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      A wayward goddess with a problem and a surprise visit from a trio of divinely dangerous relatives disrupt Alex’s plans for a quiet Crossroads Keeper’s life.

      

      Persephone knew her affair with the Fae prince wasn’t a good idea, but she’s a sucker for a handsome face and polite manners. When the prince demands she use her divine powers to help him stage a royal coup, the goddess calls in a favor and dumps the brewing political mess in Alex’s lap.

      Before Alex can deal with Persephone’s problem, the Fates descend on the Crossroads to visit with their newest cousin. Alex soon learns that the magic she inherited from her divine ancestor, Chronos, is vastly more dangerous than anyone suspected ... even the gods.

      The Fates have orders to train Alex to control her newfound death magic before she kills someone ... or a lot of someones. If she survives her divine cousins’ deadly training sessions, Alex will need to use every scrap of her abysmal diplomacy skills to referee Persephone’s royal boyfriend problem. If she fails, there will be a bloody battle for the Fae throne that will endanger her heart family ... and everyone else in its path.

      

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

      

      Alex Blackwood - San Antonio Crossroads Keeper and main character. New to the supernatural world and more powerful than anyone … including Alex, knows.

      

      Conor - Barghest Hellhound shifter and Guardian of the Crossroads. Friend to Maia and wannabe boyfriend to Alex.

      

      Demeter - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Also Persephone’s mother and Hecate’s best friend.

      

      Hecate - Greek goddess and founding member of the divine triune who created the Crossroads several millennia ago.

      

      Larry the Kibble Guy - Magical Familiar and Alex’s partner. Small poodle with pink ears, a smart mouth, and a crap-ton of magic.

      

      Maia Blackwood - Alex’s aunt and the former Crossroads Keeper, until her untimely death. May be a ghost, but she has Alex’s back.

      

      Nyx - Greek goddess of Chaos. Daughter of the Titan god of time, Chronos. Mother of the Fates and grandmother of the Oneiroi. Has an evil plan or three.

      

      Persephone - Greek goddess and one of the Crossroads creator triune. Demeter’s daughter and Hades’ wife. A bit of a flirt, to say the least.

      

      Princess Aine - Exiled Fae princess. Daughter of King Donal and rightful heir to the Fae throne. She has plans but is smart enough to keep them to herself.

      

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

      

      Vincent Ianotti - AKA Vinnie the Vampire. Former human NYC mob moss who turned his life around when he was involuntarily turned. Maia’s friend and Alex’s honorary uncle.

      

      MINOR

      

      Abel - Vampire. Vinnie’s right-hand man and leader of his blood harem. Looks like an angel – but definitely isn’t one.

      

      Alan Allman -  Half Fae, but lives his life as a human. Mostly. Maia’s rekindled love interest and Alex’s attorney.

      

      Billy the Squid - Ginormous supernatural squid who lives in Sylvan City’s massive lake ... when he’s not tentacling around town in his favorite cowboy hat. Member of the supernatural posse.

      

      Chronos - Greek Titan and god of Time. Father of Nyx and grandfather of the Fates … and possibly related to Alex?

      

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

      

      Danu - Celtic goddess of the Fae. Lazy and more than a bit crazy, but she comes through in the end.

      

      Flower - Tiny Fae fairy and companion to Princess Aine.

      

      Grenoble - Goblin with a sad past. Larry’s best friend and partner in crime.

      

      Grindle - Powerful dark witch and Alex’s paternal grandmother. Not a nice witch, at all.

      

      Hades - Greek god. Persephone’s husband. A bit of a goober.

      

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

      

      Henri - San Antonio Crossroads estate’s marvelous French cook.

      

      Leonard Allard - Revenant. French police officer in a previous life. Executed for a murder he didn’t commit. He is back on Earth in a resurrected body and determined to do good. Alex’s friend.

      

      Manny - Yeti. Sheriff of Sylvan City.

      

      Morpheus - Greek god. One of the Oneiroi, a triune of gods with power over the unconscious. God of nightmares. Up to trouble.

      

      Prince Cair - Younger son of King Donal of the Fae realm. He is Persephone’s latest love interest, but he wants more from her than mere kisses. A royal pain.

      

      Queen Elizabeth I - An ancient Tudor ghost. Friends with Maia. Leader of the Crossroads ghosts and a bit of a royal snob.

      

      Talon Grimby - Necromancer mage and Alex’s very much more than dead dad.

      

      Tyre - Indigo Fae warrior. Friend and protector of the Crossroads.

      

      Yselle - King Donal’s housekeeper and Larry’s old friend.

      

      Sundry other bit players.
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      Clotho hurriedly placed her cards on the poker table and placed a restraining hand on her sister’s waving arm. “Atropos, dear, we are guests in this home. I really don’t think it’s considered acceptable to threaten Alex with instant death if she doesn’t let you cheat.” 

