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      Elliot Lancaster is trying to kill me.

      You know Elliott. I've written about him before - first, when we were friends, then as he became my enemy. But for the sake of documentation, I will write of him again. We became friends in college - the University of Georgia, English Literature 101 to be exact. He started showing up wherever I was on campus. I was flattered at the time - I'd pretty much kept myself hidden away except cheerleading, which I was forced to do for my scholarship.

      Flattered and naive. I didn't see the warning signs of his madness. How his sudden appearances were more attuned to stalking than friendship. One thing led to another and after graduation, I took the job as his co-host on the television show, Grave Messages.

      Things spiraled out of control real quick. Elliott became jealous then downright hateful. He began sending me to locations where I had to fight for my life against beings I had no business dealing with. All for the sake of the show. Things came to a head last year when he betrayed me.

      Yes. Betrayed. Like in an old novel or television show. See, I became the Sibyl four years ago. To put matters simply, I can talk to the dead through mirrors. I was granted immortality thanks to Apollo.

      The Apollo. The Olympian Apollo. As fate would have it, he is also my biological father. A fact I learned two months ago and am still grappling with.

      Why am I rehashing all this in my own journal? Why, since I wrote about the events as they happened? Maybe it's to keep things straight in my own mind. Or maybe, it's to better understand Elliott's motives. 

      He has done horrible things to me over the years. We have a history that I don't understand. A history riddled with hateful words and violence.

      I'm on a plane at the moment. Elliott and by extension, Theia Productions, has sent me to Rome, North Carolina to film Grave Messages in an old house that has been abandoned for over a decade. There are even bodies buried in the basement - disturbing, I know, but it adds to the creepiness factor. It's the perfect location for a paranormal reality show.

      A little too perfect.

      I shouldn't be so anxious about all this. I know what I am doing. I know what I have survived. The last time Elliott attacked me directly, I'd physically died. Hermes - the god, not the handbag - gave me a choice. Pass over into the ether or return to the living.

      I'm on a plane flying to North Carolina so you know the choice I made. If I can survive getting shoved out of a four-story window, then I can survive anything.

      I hope so, though Cyrus - my mentor for this whole Sibyl thing - is not happy with this trip. Apollo is insistent that I stay at a place called Grannison-Morris estate. It's a huge compound of sorts, filled with ethereal beings. That is one of the main reasons why Cyrus isn't happy. He swore he is friends with the proprietor of the estate, but he doesn't care for the students who live there.

      My Keeper won't explain why. As far as I know, he's never met them. Then again, there's a lot about Cyrus that I don't know. He is literally ancient - an immortal who has served Apollo since the days Socrates and Plato roamed the earth. 

      I'm writing so much because I'm nervous. I tend to ramble when I'm anxious. If there are people at this estate, then I'm putting them in danger by being there. I don't know if I'm strong enough now to protect them. Maybe Cyrus was right. Maybe we should have just taken a room at the local hotel.

      It's too late now. The proprietor of Grannison-Morris is expecting us. It would be rude to turn down his invitation while we were flying to our destination.

      One week. That's my filming schedule. I can survive one week.

      I hope.
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      At this moment, Jonah couldn’t help but feel like he’d gotten the shaft.

      It was summer, which was always when the Grannison-Morris estate was at its emptiest, and the only residents left were the eight to nine people who everyone else had affectionately dubbed the “skeleton crew.”

      Only this time, that wasn’t the case.

      Any and everybody had somewhere to go for either half the summer or the whole season. This one saw Liz and her family trek to Las Vegas. Her parents rewarded her for achieving the Dean’s List for the second consecutive time, as well as a consecutive 4.0 grade point average. Liz happily accepted the gift, and it also didn’t hurt that Bobby and Vera went along with her family as well. Spader was off doing…something. No one really wanted to know. Douglas had been forced to spend summer with family he didn’t even like. Even Malcolm, the most reserved of them all, was occupied for the summer. He’d given some carpentry insights that had been so invaluable that he’d been invited to teach a couple wood shop summer courses.

      So, everyone had something to do.

      Everyone, that was, except for Jonah, Terrence, and Reena.

      After the ordeal that they’d experienced, everyone felt the three of them should have the luxury of being bored. Liz, for one, thought that it was a courtesy to allow the three of them to rest and not have to “expend mental energy.”

      Malcolm threw in his two cents right before his departure. “You can’t possibly recharge your batteries while out having fun and running yourself ragged,” he’d said. “Sometimes, sitting back and taking perspective is the most advantageous thing.”

      So, here the three of them were, in the family room of the estate, bored out of their minds. This wasn’t relaxing. This wasn’t battery recharging. This was—

      “Bullshit.” said Terrence aloud. “This is total bullshit. Why do we have to be stuck here like this? This feels like kid’s table crap.”

      Reena rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not the case, Terrence. We weren’t left out. Everyone felt like they did us a kindness and an honor to leave us to rest.”

      “Not helping anything, Reena.” murmured Jonah. “Don’t even pretend like you want to be here with us. We all know that you’d rather be locked up in some hotel room with Kendall right now.”

      Reena took a breath and closed her eyes. “Not possible at the moment,” She grumbled. “Thanks to Jonathan. He felt like I needed to get my emotions in order. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if we weren’t the only ones at the entire estate,” complained Terrence. “I hope that that was luck of the draw. Surely that wasn’t done by design—”

      “Would it be that huge of a matter if that was the case?”

      Jonathan was there. Their mentor and trainer always looked the same, button down, tan duster, and infinity medallion around his neck. This image was so commonplace to Jonah nowadays that he barely noticed it. He certainly didn’t notice it right now, as he’d fastened on to what Jonathan just said.

      “What did you say, Jonathan?” He queried. “You isolated us on purpose?”

      “It wasn’t isolation.” said Jonathan, “I sincerely believe that the three of you need to have your spirits replenished. But I never intended for you to sit here slothfully doing nothing at all. I have a simple task for you all. Should be easy as can be.”

      Jonah glanced at Terrence and Reena. What the hell would this be?

      “What’s that, Jonathan?”

      Jonathan pocketed his hands. “Have you ever heard of Eva McRayne?”

      “No,” said Jonah and Reena at once.

      “Hell yeah!” exclaimed Terrence, who hopped up from his seat. “She’s awesome! The centerpiece of Grave Messages!”

      “Grave what?” asked Jonah.

      Terrence looked at Jonah in disbelief. “Seriously, Jonah?” he breathed. “You’ve never heard of the Sibyl?”

      Now Jonah was really befuddled. “Wait. Sibyl? What’s she got to do with Eva?”

      “They are one and the same, Jonah,” clarified Terrence. “Eva McRayne is the Sibyl. Grave Messages is her show. She is the best. Smart, intense, and smokin' hot—”

      “Whoa,” interrupted Jonah, “Grave Messages is a TV show? You guys know me well enough to know that the only thing I watch on TV is Supernatural. Everything else is Netflix. What, pray tell, is this show about?”

      Now Terrence looked a bit sheepish. Jonathan spoke up once more.

      “It’s best if I take over now, Terrence,” he said. “Eva McRayne is a superbly talented spiritual conduit who communicates with—”

      Now Jonah was the one that rose out of his seat. His meter went from zero to octane in a nanosecond.

      “Forgive me, Jonathan, but are you out of your damn mind? After everything that happened with Landry over the past few months?”

      Jonathan’s eyes narrowed. “Mind your tone, Jonah,” He said with quiet authority. “This is an entirely different situation. Miss McRayne is no charlatan. She has a spiritual gift.”

      “So you say,” said Reena, equally as riled as Jonah. “If she is authentic, then where exactly did she get this gift?”

      “That’s the best part!” said Terrence. “It’s the show I told you that I started watching once I checked out on ScarYous Tales. It’s nothing ethereal—I mean, nothing that deals with us! Like Jonathan said, she ain’t a charlatan! She said that it comes from Apollo.”

      Terrence’s words left dumbfounded silence in their wake. Jonah ran his tongue over his teeth, like he always did when he heard bona fide bullshit.

      “Please, Terrence,” He supplicated, “Do not tell me that you mean Apollo Apollo.”

      “The very same, Jonah,” said Jonathan. “Apollo, the god. Patron of Delphi, symbolized by the lyre, healer, prophetic deity—”

      “I know the stories, Jonathan,” interrupted Jonah. “I’ve done book reports on mythology. Mythology. As in lie. If she fancies herself to be aligned with Apollo, then I suppose she’s calling herself Sibyl after the Sibyl no one ever believed—”

      “That was Cassandra, actually,” corrected Reena.

      “And that woman was a prophetess. Eva is a medium.” Terrence added. “Dude, you gotta watch-”

      “Whoever,” spat Jonah. “Point is she’s lying. And if she’s on TV—”

      “Jonah, stop,” said Terrence. “And while you’re at it, calm down a bit, alright? We’re supposed to be de-stressing, recall that?”

      With difficulty, Jonah desisted. Yeah, Terrence was right, but that was before Jonathan mentioned this fresh hell.

      Reena, who seemed to have successfully put a lid on her own thoughts, directed her attention to Jonathan.

      “Sir, clearly, we’ve gotten way off the point,” She said as in level a voice as she could muster. “Your initial question was whether or not we’ve ever heard of this woman. Why does that matter?”

      Jonathan smoothly moved his weight from one foot to the other.

      “She is coming to Rome,” He replied. “Today.”

      “So what?” Jonah raised an eyebrow. “What’s that got to do with us?”

      “Miss McRayne’s patron god is a friend of mine.” Jonathan explained. “In light of recent events, he contacted me to offer her haven as they film a new episode of Grave Messages here in Rome. When I had another protector guide support the suggestion, I agreed.”

      Jonah shook his head. “You cannot possibly have said yes, Jonathan.”

      “I did indeed say yes,” Jonathan responded.

      Jonah threw his hands in the air. What was Jonathan’s deal? After everything that had happened with Landry and ScarYous Tales of the Paranormal, why was he subjecting them to this Grave Messages crap? And this McRayne woman would be crashing at the estate? For the love of God, she could probably buy out a hotel floor! Why the hell did Jonathan have to lodge her?

      “Back up.” said Reena. “You said someone else suggested this? Who?”

      “Akraia,” answered Jonathan. “She is another Protector Guide. Apparently, she got wind that Grave Messages’ production company was interested as Rome for a potential filming site, so she contacted me after I had spoken to Apollo. This is part of my sphere of protection; therefore, I have the right to know any and everything that goes on around here.”

      “Huh,” said Terrence, who looked intrigued. “That Akraia guide must have been around Elliot Lancaster if she got wind of that—”

      “Who?” said Reena and Jonah simultaneously.

      “Elliot Lancaster,” repeated Terrence like it should have been obvious. “His dad runs the company that does Grave Messages. He was a presenter on the show, but now he’s the day-to-day producing consultant, something like that. I think he scaled back his responsibilities for that Helakos woman.”

      “What are you talking about, Terrence?” questioned Jonah.

      Terrence sighed. “I read that Elliott’s supposedly messing around with this billionaire heiress who’s recently moved to Beverly Hills named Juno Helakos.” he said. “They spend a lot of time together—she’s been labeled a cougar. Eva’s got a new partner on the show. It’s a blind guy named Leyton. Well, he was her new partner. But his dumb ass left for ScarYous. ”

      Jonah eyed Terrence intently. He noticed that Reena, and surprisingly, Jonathan, did too. Reena was the one who broke the silence.

      “You read all this, you say,” she said slowly, “do you mean…as in…tabloid gossip?”

      “Dear Lord,” said Jonah, who now questioned his best friend’s sanity. “This just keeps getting better and better.”

      “I read celebrity gossip!” said Terrence, unabashed. “So what?! It’s not like I’m living these crazy lives, I just read about them!”

      “It’s not so much that, Terrence,” said Jonah, “it’s just that one would think that—”

      “Look,” interrupted Terrence with a trace of heat in his voice, “I’m well aware of what happened. You think it’s possible that I’d forget? Turk Landry can go to hell for what he did and is still doing. But Grave Messages is good TV. I love it, and I ain’t ashamed of it. It’s a part of all the TV that I watch. I’m a janitor, remember? So, any release that I got from nasty teenagers, clogged sinks, and shitty toilets is a blessed one. TV and celebrity gossip provide such releases. Sorry for the swearing, Jonathan,” He added hastily.

      Jonathan waved a hand, but regarded Reena, who looked pensive. “What’s on your mind, Reena?” he asked.

      “It’s just…weird,” She murmured. “Juno Helakos? Her surname is Greek, and Eva McRayne claims to be blessed by a Greek god. The name Juno is from Ancient Rome, and we live in Rome, North Carolina. It’s just a bunch of coincidences, and they just—stirred in my brain is all.”

      Jonah looked at her. Reena made some crazy connections there. He hadn’t even noticed those things, and he probably should have. Emotions clouded his rationale at the moment.

      “Might be an alias.” suggested Terrence. “Lots of rich folks have those.”

      “True indeed,” said Jonathan, “but Ms. Helakos is not the issue here. Miss McRayne’s flight will land at a private airport in Raleigh in two hours, and I want the three of you to meet her and her people there. You have my authorization to use the Astralimes, and Akraia has seen to it that a car will be there to collect you all and bring you back to Rome. I personally would have preferred if you all could simply use the Astralimes to come back, but with the Phasmastis Curaie’s strictures on Tenth Percenters using ethereal travel, it’s just better that you ride back in the car. Road trips clear the mind. You guys go ahead and get dressed.”

      “Wait. Hold on for just a damn minute.” Jonah held up his hands when he faced Jonathan. “You said in light of recent events earlier. What the hell does that mean?”

      “You haven’t heard?” Terrence looked shocked. “Jonah, it’s been all over the news.”

      “Netflix, remember?”

      “Eva tried to commit suicide after her parents were murdered.” Terrence shifted on his feet. “Or at least, that’s what the news has been reporting. She survived and was still healing up. In fact, I didn’t think she would be back on the show for a while.”

      Terrence grinned when he whirled around to face Jonathan. “This is her first show back, ain’t it? She must be back one hundred precent, then!”

      Terrence bounded the stairs so exuberantly one would have thought that he needed the toilet. He must have a crush on this Eva McRayne. Dear Lord. Reena ascended the stairs more slowly; she was probably deep in thought about more random coincidences, as well as these new people about to be introduced to the estate. Jonah let them head upstairs, and then turned back around to Jonathan.

      “A suicidal spiritual conduit?” Jonah narrowed his eyes. “Really?”

      “The girl is not suicidal.” Jonathan folded his hands together in front of him. “She was in the middle of a fight with the one called Lancaster. It was he who harmed her.”

      “Don’t tell me you watch this crap, too.”

      “No.” Jonathan gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I have much more reliable resources than television.”

      “I still have strong feelings about this, Jonathan,” he said in a sharp whisper.

      “I would be surprised if you didn’t, Jonah,” said Jonathan calmly. “I do, too.”

      Jonathan’s response stunned Jonah. “Then why did you green light this?” he asked. “Surely you don’t believe in this Greek gods and monsters sh—stuff, right?”

      Jonathan contemplated Jonah’s question for a minute or so before he answered. “The realms of life are infinite, Jonah,” he said at last. “We know that life never ends; what other secrets does life hold? With the vastness of life, who am I to refute the possibilities? Is Eva McRayne the genuine article? I do not know, never having met her. But it’s far from impossible. But the thing that I do know is that I am a Protector Guide over everything in this region that I survey. Miss McRayne is a new element. I don’t know if her presence is blessing or threat. Events will unfold right here—where I can do something about either eventuality.”
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      Jonah, Terrence, and Reena awaited Eva McRayne and her crew at the private airstrip in Raleigh. Reena simply changed out of her relax clothes, which meant her new outfit didn’t have paint splattered all over it and rearranged her hair into a tighter ponytail. Terrence was clad in Dockers, loafers, and a snug black polo shirt. Jonah didn’t change a damn thing. He didn’t view this as important enough for changing. Plus, he didn’t care if McRayne or her buddies judged him based on appearance. It wasn’t like they would be friends. Though he had given the Grave Messages website a glance so that he wouldn’t be completely in the dark.

      He got the website and more. Terrence wasn’t kidding when he mentioned McRayne had been all over the news. Article after article detailed the gruesome murders of one Janet and Martin McRayne, followed by more propaganda regarding the woman’s suicide attempt. It was deemed a miraculous recovery based off her so-called immortality.

      Yeah. Right.

      “Why would she come here?” He wanted to know. “RDU is just a hop, skip, and a jump away.”

      “Jonathan said that they wanted to be incognito,” Reena reminded him. “Celebrities, influential people—they all want the smaller airports so that they can avoid paparazzi and psychos and all that. A commercial airliner doesn’t allow privacy for anyone, but in remote places like this? Famous folks can call ahead, and the airport powers-that-be can arrange transport.” She gestured to the stretch limousine that had been there before they showed up. “The people land, get in, and put road behind them with almost no one being the wiser.”

      Jonah thought on it. Made sense. Enough.

      Terrence paid no attention to any of their words. He bounced on his heels like a kid and watched the sky as though he could will the arrival to be sooner. Jonah looked over Terrence’s outfit once more and had to admit that he was pretty sharp. Despite that, he just didn’t think that it would impress a celebrity. But he wasn’t about to tear down his friend. Jonah had a feeling that it would happen soon enough.

      “Showtime.” announced Reena and Jonah threw his eyes skyward.

      A private jet descended, made a smooth landing, and taxied to a point not very far from the limo. Jonah had expected to see some fancy words emblazoned across the jet, but McRayne—or whoever handled transportation—did the thing properly. It still didn’t sit well with him. It wasn’t like everyone had jets to fly them everywhere, and limos to whisk them away the minute they landed. Why did McRayne need all the secrecy? Wasn’t shouting from the highest mountain all a part of the celeb protocol?

      “Take off the dampener, Reena,” said Jonah as the jet doors lowered. “Do us a favor and peg these people right now.”

      “That isn’t the way I do things, Jonah,” said Reena in a blunt tone. “You know that. No advantages. We all need to be on even ground. That’s always the best way to make a first impression.”

      Jonah shook his head. “Reena, do you realize that you’re saying this about a suicidal woman getting off of a private jet?”

      The occupants of the jet quickly descended the steps. The first guy seemed a bit happy-go-lucky, but at the same time, it looked forced.

      “That’s the camera dude,” revealed Terrence. “Don’t really see much of him, obviously, but the Theia Productions website sings his praises. I think his name’s Joey.”

      After Joey, a positively hardcore-looking man made a quick scan of the airstrip like an attack was imminent. That could only be Eva’s bodyguard. Damn, was the guy retired Special Forces or something? It would probably be best to stay on his good side.

      Lastly, Jonah got his first official look at Eva McRayne. It was weird. She appeared to be a contradiction. On the one hand, she fit the profile of a vapid, spoiled celebrity to a T: Honey-blond hair with every strand in place, athletic figure, and that indefinable air of someone who had no money problems whatsoever. But on the other hand, there was something different.

      There was a preternatural air about her. It wasn’t anything he could see. It was something that he sensed. Her features seemed a bit haunted, but if she’d just lost her parents, that was no surprise. And her eyes—wait, were they gold? Terrence hadn’t mentioned that one. The eyes had an interesting effect, and Jonah caught himself wondering that maybe there was something to this lady.

      What the hell was he thinking? They were fake, duh. Granted, he had never seen golden eye contacts, but she probably had them specially made to accentuate her whole “Sybil” image. The fact that she lost her parents was terrible. But the woman could probably buy her way out of her grief. She had the jet and limo, after all.

      The woman stopped halfway down the stairs and stared at him. In that moment, the strangest thought hit Jonah like a brick. No, not a thought.

      A memory.

      Three weeks before, he'd joined Reena and Terrence on a road trip to the coast. On the way home, they had stopped at a small county festival outside of Raleigh. It was a chance to stretch their legs after the day on the road and somehow, they ended up in a small booth where a woman claimed to be able to tell you your future for twenty bucks

      Yeah, right. Jonah had been skeptical, but he went along when Terrence damn near dragged him over to it. The woman told Terrence that he would continue to explore his love of cooking and eventually, make it his career.

