry, Mal. You probably have no idea what we’re talking about, do you?”

“It’s fine,” I assured him. I turned to Ginevra, since engaging Ravi clearly wasn’t the way to dispel the table’s mood. “What have you been up to, besides helping Ravi decimate the squirrel population? How does the political situation look? Are you going to be able to undo the damage Leila did to Hades’s relationship with Hekate?”

Ginevra shot a pointed glance at the nearest booth, where a girl of about four or five was sailing a paper airplane through the air. “We’re among civilians,” she reminded me tightly. “This isn’t the place for sensitive discussions.”

I somehow doubted the little girl was going to pass what she heard to Zeus, or out us to the civilian world as secret divine operatives. But I’d had that conversation with Ginevra before. It was a losing battle, and not one I intended to fight tonight. I turned to my other side, where Ciara was staring into her coleslaw like she could read her fortune there. “Ciara? What have you been doing?”

To her credit, she didn’t say what I would have said, which would have made the little girl’s parents clap their hands over her ears. If she was bothered by my trying to make small talk less than five minutes after criticizing her to Ravi, she didn’t show it. She was too busy trying to find an answer to my question hidden in her coleslaw bowl—or at least that was my guess based on where she was looking. “I, um…” She stared beseechingly into the coleslaw bowl. The slaw didn’t save her. “Oh! I’m going out for dinner with Toby.”

“Wait, you’re going on a date?” That was enough to genuinely make me forget about the atmosphere at the table for a second. Then I frowned. “Who’s Toby?”

Ciara was one of those rare people who had found her soulmate early on and escaped the years of romantic tumult of the rest of us had to endure. That is, until she had lost him to a freak accident. That loss had, in a way, led her to Persephone’s temple. Her old self had died along with him, and although the temple had helped her discover a new place for herself, she had never felt ready to go looking for the love she kept encouraging the rest of us to find. I had begun to think she had lost that part of herself permanently, long before we had ever met. For her to be dating? That was a big deal. Bigger than big.

And I had missed it.

“The guy from the gym?” Ciara prompted. “The towel thing? Remember?”

I met her questions with a blank look.

“Right.” Ciara looked down at the coleslaw again. “I forgot. That was after you…”

“Left,” I finished for her. I raised my voice so the whole table could hear. “You can stop pretending you’re not all thinking about it. Yes, I left the temple. I spent two months on the run from the people you sent to kill me. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t even be alive. But I am, and now we’re all trying to pretend like nothing ever happened. And clearly that’s working out great for us.”

“You don’t need to do this,” said Ciara.

“Yes, I do. Because dancing around it isn’t working. You probably all felt betrayed when I left the way I did, without a goodbye or any kind of explanation. If I were a different person, I’d offer you a PowerPoint presentation full of justifications, and handwrite you all personal apology cards. But I’m me, so can we just say I suck, and leave it at that?”

A hush fell over the table. For a few seconds, I was sure they were all going to agree that I sucked, admit they didn’t want to be here celebrating my survival, and walk out. Either that or pretend I hadn’t said anything, and go back to eating in awkward silence.

 Then Ravi spoke. “You don’t suck.” He reached past Ginevra to give me a pat on the arm that I was sure he didn’t intend to be condescending. “I left the temple too, remember? Which is how we got this whole mess with my parents. And everyone forgave me for it.”

“Yeah, you left. For less than an hour. No one got around to sending assassins after you. And no offense, but we had barely gotten used to having you around in the first place. With me, though… you all thought you could count on me. Until you couldn’t. It makes sense that it’s weird to have me back. You can admit it.”

“It’s not weird,” said Ravi unconvincingly. “It’s just… a little crowded.”

“If it wasn’t weird, Ginevra wouldn’t be treating me so well. Seriously, Ginevra, what’s the deal? Are you trying to make up for your guilt about the assassination attempts, or what?”