      Atropos scissored her fingers in one last snipping motion toward Alex before reluctantly lowering her arm. “Alex may be our cousin, sister, but I don’t want her to think she’ll get any mercy from me if she keeps accusing me of cheating at cards.” The angry goddess of Fate sniffed, then subsided into her chair, her attention, along with her deadly hands, once again occupied with her cards.

      Those gathered around the poker table for the weekly ‘friendly’ game breathed a quiet sigh of relief—even the ghosts. As one of the three divine Fates, Atropos’s scissors could cut more than just the life thread of living beings; they could also sever a soul’s spirit thread, bringing oblivion to any being.

      “Well, that was a close call.” Larry pressed his furry canine body against Alex’s leg, then mind-spoke his advice. “Might be a good idea to just let her cheat … especially if you want to live to play another day.”

      As the poker game resumed, Larry’s comforting presence soothed Alex’s frayed nerves, so she reached under the table, petted his head in thanks, and mind-spoke a reply. “Yeah, lesson learned. Don’t challenge a cheating goddess—even if she is supposedly your cousin.”

      Still relatively new to the intricacies of poker, Alex had been observing the game instead of playing, which was how she noticed Atropos’s cheating. She may not know the game that well, yet, but she had excellent eyesight. When Atropos slipped a winning card from her sleeve and inserted it into her cards, Alex’s eyes widened in alarm. When the cheating goddess slapped her cards on the table in triumph and reached out to rake in her winnings, Alex objected without thinking. “Hey! Where’d that Ace come from?”

      Alex realized her mistake when Atropos’s furious gaze pinned her in place, but it was too late to take back her objection.

      “Um, not that I’m accusing you of cheating, Atropos, but ....”

      “But you’re accusing me of cheating. Why, you impudent little⁠—”

      Events at the poker table went downhill from there. Atropos jumped out of her chair, pointed her hand at Alex, and played snippy scissor hands. Only she was not playing. The goddess could take more than an eye out with the scissors of Fate clutched in her deadly hand. 

      As one of the trio of sister goddesses known as the Fates, each with their own role in the lives—and deaths of all creation, Atropos’s divine duties were the most final. With a snip of her scissors, she cut the life threads of those whose time had come—whether god, supernatural, or human. Less well known was her ability to cut a soul thread, as well. This gave her the power to end a being’s existence in the afterlife, or anywhere, really. 

      With a start, Alex realized the next round had finished. Atropos had won. From the carefully neutral expressions on the faces of the other players, Alex surmised the goddess had openly cheated. Again. Sigh.
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            THE PREVIOUS EVENING
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      Prior to the three goddesses of Fate arriving the previous evening, Alex had been deep in conversation with the ghost of her aunt, Maia. As the former Keeper of the San Antonio Crossroads, before her death several months ago, Maia felt it her duty to mentor her niece in her responsibilities as the new Keeper.

      “Remember, dear, you must trim and light the welcome candles on the altar each day.” Maia watched critically as Alex lit the enormous pillar candles on the altar. “And don’t forget to place fresh flowers in the urns each day, as well. You know Hecate hates wilted flowers. As the divine creator of the Crossroads, she is very cognizant of her position as a hostess for all beings who use these intersections in the ley lines to travel around the world or between the realms. As her priestess, and the Keeper of this Crossroads, it is your responsibility to welcome all beings who travel to or through this Crossroads.”

      Alex fought not to roll her eyes. Her aunt had instructed her on the importance of proper altar care, and of her duties as the goddess’s proxy at this Crossroads, at least a hundred times already. Okay, maybe not that many times ... but it was a lot. She knew Maia was only trying to make up for lost time, and ensure her niece got up to speed on her Keeper duties. After all, Alex should have had her entire childhood and all her early years to learn about her place as a Crossroads Keeper and about the wider supernatural community, and Maia blamed herself because Alex had missed those experiences. 

      “Yes, Aunt Maia, I know ... or rather, thanks to you, I’m learning. But thanks for the reminder.” Alex smiled warmly at her aunt, then reached out to touch her soft cheek, grateful that she could do so. A ghost as recently dead as her aunt should have no substance, appearing almost translucent. However, thanks to Maia’s brave fight to remain on earth during their recent battle to save the Crossroads, her ghost had aged drastically. She now appeared—and felt—almost solid, with only a slight wavering around her form revealing her ghostly state. It usually took a ghost half a millennium, or more, to achieve such a solid state.

      Maia sighed, then dipped her head in apology. “I’m sorry if I repeat things, dear. It’s important that I—we get you properly trained. I feel responsible⁠—”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Aunt Maia. My lack of training is all down to my scheming mother. Can we not discuss this again?” Alex took Maia’s hand and led her out of the temple, then down the wide marble steps onto the temple’s forecourt. The two walked hand in hand across the smooth cobblestones until they reached the low stone wall surrounding the building. Alex sat, then tugged her aunt down onto the wall’s wide surface. “Let’s just sit for a while and enjoy the cool evening air. This New England transplant is having trouble handling the San Antonio heat during the day.”