      No surprise there. Jonah's informal brother was a master with food. He had even wearing his favorite t-shirt to barbeque in, so he smelled a little like smoke and sweet sauce. For Reena, the woman divined that she would focus more on her art and her family. Again, no surprise. Even after days on the road, Reena still had paint from her latest project buried under her nails.

      But Jonah wouldn't be so easy to read. There were no clues for the woman to use as he sat across from her. He passed over his twenty bucks and she took his hand to study his palm.

      "Oh," She breathed. "Your life is about to change."

      "Yeah? How is that?"

      "I see...I see a woman. You've met before, though you don't realize it yet. She is your soulmate. The one you've been waiting to return to you."

      Jonah snorted. Clearly, she was talking about Vera Halliday. He had been in love with that woman since he met her, but nothing substantial had happened between them.

      So again, no surprising breakthroughs. He had half a mind to make Terrence pay him back the twenty he just wasted. 

      "Um, ma'am? I already know. I'm working on it."

      "No." She shook her head. "No, you don't. I see..."

      The woman pauses then frowned. "There is something about gold. Gold hair? Gold eyes? I can't tell. But you will be transferred into a whole other world. A financially wealthy one. You will have much strife, but the rewards will greatly outweigh the hardships."

      Jonah had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing out loud. 

      "I think you just described a reality show, ma'am. Or the plot to the Beverly Hillbillies. I'm a lapsed accountant who works part-time at a library. The only reason why I ain't panhandling is because I have free room and board. So unless you're counting the denominations on the fake poker chips I use with my goth friend, you might have some wires crossed."

      "You laugh because you don't see what I see."

      "I laugh because I know the truth of my situation."

      "Your current situation, yes. I am talking about the future. The near future." 

      "Alright, fine. Tell me what to look for so I can identify this savior of mine."

      "Gold. I know that for certain. She is...entertainment? In entertainment? Yes. I see that. An actress, maybe."

      Jonah nodded. "Okay. A vapid, vacuous movie star is my soulmate. Okay."

      "I'm serious-"

      "So am I. Terrence, give me my twenty dollars back."

      "Listen," The woman tightened her grip on his hand. "Look for gold. Look for fame. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity and if you miss it, you will both suffer."

      "Noted, ma'am," Jonah muttered. "Thanks for the entertainment."

      He rose from the table. "Terrence, you will pay me my twenty back, and I want two large cheesesteaks. Understand?"

      "Fine. Mock me. But you will see. You will remember my words when the time comes."

      Jonah led the way out of the booth without another word. Terrence muttered under his breath as he took out a twenty and passed it to Jonah.

      "You gonna give me that back if her words end up being true."

      "They won't."

      "How do you know?"

      "I don't like blondes."

      "Come on, J!" Reena looped her arm through his. "You never know what's going to happen."

      "Reena, every single blonde I've met, not counting Liz, has been a bitch. Every. Single. One." Jonah sniffed. "Priscilla was a bitch and the last straw. So if there is a blonde in my future, she had better dye it and take the secret to her grave."

      "You're no fun." Reena laughed. "You didn't even mention how we're in the middle of nowhere. What celebrity is going to come to Rome?"

      "No one," Jonah said. "The last celebrity was Turk Landry, and he was an ass. And oh yeah, blonde."

      "Dude, that was the worst blonde dye job ever," Terrence said.

      "Still," Jonah murmured, "He was blonde."

      And yet, here he was on the side of a landing strip watching a blonde celebrity pull down her sunglasses from her head to hide her golden eyes.

      No. No way in hell was that psychic right. Jonah shook the memory away. In no time at all, McRayne, her muscle, and Joey were face-to-face with them. Joey and Terrence high-fived like they were already bosom buddies, but it was clear that Terrence’s attention was on Eva. The bodyguard shook Reena’s hand, and unless Jonah was much mistaken, they were sizing each other up. What was the deal with that? Did this man assume that Reena was the muscle of this trio, and gravitated to a kindred spirit?

      For some reason, the thought kind of offended Jonah. He wasn’t the one who needed the bodyguard, after all. That was the woman who was in front of him at the moment, shaking his hand with neither zeal nor thrill.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eva,” welcomed Jonah in a practiced voice. “The name’s—”

      “I know your name, Country,” said Eva in a terse voice. “Jonah Rowe. Former accountant. Current—what do you do again? And that’s Terrence Aldercy, standing by Reena Katoa. Despite what you may believe, I’m not stupid. Do you really think I would stay with people and not know who they are?”

      Jonah pulled away his hand, narrowing his eyes. That was yet another check on the list of criteria for a spoiled celebrity brat.

      “If you know who I am, then you know not to call me Country,” He replied. “And I wouldn’t talk if I were you. I looked you up. You’re from Charleston, Superstar. You’re just as Southern as the rest of us.”

      Eva turned pale at the mention of Charleston, but she rolled her eyes when she spoke.

      “So, you’ve seen the show. Read a couple of websites. You think you know everything there is to know about me. Country and a fan boy? Cyrus, great job setting up our living arrangements. Really.”

      “Wait, what?” said Jonah, caught off-guard, “you got it wrong, Terrence is the one who—”

      But Eva wasn’t interested. With a scoff, she turned her back on Jonah and got in the limo. Joey, Special Forces dude—whom Jonah overheard say his name was Cyrus or something—and Terrence were already heading that way.

      Terrence hadn’t noticed anything past Eva already knowing his name, so conversation with him was out. Jonah still had Reena, though. He noticed that she hadn’t entered the limo just yet. She stared at it, shaking her head.

      “I’m in full agreement,” He grumbled to her. “She is quite a little—”

      “No, Jonah,” said Reena, “McRayne is scared. Terrified. Something isn’t right.”

      Jonah blinked. “I thought you had your dampener on,” he said.

      “Oh, I do,” confirmed Reena. “I know it because I’m not stupid. I didn’t need my essence reading to know that.”

      Jonah wasn’t convinced. “How can she be afraid of anything with Cyrus the Action Figure following her around like a shadow?”

      “Damn if I know,” said Reena with a shrug. “I just met these people.”

      She lowered herself into the limo. Jonah approached the door and sighed.

      “Goddamn, Jonathan,” he said under his breath. “De-stress, my ass.”
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      I was shaking.

      I couldn’t stop it. I wasn’t used to this feeling of pure fear. And I didn’t like it. I felt weak. Helpless. The utter desire of fight or flight was so prevalent, I almost jumped out of the limo as the last two joined me. But I was better than that. I was stronger than that.

      I won't lie. I had spent the entire flight from California to North Carolina in a daze. Sure, I could have dozed off. But the feeling of Elliot’s hands on my throat remained. The sound of wind as it rushed past my ears remained no matter what song I listened to while I tried to drown it all out.

      Tried. Tried and failed. I knew that he was after me. I knew that the traitor wouldn't stop until one of us was in our grave. And though Cyrus swore that I had nothing to worry about, I still worried.

      “Are you sure that we aren't going to put these people in danger?”

      I had ripped my headphones out of my ears as I posed the question to Cyrus for the fiftieth time. That was my main concern. If a crazed serial killer was after my head - after murdering my mother and the man who had posed as my father - what was going to stop him from slashing his way through a house full of strangers?

      “Eva,” Cyrus sighed and patted my hand like I was five. A move he knew I absolutely hated. “They are going to be just fine. Jonathan’s students are all ethereal. They were born with abilities and have been training to fight.”

      “Besides, Cy said that the place was going to be deserted.”

      I raised an eyebrow at my best friend and cameraman, Joey Lawson, who grinned back at me.

      “Yeah. I was listening. And if you are so worried, why not spring for a hotel?”

      “A hotel cannot provide the same level of security that the estate can, according to Lord Apollo,” Cyrus answered for me as he refilled my wine. “Just be cautious, dear girl. Do not get close to anyone. Elliot won't have any recourse when he sees that there is no one to threaten.”

      Yeah. Like that was going to stop him. I downed the glass like water. It was just after noon eastern time. We would be there in no time. And I needed all the alcohol I could get before we landed.

      Don't get me wrong. I hadn’t been trying to get smashed before I met Apollo's old friend who had been kind enough to put us up while we filmed in Rome, North Carolina. But my nerves were shot. I was scared out of my mind.

      And there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.

      “You might want to go easy on that wine, baby girl.” Joey fiddled with his phone as Cyrus hooked me up again. “We land in less than ten minutes.”

      “Leave her be, Joey. She has been through too much lately. And this recent threat isn't helping matters one bit.”

      I had glowered at Cyrus. Normally, I could look past him coddling me. I don't know why it was pissing me off so much today. Before I could respond though, a voice came over the loudspeaker.

      “Miss. McRayne, we are approaching the air strip now. Be prepared to land in five.”

      So much for that bottle of red. I buckled myself in and brushed the curls away from my face with annoyance. Maybe Cyrus was right. Maybe I did need to unwind a little.

      I watched out the window as we descended. I had requested a private airfield this go round. I wasn't up to the crowds or the paps today. And given my mood since I woke up to fly across the country at four a.m., the bitch persona I was perfecting was in full swing.

      I waited when the attendant came up and told us we could get off the jet. I watched as Joey bounded down the aisle and Cyrus followed him. Finally, I stood and stretched.

      I took my time. Straightening out my shirt. Brushing away the nonexistent wrinkles in my $500 pair of Calvin's. I wanted to look every bit the part of the television star Jonathan knew me to be

      It would make things easier. People tended to be intimidated by money. By fame. I could keep them away from me like I did my clients.

      I swung my messenger bag over my shoulder and stepped off the plane. Making sure to lower my sunglasses to keep the sun from blinding me. There were three people already talking with Cyrus and Joey at the base of the stairs. A woman who looked like a damn force to be reckoned with. A stocky black man dressed to the nines. And a tall dark-haired guy who looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here.

      I couldn't blame him. I didn't want him here, either.

      I had been heading down when the man pulled his sunglasses off and I froze at the sight of his face. He looked like someone I had met before. A man I’d met for one night on a beach in South Carolina then spent the next six months trying to get out of my head.

      No. There was no way in hell he would be here. Not after all these years.

      I had to move. They were going to take off with me still dumbstruck on the stairs if I didn't.

      I couldn't stop staring as I worked my way down. I couldn't take my eyes off of his face as I closed the distance between us. I caught a whiff of his cologne and went weak in the knees when I stopped in front of him.

      Gods, help me. I had Cyrus and my mind was most certainly betraying him now as I envisioned what this man could do to me.

      I forced myself to snap at him when he tried to introduce himself. And when he snapped back, I had to walk away. Because the force in his tone was the hottest thing I had ever experienced.

      Maybe it was the wine. Maybe I needed more of it.

      I folded myself up in the limo and thanked the gods for my few moments alone. I had to do this. I had to push them away. All of them. I was going insane. That was the only explanation for me wanting a stranger sent to pick me up at the damn airport.

      But by Apollo, I did. There was nothing in this world I wanted more than the man who had tried to introduce himself as Jonah Rowe.

      I had to shake out of this. I turned my thoughts back to my duties. My job as the Sibyl and as the Representative of the Olympian Council.

      Zeus, Hecate, Medusa—they all believed in me. I made a promise to myself that Elliot would not scare me away from the show I’d helped create. I felt more confident after kicking his ass but having Hera in his corner definitely helped him. Despite that, Elliott wouldn’t make me go away.

      No matter what he could do now. Or what he had done.

      So, I clenched my phone in my hand and kept staring out the window. Even though Elliot was supposed to be across the country from me, I knew better. Hera had empowered him. She granted him abilities that not even Cyrus could explain to me. I kept waiting for him to show up. Slip out of the darkness to finish what he had started.

      I swallowed down my tears before they could get started. I was in North Carolina, which was far too close to Charleston and the memories I was trying so hard to forget.

      The Greetings from Charleston postcard. My parents calling out to me through the mirror. The inevitable fight with Elliot that had left me in the hospital for weeks. The fact that Apollo was my father, not the man I’d known throughout my childhood—

      No. I couldn’t think about that here. Not now. Although, those thoughts had worked well to get my mind off the man sitting diagonally from me.

      I leaned forward until my head touched the glass. We were pulling out of the airfield and on our way to the manor Cyrus swore would keep us safe while we filmed the episode.

      One week and I would be back across the country. Back in California where I could keep an eye on Elliot to make sure he didn’t hurt anyone else.

      Not that I had done any good. I bit my lip as the driver pulled out onto a highway. I hadn’t been able to protect anyone. Not really. Ash, the Native American who became Elliot’s first victim. The others he sacrificed in Hera’s name to grant himself power. Even my own mother and father—no, not my father, just the man who raised me.

      I had to get used to that, but damn, it was hard. When you called a man your father for twenty-four years, the label stuck.

      No. I had to stop. I had a job to do. Get it done then start on the next one.

      I felt my phone buzz in my hand. I glanced down at the screen to see Cyrus had sent me a message despite sitting right next to me.

      I sighed, pulled the phone down, and opened the screen with a single swipe of my thumb.

      Breathe. I’m right here.

      I shook my head as he reached out to squeeze my hand. Cyrus was known as a Keeper. My guide, mentor, and guard against all things which threatened me.

      I’m fine. I typed back as quickly as I could. Promise.

      He gave me a look that told me he didn’t believe me. He was right to do so. I wasn’t fine. I wasn’t sure if I ever would be again.

      But I had to act fine. Smile for the camera. Keep the show going. Maybe I was a better actress than I thought.

      I kept my eyes on the passing road, but I turned my attention to what was going on around me. The three people who came to greet us at the airfield were representatives of the Grannison-Morris Estate. I wasn’t kidding when I said I’d done my research on them. I had to make sure they weren’t agents under Hera’s control. I didn’t find anything suspicious about them. Just listings on white pages and the standard social media sites. There was nothing that would alarm me. No real interest in the paranormal or the Greek pantheon. They seemed stable. Boring.

      That was all I wanted to know. I didn’t dare get close enough to any of them with the threat Elliot would pose if he found out I’d befriended them.

      “Eva? Earth to Eva.” Joey leaned in to snap his fingers in front of my nose. “You still with us?”

      “Somewhat.” I gave him a small smile. Joey had been with me from the beginning. He was also on Elliot’s hit list since he was under my protection. “What’s up?”

      “Reena was asking about our location. Since you snatched up the files and refused to give me a copy, I haven’t read about it yet. Care to enlighten us?”

      “Oh.” I dropped my phone back into my lap. “It’s nothing spectacular. The Covington mansion not far from the Grannison-Morris Estate.”

      “The what?” Jonah sounded bored. But that didn't stop my heart from flipping again at the sound of his accent. “Never heard of it.”

      “Covington mansion. I’m not surprised you’ve never heard of it. It’s not something you’d learn about binge watching Netflix.”

      “She got you there, Jonah.” The man named Terrence laughed. “You should see him. He won’t move for days unless you make him.”

      Jonah gave me a dark look and mumbled, “So someone read my page on Facebook.”

      I smiled as sweetly as possible.

      “To put it simple, it’s a big house on a big hill cursed by the original owner. For those who are actually interested, the mansion was built entirely out of granite back in 1823 by the founder of Covington Textile Mills, George S. Covington. His entire family died when a fever swept through the area, save him. So, he built the house as a memorial to them. He even went so far as installing a tomb beneath the parlor and had them buried there. But in doing so, he also put things in it to invite the spirits in. He studied Spiritualism. Held séances. At the time of his death, he cursed anyone who would dare to change anything about his beloved memorial. Families moved in, and then back out within a week. It was eventually boarded up.”

      “Until now.” Joey piped up, rubbing his hands together. “So, we’re going to check out an abandoned, cursed mansion with bodies buried beneath it? Awesome find, Evie.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it was Elliot’s find, not my own, but I winked at him and started to reply before Cyrus joined in.

      “If this man invited spirits in, then it could be a portal.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t know how comfortable I am with this, Eva. Perhaps there is another haunted pile of rubble for you to play in.”

      I shrugged. “Everywhere I go is a portal, Cyrus, as long as it has a mirror in it. No one will die. It’s an in-and-out. I’m not that concerned.”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Jonah snapped. “First thing, we don’t say die. That is fiction. And don’t you dare think…. don’t you even consider it. What if a spirit attaches itself to you? Do you have any idea—”

      Cyrus turned his own dark gaze towards the man while Reena gave him an identical look. She spoke before Cyrus could.

      “Jonah, stop. They are here by Jonathan’s invitation. As such, we must respect them.” The woman shook her ponytail. “Look, Ms. McRayne, I don’t know what forces brought you to our home, nor do I wish to know what you are facing. But do not expect us to become involved. We will respect your privacy as long as you respect ours.”

      “Agreed.”

      I nodded, feeling a strange kinship with this woman. There was an aura of strength about her that I could relate to. It was how I had been before the Charleston fiasco. I also tried hard to ignore the twinge of disquiet I felt when Jonah said death was fiction. Cyrus called it something similar. A change? A transformation? Yeah. That sounded right.

      “It is my hope that we are out of your hair within a few days.”

      “Thank God.” Jonah muttered as the limo turned down a driveway. “The sooner you are gone, the better.”

      “Wait, Reena. Don’t go saying I won’t help if I can.” Terrence held up his hand as the car came to a stop. “We’re not doing anything. And it might do us some good to get out of the house before we pass into Spirit from boredom.”

      Pass into Spirit? That was such a waste of breath. Why couldn’t he just say die?

      “Such a poor choice of words, dear man.” I tucked my phone down into my messenger bag before reaching for the door handle. “But I would prefer it if you left this one to the professionals.”

      I stepped out of the car to see that Jonah had gotten out as well and beaten me to the other side. For a fleeting moment, I thought he was going to grab me, push me against the car, and kiss me until I went weak in the knees. Instead, he jabbed a finger into my shoulder as he hissed at me.

      "I don't know who you think you are, Superstar, and I don't give a damn. But here? On this estate? We are the professionals. We're the ones saving your ass from—something. So, you can drop the attitude."

      I grabbed his hand and twisted it back at the wrist before Cyrus decided to step in. I ignored the shock of electricity that seemed to go through me. "You have no idea what I am dealing with. And if you and your people are smart? You'll leave me alone to do that."

      "Oh, I'm sorry." Jonah chided as he jerked himself free from me. "Let me guess. Your biggest problem is what color your fingernail polish is going to be, right? That is, if you don’t decide to take a leap off a four-story building..."

      "Stop."

      Jonah whirled around and I huffed as an older man stepped forward. He looked as distinguished as the massive building behind him. This must be the Jonathan that Cyrus had told me about.

      "Jonah, go inside and wait for us." Jonathan offered me his hand. "Ms. McRayne, forgive Jonah's rudeness. Please, call me Jonathan."

      "Then you must call me Eva." I shook his hand, amazed as the anxiety which had filled me earlier disappeared in his presence. "Sir, I must speak with you as soon as possible."

      "Come inside. The driver will take care of your things." The man fell in step beside me as we walked across a stone walkway to enter inside. "Welcome to Grannison-Morris Estate. While you are here, you may have free reign of the grounds and the house. I hope you find this place to be a sanctuary of sorts."

      "I already do." I glanced over to see Cyrus bowing his head towards the stranger. I would have to remember to ask him about it later. "I hear that you are already familiar with Cyrus. And the lollygagger with his mouth open? That's Joey."

      "Yes, I am quite familiar with the great Cyrus of Crete." The man nodded with a smile that Cyrus mimicked. "I have heard a great deal about your service to Apollo. I look forward to speaking with you after dinner. I am certain it will be quite an enlightening experience."

      "Dinner? Great! I'm starving!" Joey lifted his camera bag so that it hung over his shoulder. "It was a long flight and Sentinel Sibyl over here refused to stop for fast food so that I could eat on the plane."

      I scowled at Joey as he disappeared with Terrence down the hallway. I was sure they were heading towards the kitchen. Reena stayed behind Jonathan as Jonah dismissed us with a wave of his hand and went through a pair of impressive double doors.