At the mention of the killers she had sent after me, Ginevra looked away. “I’m trying to put the past behind us.” She forced her eyes to mine and tried for a smile. I winced. Her face was not built for that.

Nice Ginevra was bad enough. Smiling Ginevra? I couldn’t deal with that. I turned away before I could have an aneurysm. “Tell me this, Ciara. If things aren’t weird, why haven’t we gone out for coffee even once?”

That coleslaw must have held the secrets of the universe, based on how intently Ciara was studying it. “It’s a busy time for Persephone’s temple. I’ve had back-to-back missions lately. There hasn’t been room for anything else.”

“Except dating, apparently.” I swept my gaze across the table. “Come on, guys, admit it. I may not have a target on my back anymore, but nothing is back to normal. Not even close.”

I expected another round of silence and averted eyes. Kimmy saved me from that fate. “Okay, yes, it’s weird. We had only just gotten used to thinking of you as the enemy, and now you’re back on our side again. We didn’t know why you left, or what you were doing out there, or whether you had some kind of plan to kill us all. And now you’re back, snoring on our couch and drinking the last of my milk and leaving a wet towel in the middle of the bathroom floor, as if the past two months never happened. I can’t be the only one who’s worried you’re going to stab us in the back as soon as we let our guard down.”

Lissa placed a hand over Kimmy’s clasped fingers. She looked like she wanted to slap it over Kimmy’s mouth instead. “Kimmy!” she hissed.

With an apologetic look at Lissa, Kimmy kept going. “And it’s not just that. We’ve all been tiptoeing around you ever since Persephone’s temple told Ginevra they were going to put you on trial. We all knew how that was probably going to go. How do you sit around the breakfast table with someone and talk about the weather when you know they’re going to be dead in the next few days? ‘Pass the orange juice, Mal. On second thought, you finish it off, because you’ve only got two more days left to drink orange juice before the goddess of spring chops off your head.’ And meanwhile, you’re lounging around the apartment in your pajamas—no, in my pajamas—as if nothing is wrong!”

“Remember those soothing affirmations you were trying to get me to use?” Lissa murmured to Kimmy. “Now might be a good time to use one. Or ten.”

Kimmy didn’t listen. “You want to talk weird? This dinner is what’s weird. And not because you’re back. It’s because we’ve all spent the past week waiting for you to either die or kill us, and not one of us is willing to do anything but smile and nod and yammer on about video games!” She cast a wild-eyed glance around the table, searching for support.

“Contain yourself,” Ginevra ordered. “Or I’ll do it for you.”

“She’s right, though.” I smiled at Kimmy. It felt like the first genuine smile I’d given anyone all week. “You’ve all been thinking it. At least she’s willing to say it out loud.”

Ciara looked up from her bowl and, for the first time since Persephone’s High Priestess had announced her judgment, met my eyes. “I never thought of you as the enemy. But as for the rest… yes, I admit there may be some truth there. Although I would have phrased it more diplomatically.”

“Or, more likely, you would have gone on not saying anything at all.” I looked around at the others. “Any of the rest of you want to start being honest?”

“Okay,” Ravi admitted, “maybe it’s been a little weird.”

Lissa gave me an apologetic smile that was as good as a confirmation. Ginevra cleared her throat. “There has been an adjustment period, I admit. Perhaps a longer one than we expected.”

Having my last shred of denial ripped away was, perhaps unsurprisingly, less of a relief than I had expected. A defeated sigh escaped me. “We can’t put everything back the way it was, can we?”

This time, Ciara was the first to be honest. “Probably not.”

“But we really are all glad you’re back,” Ravi added, his voice painfully bright.

Ginevra nodded. “I know you didn’t expect me to celebrate your return. But I didn’t realize how much I valued your presence in the temple until I had to…” She paused to draw a shuddering breath. When she spoke again, her voice had gained a rough edge, as her mask of formality retreated the tiniest bit. I almost thought I could see genuine feeling in her eyes. “Never put any of us through that again, Mal. I don’t think any of us could forgive it. I know I couldn’t.”