      Sadness and regret reflected in Maia’s eyes. “That’s just it, though, Alex. You are not a New Englander. Your roots go deep into the southern Texas soil that surrounds this Crossroads. Your mother should never have taken you away from here. Out of jealousy, she denied you your heritage, and kept the supernatural world from you—and you from it.”

      Maia squeezed Alex’s hand, then released it and rose. Her ghostly form floated restlessly back and forth. “My sister Helen was—is evil, even as a child, Alex. Unfortunately, our mother always encouraged her belief that Hecate would choose her as the next Keeper. After all, Hecate has almost always chosen the oldest daughter of the current Keeper. And Helen is older than me, if only by a few minutes. When we were twelve, and Hecate chose me as the next-in-line Keeper, instead of her, well, that seed of discontent and entitlement she carried blossomed.” 

      Maia gave Alex an apologetic look. “I know Helen is your mother, dear, but⁠—”

      “She may be my biological mother, Aunt Maia, but she’s not my heart mother. You are. You’re the one who took care of me when she lost custody and raised me until she ... took me away from you.” Alex shook her head to clear it, then stifled a groan. She had been avoiding this conversation with her aunt, and knew it was past due. Maia still felt guilty that she had been out of town when Alex’s non-custodial mother had swooped into San Antonio and kidnapped her just after her twelfth birthday. Her mother had told Alex that Maia had died, and that she had to come live with her in Connecticut. 

      Alex had packed her things and left San Antonio with her mother, arriving to a snowy winter in Connecticut. She had grieved her aunt’s death deeply but had always wondered. Why was there no funeral? Why hadn’t they stayed in San Antonio? After all, surely Helen had inherited the estate.

      Thoughts of her past stirred Alex’s still smoldering anger, and her hand clenched, chafing on the gritty stone of the wall. Helen had not tolerated questions from her grieving child. Her mother’s icy anger when Alex asked them had scared her, but she had persisted. Until, one day, she could no longer remember the questions—or the need for answers. Alex had recently discovered that her mother had paid a small fortune to an extremely powerful witch to stop her daughter’s persistent queries. For years afterwards, whenever Alex’s thoughts strayed to her aunt or the Crossroads, blinding headaches and nightmares ensued. 

      Alex had finally stopped trying to remember, until a phone call from out of the blue years later shook her world. The caller had revealed that Maia had been alive all these years and had only recently died. He had also told Alex that she was heir her aunt’s estate. Oh, and could she please come to San Antonio to plan the funeral? Dutifully, she had returned to San Antonio several months ago to plan her long-lost aunt’s funeral ... and discovered her mother’s treachery. Alex’s life had been a tumult of recovered memories and inherited responsibilities ever since.

      “I really hate her, you know, Aunt Maia.” Unheeded tears slipped down Alex’s cheeks as she gazed intently up at the night sky. The moon played hide-and-seek amongst the clouds, but the stars shone brightly. “She took me from you and denied me knowledge of the supernatural world. All because she was—is a jealous bitch.”

      Maia’s eyes softened in sympathy. She returned to her seat beside Alex and gave her a side hug. By mutual agreement, they did not take the conversation further. They both knew that Helen’s reasons for kidnapping Alex had been darker than that. She planned to hide her daughter until her magic manifested, then drain her power and steal her Keeper heritage. Unfortunately, the witch’s spell had worked too well, and Alex’s magic had lain dormant long into adulthood.

      Alex closed her eyes and heaved a sigh. Her mother would try again. “She’s probably still holed up in her lair in Connecticut, plotting another attempt to kill me,” Alex said glumly.

      Maia nodded in reluctant agreement. “She will try again—but this time, we’ll be ready for her.” Fierceness filled her aunt’s voice and lit her eyes. “She will not take any more time from us. Instead, we’ll take it from her.”

      Both women fell silent. The unspoken thought that they might have no choice but to kill Helen to stop her lay heavy in the now chilly night air around them. The two sat together peaceably in the cooling evening until a stirring of energy from the temple charged the air. Both the old Keeper and the new realized that unexpected visitors were on their way through their Crossroads.
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      “Hellooo. Hello? Is anyone here?” A deep, earthy female voice rumbled through the night air from the still-open doors of the temple.

      A sharp, angry voice replied to the first. “Some Crossroads Keeper our cousin is, Clotho. She isn’t even here to greet her long-lost family!”

      Alex threw Maia a confused glance.

      Cousins? Long-lost family? As far as Alex knew, she had none. Her mother’s only sibling, her aunt Maia, had no children. She vaguely recalled her mother telling her that her father was an only child.

      Alex startled from her reverie when Maia’s hand settled on her back and urged her up. “Perhaps we’d better see who has arrived, dear.” 

      “Okay, but they must have the wrong Crossroads. I don’t have any cousins ... do I?”

      Maia’s gaze slid away from Alex’s enquiring one. “Well, not on your maternal side, dear. But—” Her words trailed off into the night. Instead, she rose and urged Alex toward the temple. 