      "Jonah, your presence is still required."

      Jonathan spoke with a quiet tone, but apparently, the man heard him. He popped his head back through the doors, rolled his eyes, and stepped back into the foyer.

      "Would you like to rest before we speak?" Jonathan dusted off a piece of imaginary lint from his sleeve. "Or can we get you anything?"

      "Wine, if you have it. It's too late for coffee." I sat my bag down on a table which lined the wall. "We may as well get everything out into the open. The sooner the better."
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      Jonathan was a master at hospitality. He got us settled in a large family room with drinks and a plate of cut vegetables to stave off Joey's hunger. He and Terrence attacked the plate with a fervor that was embarrassing. I took a minute to glance around the room as everyone else took their seats.

      "I swear, I've seen this place before."

      I took a sip of my wine and sat it down on the wooden coffee table. Jonah scoffed as he took the overstuffed chair farthest away from me.

      "Where? In a dream? A premonition?"

      "A comic book." I raised my eyebrow in his direction. "With a small sign at the gate announcing it as a school for gifted students."

      Terrence chuckled. Joey smirked. Cyrus simply sighed as he stood behind me.

      "It is an accurate description of the Grannison-Morris Estate, Eva." Jonathan entered the room and took a seat across from us. "But I am most interested in your own story. Tell me about yourself."

      I hated this part. I hated having to tell the story repeatedly. But I did it each time I asked. It was all part and parcel of my role. So, I started from the only place I could. The beginning. I explained to those in the room how I had been tricked - or so I thought - by my predecessor into speaking Apollo's oath. I told them about the mirror, and the history behind it. How the first Sibyl became immortal as punishment for breaking a deal with Apollo. How Persephone took pity on the girl and granted her the ability to speak with the dead. Apollo awarded that same girl with the mirror to break her immortality if she wished it. But only if she passed it onto another woman who would take her place.

      But that was all they’d get. It wasn’t their business that Apollo was my actual father. Only the gods and Cyrus knew the truth. I planned on keeping it that way.

      I told them the basics. But what I needed to tell them, what I had to tell them, was much more important. I took a deep breath, ignored the skeptical looks from our new roommates, and continued.

      "Look, I pose a very serious threat to you and yours while being here, Jonathan. I know Apollo has told you that Elliot Lancaster, a producer for Grave Messages, has become something...horrible. The official name for what he has become is..."

      "Skinwalker." Terrence piped up as he leaned forward. "So that Montana episode wasn’t theatrics for the show? He really is a psychotic monster?”

      "Everything you see on the show is real, I'm afraid." I took a gulp of my drink as Cyrus squeezed my shoulder to let me know he was still there. Jonah leaned his head against his hand and had such a look of disbelief, it was painful. "And yes. He has become a Skinwalker. A monster transformed by Hera. He is a killer. The problem is, I haven't figured out how to stop him yet. Not without Hera bailing him out every chance she gets."

      Terrence shook his head. “I wonder if the Helakos woman knows about that,”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I let it pass. I knew nothing about Elliot’s dealings with the billionaire woman from the tabloids. It paled in comparison to everything else.

      Now that Terrence mentioned it, though, it was a bit of a surprise that Elliott hadn’t offered her up to Hera for slaughter, too. Maybe he relished her company too much to kill her. Maybe she was a physical means to an end. Who knew?

      Jonah broke out into laughter, which ended the brief silence in the room. He started to applaud before standing.

      “You tell a good tale, Superstar, but surely you don't think we’ll fall for it. Me thinks you've been out in the California glitz too long."

      I stood up to face him with my arms crossed over my chest. "You may think so, Rowe. I wish it was fake. My life would be far less tragic if it were. I've had to fight for, then fight against, a man I cared for once. A man who is hell bound to see me suffer at his hands."

      "Fight? Right." Jonah chuckled. "I don't see that happening. You might mess up your hair in the process."

      "Jonathan, may I demonstrate something to your charge?" I turned to face my host. "It involves a weapon, but I won't use it. Yet."

      Jonathan gestured his approval as the others tensed up around me. Reena leaned forward on her seat. Even happy-go-lucky Terrence looked as if he were ready to strike. I took a deep breath and willed for my weapon to appear. Cyrus had taught me how to call it forth when Zeus had given it to me, but he never explained the mechanics of it. Truth was, I didn't think to ask. Chalk it up as another thing I needed to talk to my Keeper about.

      My right hand shimmered just before my short sword appeared out of thin air. The blade was white gold. The handle? Gold as well. I balanced it between my hands before sitting it on the table next to my wine. In the late afternoon sunlight, the Phoenix symbol rising out of the Sun gleamed, as did the swirls of yellow gold that crossed the white of the blade.

      "The official name for my weapon is the Ceremonial Sword of the Sibyl. According to Zeus, it was crafted by Hephaestus himself. The weapon was a gift, but it has come in handy more often than I would like to admit."

      The four strangers leaned over the sword, each studying it with veiled expressions. Finally, Terrence spoke up.

      "It's beautiful, but, um—" He scratched the bridge of his nose. "Who is Hephaestus?"

      "The weapon maker of the Gods." Cyrus finally spoke. "Who is also a son of Hera."

      "Still trying to convince us this whole Greek mythology thing is real, aren't you?" Jonah slumped back down in his chair. "I don't think some fancy trick of the light is going to make your case for you."

      I took up the sword, ignoring the sudden hurt in my chest as it disappeared. Some people were believers. Some were not. It didn't matter to me one way or the other what this Jonah thought.

      That was a lie. For some reason, despite my fears, I felt the need to impress him.

      “Look, I’m sure you’ve all heard about my supposed suicide attempt. It wasn’t suicide. Elliot enlisted Kampe’s help through Hera. He nearly killed me. He won’t hesitate to do the same to any of you.”

      "Dinner." Terrence rubbed his hands together, a little eager to change the subject. "Let's talk about that. What can I make you, Eva? I can throw together anything you'd want."

      I shook my head to cut him off, but his look of disappointment was so strong, I felt horrible. "Let me take a rain check, Terrence. I would love to try your cooking. Tomorrow. For now, I really just want to see my room and crash before we head to the site tomorrow."

      Cyrus offered me his arm, but I waved it away. "No. I'll be fine. I'm sure you have much to discuss with Jonathan. I'm going to unpack and get some sleep."

      "I'll join you as soon as I can." Cyrus dropped his arm. "There are some matters I wish to cover with the Elevenths."

      I frowned, knowing that Cyrus had called the Grannison-Morris Estate the home of the Eleventh Percenters, but I didn't ask him to elaborate. When Cyrus started talking about different planes of existence and “ethereal” powers, my eyes glazed over. Just as I knew they would now if I stuck around for this conversation.

      "Tell me later?" I waited until he nodded before Terrence hopped up from his seat on the couch.

      "Let me show you to your room, Eva."

      "Alright." I turned to follow him, trying to hide the smile this man elicited from me. He was as excited as a puppy as he explained how to get around the massive house. Finally, he stopped before a wooden door.

      "This is it. Yours for a week." He grinned as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. "And don't pay Jonah any never mind. We have all had a—a trying few months. He's spun about concerning this, but he'll get over it."

      "Yeah? Me, too." I started to open the door but stopped before I could. "Terrence, I didn't see any mirrors in the rooms we went into earlier. Are there any in my room?"

      "No." He swelled up, quite proud of himself. "I took them all down the minute Jonathan told us you were arriving. I know how dangerous they are to you."

      I leaned forward and squeezed his hand. "Thank you, Terrence. That means a lot to me."

      I slipped through the door before he could fall over. I knew how excited fans got and he was obviously a fan.

      I gave the room a once over as I closed the door. The pile of luggage stacked up neat in the far-right corner by the closet. I had a lot of work to do before tomorrow. We were going to view the Covington property. Joey had even scheduled an interview with the owner. But I couldn't handle it right now. I collapsed on my bed with a sigh.

      I rubbed my hands over my face as I considered how important this was. I had been gone from Grave Messages for a long while. First, with the deaths of my parents. Then, while I healed up from Elliot’s attack. And lastly, the magic goddess boot-camp at an Olympian training ground called the Academy.

      If I could survive Charleston, Hecate, and Medusa, then I could survive anything. I could get through a week without falling all over Jonah.

      At least, I hoped I could.
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      Jonah had had enough. Superstar McRayne was allowed to go to bed, so he excused himself.

      Jonathan and Cyrus looked as though they’d speak for hours, so his departure was seamless. Reena was in pragmatist mode. She could be the voice of reason here. There was no point in a conversation with Terrence because he was too enamored to be of much use at the moment. Looked like Jonah was on his own for this one.

      How dare McRayne condescend? How dare she say “Leave it to the professionals?”

      The estate was their zone. This wasn’t a damn Hollywood studio where fantasy became reality courtesy of lights, makeup, and clockwork. What the hell did she know about fighting?

      As a writer, he had to give her credit. Her story was superb. Her producer was now a Skinwalker slave to Hera and wanted to kill her.

      It was definitely original. But Terrence had already said that that Lancaster dude was in Beverly Hills, mooching off of a billionaire heiress. What man in his right mind would be thinking about murder when he had it like that?

      Eva had storytelling down. Her little sleight of hand with the sword? Cute. The hallmark of a bona fide Hollywood illusionist. But when you got down to the root of it? Eva McRayne was indeed a superstar.

      A superstar bitch.

      Jonah had taken a spiritual endowment before they’d used the Astralimes to get to Raleigh. He didn’t know how vigilant he’d have to be with the celebrities around, but Joey was cool, and Cyrus seemed too reserved to be an asshole. But Eva?

      Whatever.

      One week, Jonah, He thought to himself. You tolerated Essa, Langton, and Bane for months. You can deal with the diva medium for a week.

      He could do it. He’d been through worse. Seven days. Seven little sunsets, and Superstar would be gone, and life would be uneventful once again. With that satisfied thought, he fell asleep.

      He was standing on the lushest lawn he’d ever seen. It was like Superbowl grass, and even better than the grounds at the estate, and that was saying something.

      But the lawn was nothing compared to the house.

      It was huge, and done in the style of Frank Lloyd Wright. That was the only style he knew and enjoyed, so he knew it when he saw it. A sudden weight in his pocket caught his attention, and he reached there.

      They were keys.

      Jonah stared at them. They hadn’t been there before. Had they? So this house was—

      “Yours, darling,” said a smoky voice.

      Jonah actually jumped. There was a woman on the porch whose smile was disarming as hell. She had a perfect figure. On a scale of one to ten, she was a two hundred fifty. Her attire was simple, but daunting. A snow-white top that left little to the imagination, and a skirt that was so short it should have been criminal. How could Jonah have not noticed her before?

      “Um…” murmured Jonah, “who are you?”

      “I’m whoever you want me to be.” The woman descended the steps, chuckling as she did so. “I’m yours, just like this house.”

      Then it all came back to Jonah. Had he forgotten things that quickly? He’d written a five-book steampunk series that had struck gold. The books were a resounding success. It was like he could do no wrong. No one could explain how his books had been such runaway hits. He’d negotiated a book deal for an amount of money so high that it could cause vertigo. He’d just closed on this beautiful new house last week, which he’d dubbed Beech in honor of his grandmother’s maiden name. That was all familiar. But he didn’t know the woman. She was a blank.

      “I—I remember everything now,” said Jonah slowly. “I just don’t know you. ”

      Even though the woman descended the steps, she hadn’t come any further. “Think of me as your housewarming present,” she purred. “And I’m not alone. My sisters are here for you, too.”

      She gestured to the front porch, and two women sauntered out of the front door. Their figures were as perfect and outfits as scandalous as hers. Jonah didn’t know what to make of it. It was quite a sight.

      “What are you waiting for, Jonah?” said Smoky Voice quietly. “It isn’t like you don’t deserve what you’re about to receive.”

      Something about that statement didn’t sit well with Jonah, but he let it pass. Seduction could be an uncomfortable thing, after all.

      Jonah was tempted. No sane man wouldn’t be. His books were successful now. He could remember every award, every signing, every convention—all of it. He was the real deal. Finally ! Why shouldn’t he enjoy his success?

      This success felt great. Perfect.

      Maybe a little too perfect.

      But wasn’t that the way it was sometimes? Huge successes that felt too good to be true? Too perfect?

      “Why do you doubt this, my dear?” said Smoky Voice. “Your mystery novels are simply the best! Now come on in here and let’s enjoy ourselves!”

      “Mystery?” Jonah frowned. “I do steampunk.”

      “That’s what I meant to say,” said Smoky Voice hastily. “But it doesn’t matter, does it? A book’s a book, no matter the genre!”

      “Let’s not worry about books right now,” said one of the women on the porch. “Let’s just think about all of the fun that the four of us are about to have.”

      But now Jonah was just a bit rattled. They were adamant about getting him into that strange house. It seemed to go a little beyond seduction.

      Wait. Strange house? Where had that come from? It was his house! Right?

      “How exactly did you all get in my house?” he asked them.

      Smoky Voice rolled her eyes. “The keys of course! You left them for us!”

      The first red flag went up in Jonah’s head. “How could I have left them for you if you were a housewarming surprise?” he quizzed. “And the keys are right here! I’ve always had them—no—they appeared in my pocket!”

      Smoky Voice threw a look at her sisters on the porch. The second red flag went up in Jonah’s head.

      “Why do you ask all these questions?” she asked, but her voice seemed a little different. A little colder. “Can’t you just come into this place and bed us?”

      “Bed you?” repeated Jonah. “Is this the eighteen-forties?”

      “It’s a figure of speech, Rowe,” said Smoky Voice, whose seductive tone was now nonexistent. “Now, if you please—”

      “No.” These women were the textbook definition of gorgeous. There was no question about that. But this entire thing just didn’t mesh with Jonah. It was a gut feeling. He even doubted his successes as a writer. It was just too perfect. “I don’t know what this is, but I don’t want any part of it. Thanks, but no thanks.”

      Smoky Voice looked stunned. Her sisters looked as if they’d gotten punched in the gut. Jonah didn’t care if he’d hurt their feelings. He turned his back on them but before he could take a step, a strong hand gripped his shoulder.

      “You dare to resist us, mortal?”

      In the time it took for Jonah to get spun around, the entire landscape changed. The lush grounds were replaced by rocks, stones, and briar patches. The Frank Lloyd Wright was gone, replaced by a bone ridden cave that stuck out of the ground like a gaping mouth. Only Smoky Voice and her sisters remained, but they, to Jonah’s surprise, were not fazed by these stark changes. They were almost iridescent with rage.

      “What the—?”

      Then the sisters changed. The lustrous hair became patchy clumps. The eyes became blood red, with black dots for pupils. Their skin became deep-sunk and sallow, and their shapely figures devolved into emaciated, gaunt, and bent postures.

      “HOLY SH—!”

      Jonah didn’t get the chance to finish. One of the hideous apparitions lunged forward and throttled the expletive right out of him.

      “You belong to us!” she screeched, her voice now an archaic rasp. “You will never leave our lair!”

      “Says you, bitch!” snarled Jonah. Due to his struggling against her, the creature’s clutch on his throat wasn’t as tight as she probably desired. He had to think. Fight or flight had kicked in, but Jonah knew that if he simply attempted to flee, he wouldn’t make it far. He had to fight for a chance to flee.

      For some reason, the keys were still in his grasp, even though the house never existed. He didn’t question it. He simply swiped the metal across the apparition’s face, rupturing an eye in the process. With a howl, she released him and clutched at the injury. A second one snarled in rage and gave Jonah a hard shove, which knocked him into a briar patch.

      Jonah felt every sting and laceration that the briars made on his legs, but did his best to file them away. He knew that if he didn’t put space between himself and these demon bitches, he’d feel something worse than briar cuts.

      The one who shoved him grabbed his throat and lifted him as though he weighed nothing. When he was eye-level, the red-eyed, sagging face morphed back into the gorgeous façade of Smoky Voice. The face contrasted massively with the emaciated and gaunt body.

      “It would have been more enjoyable for you if you’d just said yes,” she told him in a voice that was restored once again to sultry. 

      “But it makes no difference. Now, you die.”

      The words caused a memory to flash across Jonah’s mind. It felt like an electric shock in his brain.

      “Death isn’t real,” he grumbled.

      He conjured all the concentration he could, and willed his batons to appear in his hands. It was a hunch, but if this place made no sense, then actions could be far-fetched as well.

      Miraculously, they appeared right in his hands, and even cackled with blue current from his spiritual endowment. The wraith-woman’s false visage slipped as she witnessed the phenomena. Jonah took advantage of the opportunity to crack her ragged jaw. She cried out and released him.

      Jonah had no idea what was going on. But he knew that every memory he had before was a lie. He wasn’t an author with a fancy house and women fawning at his feet. He was the Blue Aura.

      The confused as hell Blue Aura, but at least he knew who he was.

      “Stay back!” he roared. “I’ll break your bones! They look brittle enough as it is!”

      Strangely, they didn’t even register his threat. Even the one who now only had one eye regarded him with alarm.

      “What is this?” said the one on the left. “What manner of mortal are you, Jonah Rowe?”

      “It doesn’t matter!” said the one who had had the Smoky Voice disguise. “Kill him!”

      Jonah knew that fight time was over. It was flight time now. He didn’t know where to go, but it had to be anyplace else but where he stood. Spinning on his heel, he fled—

      —And sat bolt upright in his bed, struggling this way and that. He nearly rolled off of the thing as realization hit him.

      It had been a dream. A dream. A dream.

      As he repeated it in his mind, his heart rate returned to normal. His breathing slowed. He settled back into his own skin and was himself again.

      That had been one of the most vivid dreams he’d ever experienced. What brought about that dream? He hadn’t watched anything freaky on Netflix, he hadn’t had spicy food before bed—he hadn’t done anything that warranted such insanity.

      It had to be random. It was a random, sick dream that was now over.

      “Yeah,” he said aloud. “It’s over. Get a grip, Jonah.”

      The sound of his own voice calmed him a great deal. Everything was cool. Hell, that dream may have the makings of a novel.

      With a snicker at that, he moved to straighten out the sheet that had been twisted all to hell when he’d thrashed.

      “Ow, damn.” There was discomfort below his knees. He threw off the sheet to inspect, and froze.

      On the lower half of his legs were multiple cuts and lacerations. He didn’t feel them until his legs brushed the cover, which must have aggravated them. The cuts were in the same places where he’d felt pain when he’d been shoved into that briar patch in the dream.

      A thrill of horror overtook him, and he grabbed both of his batons from the nightstand. Blue current danced up and down the things, but he took no notice of it as he stormed out of his room with one destination in the forefront of his mind.

      He reached Eva’s door and burst in without preamble. She made an exclamation before she swung her sword at him. He instinctively blocked her weapon by throwing his batons up in an X formation. So she hadn’t been asleep, after all.

      The two of them stood there breathing heavily, sword on batons.

      “What the hell have you brought on us, McRayne?” Jonah whispered.

      “What the hell are you doing in my room, Rowe?” Eva shook hair from her face, clearly confused. “And what’s the deal with these blue glow sticks?”

      Jonah had neither the time nor the patience for circular conversation. “Answer the damn question!”

      “What are you talking about?” Eva shot back.

      “Bitch, you’d better start talking!”

      “Bitch—?!”

      “Whoa there!”

      Jonathan and Cyrus stormed the scene. They must have overheard things unfold.

      “What is going on here?” Cyrus demanded. “Jonah, lower your batons!”

      “Hell no!” snapped Jonah. “Superstar here would have cleaved my head in two!”

      “You were the one who came in here, blue blazing!” shouted Eva.

      “Lower. The. Weapons.”

      Jonathan spoke with such absolute authority Jonah and Eva complied in spite of themselves. Even Cyrus gave him a double take.

      “Now then,” said Jonathan in his usual tone. “Get to the family room, right this minute. I’ll summon Bast to rouse Joey, Terrence, and Reena. Explanations for these behaviors are in order.”
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      “Why the hell am I in trouble?” I hissed at Cyrus as we followed Jonathan and damned Rowe down the hall. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You’re not in trouble.” Cyrus placed his hand on my lower back. “By god, Eva. You’re not going to be reprimanded. But we do need to know what is going on here.”