I tried to keep my own voice under control. “Don’t worry, it’s not in the plan.”

“Just don’t slit our throats in the middle of the night while we’re sleeping, and everything will be fine,” said Kimmy. She paused. “You’re not going to do that, right?”

I thought about making a joke about how we would see how I felt once she started nagging me about chores again, but decided against it. Not the time. I held up my empty hands. “No stabbing, shooting, slitting of throats, or other violent activities beginning with S. I promise.”

Ciara swiped a hand across her eyes. “Sorry. It’s just… I thought you were never coming back. And then, at the temple today, I thought I was losing you all over again.” She let out a long, shaky breath. “I’m glad I was wrong.”

“All right, all right, I love you guys too.” I smiled at them all in turn, feeling like I belonged at this table for the first time since we had sat down. “But can we skip the group hug?”

Of course that prompted Ciara to lean in, arms extended. And once Lissa saw her, she had to join in, getting up and walking all the way around to my side of the table just to wrap her arms around me from behind like a monkey.

“Did you people not hear me say skip the group hug?” But even though I wasn’t a hugger, I couldn’t bring myself to offer more than a token protest. I had to admit, it felt kind of good, knowing they still cared.

Yes, once in a blue moon, I can get sentimental. So sue me.

“Oh! Sorry.” Lissa drew back. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

I was just joking, I was about to assure her. I didn’t mean it.

I opened my mouth to speak. I might even have gotten the first couple of words out.

It took me that long to process the sound of the gunshot.

And the red circle blooming on the front of Lissa’s borrowed shirt.

And as a way she pitched forward in slow motion, narrowly missing both me and the table on her way to the floor.

It took everyone else just as long to take in what was happening. I know, because it wasn’t until half a second later that Kimmy started screaming.




Chapter 3

 

I scanned the room for the shooter. But all I saw was a stampede of panicked civilians running for the front door.

“Help!” Kimmy screamed. “Somebody help!” Heads turned in her direction. A couple of the civilians stopped running long enough to turn around at the sound of her voice. Their eyes widened as they took in the sight of Lissa on the floor, and the growing pool of blood around her. They started toward us.

Just what we needed—a bunch of good Samaritans butting their noses in where they were neither needed nor wanted. “Not helping,” I barked at Kimmy as she opened her mouth to yell again.

Lissa was still breathing. I could hear her frantic gasps, as loud as screams in my ears. But I didn’t know how long that would last. I knew my gunshot wounds, and this one didn’t look good. She was losing too much blood too fast. It was already starting to pool at the edges of my shoes. I’ll track blood after me when I leave, a detached part of my mind thought. That will be a liability if I need to hide from the attacker. But the attacker was long gone by now. The time it had taken us all to process what was happening had given them more than enough opportunity to escape.

As much as I wanted to push through the crowd of civilians and chase after the shooter, I knew they had too much of a lead at this point. If I left now, I would only be depriving the others of needed support, without anything to show for it. If it hadn’t been Lissa, if she hadn’t been my friend, I wouldn’t have frozen for those few precious seconds. I would have been able to fulfill my duty as Hades’s Marked and protect the temple’s High Priestess—or, since I had already failed to protect her, at least make sure the shooter didn’t get a second try. But it was done. Regretting my distraction, and the months of friendship leading up to it, wouldn’t turn back time for me. The only thing left to do was take care of Lissa.

Kimmy knelt beside Lissa, one pale hand clasped in both of hers, blood soaking into the knees of her khakis. “Stay with me, Lissa. Focus on me. No, don’t close your eyes. Think about something that will keep you awake. I know—recite the times tables with me. What’s six times two?”

This was more than even my souped-up first aid kit back at the apartment could handle. Lissa needed either medical attention or magical healing, and getting civilian doctors involved would raise more questions than any of us wanted to deal with. Healing it was, then. “Who in Hades’s alliance has Guardians who can heal?” I barked at no one in particular.
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