      As they reached the bottom of the temple steps, the sounds of several visitors inside the temple became clearer.

      “Who do you think—" Alex cut off her query as the voices drew closer. In minutes, whoever it was inside the temple would reach the open doors. 

      Instinctively, Alex called her Keeper staff. When the heavy wooden rod solidified in her hand, she poured a powerful burst of her magic into it. The staff eagerly responded, its own divine blue magic writhing around the staff’s crystal tip, dancing in concert with swirls of her ruby red necromantic magic. 

      Footsteps within the temple grew louder, approaching the exit. Alex bounded up the steps, then positioned herself with her back to one of the massive stone pillars that paraded along the front of the temple portico. One thing she had learned over the past several months since her reintroduction into the supernatural world was that there were a whole lot of beings in it who would try to kill you, if given the chance. 

      So far, she had been lucky, and had the help of her friends and heart family, but that would not always be the case. After all, since the goddess Hecate bound her as priestess and Keeper to the Crossroads several months ago, protecting the Crossroads was now Alex’s duty. She was working incredibly hard to fulfill it, despite her inexperience.

      Shadows preceded the new arrivals as they reached the enormous double doors that opened onto the temple’s portico. 

      Alex tensed, facing the entrance. At her side, her aunt’s ghost shimmered as she also drew on her power. Maia’s ghostly form grew even more solid in the flickering light from the torches at the temple entrance.

      Maia whispered. “Larry and Conor will soon be on their way. They are just wrapping up a sticky situation in Sylvan City.”

      “Don’t need ‘em. We got this.” Alex sure as hell hoped she was right.

      A third voice, this one high-pitched and breathy, wafted through the temple doors. “I hear voices outside, sisters. Perhaps we should see if there is a large welcoming party waiting for us. I do hope not, though, as I don’t like surprises.”

      “Well, Lachesis, I’d say the surprise is that our dear Keeper cousin isn’t here to greet us. And just where that damned Barghest Crossroads Guardian is, I’d like to know.” The irritated voice cut through the night air. “At the very least, that Hellhound should be here to protect the temple. I always knew Hecate ran a loose ship, but her standards seem to have slipped in the millennium or so since we last saw her.”

      Alex heard a sharp intake of breath on her left and realized the new arrival’s words rattled her aunt. Breathing was unnecessary for a ghost; however, old habits must die hard, she mused. 

      When the new arrivals exited the temple, Alex started in surprise. Three Greek goddesses, each very different in appearance, yet somehow bearing a similar, strong power signature, now stood on the temple portico. Instinctively, she moved forward, blocking her aunt from their view. A derisive snort at her back told her that Maia was not pleased with Alex’s attempt to protect her.

      Alex bowed her head slightly at the trio of goddesses and introduced herself. “Hail and Welcome, ladies. I’m Alexandria, Priestess of Hecate and Keeper of this fine Crossroads. How can I be of help?” Alex thought her tone and words trod a fine line—they fulfilled her obligations as host, while letting the trio of goddesses now eyeing her appraisingly that she would not take any shit from them.

      The sturdily built goddess on the left, draped in the traditional robes of an ancient Greek matron, smiled at Alex in delight. “See, sisters, I told you our cousin would be here to greet us.” She eyed Alex’s Keeper staff, still glowing with writhing red and blue magic, with almost motherly pride. “And just look at that beautiful red death magic dancing around her staff. Chronos, the old goat, was right—she’s definitely family.” 

      Shock arrowed through Alex at the goddesses’ words. Death magic? Chronos, the Primordial god of time—and these goddesses—her family? Oh no, nope. Just N-O-P-E.

      “Um, I think you have me confused with someone else, ladies. I’m just a Crossroads Keeper, from a long line of Keepers. My aunt was a Keeper, as was her mother, and on down the family line.” Alex tried not to think of her late father, whose necromantic magic she knew coursed through her veins—and which currently burned, violently red, at the top of her staff. 

      The smallest of the goddesses studied Alex. Her head cocked, birdlike, then she nodded decisively. “You’re right, Clotho, she’s definitely family, even if she’s not ready to admit it. Yet.”

      The tallest goddess, stick-like arms crossed over her sunken chest, wrinkled her nose in a sneer. Stains that looked suspiciously like blood dotted the tattered robes that hung loosely about her thin form. The goddess’s long, thin neck seemed barely able to support her head, which was all angry angles and prominent planes. “Oh, she knows it, Lachesis. She’s just not thrilled about it, though, are you, Alex? Either you’re not very bright—a distinct possibility, I admit, or you do have some brains behind that pretty face and now realize that there may be a thing or two you don’t know about your dear, late, and apparently unlamented father and his side of the family tree.”

      The goddess smiled maliciously at Maia, who was now stationed at Alex’s side, her ghostly form vibrating with suppressed emotions. “This one knows, though, don’t you? You know more about Alex’s paternal family than you’ve shared with her. Think she’ll forgive you for not telling her? Because we will now that we’re here.”