      “Yeah? Well, it sure does feel like it.” I huffed. “What was he thinking, barging in like that? I really would have cut him to pieces if he hadn’t been armed.”

      I didn’t want to tell Cyrus what Rowe had said about me bringing trouble to their doorstep. I knew that already. Hell, I’d warned them all about the darkness that seemed to follow me. But did Mr. Smart Ass want to listen? No.

      I watched the object of my irritation fall into the chair across from the couch. No matter how handsome he was, Jonah had scared me to death. I had been unpacking, but the second I heard my door bang open, all I could think of was Elliot choking me.

      Jonah Rowe really was lucky.

      A cat sat so still by the stairs, I thought it was a statue. When everyone had reconvened into the family room, Terrence looked between us with a stunned expression.

      “Jonah, did you really go into Eva’s room armed?” He seemed to stare at me a little longer than necessary before he turned back to his friend. “What were you thinking about?”

      “Before any more words are spoken,” Jonathan reached out and beckoned to Jonah, “Your batons.”

      Jonah handed them over, never taking his eyes off of me when Cyrus spoke up as well.

      “Eva, your sword.”

      Two could play this game. I glared at Rowe as I lowered my weapon to the coffee table. I’d be damned if he saw me relinquish it.

      “Well, now. That’s done.” Jonathan took a spot between the furniture where Jonah and I sat. “Now, Jonah. Explain yourself.”

      “Gladly.”

      Jonah launched into a story of the dream he had about three women who wanted him. I rolled my eyes until he concluded by lifting up his sweats. His legs were covered in nicks and cuts from the knee down. I watched as he studied his friends as if waiting for them to speak, but he spoke to the wrong audience. Joey clasped his hand around my arm as we both recognized the horror that had happened to Jonah.

      A person was most vulnerable to attacks when they were asleep. Elliot had attacked me through my dreams before I had been sent to the Academy. If it hadn’t been for Hecate’s tutelage, I'd be a demented fool right now.

      I tried to wipe the fear off of my face and mirror the confusion on the other faces around me, but it was hard. I knew Elliot had enlisted the help of Pasithea, the wife of the god of sleep, to gain access to the dreamscape. But it was surprising how quick he had been to attack Jonah. I didn’t want to admit to myself that he had been right.

      This was all my fault.

      Truth be told, the only occupants in the room who showed no emotion were Jonathan and Cyrus. I jumped when I heard the admiration in my keeper’s voice instead of the anger I expected.

      “Congratulations, Jonah Rowe.” Cyrus broke the tension that filled the room. “You encountered the Sirens, and are still here to tell the tale.”

      “Look Cyrus,” Jonah leaned forward on his elbows as he began. “I don’t believe this shit, but despite myself, I’ll humor you. I know about the Sirens because I read about them when I was a kid. They lured men to their ruin at sea. In case you hadn’t noticed, this isn’t the sea. And on top of that, the Sirens tempted men by singing. I assure you, there were no tunes.”

      “True,” agreed Cyrus. “But times do progress. It’s a ‘brave new world,’ as people say. Do you think the gods and the monsters don’t adapt as well? You don’t think that the Sirens’ temptations can’t be just as effective on land? And who said they always had to sing to a man to get him to compromise his morals?”

      Jonah turned away from Cyrus  as if he was ignoring him, but I wasn’t. I stared at Rowe as I realized the one thing I would have known if I’d paid attention to Cyrus’ lecture about the Eleventh Percenters on the flight to Raleigh. These people were strong. Far stronger than I had given them credit for.

      I felt my expression soften, so I closed my eyes and willed the bitch in me forward. I couldn’t get close to him. I couldn't even play with the spike of thrill that sprung up every time I saw him. I wouldn’t start admiring him. It would be deadly for all of them if I did.

      I had to remember that more than anything else.

      “A more interesting thing, though,” continued Cyrus, “Is Jonah’s ability to resist them. Older, wiser men have fallen victim to the seductions of the Sirens. They fill your mind with false experiences, sometimes leaving no trace of the true memories. How did you manage it?”

      “That would have to be attributed to Jonah’s ethereality.” Jonathan beamed at his pupil with pride.

      “‘Ethereality?’” I opened my eyes with a snort. “Sounds like something off a cheap perfume commercial.”

      Yeah. The bitch was back. I knew my words had hit home when Jonah straightened up in his seat.

      “Well, see, Superstar,” He had regained his bastard form as well, “For those of us who have an I.Q. higher than Kanye and the Kardashians, ethereality is something that keeps us physically alive.”

      Ok. That one hurt. I narrowed my eyes at him when Jonathan broke in.

      “Now, Jonah.”

      Jonathan stepped forward as if we were about to go at each other’s throats. It might have happened if Jonah put my intelligence on par with a damned Kardashian again. The leader of this little ragtag group cleared his throat as he continued.

      “I think that this would be an opportune time to implement some of the anger control techniques Felix taught you these past few months. Eva was kind enough to explain the inner workings of her abilities as the Sibyl. Would you please share the Eleventh Percent with her and Joey?”

      Jonah’s mouth twisted. He shifted in his seat as if explaining his abilities was the last thing on earth he wanted to do.

      “If you aren’t up to the task,” Jonathan spoke with an obvious annoyance, “I’ll gladly ask Reena or Terrence to do it—”

      “No, I got it,” interrupted Jonah. “I’m good. Now, Joey, Superstar, we are what you call ethereal humans…”

      He went on from there. He told us about them having access to the extra portion of their brains. Told us about interactions with and influencing the spiritual world. Told us about how “death” was just a label we “Tenth Percenters” used, and that that transition was actually someone passing into Spirit, going from a physical life to a spiritual one. I felt Joey tighten his grip around my arm as Jonah explained how they believed that some spirits and spiritesses stayed on Earthplane and the Astral Plane while some decided to cross on to The Other Side. It was at that point that Joey interrupted.

      “Other Side?” He repeated. “You mean like the Underworld? I’m just trying to keep up here.”

      “No, son,” said Jonathan. “The Other Side isn’t a place that any of us can access. People don’t return from there once they go. The Underworld is an entirely separate matter. Jonah, please continue.”

      Jonah cleared his throat, and kept going. I was with Joey. I tried to wrap my mind around how Eleventh Percenters couldn’t see spirits of other Eleventh Percenters, nor could they see the spirits of people that they were emotionally close to. He concluded with how some spirits enjoyed bouncing between the Earthplane and the Astral Plane.

      When he was done, I couldn’t help myself. His explanations were too damned close to what I had experienced as my time as the Sibyl. But I wouldn’t let him know that. Instead, I began to cast looks on the strangers that were about as skeptical as the ones they’d given to me when I explained my own abilities.

      “So let me get this straight.” I leaned back against the couch so that Joey would be forced to loosen his grip. He was trying hard to show he wasn’t rattled, but in the process, he was leaving bruises on my arm. “You people are like some glorified superheroes, or something?”

      Jonah gritted his teeth, but Terrence chimed in before he could respond.

      “That was awesome, Jonah,” He said. “But I’ll help you out now, man. Jonathan, is that okay?”

      Jonathan opened his hands in a welcoming gesture. He looked like a proud parent who had just successfully launched a child into the world. Reena, on the other hand, looked skeptical.

      “You’re sure, Terrence?” Reena asked. “I’ll wrap it up, no problem.”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      Clearly, he did not want to be deprived of his chance to impress me. I hid my smile behind my hand. Some fans were annoying. Others were adorable in their hero worship. Terrence fit into the latter category.

      “Eva, Joey, our access to the ethereal world lets us use powers when we have spiritual endowments,” He began. “We’ve been endowed all day, and when we touch things made of ethereal steel, they gleam with the color of our aura. Here.”

      For a reason known only to himself, Terrence already had weapons ready. He passed Reena a dagger, and pulled his own steel knuckles out of his pocket. The weapons turned yellow for Reena, and burnt orange for Terrence. I sat up again when I saw the weapons begin to glow. It was beautiful, dangerous, and thrilling all at the same time.

      “As you can see, our colors,” announced Terrence. “Tenths’ aura colors change at the drop of a hat, but for Elevenths, the color is always the root of our personality. I’m burnt orange, Reena is yellow, and Jonah is the Blue Aura.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Jonah despite the fact that I was talking to Terrence. “The Blue Aura? Is that like a big deal, or something?”

      “Supposedly, it’s a very big deal, Superstar.” Jonah interrupted Terrence before he could open his mouth “I’ve been told that I’m only the eighth Blue Aura in history. I’ve been at this a few years, and I still don’t have it all figured out. I’ve got gifts on top of gifts that I didn’t even ask for.”

      I stared at him as a strange feeling of kinship and respect washed over me. I clasped my hands together then rubbed my thumbs over each other as I whispered my response. “I can relate.”

      No. I won’t. I couldn’t. I gritted my teeth, unlatched my fingers, and began tapping them against my knee.

      “Look, it doesn’t matter. Tell me about these powers you all seem to possess.”

      “Eleventh Percenters all have powers that are brought about by the ethereal world,” explained Jonathan. “But all have areas of expertise. Signatures, if you will. The aura colors that you see here are three of many, though Jonah is the only one that’s blue. Terrence has strength-based skills. Reena can alter her speed, create cold spots, and read essence. Jonah has…many gifts. The most prominent gift is balance, which is one of the things that the Blue Aura is all about. It’s that balancing power that saved him from the Sirens. It regulated his mind, gave him glimpses of his true self, and kept him from weakness.”

      “That may be true, but it’s only a partial piece of it, Jonathan.” Cyrus still stood behind me. Still held onto my shoulder as if to keep me upright during this mess of a conversation. “To overcome the temptations of the Sirens, one must have a tether to their true nature. A powerful tether. Something to reel them in, if you will. So Jonah has abilities that include balance? Excellent. But there was definitely something that pulled him back from succumbing. What was it?”

      Jonah swallowed. He visibly swallowed. It was as if Cyrus had asked him the secrets of the universe and expected a response.

      “It—It was something my Nana used to say,” he answered. “The women in the dream—or whatever it was—were a little too eager and willing to let me have my way with them. It seemed to be their only thought. Nana used to say ‘Watch out for women who are hot in the pants and empty in the head.’ She used to say that all the time. That was in my head when they tried so hard to get me to join them.”

      Liar.

      I bit my lip to keep my mouth shut. It was true that I depended on Cyrus to tell me what I needed to know about the monsters I dealt with, but I was damn good at reading people. Jonah was hiding something. I could feel it.

      Maybe he had a girlfriend. The realization made my stomach sink. I couldn't explain why it bothered me. I had to remind myself that I had Cyrus. I was happy.

      No, I wasn’t. I was lying to myself.

      “Wise woman, your Nana,” Cyrus told Jonah. “Family influence, particularly positive ones, are definitely powerful tethers. Even across planes of existence, your Nana still saved your life.”

      I rubbed my hands over my eyes as a sharp pain filled my heart. Family influence and tethers hadn’t been enough to keep me tied to my parents. I took a deep breath and began to count until the guilt lessened. It had been months since the murders, and I’ll admit, I’d made progress. But damned if it didn’t kill me when I was reminded of them.

      Joey piped up from his spot beside me. He leaned forward to clasp Terrence on the shoulder.

      “This is intense, man!”

      “How do you think I feel?” responded Terrence. “I’ve been exposed to ethereal things my entire life!”

      The new bosom buddies broke into a conversation all their own, so I ignored them. I clasped Cyrus’ hand when he squeezed my shoulder. But instead of the secured feeling I was used to when I was around him, I felt nothing.

      I just wanted to be left alone. I wanted to get away from Jonah and the feelings he seemed to illicit from me.

      Too bad Jonathan picked that very moment to make his announcement.

      “Jonah, Eva,” he said, “you cannot be forced to believe. But belief is not necessary at this point, because the both of you have seen proof of the existence of each other’s’ respective realities. Jonah, the Greek myths are not myths. Eva, there is much more in this world than gods and monsters. All the nuances of divination—magic, ‘magick,’ or whatever semantics you choose to employ—they are all ethereality. No matter the realm or sphere of influence. The people that you see in the mirrors are still very much alive. They are simply no longer physical beings. Like it or not, our paths have been joined, and we have to adapt.”

      I studied Jonah as he looked down at the cuts on his legs. When he met my gaze, I saw his expression shift from contemplation to fear.

      “Superstar,” He breathed, “Your eyes are green. How in the hell did you do that?”

      I felt the blood drain out of my face at his words. The only way my eyes could turn back to their natural shade was if I had lost my abilities as the Sibyl. It had happened twice since I’d taken Apollo’s oath. Both times were due to my injuries thanks to Athena’s Blade. So to say that Jonah’s words scared the hell out of me?

      Understatement of the year.

      “No, they aren’t.” I snapped. “There is no way. Give me a mirror!”

      I stopped myself as I realized what I was about to expose myself to. “Wait, no! Don’t—don’t do that.”

      “It’s fine,” said Jonathan hastily. “I can protect you. In my presence, the spirits and spiritesses will be held at bay. Please do not try any mirror stunts on your own, though.”

      Joey pressed a button on his cell phone and passed it over to me. I snatched it and frowned.

      “Why do you have a mirror app on your phone?” I knew I was deflecting, but I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t want to see what the others saw. I didn’t want to face the questions reeling through my mind. “I mean, I knew you were vain, Joey, but—”

      “Just look.” Jonah shoved the phone upright until I was forced to look at myself. There were no whispers from the dead. No faces flickering across Joey’s phone. It was just me as I had been. Green eyes and all.

      I did the only thing I could think of. I blinked. Hard. Then again until my eyes shifted back to the gold I’d grown used to. I couldn’t stop staring at my damned reflection as I realized what this could mean.

      The wound from Athena’s Blade hadn’t been healed by the concoction Hecate's apprentices had administered in Washington. No matter how fast my other injuries had healed, the one that had caused the most damage was still seeping poison into my blood despite the mark of the gods now tattooed on the skin of my left side.

      After a few minutes, my eyes remained resolutely golden. But I couldn’t breathe. And I couldn’t reveal my concern to Cyrus. He would have me encased in bubble wrap and shipped back to California before daybreak.

      I had to get out of here.

      I pushed up from the couch to head towards the door as my concerns about the stab wound I had suffered brought forth my memories of Elliot’s threats. How he swore to destroy anyone who tried to help me. No matter who or what they were.

      He had already proven himself capable. After all, Jonah had been hurt thanks to his brief interaction with me. I shouldn’t have cared given that he nearly broke down my bedroom door to voice his displeasure of my presence. But I did. A little too much.

      The monsters under Hera’s control were closing in, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      “Eva, stop.”

      Cyrus caught up with me before I could leave the room. He snagged my arm and forced me to face him.

      “Let’s go upstairs. You need to calm down in light of these recent developments.”

      “No.” I closed my eyes, afraid that when I opened them, they would have changed back to green. “Cyrus, I need some air.”

      “You need—”

      “Please,” I whispered as my heart began to break. I had fooled myself into believing that I could get past my fears. I had convinced myself that I was stronger than ever. But I was wrong. Dead wrong.

      I felt my eyes burning from the tears that wanted to fall, but I kept them in check. “I won’t go far, I promise. I’ll even stay on the porch.”

      “Eva, you need more time to heal. The power of Athena’s Blade is still affecting you, despite the ministrations of Hecate's Ambassadors.” Cyrus narrowed his eyes at me. “Surely it would be best if you stay close enough where I can reach you if needed.”

      I nodded. “I’ll be fine. I just—I need time to think. And I can call you if I need to. I’m sure you’ll hear me if I holler for you.”

      Cyrus still looked skeptical, but he didn’t argue as I turned on my heel to walk out of the room. I tried to remember what Terrence had said about maneuvering around this massive place. Soon enough, I found the front door.

      The humid air hit me the moment I stepped out on the porch. I breathed in with blessed relief as my muddled thoughts began to clear. It was obvious that Jonah deemed me as an idiot. A dangerous one. Reena seemed much more guarded, which was good. Most likely, it was the only thing that had saved her when the Sirens attacked. Terrence? He reminded me of Joey. Happy. Thrilled to be considered special.

      And possibly vulnerable. I shuddered. Could he hold a candle to Elliott?

      Before I had been transformed into the Sibyl, I would have laughed at these people who called themselves Eleventh Percenters. I mean, come on. Mysterious mentor. Big house in the middle of nowhere. Everyone has special powers. A modern day comic book come to life.

      But that was before. I propped my elbows up onto the porch rail and buried my face into my hands. Now, my life was nothing but monsters. Monsters and ghosts and revenge. It was horrible. My losses were great.

      Yet, despite everything I’d been through, I couldn’t imagine my life being anything less than what it is now.

      This was the main reason why I was so freaked out when I saw my eyes had changed. I was in serious trouble with only Cyrus and my abilities as the Sibyl to protect me. But there was another factor that weighed heavy on my mind.

      “Evangelina.”

      I jerked my head up to stare at a woman I hadn’t seen in over a year. Longer, since seeing your mother’s urn didn’t count as actually seeing her.

      “Look at you. You’ve always been a fucking mess.” She sneered in that trademark Charleston accent of hers. “Always running away. Always trying to find a man to hide behind. Didn’t I teach you better than that? There is no help for you, Evangelina. There never was.”

      I stared at her with a mixture of fear and hatred. I had my reasons. Reasons that tried to bubble up to the surface the more I looked at her.

      “You’re not supposed to be here.” I managed. “I’m not supposed to see you. Apollo forbade-“

      Janet broke out into a cruel laughter. “Apollo has no power over the likes of me, little girl.”

      “Yes, he-“

      Janet waved her hand and within moments, I wasn’t on the porch anymore. I reappeared in a forest. Woods. There were trees all around me. I stood up to brush myself off when someone grabbed me from behind and slung me against the nearest tree. I cried out as my head cracked against the wood. I landed in a crouch then prayed to Apollo for the pain shooting across my abdomen to subside and my vision to return to normal. When I stood to face my attacker, I remembered something Cyrus had taught me on day one of my training. Not too long ago, Medusa reiterated it.

      Always be aware of your surroundings.

      There were eleven total. Each one stepping out of the trees to encircle me.

      “Who are you?” I spoke, surprised to hear the steel underlying my words. “What role do you have in Hera’s fight with me?”

      “Oh, darling Sibyl.” The shadow man laughed as he closed in the distance between us. “You elate me so! Perhaps I am a simple spirit, wishing for attention from the Daughter of Apollo herself. Perhaps I have a message for you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I felt discomfort at these words. The phrase Daughter of Apollo engendered such uneasiness now. But my anger resurfaced as I watched the image of my mother disappear. “Wait. Where did she go?”

      The man’s eyes glowed a familiar green before he struck out again. He punched me so hard, I landed flat on my back. Within moments, he grabbed me and the others parted as he slammed me against another tree.

      “So pretty. So strong.” He hissed as he pressed himself against me. He freed one hand long enough to twirl a strand of my hair around one shadowed finger. “Some things are worth going to Hell for, Sibyl.”

      “Yeah? Then by all means, let me help you get there.”

      I couldn’t move my arms thanks to the hold this man had on me, but if I had learned anything during my time as the Sibyl, it was that there was more than one method of escape. I slammed my knee upwards, connecting with his center. The creature howled as my sword shimmered into view. He stumbled backwards and it was my turn.

      I brought the sword up to slam the hilt against his throat. When he fell to his knees, I brought the blade down in a single motion. He disappeared within an instant.

      I lifted the sword up and held it just in front of my face as I turned my attention to the ones who still circled me.

      “Who sent you?” I called out, ignoring the blood that ran down my cheek from the blow I’d taken. “Who do you serve if not Hera?”

      The dark beings around me lunged forward as a single unit. I would have cursed out loud if there had been time. I should have called out to Cyrus, but I didn't want to. I wanted to lose myself in battle. I wanted to forget about the image of my mother. The hatefulness in her eyes.

      So I fought.

      I blocked their hands as they grabbed at me. Those who got in a hit met my blade the fastest. I thought I was doing pretty well until I felt a sharp pain slice across my side. It was so intense that I dropped my sword as I fell. I rolled onto my back as the creature scrambled past my legs to crawl on top of me.

      “Dammit!”

      I grunted as the thing scratched at my eyes. I turned my head to see the other beings following suit to circle me in a realm of shadow.

      I stopped trying to get the creatures off of me as I raised my arms to block my face. Ideas flew through my mind as I took blow after blow. I thought about my Keeper’s suggestion to stay inside. I knew I would be land blasted for not listening to him the moment I got back.

      But the worst part?

      I couldn’t figure out how I was going to get out of this one.

      I really was in trouble.
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      Jonah was pissed.

      But it was a multilayered thing.

      So, he had encountered the Sirens. The Sirens. He’d always found them creepy when he read about them as a kid, but he always wrote it off as mythology.

      Well, that same mythology had just entered his consciousness and screwed with his emotions. He even had cuts and scrapes on his lower legs from the experience.

      Why did those psycho bitches have to go into his mind and do that? Anyone who knew him knew all about his writing troubles. So for them to go inside his mind and fabricate an illusion of his success infuriated him hugely. After what he’d gone through with the 49er and the Haunts, he had pretty much had it with people messing around in his head.

      He’d managed to fight them off and win. He remained safe because something “tethered him to the truth,” as Cyrus put it. It had been quick thinking on his part to throw out that quote that his Nana used to say. That part was true.

      But it wasn’t thoughts of Nana that saved him. The truth would remain in his head, though. He’d be damned if he discussed that with Cyrus and Eva around.

      Eva…

      Jonah sighed. He had been certain that his disdain for her would remain absolute. He hadn’t viewed her much better than he viewed Turk Landry. It also didn’t help matters that the first thing she asked for when they got to the estate was a drink. But his disdain had been shaken by Jonathan’s and Cyrus’s explanations.

      He was now convinced that the whole “bitch” thing was a front. He didn’t know at first, but when she said that she could relate to how he felt as the Blue Aura, a glimmer of her true self shone through. It happened again when she looked on Joey’s phone and saw that her eyes were green again. That scared the shit out of her. So much so that her mask slipped again. Eva had that bitch mask on to hide fear.

      This Elliott guy, the murderer, had Eva so frightened that she had to piss people off to hide it.

      What had she gotten them into?

      Terrence stood up and extended his hand.

      "You owe me twenty bucks."

      "What? What for?"

      "You know what for. That psychic was right on the money. My money. Pass it over."

      "Hell no," Jonah scoffed. "She said I'd fall in love with her. That I'd be rich and get a golden parachute. Superstar doesn't look like she's about to give us handouts."

      "Come on, J! You just met her!" Terrence began to tick off his points with each finger. "Blonde? Check. Golden eyes? Check. Gold? Olympus counts, so check. Insanely wealthy? Also check. And did I mention famous? Triple check."

      "I'll see you, and I will raise you." Jonah ticked off his own fingers. "Blonde? Coincidence. Golden eyes are kinda green now. Olympus. Eh. Wealthy and famous, but on T.V., not movies."

      "Fine. I'll raise you." Terrence seemed to be getting way too much amusement out of this. "Blonde? Natural. Golden eyes? Green came and went so that don't count. Olympus? It's real, dude. T.V. famous is still famous. The woman never said movie star, just entertainment. You were the one who threw in movies. And how are you gonna explain why you keep stealing glances at her? You already falling, and you know it."

      "Falling? I'm on watch." Jonah shrugged. "This lady is a magnet for trouble. Plus, she is afraid and doesn't want us knowing. I'm not stealing glances. I'm observing."

      "Uh huh. Ok," Terrence nodded. "Then you won't care if I try to take my shot. You know how many magazines I got saved up just because she does pin-up shoots? That girl is sexy as hell."

      "Shoot your shot, brother," Jonah said. "Hopefully, she'll be enthralled. Cyrus won't approve, just so you know."

      Terrence raised an eyebrow. "That wasn't the response I was expecting."

      "I know what you're trying to do here. It ain't happenin'. Besides, I got Vera-"

      "Who runs off every chance she gets and barely gives you the time of day." Terrence snorted. "Reena! Tell J. to give me my money back."

      Reena abandoned her conversation with Joey and approached them. 

      "What money?"

      "The twenty bucks from the psychic. J. doesn't believe that Eva is the one she was talking about and he won't listen to reason."

      Reena laughed. "Yeah, J. You lost this one. Pretty decisively."

      "Ok. Look, there's absolutely nothing there. Nothing."

      "Yeah? I'll believe that when pigs fly." Reena smirked. "You two keep playing the 'I hate you' game to hide the fact that you just want to rip each other's clothes off."

      "Reena!"

      "It's true." She shrugged. "I know that look on a woman's face. She got hit by lightning when she saw you. Now, she don't know what to do about it."

      "Hit by lightning?" Jonah frowned. "She's been a Mean Girl...a Karen ever since we've met! For the smart one, you kinda overshot that one."

      "It's a front, J.," Reena rolled her eyes. "I told you that she's scared. On that same note, you've been an asshole to her. Why? Are you trying to deny how you feel or something?"

      "Hell no," Jonah muttered. "I saw her asshole, and matched her. It was that simple."

      "Ok." Reena nodded. "So if she came over and kissed you right now, you'd push her away? Or would you get into it?"

      "That's never going to happen."

      "That's not an answer."

      "But it's the answer you got," Jonah said. "She's got the old guy, anyway."

      "I think that's just for appearances sake." Reena tapped her fingers against her chin. "Notice how they barely interact with each other? That doesn't scream red hot romance to me."

      "Why are we even having this discussion?"

      "Because its fun to torture you?" 

      "Funny."

      "I'm gonna go talk to her. See if I can shoot that shot we talked about." Terrence clapped Jonah on the shoulder. "Since you don't mind and all."

      "I don't," Jonah said heartily. "It's just...she has Old Dusty. Brace yourself."

      "Where'd she go?"

      "She went out to get some air." Jonah responded. "The front porch. Probably."

      "Good. That means she's alone." Terrence grinned. "Wish me luck."

      Terrence started to walk away, but got ten steps before he threw up his hands and stormed back over to them.

      "What? I thought you were going to shoot that shot."

      "And I thought you were going to try and stop me! What the hell, J.?"

      "Why would I stop you?" Jonah said in an innocent tone. "I'm interested to see if she shoots you down, or lovingly lets you down. Because it ain't gonna work."

      "And why is that, exactly?" Terrence crossed his arms over his chest. "Because of the old dude? If she's the vapid celebrity type, then the old dude don't matter."

      "She just...seems like she needs a Hollywood type," Jonah said. "Not you know, us bumpkins. For God's sakes, you invite her to a barbecue, she'll probably shoot it down and say she only eats grass-fed, free-range cardboard."

      "Stop torturing me, J.! Alright. Fine. I'll go talk to her for you."

      "For me?"

      "Yeah. I already told her that you weren't really an asshole and that we've been through a lot lately. When I walked her to her room." Terrence grinned. "She thanked me for my insight of removing all the mirrors so she wouldn't have to worry about a spirit trying to come through. Cause I - unlike you - recognize a good thing when I see it."

      Jonah shrugged, feeling a relief he didn't understand. "This has been fun, y'all. I'll be in the weight room. If you shoot your shot or what have you, you can come by and tell me how good it went."

      "Will do-"

      Terrence stepped back in a moment later with a frown on his face. He crossed over to them.

      "That was fast." 

      "Eva's not outside." Terrence shook his head. "At least, not on the porch. You didn't see her come through, did you?"

      "Haven't seen her, brother," Jonah said. "I'm sure she wouldn't be in the gym."

      "She would have walked right by us." Reena tugged her ponytail down then put it right back up. "Maybe she went for a walk on the grounds."

      "Dammit," Terrence sighed. "I just got my courage up. I'll try again tonight. Maybe I can walk her to her room."

      "Maybe she'll invite you in." Reena grinned.

      "Have fun, man," Jonah told him, oddly relieved again. "And when you're disappointed, come find me. We can game, okay?"

      "I'm not getting under your skin at all, am I?"

      "Would it make you feel better if you were?" Jonah asked.

      "Yes because then I would know I'm right and you would give me my twenty bucks back!"

      "Terrence!" Reena laughed. "So your whole schiek has been to get twenty bucks? What would you have done if she said yes?"

      "You know what I would do, Re." Terrence pulled out his phone and showed them a screenshot of Eva. It was an obvious photoshoot, but she was dressed in nothing but a tiny skirt as she walked down a beach. "I'd take care of things."

      Jonah took a breath, but shook his head. "That's stalker-y, man."

      "It's only stalkerish if I actually tried to contact her. Who knew she'd show up here?" Terrence tucked his phone away. "I mean, other than that psychic."

      "You better lock your phone," Jonah said. "If she sees that, she'll put you away in the prison everyone wanted to put Kevin Spacey in."

      "She'll never see it." Terrence shrugged. "Just like Charlize Theron will never see her pictures on my phone. Or-"

      "You have more than one?"

      "I'm a man, Re. Of course I do. And we're getting off topic. How are we gonna actually set Jonah up with Eva so I can get my money back?"

      "Dude, if the twenty means that much to you, I'll PayPal you," Jonah said. "You will not be my gilded pimp."

      "I'm not gilded, I'm golden." Terrence grinned widened. "I think you're afraid."

      "Afraid of what?"

      "Afraid that something might happen to make you happy. You get nervous when shit gets too good, J."

      ""I'm good, brother," Jonah  insisted. "No nerves. Though I'd like to know why she's so scared."

      "I think it has to do with Elliott."

      "What's his story anyway?" Jonah shook his head. "I don't get how someone who is immortal could be afraid of anything."

      "Elliott is just an ass, dude. He's pretty much known for it." Terrence shook his head. "He's the creative director and co-host of the show, so he determines their locations. But he is forever sticking Eva in situations where she ends up either hurt or traumatized."

      "Traumatized?"

      "Yeah. Like, in their first season. One of the clients died of a heart attack right in front of her. The season finale? He had her be bait for a rapey spirit who turned out to be a flesh and blood employee of the hotel they were at. You know that shit had to leave its mark."

      Jonah frowned. "And the boss of the show...agrees to this shit? What kind of people does she work for? Good ol' boys?"

      "Yeah. Elliot is the son of the CEO and founder of Theia. Their staff have all been there forever, so they go along with all kinds of things. As long as Grave keeps bringing in the big bucks, nobody dares to step in."

      "So the more successful Eva is, the more danger she gets put in," Jonah said. "Great."

      "Exactly." Terrence glanced back at the front door. "Forbes reported that she takes home nearly three hundred thousand per episode now. That's before her percentage of the ad revenue. And each season is twenty-two episodes long, so you can do the math on that."

      "No wonder she's rich as fuck," Jonah said.."I hope she invests most of it."

      "What she doesn't invest, she gives to charity. It's that Hollywood liberal influence."

      "Are you seriously talking like that's a bad thing?"

      "Not at all. I'm just saying that there's more to her than her looks, is all."

      "Uh huh," Jonah said. "They believed the same thing about Miley Cyrus. Then she released Bangers, and everything went to shit."

      "You can't put those two in the same category." Terrence shook his head. "Eva lays low, which is why the paparazzi love to ambush her. Her only scandal has been this supposed suicide attempt which we all know was false."

      "What happened exactly?"

      "Nobody except Eva and Cyrus really know. She was in Charleston for her parents' funeral back in the fall. The papers reported that she jumped out of a four-story building, but there's holes in that story."

      "Holes?" Reena decided to rejoin their conversation. "Like what?"

      "She had a wicked stab wound in her side right where her mark of the Sibyl is." Terrence leaned in like he was giving them good gossip. "And there was evidence that she had been in a physical fight prior to that. Busted face, fist bruises, shit like that."

      "Well she's immortal, supposedly?" Jonah said. "In Greek mythology, the only thing that could injure an immortal was Athena's Blade. Assuming, of course, that's real. So unless Elliott shanked her with that, she'd be hard pressed to prove her story. "

      "What do you know of Athena's Blade?"

      The three of them turned to see Cyrus standing close by. He studied Jonah with a cold expression.

      "I've read mythology." Jonah shrugged. "That was one thing that stuck with me."

      "What happened in that hotel room, Cyrus?" Reena frowned. "Seriously?"

      "Eva is a very...fragile...individual." He responded. "It would be best for everyone involved if our worlds did not mix together."

      "Dude, we ain't the one that mixed us together," Jonah reminded Cyrus. "That was your boy Apollo. So if you're butthurt about that, kindly don't take it out on us."

      "Besides all that," Terrence said with a frown, "What's the deal with that, man? If l didn't know any better, I'd say that you're telling us Eva can only have friends you give her permission to have. Please tell me I'm assuming wrong."

      "It is my duty to make sure Eva is protected." Cyrus gave them a tight smile. "Anyone who attempts to become friends with the Sibyl must be vetted and they must be able to hold their own."

      "You are the one who does the vetting?" Reena asked. "Sounds like that's a job for Apollo, don't you think? It just seems like a weird thing that you would be the final say on that."

      "Then allow me to clarify." Cyrus sounded annoyed. "Eva doesn't have friends. It is far too dangerous for her and for them. I ask that each of you keep your distance from her while we are here. Jonah's dream of the Sirens is proof enough of how dangerous it is to be under the same roof with her."

      "Ain't happening, bro," Jonah said. "Jonathan brought you guys into our zone. There will be no reticence on our end. If Apollo declared it, whatever, but...and no disrespect to you, bro, but...your word isn't enough. Eva has no friends because you call it? Uh uh. Sorry."

      "We shall see."

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      "Exactly what I said." Cyrus stuffed his hands in his suit pants pockets. "If Apollo deems it so, then we will follow his directive. Yet, that directive will be over soon. If you must aid Eva in filming her show, then so be it. But don't expect anything further than that."

      Jonah's eyes narrowed. Something about that way Cyrus said that didn't sit well with him. "No expectations either way, man. I'm just saying that Eva is a grown woman, with her own mind, and own opinions and viewpoints. I say this with full respect, no one here needs to talk to you first. If you were her publicist, yeah. But you're the muscle. Nothing personal. Just a different set of rules."

      "Muscle, yes. I suppose so."

      "Speaking of," Terrence spoke up. "Where were you when Elliot pushed Eva out of that window?"

      "You are assuming Lancaster was involved." 

      "Eva said-"

      "Eva says a lot of things in an attempt to keep her public persona intact, Terrence."

      "Oh," Reena said in a knowing tone. "It's like that."

      "Like what, dear Reena?"

      "Don't call me, 'dear,'" Reena said, "And it's like the situation where you prefer the narrative controlled as much as possible. Why is that, Cyrus? Why do you feel that Eva needs to be micromanaged?"

      "As I said, my charge is an extremely fragile individual," His eyes darkened as he turned to Reena. "And given the dangers she faces on a daily basis, it is imperative that as much control as possible is utilized to ensure her safety. Eleventh Percenters face dangers, yes, but not to this extreme. I would prefer that you not put ideas to the contrary in the Sibyl's mind. My job is hard enough as is."

      "There you go again, dude," Jonah said. "What you prefer. What you want. What you desire. We can't actually put thoughts in Eva's head. But it seems like you want to be the only one who puts thoughts there. If I'm wrong, tell me. Sounds like you are acting like a mixture of her dad and husband."

      "You have no right to speak like that to me," Cyrus glared at Jonah. "You do not know our world-"

      "Shut up." Reena held her hand up. "Eva's essence just changed."

      "What?"

      They all saw Eva's sword vanish from the coffee table. When Jonah started to go around him, Cyrus held out an arm.

      "Do not, Blue Aura, believe you can interfere."

      "And do not, Cretan, believe you can control me," Jonah fired back. "Now I may not know your world, but I do know these grounds. Now if you'll excuse me. Jonathan, give me back my batons, We’ll find out what’s up.”

      “Jonah,” Cyrus attempted to empty the tension out of his voice, “Eva is not your responsibility—”

      “Save it, man.” Jonah was so thankful to have his batons back that he twisted them in his hands a few times. “You don’t want my help? Tough shit.”

      He spun on his heel and hurried out before anyone could say anything about thinking or planning. He was on the porch in about a minute, with Cyrus right behind him.

      At that moment, clear as a bell, they heard Eva scream. Their heads both shot in that direction.

      “Woods!”

      Jonah nearly knocked Cyrus over as the two of them tore off towards the woods. He didn’t know what to expect when they reached Eva.

      And once they did, he still didn’t know.

      “What the hell?”

      Eva was surrounded by shadow people. But the composition of their bodies was a bit denser, like soot. They put Jonah in mind of other shadowy, soot-like beings.

      “Shades!” Cyrus yelled. “Stop this at once!”

      “I don’t think that worked, dude!”

      Jonah called over to him. He thought of the Sirens messing with his head again, and the combination lit Jonah with such anger that all thought of worry got stamped out.

      He threw down his batons and began to concentrate.

      “Jonah, what are you doing? Eva needs us!”

      “Get Eva out of the way,” commanded Jonah.

      “I need to cut a line through the beasts—”

      “Don’t touch a single one!” snapped Jonah as the ground began to tremble. “You might want to get Eva now!”

      Cyrus disappeared into the shadows. The shadow beings realized that the ground was trembling beneath their feet, and alarmed, ceased attacking Eva. Cyrus phased into view right next to Eva and pulled her aside. The shadow people didn’t even notice.

      Jonah’s concentration came to fruition as the mental cage door closed in his mind. The second it did, that familiar spectral blue cage erupted out of the ground and trapped every shadow beast within. One touched a bar and howled in agony.

      “What is this?” cried one of them. “No Greek mortal is capable of such things!”

      “I’m not Greek, I’m Southern,” growled Jonah. “And you ain’t welcome on this land.”

      He closed his fists, and then cage closed in on the things. The blue cage wiped them out in minutes.

      Jonah lowered his hands. Cyrus and Eva looked at him in shock.

      “What was that?” asked Eva.

      Jonah took slow breaths to calm himself. “It’s got some fancy name, but I call it a Mind Cage.”

      “Why were you riled so?” asked Cyrus.

      Jonah felt himself return to center. “They reminded me of something else.”

      Cyrus’s eyes narrowed, but he let the matter drop as he returned his attention to Eva.

      “Dammit,” He snapped. “What are you doing out here?”

      Jonah rolled his eyes and extended a hand to Eva. “Apparently, superstars do whatever they please. I hear they refuse to listen to anything. Especially when it’s for their own damn good.”

      Eva took Jonah’s hand, and then jerked him down and to the side. Jonah was ready to call her everything except her given name, but then he realized a shadowy form on her sword. The thing gave a final twitch as it faded into the night.

      “You missed one, Country,” she muttered. “You can thank me later.”

      Eva shoved Jonah hard enough to cause him to roll over on his back. Jonah rolled his eyes again as Cyrus reached down to pull Eva up on her feet. He filed his snarky response away. Now was not the time for it since Eva had taken one hell of a beating. Cyrus’s eyes narrowed as he turned his full attention to Eva. 

      “Your injuries are your own fault, Eva," He snapped. “I told you to stay on the porch."

      Before Eva could respond, Cyrus continued.

      "You of all people know what dangers you face right now and yet, you rush off without thinking? If it hadn't been for the fact we were still in the family room, we never would have realized you needed help."

      Eva crossed her arms in front of herself and nodded. "You're right. I'm sorry, Cyrus."

      "When we get back to the house, I want you to go straight to your room and stay there." Cyrus grabbed her arm right above the elbow and Jonah could have sworn he saw a wince flicker across her features. "Let's go."

      "Hey, dude!" Jonah exclaimed. "If you grab Eva like that, you'll bruise her worse than the Shades! Want to cool it a bit?"