      Alex schooled her face into neutrality, then placed a supportive arm around her aunt. “I don’t care what she’s told me, or not, about my father’s side of the family. I have no interest in them—or they in me.”

      She shivered with remembered pain as memories of her father’s many betrayals flickered to life in her mind. He had been an evil man, both in life and in death. Ambitious and amoral, Talon had spent his life intent on using his rare, powerful necromantic magic to conquer the supernatural world. His most recent attempt, which originated in the Underworld after his physical death, had almost been successful. Alex’s mind shied away from the last image she had of her father, writhing in agony on the floor of Hades’s castle when she used the necromantic magic she had inherited from him to end his afterlife—and destroy his soul. 

      “I try not to think about my father,” Alex said, her voice devoid of emotion.

      The matronly goddess rearranged the crisp, white robes draped over her ample bosom, then smiled at Alex with sympathy. “I can understand that, dear. Your father was rather a black sheep, even in our rather dark family.”

      “She doesn’t have to think about him, Clotho.” The tiny bird-like goddess gave her sister a distracted glance, then focused her intent gaze on Alex. “But she has to face up to what she did. She ended her father’s soul without our permission. Patricide isn’t pretty. For every action, there must be a reaction.”

      Finally, Alex lost her patience and her temper. “Listen, you old bats. I’ve had about enough of your cryptic words and insults. Either you stop beating around the bush and tell me what you’re doing here, or you’re outta here—cousins or not.” She brandished her still-glowing Keeper staff. “And I can make that happen.”

      Maia’s warning hand on her back tempered Alex’s anger, but she did not lower her staff. Probably not wise to threaten a trio of Greek goddesses, family or not, she mused, but what the hell.

      The rudest goddess clapped slowly, lips curved in an approving smile that just missed her ice-blue eyes. “Bravo, Alex. So, there’s a backbone in there, after all.” After one last clap, an enormous pair of silver scissors appeared in the goddess’s claw-like hand. The ornately carved scissors made a terrifying sound as the goddess rapidly snipped them together. “But it looks like I’m right about a lack of intelligence. Who would be so stupid as to threaten the Fates—even if they are family?”

      Alex’s heart sank, and she covered a grimace. Only Maia’s comforting arm around her waist prevented her from backing up, as if by putting distance between herself and the powerful goddesses arrayed before her, she could refute the painful truth of their words.

      The heavyset goddess placed a restraining hand gently on her sister’s wildly waving arm. “Now, now. Stop that snipping and put those scissors away, Atropos. I’m sure Alex didn’t mean to insult us.”

      After a final irate snip, accompanied by a maddened snarl, the tall goddess lowered the scissors. Her eyes blazed with anger ... and more than a hint of madness as she glared stonily at Alex. Her cousin.

      Alex brooded, then swore silently. Fuck. Here comes another supernatural heritage barreling out of nowhere to upend my life. Six short months ago, she lived a safe, if unexciting, life in New England as a human, wholly unaware of the supernatural world and her place in it. Since that time, she had reunited with her dead aunt, rediscovered her Keeper heritage, and resigned herself to a life of duty and service to the goddess Hecate and the supernatural Crossroads which now claimed her as its Keeper. Wasn’t that enough? It seemed not.

      “So, you three are the Fates, then.” Alex stated it as a fact. This trio of goddesses simply could not be anyone else. “Let me see if I have my mythology—er—divine history, correct.” She pointed at the heavyset goddess. “I expect you are Clotho, the Weaver of the tapestry of life.” 

      When the goddess smiled kindly and nodded in agreement, Alex turned her attention to the smallest of the divine trio, who was currently pleating her robe in extremely even lines. “You must be Lachesis, the Measurer of the span of each life.” 

      With a swift tilt of her head, the diminutive goddess threw Alex a distracted glance. “That would be correct, cousin.” She returned her attention to neatening the already precise folds of her robe, before adding softly, “I like to measure things. Lives ... robes ... all sorts of things.”

      “Yes, my sister is a touch obsessive about the exact length of things. In modern parlance, I think you’d call her quirk OCD.” The tall goddess gazed down at her sister with a bemused smile. “She’s crazy, but she’s family.” Eyes wide, pupils dilated, the goddess turned her penetrating gaze to Alex and bared her teeth in a savage grin. “And, by a process of elimination, that means you know who I am.” A different pair of scissors, these hand-forged, black with age and stained with blood, appeared in the goddess’s gnarled hand.

      Speaking of crazy, Alex mused, this goddess takes the prize. “You are Atropos, the Cutter. Your divine scissors of Fate cut the threads of each life once its allotted time has come.”

      “And sometimes before ....” Atropos gave a final meaningful snip of her blood covered scissors before banishing them to the ether. The flickering light from the torches by the entrance highlighted the goddess’s angular head; the thin skin stretched over her face revealing the sharp planes of the skull underneath. 