      "What did I tell you about interfering, Rowe?" Cyrus glared at Jonah as they began to walk. "Since you are so concerned-"

      "It's fine," Eva interrupted as she stared straight ahead. "I'm fine. I swear it. Thank you for your help. Both of you."

      "If you hadn't left the porch, there wouldn't have been a need for help."

      "You're right, Cyrus. I should have listened to you. I'm sorry."

      "Eva, you don't have to apologize for walking twenty goddamn feet," Jonah spat. "Cyrus, it's not interference, it's a question. The website says Eva's dad's name was Martin, not Cyrus. Jonathan wouldn't  have a woman manhandled like that. Neither will the rest of us. Now loosen your grip. The blood is draining from Eva's arm."

      Eva said nothing as Cyrus released a sound that was a cross between a sigh and a growl. He loosened his grip, but Jonah could see he was pissed.

      What the hell was going on between the two of them? Really?

      Once they reached the front porch, Cyrus steered Eva towards the stairs only to stop when Reena called out to them.

      "You. Get in the kitchen. We'll check you over."

      "I can't," Eva cleared her throat as she tried again. "I'm fine. It was just a scuffle."

      "I won't ask again," Reena said, stern. "Sit and be inspected."

      Eva moved into the kitchen with her head down, arms still crossed over herself. The second she was out of earshot, Cyrus turned to Jonah.

      "You have no idea what our world is like, Rowe," He glared at him. "Kindness is a weakness that is exploited. You question my methods through the eyes of ignorance."

      "Kindness...don't give me that shit," Jonah said, "Eva being in danger from violence, so you respond with violence? If you think that is a valid approach, the only ignorant one is your ass. Your world ain't no different from the rest of them. That shit was  borderline abuse. There is no other explanation."

      Cyrus inhaled then responded.

      "Eva is my charge. She is my responsibility. She is not a student at the estate. Jonathan nor you have any influence on what happens between us. I want to make that point perfectly clear."

      Jonah didn't back down. "Eva is Apollo's charge, with you as his chosen hand. Nah, she isn't a student here, but she isn't your student, either. If you are in Jonathan's domain, under his roof, then he does have influence, whether your ego accepts it or not. If you keep acting like as big a threat as those shadow things, or as an even bigger one, I want to make it perfectly clear to you that you will be treated accordingly. Got me, dude?"

      "Perfectly. Now, if you will excuse me, I need to check on Apollo's charge."

      Cyrus went towards the kitchen and Jonah watched him until Terrence bounded over to him.

      "What the hell could attack Eva here?" He demanded. "We're protected by every resource imaginable."

      "Shady-looking things, man." Jonah shrugged soreness out of his shoulders. "Something or someone is mixing our Greek and ethereal stuff. Got through some defenses out there."

      "So what happened?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "You looked pissed, bro. I'm willing to bet it wasn't those shady things unless they destroyed one of your batons or something."

      Jonah gritted his teeth. "It seems Cyrus the Muscle is a bit old school."

      "Old-school? As in mentality?"

      "Yeah," Jonah answered, "As well as in how he treats women. Eva got attacked out there, and then he  chewed her out for leaving the porch. See that red on her arm? That didn't come from those Shade things. That came from him grabbing her in frustration."

      "Wait. Cyrus did that?" Terrence looked confused. "I'm sure it was just a mistake."

      "A mistake? I saw him do it!"

      "Come on, J. If Eva was being abused, somebody would have noticed and spoke up. More so, she would have left him. The woman has houses all over the world. It ain't like she's dependent on him or anything."

      Jonah took a deep breath so as to let Terrence's words in. "Alright, fine. I ain't entirely convinced, but I hear you."

      "You're awfully protective of a woman you don't like." Terrence's face was shrewd.

      "It could be Jessica Hale, as much as I hate her, I'd still step on if I thought she was being battered," Jonah said.

      "Yeah, I hear ya."

      Terrence and Jonah headed into the kitchen, but stopped just inside the door. Eva sighed when Reena slathered suave on her arm above the elbow.

      "I maintain this is completely unnecessary."

      "And I maintain that you should get taken care of," Reena grumbled. "What about between now and when you're healed?"

      "Then I've learned my lesson about taking on a mob of eleven assholes by myself?"

      Jonah almost laughed. If she thought she could spurn Reena’s attempts to aid her, she had another thing coming. Apparently, Cyrus couldn’t withhold his admonitions even with this big of an audience.

      “I told you so,” He said to her. “How could you be so careless?”

      Cyrus paced in front of the chair while Eva took, at least in Jonah’s eyes, more time than necessary to answer him. After the earful she had gotten in the woods, he almost told Cyrus to drop it. How many times was that old bastard going to keep bringing up that this was her fault?

      “Cyrus, I’m fine." She winced as Reena put some sort of cream on the wound across her side. “In fact, I’m not even sure why y’all are going through all the trouble to bandage me up. My wounds will be gone before morning.”

      “This conversation is going to drive me crazy,” announced Jonah. “What were those things? They looked like Haunts in the shapes of people. You said there were eleven of those things? I only saw five .”

      “Eleven.” Eva confirmed as she shook out the arm Reena had been working on. “I took out five of them before I got ambushed from behind. Six, if you count the one I saved your ass from. And what exactly is a Haunt?”

      Jonah stared at her. She took out five by herself, huh? He kind of wished he’d seen that.

      “Fine,” said Eva. Apparently, she didn’t want Jonah to tell her what a Haunt was. “Where is Jonathan? If I’m going to tell this, I may as well do it with everyone here.”

      Jonah watched Reena pack up the healing satchel that she used with almost as much aptitude as Liz. They all filed through the kitchen so as to reach the family room. Eva grabbed an entire bottle of wine. Christ alive, where did she put all that liquor? But Joey cleared his throat, took it, and poured her a glass. Jonah shook his head. Beyond remedying the effects of a Haunting, he had no use for liquor. He hoped she didn’t expect that crap to clear her mind.

      “I am here, Eva.” Jonathan appeared though the door. He nodded to Jonah and Cyrus as he perched himself on the arm of the couch where Eva seated herself. “You did well, Jonah.”

      Jonah shrugged. He was more concerned with those Haunt-looking things than praise.

      “Look, this is going to be painful to talk about.” Eva started with a ragged breath. “I saw my mom.”

      “Your mom?” Terrence leaned forward with his elbows pressed against his knees. “You saw your mom in spiritess form?”

      “Yes,” murmured Eva as Cyrus stood over her. “I shouldn’t have seen her. Apollo forbade it. The two of us have a…a horrible history.”

      “Exactly right." Cyrus stood stiff in front of her. "Apollo forbade it. Try again, Eva.”

      Eva rubbed her hand over her face. “If it wasn’t Janet-“

      “It wasn’t. You decided to ignore a perfectly rational suggestion to stay where I could help you.”

      Eva’s face became completely blank. She was shutting down. Jonah knew that sort of look anywhere.

      “Why don’t you let Eva tell us what happened instead of interrupting her every five seconds?”

      “Because Eva has been known to lie on occasion. Especially when she knows she has gone against orders set out for her own protection.”

      "Eva," Jonathan raised an eyebrow at Cyrus before he focused on her. "Please tell us what happened."

      "I walked right into a trap." She responded in a flat voice. "The incident in the woods was my fault. I apologize for putting Jonah and Cyrus in harm's way. May I be excused?"

      "Not yet. There is more, I think.” Jonathan glanced around the inhabitants of the room, and then at Eva. “Tell us about this trap.”

      “What is there to say?” Eva stared at a spot on the wall behind Cyrus' head. “I got slammed against a tree. Their leader told me there were some things worth going to hell for. Said I was a threat to harmony or something. Then I started a good old-fashioned brawl.”

      “That’s when we showed up.” Jonah had to describe those beasts. “Jonathan, those things looked like human-shaped Haunts.”

      “Those weren’t Haunts, Jonah.” Cyrus spoke, but he didn’t take his eyes off of Eva. “They are called Shades. Powerful creatures blessed by Hera herself. They were believed to be soldiers who had fallen on the battlefield. Only the best were brought forth from the Underworld to serve the Queen of the Heavens.”

      “So she has an army of her own now?” sighed Eva. “Great.”

      But Jonah ignored her. He wasn’t about to give up that easily. “Why did they look like Haunts?”

      “They are products of the same Astral material,” Jonathan explained. “Hera is mixing our worlds to create new monsters.”

      Jonah hung his head. So this woman—goddess—whatever, was borrowing from both their worlds to make shadow soldiers. Swell.

      And then Jonathan had to go and make things even more swell.

      “Jonah,” He said with his eyes on Eva, “I want you to remain with Ms. McRayne throughout the duration of her stay here at the Grannison-Morris estate.”

      “What?” Jonah blinked. “But Eva already has a bodyguard. Besides, why me? Why not Terrence? He’s the big fan.”

      “Emotions will do no good when you encounter a threat.” Jonathan held up a hand as everyone started to protest. “Cyrus, I understand your position. Yet, I believe the threat your Sibyl is facing is far more dangerous than anything we’ve ever encountered before.”

      “I accept your offer.” Cyrus nodded, but Jonah saw him grit his teeth before he continued.. “Any assistance will be greatly appreciated.”

      Jonah raised an eyebrow. Really? He was fine with it?

      “But now,” Cyrus took Eva’s arm above the bandage Reena had covered her elbow with and helped her to her feet, “I believe it is time for Eva to retire. It has been quite the eventful evening.”

      She said her goodnights to all of them as Cyrus steered her towards the door. She stopped at the threshold and turned to face Jonah.

      “Thanks, Jonah. I really appreciate your help back there. I’m sorry I got you pulled into a mess.”

      The appreciation took Jonah by surprise, but he recovered nicely. “Don’t mention it, Superstar. Thank you for getting that one that was behind me.”

      Cyrus guided her out. Jonah plopped down as Terrence whacked Joey on the shoulder with no force behind the hit.

      “Let me show you your room, Joey,” He said. “It’s a couple doors down from mine.”

      “Sure, man,” said Joey, “How many rooms do you guys have?”

      “Oh Lord.” Reena rose and untied her hair. “The number of people in here is in single digits, and still there is bromance. I’m going to paint.”

      She headed for her art studio, which left Jonah alone with Jonathan.

      “Who thought so much bull—sorry—B.S. could fit into one day?” Jonah asked. “But I’m more than happy to put it behind me. ‘Night, Jonathan.”

      “Not so quick, Jonah.” Jonathan never took his eyes off of the door that Eva and Cyrus used to leave. “Remember how I told you that I wished you to remain with Ms. McRayne?”

      “Duh, Jonathan, you just said it five minutes ago.”

      “I want that to begin now.”

      Jonah stared at his mentor. “Um, what?"

      Jonathan’s expression didn’t change. “You heard, son.”

      “At one a.m.?”

      “Time makes no difference, Jonah. You know that.”

      “But Jonathan!” Why the hell was Jonathan doing this? “She is in a room with Cyrus!”

      “Exactly,” said Jonathan. “His judgment is not what it should be at a juncture like this. And she doesn’t need the distraction that the keeper is undoubtedly causing her at this time. You two have a mutual experience with each other’s worlds. We should strike while the iron is hot. Besides, Cyrus can assist me in assessing the new defenses. ”

      “Oh come on, man!” Jonah kind of understood what Jonathan meant, but the timing was garbage. “Just give her the night, Jonathan. I’ll link up with Eva in the morning. If I go in there now, there is no telling what I might be interrupting—”

      “Your presence may very well interrupt something,” said Jonathan. “An innocent woman from experiencing a horrific beating.”

      That one stopped Jonah in his tracks. Jonathan had to go there, did he?

      “You know something, Jonathan?”

      “Not for certain, but I recognize the signs. And I won’t have our guest harmed under this roof.”

      “Alright, Jonathan,” He said. “Fine.”
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      Jonah hated ruining moments. Then again, after what he had witnessed in the woods, he wasn't sure what kind of moment he would be interrupting. 

      He returned to Eva’s door, no violent intent this time around, and knocked.

      He heard stirring, steps, and then the door opened. It was Cyrus.

      “What?”

      Jonah stiffened at the tone in Cyrus' voice. He wanted to play the asshole? Fine. Jonah could give it right back to him.

      "Jonathan wants me staying with Superstar."

      Cyrus looked at him. “Now?”

      “Yeah,” said Jonah. “ Right now.”

      Cyrus shook his head. "She is already asleep. Perhaps it would be best if you waited until—"

      Then he heard Eva’s voice. “Can’t it wait until daybreak? I’m all for the extra babysitter. But at one o'clock in the morning?”

      Jonah shrugged. These were the same questions that he had asked Jonathan himself. Why couldn’t they understand that? 

      “Jonathan doesn’t really care about time,” He told them. “When I asked him those same questions, he said Eva and I have a mutual experience now and it’s best to expound on that sooner rather than later. Plus, he’d like your assistance with shoring up defenses, Cyrus. He didn’t want those Shades anywhere near here again.”

      Cyrus’ aggravation was still evident on his face, but he relented. “Very well,” He said. “I’ll depart. But if Eva needs me—”

      “Cyrus, I swear to you,” Jonah said, “If Eva needs you, I’ll personally see to it that you know about it. Deal?”

      Cyrus took a breath through his nostrils. “Alright. See you in the morning—well, later in the morning, Eva.”

      Finally, he departed. Jonah stepped into the room to take it in. He saw Eva sitting up with the comforter over her legs. She rubbed sleep out of her eyes; a movement that caused the strap of her shirt to fall from her shoulder. Jonah took a breath as his mind flew in the exact opposite direction he wanted it to go in. The picture Terrence had shown him earlier flashed before his eyes and he shook his head to clear it.

      Calm down. Jesus, He admonished himself. It’s just a little skin.

      Jonah threw an awkward glance at Eva as he pushed those unnecessary thoughts to the back of his mind. Eva stared back at him.

      “So what’s the sleeping arrangement?” She asked with a raised eyebrow. “Because I don’t share my bed with anyone.”

      “I doubt that,” Jonah snorted. “I bet Cyrus would be pissed to hear you say that.”

      “We don’t have that kind of relationship,” Eva glared at him. “And I’m not a whore. So no, I don’t share my bed.”

      “Calm down, Superstar,” Jonah dropped the sleep bag at the foot of the bed. He couldn’t help but notice there was far less venom in his voice now.  “I’ve got sleeping equipment here. All is well.”

      Eva shook her head and turned on her side. “I maintain that we don’t have to share a bedroom. We could have just met back up at seven-thirty.”

      “My feelings exactly,” murmured Jonah. It was the truth. There was no point in sugar-coating it. “But when Jonathan says something, it gets done.”

      Eva scoffed. “Do you always do what you’re told?”

      “Hell no,” said Jonah, “but I’m cool with doing this one.”

      He placed his batons within reach and their blue gleam faded. He stretched out on the mat he’d brought then placed his hands behind his head. Jonathan owed him for this one.

      Big time.

      Initially, he didn’t want to be anywhere around this woman. But then she showed a trace of backbone. Okay, it was more than a trace. She had some badass in her. But then Jonathan had to ruin the ride and stick them together like this. Didn’t he know that the last thing they needed right now was to be shoved down each other’s throats?

      This was going to be a long week. How many times was that going to run across his mind?

      “This is wonderful. Just wonderful.” said Eva. “I’m not going to be able to sleep now.”

      Jonah shook his head. Badass, but still bratty.

       “You’re a grown woman, Eva,” he muttered. “I promise you that you can sleep without your boyfriend for a few nights.”

      “I told you. It’s not like that.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      “We don’t have sex, if that’s what you mean,” She snorted. “Cyrus usually hangs out long enough to make sure I’m asleep then he goes and does his own thing.”

      "His own thing," Jonah let that just linger there for a moment. "I saw you in the woods. He didn't seem all that indifferent then, and you were just walking on the grounds."

      "That's because I disobeyed an order. Cyrus used to be a general in the Creten army, so he doesn't take kindly to people who defy him."

      "Even you?"

      "Especially me," Eva brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. "It is what it is."

      "That's bullshit, Eva." Jonah's tongue might've been too loose at the moment, but he didn't really care. "You are this Sybil, yes? You are the golden girl of Apollo. If this were Richie Rich, Cyrus would be on the same level as Cadbury. And you wouldn't see Cadbury behaving like Cyrus did. He is there to protect you, not scold you and demand directives of you. He needs to learn his place because he seems to have forgotten it. I bet he wouldn't be that liberal with his authority if Apollo was around."

      "What did you say?"

      "You heard-"

      "Did you just pull a Richie Rich reference?" She sat up with a laugh. "Seriously?"

      "Damn right," Jonah said, snorting. "The cartoon was before my time, but Nana got them on VHS tapes. I read the comic book and loved the movie. No shame, Superstar. Zero."

      Eva giggled; an act Jonah was sure she didn't do often.

      "I have a confession to make," She smoothed out her expression as he sat up to look at her. "I have never seen that movie."

      "Never?"

      "Nope. I never watched movies or T.V. when I was a kid, and if I slow down enough now to watch anything, it's usually AMC."

      "Well, the critics hated it, but they seemed to have it in for Macaulay Culkin post-Home Alone," Jonah said. "Besides, what do they know, anyway? If you ever get free time, watch it. Good fun from the nineties."

      "What else do you like?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      "Just curious," Eva shook her head. "You don't have to answer if you don't want to and that's ok. I'm not good with this whole socializing thing and I'm pretty sure you don't want to socialize with me after how I acted today. I really am sorry about it. I can be a real bitch sometimes."

      "Well, you were, no denying that," Jonah said, "but I haven't exactly been a paragon of virtue, either. I love mindless action movies. Arnold Schwarzenegger. Stallone. Van Damme. Even Steven Segal. Terrible actor, amazing fighter. I like WWE. Mysteries. All things Marvel, some DC. And the old westerns and old-ass game shows I watched with Nana."

      "I can see that."

      "See what?"

      "Why you like mindless movies," She gave him a small smile. "Sometimes, it's nice to shut your brain down for awhile. Not think about anything."

      "Absolutely," Jonah said. "I do like adventure stuff as well. Like one of my favorite movies, bar none, is Raiders."

      "Never seen it."

      Jonah felt his eyes bulge. Did she just say that? "You've never seen Raiders of The Lost Ark? This is scandalous!"

      Eva laughed. "I'm serious! If a movie came out after 1955, I haven't seen it."

      "What? Why?"

      "I don't know. I just like the classic ones. Everything is so beautifully vintage and everyone was so classy. That element is lacking in modern movies."

      "They also lack diversity."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      Jonah sighed. "Eva, I promise I'm not about to climb on a soapbox or anything, but there are tons of movies in the classic era that l don't much care for."

      "Why not?"

      "I'm not the hugest fan of classic movies and period pieces because it's the perfect excuse for those stuffy execs to make everyone white. There are exceptions, like The Godfather, or basically anything with Brando or Sinatra, Serpico, The Sound of Music, and of course those Westerns with Nana. But I hate whitewashing. And Hollywood was good for it."

      "They are still good for it." Eva pointed out. "And typecasting is a very real thing. It sucks, but they do that because beauty brings in money. And since the beauty standard hasn't really changed in over a hundred years, Hollywood keeps pushing the same narrative. White, attractive, thin. Anyone who is different is either - again - typecast or put in administrative roles."

      "Right," Jonah muttered. "I had a friend - black guy - who had a dream to make movies. He pitched some ideas, with actors of color, but they all got shot down. He was told that they didn't have 'universal appeal.' Anyone with a fully functional brain knew what that meant. He abandoned movies and went into the tech world. Very sad."

      "What's his name?"

      "Does it matter?"

      "Of course it matters. Give me his information and I'll pull some strings. If movies really are his dream, then I can help with that."

      Jonah was slightly surprised. "Asa Russ James. He's done an indie film or two, but that's about it. But you can find his name."

      "It won't be that hard. Hollywood circles are small, but we have great investigators."

      The word investigators sparked something in Jonah's memory. The last celebrity who had come to Rome had used investigators to exploit people. He asked his next question before he even thought about it.

      "Have you ever met Turk Landry?"

      "Yeah," Eva snorted. "How could I not? He's the competition. Not much of one, mind you, but we run in the same circles."

      "You don't sound too happy."

      "I can't stand him. My last interaction with him was at a premiere for Shadowed Histories - that one season spin-off of his show that literally lasted five episodes? He wanted to do a Halloween special together. When I said no, he gave me the choice to either do the special or sleep with him. Otherwise, he'd find dirt on me and spread it to the media."

      "What happened?"

      "I threw him in the fountain headfirst."

      Damn, Jonah wished he had seen that. He started to say those very words when Eva frowned. She was looking at the spot behind him.

      “What? Jonah looked behind him then did a double take when he noticed a thick white mist hovering in the air. He rolled and got to his feet seconds before a man appeared. “What the actual hell?”

      “Elliot.” Eva whispered.

      Jonah gave the man a double take. Elliott looked like a bluish-white hologram. He looked like a spirit. But he wasn’t in Spirit. So what was the deal?

      He looked down at his form and flashed one of the coldest leers Jonah had ever seen.

      “Oh man,” Elliot commented, “I gotta admit this is cool.”

      "How the hell are you in here?” Jonah had to know. “There are defenses!”

      “Relax,” said Elliot in a bored voice. “Your respective masters have pooled their resources, and unfortunately, they’ve been effective. I can’t breach the grounds of the Grannison-Morris estate at this time. But it doesn’t matter. The Shades were able to breach, and I will be able to soon enough. How am I here, you ask? Truth is, I’m not. I’m miles away, on your Astral Plane.”

      Jonah shook his head. It couldn’t be true. There was no possible way.

      “Are you talking about Astral Projection?!” He croaked. “But you’re a Tenth Percenter!”

      “Those little details tend not to matter when your patron is Hera,” Elliott rolled his eyes. “Hera is able to supersede any restrictions your planes of existence may hold. She is all-powerful.”

      “Damn,” Jona whistled. “You’re really up her ass, aren’t you?”

      “Shut up, Eleventh,” snapped Elliott. “I couldn’t breach your grounds yet, but I could manage this. But it’s enough. Eva, get to the Covington House right now.”

      “I’m not really worried about the house right now.” Eva glared at the newcomer with a hatred that was evident. “What I don't understand is why it's so damn important to you. Important enough to bring me a fucking message in the middle of the night."

      “Because I'm ready to dance your damn grave,” Elliott snapped “The sooner you go, the sooner I can do that."

      "Look, if you set some sort of trap there, then I'm not going."

      "Yes, you are. You're going to be a good little Sibyl, or my victims will never know peace.”

      Jonah nearly dropped his batons. This Elliott guy couldn’t have the power. He was a Tenth.

      Eva must have caught his expression, because she put all of her attention on him. “What does he mean, Jonah?”

      Jonah couldn’t speak for several seconds due to being dumbstruck.

       “He—he’s somehow got the powers of a Spirit Reaper,” He responded in a hollow voice. “He is going to usurp spirits to make himself stronger.”

      Jonah saw horror, fear, and grief engulf Eva. Instantly, he was furious at this guy. Another damn bully.

      “You’re a big man when you’re broadcasting from somewhere else,” He snarled. “You’re screwing with things you don’t understand. Let those spirits go!”

      “I warn you, Eleventh Percenter,” said Elliott. “This isn’t about you. It’s about Eva. What do you care, anyway? You’ve known her one day, and from what I hear, your meet and greet wasn’t pretty.”

      “Yeah, well, what a difference a day makes, huh?” retorted Jonah. “You won’t hurt Eva. Not in my backyard.”

      “Don’t befriend her,” warned Elliott. “Do yourself that favor. Don’t get close to that evil bitch. She’ll betray you, just like she betrayed me.”

      Jonah sniffed. “Push someone around, and then paint yourself the victim. Classic. I only see one bitch here, and that’s you.”

      Elliot’s eyes hardened. “Okay, Eleventh—”

      “Jonah Rowe’s the name,” interrupted Jonah with heat.

      “Okay, Jonah,” said Elliott. “I was going to leave you alone. This was simply a means to an end. But now, you’re in the game, too. You’ll die, just like the Sibyl.”

      Jonah gritted his teeth. “Death isn’t real.”

      “Oh right,” chuckled Elliott. “I almost forgot you people’s cute little shtick. But death will be real. For you and your new buddy.”

      “Good luck with that.” Eva lifted her chin as she glared at the image. “You haven't managed to kill me off yet.”

      Elliott pulled his eyes off of Jonah and slowly turned them to Eva.

      “You know, even now, I still adore your green eyes. I can't wait to see that fear in them again like I did back in Charleston."

      Jonah snapped his attention to Eva. Her eyes were once again green. He looked back at Elliot’s projection with loathing, but Elliott kept his focus on Eva.

      “You will go to Covington House as soon as I am done here,” He told her, “Or those fuckers I killed - including Martin and your whore of a mother - will never know peace.”

      Jonah tossed a baton at Elliott’s projection. It shattered, but he knew that Elliot was on the Astral Plane somewhere, completely unharmed.

      He went to Eva, who had fallen to her knees with her face buried in her hands. Jonah didn’t know what to do other than fling an arm around her shoulder. Mere minutes ago, he’d have kept his distance, but the time for awkwardness was long gone now.

      For a fleeting moment, Jonah’s mind shifted. Eva didn’t need Cyrus. She didn’t need to be tied to an abusive, ancient keeper. He hadn’t protected her from the Shades, and he sure as hell wasn’t there when Elliot showed up. No. She didn’t need Cyrus.

      She needed him. The desire to hold her became so strong, he tightened the arm he had around her before he realized what he was doing.

      What the actual hell was that about?

      “It’s alright, Eva,” He murmured when he forced his thoughts back to the moment at hand. “He wasn’t really here.”

      Eva looked scandalized, hurt, and broken. Then Jonah remembered those last words.

      “Why did he say those things about your mom?” he asked her. “What victims?”

      Eva raised her face from her hands and gave Jonah a look that clearly said she was terrified to answer his question. She was spared the task though, because at that precise moment, the door banged open, and their friends burst inside.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Cyrus demanded. "Release her. Now."

      "You better take that base out of your voice," Jonah snapped before he turned back to Eva. "What victims?"

      "Elliot sacrificed twelve people to Hera last year. It was her payment for the power he possesses now."

      "God dammit," Jonah growled a little in his throat. "I am tired of this shit! It can't be two a.m. and-"

      They all looked at each other.

      “Jonah,” said Jonathan, “You and Eva have been in this room for a day and a half.”

      “What! But—”

      Then Jonah remembered. Time on Earthplane and Astral Plane were different. Elliot’s little Astral mind games made them lose time.

      “We all lost a day and a half,” said Reena. “We thought we were asleep for a few hours, but now it’s Wednesday. Three p.m..”

      “No,” Eva jerked up, her eyes wide. “We missed the Covington House interview—”

      “Never mind that, Eva.” Cyrus began, but Jonah cut him off.

      “Reschedule it,” He commanded to no one in particular. “For today. Get whoever you need to speak to on the phone and tell them we’ll be there in forty-five minutes.”

      “Why?” asked Reena.

      “Elliot is holding spirits back from the Other Side,” Jonah announced to them all. “He wants the Covington House thing done, or he’ll usurp them like a Spirit Reaper."
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      I kept dropping my brush as I got ready to go to the Covington house. The damn thing kept slipping out of my hand before I could stop it. I kept telling myself that there was no way Elliot could continue to hurt those spirits after they died.

      Yeah. I also knew I was lying to myself.

      I dropped the damn brush for the tenth time when Cyrus opened the door to the bathroom. He shut it behind him and I swallowed.

      "Nothing happened between us, Cyrus."

      "You were in that room with Jonah for more than a day and a half." He seethed. "I don't believe you for a second."

      "Jonah can't stand me. I made sure of that."

      "He can't stand you, but had no problem having his hands all over you?"

      "He put his arm around my shoulder. I don't consider that-"

      Cyrus punched my arm and I hissed between my teeth as I grabbed at it. 

      "That boy is not to touch you, understand?" He snapped. "We'll take care of that new attitude you've developed since you got here."

      "What new attitude?"

      "Running off on your own, not listening to me, getting too damn close to strangers. This is for your own good, Eva. You have no idea what these people are capable of."

      I knew what that meant. I felt my anxiety churn in my stomach.

      "Ok."

      "Ok?"

      I nodded and held back the tears in my eyes at the thought of never seeing Jonah again. It was a stupid thought, anyway. Once we left North Carolina, he'd be just as glad to get rid of me as everyone else had been.

      "Finish getting ready. You have five minutes."

      Cyrus didn't slam the door, but I heard the force behind his motion as he closed it. I took a breath, closed my eyes, and forced myself to ignore the throbbing in my arm.

      I couldn't help but think back to my conversation with Jonah last night. I could have told him the truth. I could have told him that I let Cyrus do whatever he wanted because of the power he held over me. He was the only one who could physically harm me. Kill me. That alone was enough to keep me in line.

      I took another breath and headed over to the closet. I pulled off the short sleeve blouse I had on and replaced it with a long sleeve one. It was hot as hell today, but I didn't want my newest bruise to show up on camera. I just finished pulling my hair back into a high ponytail when I heard a knock on my room door.

      My heart skipped a beat when I saw Jonah on the other side. He wasn't dressed all fancy; just jeans and a t-shirt, but that didn't matter. Jonah had a face that made everything look good.

      "Ready to go?"

      "Yeah. Just let me grab my bag."

      I looped my messenger back over my neck and freed my hair from it. When I approached the door again, I gestured for him to go out into the hallway.

      "Is Cyrus already down there?"

      "Yeah," Jonah answered. "He's down there."

      I glanced at Jonah and gave him a small smile. "He's just doing his job, Jonah."

      "I get he has a job to do," Jonah grumbled. "But the way he goes about it isn't cool, Eva. It's not."

      "It's fine."

      "Is it?" Jonah reached out and caught my arm right where Cyrus had hit me. I made a low yelping noise and Jonah raised an eyebrow. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing. I smacked my arm on the door jam this morning. It's still sore."

      I hated myself for lying. I hated myself even more for covering Cyrus' ass. 

      "Anyway, Cyrus has literally been like this forever. He learned how to be a commander back when it was ok to kill your own men if they disobeyed you. That hard ass approach just stuck."

      "Big deal,"Jonah said, unmoved. "Just because something was commonplace doesn't mean it was right. He works for you, Eva. He should worship the ground you spit on."

      "It..doesn't work that way with us."

      "Why?" Jonah stopped in the hallway. I stopped, too, though I knew the clock was ticking. "Why won't you put him in his place?"

      "It's not-"

      "Why?"

      "He can kill me, alright?" I let the words out before I could stop them. I pinched the bridge of my nose for a second, leveled out my voice, and continued. "There is a clause in the whole Sibyl-Keeper relationship that says he can harm me or kill me. My immortality is mute if he strikes out against me. It's a protection amendment that allows the Sibyl to be taken down if ever possessed."

      Jonah stared at me. "Eva, answer me honestly. Does he lord that over you? Does he remind you of that, and swing it over your head, like the sword of Damocles?"

      "The what?"

      "Never mind," Jonah waved an impatient hand. "Does he never let you forget that?"

      "He's mentioned it a time or two." I rubbed my arm subconsciously. "Let's get going."

      "Let me see your arm first. You could have reaggravated it."

      "I'm-"

      Jonah gave me a look that told me not to argue with him. I sighed.

      "I can't roll my sleeves up and I'm not about to get topless on the stairwell. Can we just go?"

      "Come here." Jonah opened a door we had just passed. "You can show me in here."

      "It's just a bruise."

      "Uh huh," He shut the door. "Go on. I won't look at anything other than your arm."

      "I know that. I trust you."

      I unbuttoned my shirt and slipped it off my shoulders.

      "See? It's fine."

      "Was that his grab from last night, or this morning?"

      "Neither. I-"

      "Eva, if anyone's never told you this before, you need to know that you are a terrible liar." Jonah ran the tip of his finger around the darkening red spot. "See this? Those are impact bruises. Fighters get them alot."

      "You're not supposed to do that." 

      I whispered and Jonah looked up. If I moved forward just a bit, I could have kissed him. I didn't dare.

      "Do what?"

      "Care."

      "Why not?" Jonah questioned. "Does Cyrus frown on that too?"

      "Yes."

      I pulled my shirt back on and was in the middle of buttoning it when I heard Cyrus coming back up the stairs. I forgot all about his five minute time limit.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I slipped past Jonah when I heard Cyrus' footsteps pass the door. He gave me a look of confusion.

      "What the hell-"

      "I gotta get downstairs," I turned to him. "The second I hear Cyrus shut my room door, I gotta make a run for it."

      I shouldn't have, but I moved away from the door and kissed Jonah quick on the cheek. It was nothing. Barely a caress, but I felt something stir in me that I couldn't place.

      "Thank you for caring."

      Jonah placed a hand to his cheek. He looked at me, surprised by the gesture, but he didn't wipe it away. That made me feel better. 

      Well, until he stepped around me to open the door. Jonah moved out into the hallway where Cyrus was standing.

      "Come here, Jonah." Cyrus beckoned with two fingers. "We need to talk."

      "No," Jonah said simply. "Get to your charge and do your job, pumpkin."

      "Excuse me?"

      Jonah headed down the stairs without another word. I heard the exchange out in the hallway then rubbed my forehead as I followed Jonah downstairs. Cyrus' eyes were like daggers on me. I knew that I was going to be in a shit ton of trouble, but I also knew he wouldn't do anything until we were alone.

      He stormed after me and towards the rented SUV. Joey was already chilling in the backseat listening to music. My guess was Broadway's Greatest Hits. I was surprised to see Jonah heading to the other side.

      "You are going to accompany us, Blue Aura?" Cyrus sounded cold. His tone was a hard one. "Why?"

      "Jonathan said stay with Eva for the duration of this, remember?" Jonah got in the seat. "Like I told you before, if you're butthurt about it, go complain to him. Or maybe you can get in and  we can reach Covington on time?"

      Cyrus cut his eyes over at me and I turned away from him to get in the passenger seat. I buckled myself in and cleared my throat.

      "How did we lose time?"

      "Pardon?"

      "How did we lose time?" I shifted to see Jonah snap his seatbelt on. "I don't understand how that's possible."

      Jonah sighed. I could tell he really didn't want to answer this question. "When, uh, when there is a convergence of preternatural stuff and earthly things, sometimes normal things, Like time, get caught in the crossfire. Elliot meddled with ethereality and he isn't an Eleventh. It's like bad medicine, with loss of time as the side effect. This is something bullies don't understand, you know? Their actions have unexpected consequences and unexpected karma."

      "Ok. Was it like that for everyone at the estate or just us?"

      "All of us," Cyrus answered between clenched teeth. "One minute, I was talking to Jonathan and the next minute, it was daylight. He realized something was wrong and we all came upstairs to check on everyone."

      Everyone? Or did he come to make sure I wasn't doing something I wasn't allowed to do?

      I chided myself for the thought. It didn't matter. None of this mattered. In a few days, I would either be dead or on a plane back to California.

      "Does that kind of stuff happen often at the estate?" I focused back on Jonah. "Or is this all because of Elliot?"

      "Not often at all," Jonah answered. "Loss of time is a direct result of meddling. People have tried to manipulate time, but the consequences have always been disastrous. So no. It's not a common thing."

      "Your girlfriend does that, does she not?" Cyrus chimed in as he looked into the rearview mirror. "Jonathan was speaking about her last night. The Time Item?"

      I couldn't explain the sinking feeling I had in my gut. Of course, Jonah would have someone. Someone who wasn't necessarily at the estate. Someone that he hadn't mentioned because the only decent conversation we had was maybe twenty minutes long.

      "What's her name again? Vera?" Cyrus cut his eyes over at me. "She is a proper actress. Perhaps Eva can help her get started on Broadway."

      "First of all, Cyrus, Vera is not my girlfriend," Jonah sounded slightly brine. "She's actually out of town with another guy as we speak. As for proper actresses, what would you know about them? The scrolls Jonathan found described your wife as a woman who tried and failed every time she auditioned for the acting troupes. What was her name? Delphine? The first Sybil?"

      "She was a wonderful actress," Cyrus responded with pride in his voice. A pride I had never heard directed at me. "Delphine was ahead of her time in many ways. It is a pity she committed a Sibyl's suicide, but it was for an honorable reason."

      "What reason?" I looked at him now. "You've never told me this."

      "Because you don't need to know."

      "I'd like to know."

      "Fear not, Eva. One day, you will have your own reasons just as Delphine had hers." Cyrus went back to watching the road. "At any rate, I'm sure Vera will come around sooner or later, Jonah. Perhaps sooner, since Eva is going to put in a good word for her play. Right, Eva?"

      "Yeah, sure," I cleared my throat from the knot that had formed there. "I'm not one with the Broadway crowd, but I can talk to some people."

      "Ahead of her time," Jonah shook his head. "People said the same thing about Yoko Ono. And Eva, since Cyrus has decided to fashion himself the gatekeeper of information, I'll tell you. Jonathan told us that Delphine chose to exit her role after she outlived her two boys."

      "Those two boys were my sons and I prefer to keep that information private."

      Once again, Cyrus was speaking through gritted teeth. I wanted to feel sorry for him - the story was tragic - but I couldn't do it. I still said the words I was expected to.

      "I'm sorry that you lost them, Cyrus."

      "It's the true cycle of life. Everyone passes into spirit when their time comes."

      Cyrus glanced back at Jonah and I knew what he was silently implying. I felt a sudden rush of fear so strong, I paused before I turned to look at Jonah once more.

      "Are you sure you want to do this with me? I really don't want to put you or anyone else in danger. And you saw Elliot. You see how damn determined he is."

      "I'm not afraid." Jonah caught Cyrus ' look, and seemed thoroughly annoyed by it. "He may have abilities and knowledge, but he still eats and sleeps like any other animal. And just like all other animals, he can be put down. He might think he's safe behind supposed immortality, but that means a grand total of dick around here. He's determined? So am I."

      I studied Jonah for a moment longer before I nodded.

      "After the woods, I know you can handle yourself. I wasn't questioning your abilities. I just wanted to give you the option of bowing out. It's not fair for you to be dragged into my mess like this."

      "What was the deal with you and Elliot anyway?"

      "We were friends once, back in college. He offered me the spot on Grave and things went to hell after that."

      "Why?"

      "Jealousy? I failed to prove my loyalty to him?" I shrugged. "Who knows? Everyone has their motives. Elliot is no different."

      "Elliot got pissed off because of me. Don't deny it, Eva." Cyrus flipped the blinker as we reached the downtown area of Rome. "He didn't like the fact your attention was divided. Now, I can understand why. You tend to get too focused on one thing when there are a thousand things going on in the background that are equally as important."

      "Oh," Jonah said. He must have noticed the jab Cyrus had thrown at me. "So Eva sounds like a human being. Short-sightedness and tunnel vision aren't gifts, Cy. They're handicaps."

      "That's precisely my point. Thank you for emphasizing that." Cyrus nodded. "Your tunnel vision is a weakness, Eva. They handicap you, just like Jonah said."

      "Thank you for the reminder," I managed to keep my voice neutral. "I'll work on that."

      "You should. In a fight, those handicaps could be deadly. Take the Shades for example. They were able to ambush you from behind since you were so focused on the ones in front of you. Had you been more observant of your surroundings, you wouldn't have needed our help."

      "Or if I had just stayed on the porch, right?"  

      I went ahead and threw that in. I knew that was coming up next. There was no point in telling my keeper the truth. He wouldn't believe me if I did. Cyrus nodded.

      "Exactly. We've been together for four years now and you still don't understand the importance of what I tell you."

      "Just stabbing in the dark here," Jonah said, "But that might be because, from my perspective, it seems like it's all you telling things and not giving Eva the chance to get a word in edgewise. Relationships are all about one hundred percent from both parties. Sounds like the only ways here are the Way of Cyrus and Cyrus' Way."