      “Now Atropos, we’ve talked about that.” Clotho’s calm voice counseled her snip-happy sister. “You can’t go around ending lives willy nilly, just because someone pisses you off. We all have to agree⁠—”

      The three sisters lapsed into what appeared to be a familiar argument about which of them had the ultimate authority over Fate and the existence of all living things.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alex considered breaking up the goddess’s argument, but the thought of having Atropos’s deadly scissors waved in her face again made her pause. Instead, she whispered to her aunt. “Um, maybe we should leave them to it.”

      “Now dear, you are the Keeper of this Crossroads. Keeping order here is your responsibility. We can’t have a trio of goddesses arguing like a bunch of angry fishwives on the temple portico. It’s not seemly. What if other guests arrive through the temple’s ley line? Remember, as Hecate’s representative, it’s your job to maintain the Crossroads’ dignity and decorum, as well as welcome newcomers. Maia eyed the increasingly irate goddesses warily. “Oh, and Keepers must keep the peace, as well.”

      Dismally, Alex wondered how many more duties she would discover were now her responsibility in this supernatural world the gods had thrown her into. If the Fates and their claim of kinship with her were any sign, she had only scratched the surface of the many obligations her new life encompassed.

      As Alex reluctantly prepared to referee the fight amongst the bickering goddesses, fate intervened. Two furry bodies, one massive and one much smaller, suddenly barreled through the temple doors. Conor, in his Barghest Hellhound form, and Larry, in his usual adorable pink-eared poodle body, had arrived to save the day. Instead, they almost ended it.

      The pair realized too late that visitors gathered just outside the temple entrance. Paws scrabbling on the slick marble of the portico, neither could stop in time. They bowled right into the trio of still-arguing goddesses. In a tangle of fur, robes, snarls, and swears, Alex’s furry rescuers and her newfound cousins collapsed onto the portico’s hard marble surface. Eventually, the flailing group separated themselves and regained their feet. They stood several feet apart, glaring at each other.

      Conor growled, then smoothly transitioned back into his human form, his nude body slick with sweat, lean muscles shining in the torchlight. He stood proudly, eyes narrowed, as the goddesses gawped at his nakedness. 

      Despite the dire situation, heat suffused Alex’s body and face at the sight of Conor’s magnificent human form. Conor flickered her a sideways grin. “Like what you see, Alex?”

      Before she could reply, Larry gave a doggie grin and posed next to Conor’s leg. He flicked an amused glance at Alex. “Why aren’t they looking at me? I don’t have any clothes on, either.”

      Alex frowned at Larry and mind-spoke her reply. “Stop messing about, bud. You’re embarrassing me. As my Familiar, a little couth and decorum wouldn’t go amiss.”

      Larry just smiled and posed some more, his laughing eyes mocking Alex’s attempt at seriousness.

      Deciding to deal with her recalcitrant Familiar later, Alex rolled her eyes and addressed the next issue on her agenda. She pulled the sweatshirt off her shoulders and threw it at Conor. “Cover yourself up, Barghest. No need for your hasty shift—or your protection, either of the Crossroads or myself. These nice ladies are my cousins. The Fates.”

      Conor almost dropped the sweatshirt before he could tighten it around his waist; only his quick reflexes keeping the sweatshirt now covering his manly bits in place. He shot Alex a round-eyed stare. “Your cousins ... the Fates? The Greek goddesses—those Fates?”

      Atropos stepped forward until she stood directly in front of Conor and Larry. Her stick-like neck stretched forward as she gave Conor a menacing glare. “Yes, those Fates, you idiot. Which other ones are there?” 

      The goddess threw up her hands and addressed her sisters with a derisive shrug. “See? What did I tell you? Hecate’s standards have slipped even further than we feared. She’s got a numbskull Hellhound shifter for a Crossroads Guardian and this ... this—this magical poodle thing supposedly protecting our Keeper cousin.” Atropos smirked derisively at Maia.“Oh, and her mentor is the ghost of a former Keeper who couldn’t keep herself from getting murdered. Sisters, it’s a good thing we showed up when we did.”
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        * * *

      

      Atropos’s derogatory comments about her aunt, as well as Conor and Larry, infuriated Alex. She could complain about them all she wanted, but they were her chosen heart family. No one else, not even a goddess, had that right.

      “Now listen, you three. I don’t care who you are, you will not disrespect my family and friends—or me. I’m the Crossroads Keeper here, and the direct representative of the goddess Hecate while performing my Keeper duties. That means you must listen to me. Got it?” Alex considered for a moment, then could not help adding, “Oh, and Hecate’s standards are just fine, thanks very much. If anyone’s standards have slipped, it’s yours. Your behavior tonight has been atrocious.”

      Maia’s arm tightened around Alex’s waist in silent warning. Damn, she really couldn’t keep her mouth shut no matter how much she tried, Alex mused. She did not regret her words. She merely hoped it was not the last thing she said. Atropos had those deadly scissors in her hand again, and a furious expression on her skull—er face. The other two Fates did not look best pleased, either.

      “Might want to fall back on traditional hospitality, Alex. It could actually save all our lives tonight.” Larry’s mind-spoken words, unheard by the goddesses, echoed softly in her mind.

      Alex shook off her aunt’s restraining arm and paced forward until she stood directly in front of the goddesses. Softening her tone, she said, “Now that we’ve got that cleared up. Perhaps we should start again.” 

      Giving smallest of head bows she thought she could reasonably get away with, Alex invoked the traditional Crossroads welcome. “Merry Meet, travelers. Welcome to the San Antonio Crossroads, gateway to the magical community of Sylvan City. On behalf of the goddess Hecate, I offer you food and lodging during your stay with us.”

      For a moment, the fates of everyone present hung in the balance. Alex could hear Conor’s angry muttering behind her. She sent a silent thank you to her aunt when she started a casual conversation with the angry Barghest shifter. Hopefully, Maia could keep Conor from going all Hellhound on these goddesses. Talk about an international, or rather, inter-realm incident. Fuck.

      Just as Alex despaired at a positive outcome, two of the goddesses laughed. Even Atropos cracked a small smile and dismissed her scissors to the ether. Alex schooled her face to stillness, affecting a polite indifference to the goddess’s hilarity.

      Clotho, still chuckling, approached Alex and threw her arms around her, squeezing her in a tight, motherly embrace. “So, you do have the family temper, I see. As well as the tendency to speak first and consider the consequences later—or not at all. Good for you, dear. And welcome to the family.”

      Shocked into inaction, Alex merely nodded her head, which was currently crushed into the bosom of the heavyset Weaver of Life. Once Clotho released Alex, Lachesis approached, smiled up at Alex and shook her hand. Alex grasped the delicate, claw-like hand gently, afraid she would break it if she squeezed too hard. 

      Atropos merely nodded approvingly at Alex. “You’ll do, child. You’ve got spunk.” The Cutter of life cords waved her sisters forward. “I say we accept our cousin’s offer of hospitality. I hope the rooms here are up to our standards, though. Let’s go, ladies.” With that, the goddess strode down the temple steps and across the cobblestones of the courtyard, unerringly choosing the correct path to the mansion.

      As Atropos’s white robes disappeared into the darkness, everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief, even her sister goddesses.

      Maia stepped in then, issuing room assignments to the goddesses and instructions for Conor and Larry. Apparently, the goddesses had brought a metric crap-ton of luggage through the ley lines, all of which resided haphazardly near the temple’s altar.

      When Alex fell into bed in the early hours of the morning after settling the goddesses into their rooms, she dropped quickly off to sleep. Just before she fell over the edge into dreamland, she heard Larry’s voice in her mind.

      “Oh boy. This is going to be fun. Did you hear Maia invite them to tomorrow’s poker game? Queen Elizabeth and the other ghosts will not be pleased.”

      Alex breathed a weary sigh, then reached over to run a hand down Larry’s furry side. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof, Lar. Time to get some sleep.”
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      Alex woke up to the sun streaming in the window and warming her face. She had obviously forgotten to close the curtains the previous evening. With a groan, she levered herself from the bed and staggered toward the bathroom.

      “I’ve already been out, no thanks to you, sleepyhead.” 

      Larry’s sarcastic comment made Alex pause and redirect her steps toward his position on the chair next to the bed. Larry jumped off the chair and pranced out of reach. “Hey! Before you beat me up, have a look at the desk. I had Henri fix you a late breakfast. Conor provided room service.”

      Alex put a hand to her snarled hair. “Oh god, Conor saw me like this?”

      Larry smirked. “Yep. You had even drooled a little in your sleep. The schlep just smiled and kissed your head. He’s got it bad for you.” With quick movements, Larry dodged the slipper Alex threw his way.

      “Oh, shut up, fur-ball.” Alex shook her head, then resumed her interrupted trek to the bathroom. “And don’t touch my food!”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Alex. I know how grouchy you get when you’re hungry. Besides, it’s almost lunchtime, anyway. Your aunt always puts on a decent spread for the Friday poker lunch.” Larry licked his chops in anticipation.

      Alex’s appetite fled when she remembered the upcoming poker game ... and the divine arrivals her aunt had invited to the party. She closed the bathroom door with a snap as Larry snickered at her dismay.
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        * * *

      

      Alex picked desultorily at her breakfast tray. Despite having no appetite, she knew she should eat something. She did not want to face her trio of new divine cousins on an empty stomach. Then doubt crept in. “But are they really my cousins? How does that even work? That would mean ....”

      “That would mean your father, Talon, is their uncle. And that he shares a mutual divine father with their mother, I presume.” Larry gave Alex a guarded look.

      She narrowed her eyes at her nervous looking Familiar. “But are you presuming—or do you know? And if you know, you better damn well start spilling the beans. After you apologize for keeping this humongous piece of news from me, you fuzzy little a-hole.”

      Larry had the grace to drop his gaze. “I knew some of it before ... you know—when we met at the animal shelter. The Department of Eternal Animal Familiars gives us a thorough brief before we’re given a new assignment. The rest I learned from Conor and your aunt Maia after we arrived in San Antonio.”

      She stirred her now gloppy and cold oatmeal listlessly. “So, there’s more information about the supernatural world that everyone’s been keeping from me. Since I arrived in San Antonio last fall, I feel like the knowledge blows keep coming. First, I’m thrown into a supernatural world and heritage that my mother had kept hidden from me since childhood. Within days of my arrival, the goddess Hecate appoints me as her priestess and binds me as Keeper to this damned Crossroads. Then I meet my dead aunt, my very much alive Hellhound Guardian, and my Uncle Vinnie—the vampire ... all about the same time I discover that the talking dog I adopted from the shelter last year—that’s you, you mutt—isn’t just an anomaly, but is actually my assigned magical Familiar.”

      “Hey, take that back! I’m not a mutt! I’m a purebred poodle on the outside, and a big, tough junkyard dog on the inside, as you well know. And even if I were a mutt, so what?! You prejudiced against mutts or something?” 

      Larry’s indignant response made Alex smile, if reluctantly. “So, that’s all you got out of my rant? That I called you a mutt? And don’t think you can avoid answering my questions with your false outrage. You know I love all dogs. That’s why I was volunteering at the animal shelter where we met ... wait a minute—you were a ‘plant’, weren’t you? How likely is it I’d meet my future magical Familiar at the animal shelter where I volunteer?” Alex palmed her forehead. “Goddess, I’m so stupid. I should have realized that before now.”

      Larry cocked his head and studied his magical partner through narrowed eyes. “I’m not gonna comment on your intelligence, or lack thereof, Alex. But, of course, DEAF planted me at the shelter so we could meet. Duh. And knock off your woe-is-me crap. You would have withered away from boredom or frozen to death from the cold living as a human up there in Connecticut if you stayed ignorant of the supernatural world and your place in it, chickee. So don’t give me that⁠—”

      Alex patted the air and nodded. “Yeah, yeah. You’re right. I’m glad to be here. I’m glad that my mother wasn’t able to keep me away from the supernatural world, and that I’ve gotten to reestablish a relationship with my aunt—even if she’s a ghost, and gotten close again with Conor, and Uncle Vinnie, and—and everyone else.” She threw her other slipper at Larry; only his quick reflexes prevented it from smacking him on the rear. “And I’m glad that DEAF assigned you to me as my Familiar. Even if you are a total jerk most of the time.”

      “That’s not fair. I’m a jerk ALL the time. And you have to admit, I’m darn good at it.”

      Alex put her hands on her hips and tilted her chin forward. “That’s enough avoidance, dog-face. Spill the beans. What do you know about the Fates and my relationship with them? And who knew what you didn’t know and told you the rest, with none of you telling me?”

      Larry settled on the bed and spilled the beans. “You know how you thought your father and the goddess Nyx were lovers, and that’s why they were working together on their plans to attack the Crossroads and bring Nyx’s chaos magic to earth?”

      “Yeeessss.” Alex drew out her answer, unsure of where this was going.

      “Well, Nyx and your father weren’t lovers. At least, I don’t think so—not that incest is unheard of in divine families. They’re actually brother and sister. Their father is Chronos—you know the Primordial god of Time—that god.” Larry lowered his head to the bed and squinted, preparing for Alex’s reaction.

      Eerily calm, Alex replied. “So, nobody thought to tell me that my grandfather is a freaking god ... one of the big ones, too. THE big one. Father of Time, for god’s sake. And, if I’ve got this right, father of Nyx, my father Talon, and who knows who else.” Alex puzzled out the last bit of Larry’s information. “So, that evil Primordial goddess, Nyx, is my aunt. Yuck. And the Fates are her children, so that makes them⁠—”

      “Yep, the Fates are definitely your cousins.” Larry eyed Alex warily.

      Alex stood and paced the room. “How much did you know, Larry? Who told you the rest? Is there more—there’s more, isn’t there?” She sat abruptly on the bed next to Larry, her intent gaze meeting his sheepish one. “Spill, bud. Now.”

      Larry quailed under Alex’s angry glare. “I knew you had a divine lineage, but not which gods you are related to. Not until I got here and had a chat with Conor and your aunt. They planned on telling you, eventually, but wanted to give you time to settle in, learn your Keeper duties, recover from the battle in the Underworld ….”

      “Recover from destroying my father’s soul, you mean?”

      “Well, that, too.”

      “Oh, we are all soooo going to have a huge argument about this, and everyone is going to spill ALL the beans. But it’ll have to wait.” Alex glanced at the clock and jumped up. “I’ve only got twenty minutes to get ready for the weekly poker party. With my cousins, the Fates, in attendance this time. Fuck.”
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