      "Ouch," Joey observed.

      "Shut up, Lawson," Cyrus snapped, which prompted Jonah to throw up his hands.

      "For God's sake!" He exclaimed. "You order him around too? Was there an update l didn't know about that made you the god, instead of Apollo?"

      "I don't order Joseph around." Cyrus snapped. "I am not responsible for Joseph or his safety."

      "I just don't get you, man," Jonah shook his head. "I don't. You know that you work for Eva, right? Not the other way around?"

      "Eva has been exposed to our world for four years. She knows nothing about it. I do what I must to train her in it."

      "Then train her!" Jonah spat. "And stop trying to be Big Bad Daddy! Because that shit is old!"

      Cyrus sighed. "Jonah, have you ever been in the military? Have you ever had any formal training other than what your friends do at the estate? If you had, then you know my methods are not uncommon. You may not like them, but they are effective."

      Jonah shook his head. "I figured you'd go that route. Well, speaking as someone who has volunteered with veterans of the military, I am well aware of your methods. I am also aware that attempting to spill behaviors and methods that worked in military life has very little success in the civilian world. You were a general, right? Cool. Respect. But you're not a general now, dude. That was ages ago. It's time to stop clinging to old glory and get with the times, dontcha think?"

      "Why should I abandon methods that have worked for centuries?"

      "Because most of those methods were outlawed here in the U.S. decades ago?"

      "I am not a U.S. citizen." Cyrus shrugged. "My laws come from Olympus and I have broken none of them. Unlike you. Tell me, how often do you smoke weed, Jonah? I do believe that substance is illegal in North Carolina."

      "Every time I'm sore from training," Jonah replied. "And last I checked, cannabis didn't leave bruises on women's arms."

      I winced at Jonah's comment. I looked out the window instead of looking at Cyrus. It took a moment for him to speak.

      "There are times when force is needed to emphasize a point. Do you not see this in your world as well, Jonah? Do you not fight ethereal beings - male and female - and leave bruises on them?"

      "If I bruise Reena's arm, it's to pull  her away from a Reaper or a Haunt or something," Jonah told the Keeper. "But last night, you bruised Eva after all the enemies were down. See the difference, pumpkin?"

      "I was emphasizing my point. Nothing more. Nothing less. That is not abuse. That is being a commander. Someone who takes charge and action to correct the mistakes of his fellow fighters."

      "Yeah," Jonah nodded. "And every abusive parent says they were just doing what they could. Excuse me if I'm not moved by your bullshit."

      "I don't care if you are moved or not." Cyrus turned on the street that led us out of Rome. "You are free to question my methods while we are at the estate. But come Saturday, you won't think another thing about them. You'll go back to your actress and your weed and forget all about us."

      "The actress ain't mine, I ain't telling you again. And I bet you'd just love to be away from Rome. Back to where you can try to assert control? Well you ain't getting rid of us that easily. Joey and Eva are friends now. That puts them in our zone. So your last desperate hope to be free of us? Fail."

      "I've already explained to you that Eva doesn't have friends." Cyrus sighed. "It is far too dangerous and she is far too busy."

      "I wouldn't mind being friends with the Elevenths," I spoke up since Cyrus was determined not to let me talk on my own behalf. "I'd like that very much, actually." 

      "Please stop embarrassing yourself, Eva. Joseph is the only one you haven't run off yet and the only reason he is still here is because of his contract." Cyrus snorted. "If you take Jonah up on this 'offer of friendship', it will just end badly for you and I don't want to deal with the aftermath."

      "Now, you're a psychic." Jonah rolled his eyes. "My God dude, ain't you just the Renaissance Man. Eva, Terrence, Reena and l would like very much to be friends. Since you don't hear it often, I'll tell you both: you don't need Cyrus' permission. If you're uncomfortable going over his head, I'll happily do so. Who do we need to speak to?"

      "Now see here, you impertinent--"

      "Look, pumpkin!" Jonah pointed. "There's the house. Eva, we'll talk later. Terrence is making meatballs tonight. We can all talk over dinner."

      We pulled up to the front of the Covington Mansion not a moment too soon. I was sure it had been a sight back in its heyday. But after years of neglect, the old house just looked sad. The windows that hadn’t been shattered were boarded up. The granite exterior was a mottled mix of gray, black, and mold. Three stories rose up, topped off by a rusted weather vane bent by the wind.

      “What is it about this place?” I muttered to myself as I stepped out of the car. I needed to focus on something other than the argument I'd just heard in the car. “Why is Elliot so determined that I come here?”

      “What?” Joey took off his headphones as he stood beside me. He whistled when he took in the same view I was seeing. “Classic, Evie. This episode is going to be classic.”

      “Right.” I shook off the chill running down my spine. “Maybe we’ll win you another award, Joey.”

      He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows at me before he rushed to get his equipment out of the back. Cyrus and Jonah came up to flank me on either side.

      “This is the glitz and glamour of what I do, Jonah.” I gestured towards the house. “Exotic places, beautiful faces—”

      I let my voice trail off when I realized that Jonah had turned pale. He was still wearing his sunglasses, but I could tell by his expression that he was unnerved. Cyrus had picked up on it too.

      “Scared, Rowe?”

      Cyrus regarded him over my head. Given the events since we’d landed in Rome, I wasn’t surprised that he had tensed up by my side. For his part, Jonah shook his head.

      "Hardly. Where’s the owner you were supposed to meet here?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “We’re only a day late. Maybe he got tired of waiting.”

      “Cute, Superstar.”

      I chuckled. “I thought so. Come on. I want to go check this place out.”

      I turned on my heel and marched up the steps. The place was encircled with a large front porch, but I had to be careful when I crossed it. The boards were green with rot. I started to warn the others when I heard a crack behind me.

      “Dammit.” Jonah grunted as he jerked his leg free from the hole he had made. “You couldn’t investigate a place like the Hyatt, could you?”

      “Nope.” I turned back towards the ornate front door to see that it was standing open. “Wait, what?”

      “What’s wrong?” Joey had joined us, shifting his camera up to his shoulder. “Why are we all hanging out on the porch?”

      “The door just opened.” I frowned as I peered inside. “Maybe Frederickson is already here.”

      “Frederickson?” Jonah was dusting the dirt off of his pants leg. “The owner?”

      I nodded. “Robert Frederickson. Bought the house at an auction back in 2012 as a tax haven. He contacted Theia Productions to do a show in the hopes that the exposure would help him dump it.”

      “Stay here.” Cyrus stepped past me and over the threshold. “It could be a trap.”

      “Or just an empty old house full of spider webs and broken furniture.” I offered up then shrugged as they all turned to stare at me. “It was worth a shot.”

      Cyrus ignored me as he disappeared inside. Joey sat his camera down then knelt beside it to fiddle with the buttons on it. Which left me and Jonah with nothing to do but wait.

      “You don't have to defend me, Blueberry.”

      "“Blueberry? Where the hell did you come up with that one?”

      “It seems to fit you better than Country.” I tested out the porch rail before leaning back against it. “And I'm serious. I know Cyrus can be a bit of a culture shock, but I'm used to him."

      "I'm not." Jonah shook his head. "Superstar, I'm not even trying to be difficult. I'm not even trying to rock the boat. Please believe that. I know Cyrus has a job to do, and it's not an easy one. But the lack of respect he shows you just vexes me. He treats you like a pouty child who needs to be scolded. It's not cool. I don't do well with alpha males."

      "I don't like it either, but-"

      "I know you said he could hurt you, but the only way you would know that is if he has done it in the past."

      I didn't know what to say to that. Jonah extended his hand. 

      "Let me see your phone."

      "Why?"

      "I'm going to program my number into it. If we're going to be friends, we need to stay in touch, right?"

      "You were serious then, in the car," I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and passed it to him. "Are you sure? Cyrus was right when he said I tend to fuck things up with people. I don't want to do that with you."

      "Eva, if anyone seems capable of fucking things up, it's Cyrus himself." Jonah took Eva's phone and stylus. "Dude is a pimple on the face of life, and he probably knows it."

      I chuckled at that and Jonah gave me a small smile as he passed me my phone back.

      "What's funny? He is."

      "No, it's just I've never gotten a guy's phone number before." I laughed then repeated his hand gesture. "My turn."

      Jonah passed his phone to her. "Never? Well, first time for everything, no?"

      "Nope, never. Work people don't count. And I've never dated before, so there's that."

      "Before Cyrus?"

      I typed in my number and saved it before I passed his phone back. 

      "I don't think Cyrus counts. We don't go on dates. We spend time together when we train."

      "Dear Lord, what does he train you to do?" Jonah asked. "How to scowl and judge everyone?"

      I laughed again. I couldn't help it. 

      "No," I shook my head. "No. He's working with me on my fighting style. I'm too slow. Not powerful enough to knock an enemy out completely."

      I twisted my face into Cyrus' trademark scowl as I mimicked his voice.

      "You have to be faster, Eva. Do it again."

      "It sounds as though too much focus is on fixing perceived flaws, as opposed to sharpening strengths," Jonah said. "Maybe you're not slow at all. Maybe that's all you've been trained to focus on."

      "I can't tell you. I've never trained with anyone else."

      "Really? Who taught you how to fight? Cyrus?"

      "No. Athena. But that was...different."

      "You'll have to tell me that story one day," Jonah said. "Maybe over Terrence's lasagna and homemade garlic knots."

      "That sounds lovely." I smiled. "I take it Terrence is the cook? It's literally the first thing he said to us once we got to the estate."

      "Yeah. Terrence cooks, Reena paints."

      "What about you?"

      "What about me?"

      "What's your hobby?"

      "Writer," Jonah said. "Not a great one at all. And the gym. I hated exercise before l met Terrence, Reena, and our friend, Bobby. But they made a gym junkie out of me."

      "Will you share your work with me?"

      "Sure. We can workout before supper."

      "No, not your workout," I smiled a little. "Your writing. I bet you're better than you give yourself credit for."

      "You don't want to workout with me, Superstar?"

      "I can, but I'm not good at the gym. I haven't been to an actual workout space since I left Georgia."

      "Interesting," Jonah observed. "You have a background in ballet and gymnastics, but you hate athletics?"

      "How did you know that?" I asked. "That's not on my site."

      "Fighting stance," Jonah told her. "I picked it up when you were fighting the Shades."

      I flushed a little as my heart started pounding. People tended not to notice me. They were too enamoured by the character I had to be in Hollywood.

      "You noticed that?"

      "I did. I've been around all sorts of fighters. I'm able to pick up their backgrounds pretty quick."

      "What's your fighting background?"

      "You sure are curious about me."

      "I told you I wanted us to be friends and I got your digits." I waved my phone at him. "So yeah, I'm curious."

      "Blunt force," Jonah said. "I use batons, and I'm not fond of blades, so it's strength-based. Hits that'll rattle ancestors. So I do a lot of arm and back work to build strength. Since I'm not a hulking guy, I'm deceptive. Get to hide some attributes till they're needed."

      "I can see that."

      "That I'm not a hulking guy?" Jonah responded drily. "Thank you."

      "No! That you use deception as a part of your fighting style. I do the same thing in a way."

      "How's that?"

      "Look at me, Jonah. Do I really look like I can kick someone's ass?" I shook my head. "My enemies think I'm an easy target. Even now. So they like to get me alone before they pounce."

      Jonah shook his head. "So you're like Buffy."

      "How?"

      "You know, the blonde girl goes down the dark alley, but she is the dangerous one," Jonah said. "Nice to circumvent the trope, ain't it?"

      "I'm a troupe?" Now, I was the one who responded drily. "Thank you."

      "Well, you do fit the mold. Blonde, white, tiny."

      "I'm no Sarah Michelle Gellar."

      "But you are a slayer," Jonah said. "Terrence made me watch the first two seasons of Grave. So l have firsthand knowledge."

      "Yeah? Terrence has good taste in television then." I grinned up at him. "What did you think about the show? Be honest. It's hard to hurt my feelings."

      "I had no expectations, but found it very entertaining and informative," Jonah said. "All the research involved pulls me; research is another of my hobbies. So it's like...adventurous learning."

      "That's my hobby."

      "The show?"

      "In a sense, but it's more about the research for me. I love the stories. The people. The history behind it all just fascinates me."

      "Same," Jonah said. "It's why I know so much about mythology. I blazed through those books over and over."

      "I'm glad one of us does."

      "You don't know mythology?"

      "I know some of it," I confessed. "But not everything. If I need to know it, Cyrus will tell me."

      "So you know nothing," Jonah remarked. "Because Cyrus talks at you, not to you."

      "Well, I know the gods I have met."

      "But not their histories."

      I shook my head. "No. I haven't had the time to actually read half the shit Cyrus put down in front of me. I can speak ancient Greek, though. I picked that up at the Academy."

      "Really? Say something."

      I tapped my finger against my chin then began to speak in the old tongue.

      "I am very happy to have met you."

      Jonah blinked. "I don't have one clue what you said, but it sounded cool as hell."

      I chuckled. "I said 'I am very happy to have met you.'

      "What other languages can you speak?"

      "French and English. That's pretty much it."

      "Cool," Jonah said. "I'm getting pretty good at Latin, because our friend Malcolm is teaching me."

      "Latin?" I whistled. "I'm impressed."

      "You speak ancient Greek."

      "That doesn't make Latin any less impressive. I can't speak Latin at all."

      "It just comes easily to me," Jonah said. "Like remembering dates and what have you."

      "If the small talk is quite over," Cyrus said, his tone cold as he appeared beside us. "Our client has just parked."

      I jumped when I heard Cyrus' voice.  He trained those cold eyes onto me.

      “The house is clear. It’s full of cobwebs and broken furniture.”

      “It always is.” I pushed away from the banister. “Let’s go meet up with this man. But Jonah, you owe me something in Latin. I want to hear you say something, too."

      Jonah leaned in and lowered his tone. "Potes melior est, quam stulti."

      I gave him a quizzical look. "What's that mean?"

      "It means," Jonah looked over at Cyrus, who was still glaring at them as he went to help Joey, "You can do better than that fool."

      I gave him a small smile then whispered in my ancient language. Jonah shook his head.

      "Still cool. Still don't understand."

      "I said "Thank you, but I don't know who would have me. I'm a train wreck."

      "Eva! Are you coming?"

      "Just a minute!" I turned back to Jonah. "Thank you all the same."

      "You're very welcome, Superstar," Jonah replied. "Now, go do your thing."

      Joey grinned as I approached him.

      “Speak of the devil.” He waved as an older man stepped out of the vehicle. “Time to get to work, Evie.”

      "Yay.” I muttered. “Jonah, if you don’t mind, stay by Cyrus. I have no idea where Joey wants to film this thing. I’d hate for you to end up on the show.”

      “Me too.” He took a step back. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

      I bounded down the stairs to meet the man as he crossed the lawn. Robert Frederickson looked as if he had just left the Hamptons. Black hair distinguished with gray temples. White blazer and dark blue dress pants. He looked completely out of place here.

      “Mr. Frederickson? Eva McRayne.” I offered him my hand. “I apologize for missing our meeting earlier. We’ve had some—developments.”

      “Yes, well.” He nodded to Joey. “My time is very precious, Ms. McRayne. I had every intention of being back in New York tonight.”

      “Theia Productions will cover the cost of this inconvenience.” I smiled. “Have you ever done an interview before?”

      “Not for television.”

      "This is Joey Lawson.” I gestured. “Obviously, the cameraman. He will be focusing his attention on you when we get started. But first, he has to get you hooked up with a microphone.”

      “Got it right here in my pocket.”

      Joey passed it over to the man before passing a second one over to me. He showed our contact how to attach the device to his jacket to get the best sound. Then how to speak into it. When they got finished, I attached my own microphone to the collar of my shirt.

      “Where can we get the best shot, Joey?”

      “I was thinking on the porch. Mr. Frederickson, if you will.”

      Joey led us over to Cyrus and Jonah, both of whom stepped as far away from us as possible. Mr. Frederickson straightened his jacket.

      “Right to the point, then?” He nodded. “Good. The sooner this is over, the better.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. But we still have to film inside. See if we capture anything.”

      “You will. I’m sure of it. My daughters swear by Grave Messages.” The man shifted in place. “As you can see, I don’t keep it locked. Nobody in their right mind would dare come here. You may come and go as you wish.”

      I bit back my response with a reminder to myself that this man was a client. So instead of snapping at him, I held up three fingers in Joey’s direction, folding them down to give him the signal to start filming.

      “Robert Frederickson is the owner of Covington Mansion, located fifteen minutes outside of Rome, North Carolina. Mr. Frederickson, what attracted you to Covington?”

      “The history, my dear girl.” He boomed with an exuberance so unexpected, I almost took a step back. “Rome has been the site of so much southern history. Covington is no different.”

      “What can you tell us about that history?” I tilted my head towards the man. “Murders? Suicides?”

      “Oh, nothing like that.” Frederickson chuckled. “But these walls serve as a monument to the Covington family.”

      “A monument.” I focused on the camera. “It was believed that George S. Covington had his family buried here beneath the floors when the house was built.”

      “Yes, the old fool went insane with grief.” Frederickson rocked back on his heels. “It happens, you know. When you lose a loved one. Or two.”

      I whipped my head around to see a faint spark of green in the man’s dark eyes. Could he—no. There was no way this man could be aligned with Hera.

      My paranoia was simply at a fever pitch. It had to be.

      I managed a thin smile and leaned back against my perch on the rail. “You purchased Covington in 2012, is that correct?”

      “Yes. I was hoping to turn it into a getaway retreat for my own family.”

      “Wow, that’s different.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “You wanted to vacation with your family here? In the middle of nowhere? In an oversized tomb?”

      The man coughed behind his hand as he narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, well. As I said. Rome is a beautiful town. It is peaceful here. The fact that this manor is haunted was not a deterrent for me.”

      “Let’s talk about that for a minute.” I pressed against the rail. “What have people experienced here?”

      “Everything. The stories rebound with objects moving on their own. Apparitions walk through the very walls!” He gestured to the heavens. “Screams resonate through the night and some reports state that previous occupants have been shoved down the stairs.”

      So far, so standard. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at his theatrics. Why did people tend to act so crazy when there was a camera present?

      “Alright. What about you? What have you personally experienced?”

      “Me?” Robert Frederickson glanced nervously at the front door. “What do you mean?”

      “Have you ever been shoved down the stairs?” I widened my eyes with mock innocence. “Have you heard these phantom screams?”

      “No. I’ve—” The man huffed up, “I’ve never actually been inside.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Under normal circumstances, I could contain my personal reactions to the people we deal with. But this?

      This was too much.

      “And—you just added another thirty minutes to my edits, Evie.” Joey lowered the camera as I giggled. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Seriously?” I ignored Joey as I focused on our contact. “You bought this house years ago. You call a television crew to come investigate it for paranormal activity. And you’ve never been inside?”

      “I’ve never had a reason.” Frederickson turned bright red. “Are we done here?”

      I nodded. There was no way I could continue taking this man seriously. He waved his hand at me with anger before storming back to his car.

      “Best. Interview. Ever.” I grinned when I watched him drive away. When the others didn’t respond, I turned to face them. “What?”

      “Do you treat all of your clients that way?” Jonah frowned. “Why did you call him out like that?"

      “Because he was an ass and a liar.” I all but skipped through the door. “I can’t stand people who turn all dramatic when they are in front of the camera. It screams fake to me.”

      “It should.” Joey linked his arm into mine. “He bought this place as a tax haven?”

      “Yeah. I figured that out after I checked the building permits. Frederickson never applied for one. I mean, why buy an abandoned house if you have no intention of fixing it up?”

      I was still riding high as we stepped into the main hallway. Dust and grime covered everything. Pictures hung crooked on the walls. I was sure that if I held my breath, I would hear the rats scurrying about. We moved from room to room in silence which was all we encountered.

      There were no screams. No one tried to push us down the stairs when we stood at the top. Nothing flew at my head.

      Of course, I didn’t have a mirror present. Cyrus must have taken them all down when he came in here earlier.

      When we reached the bedroom upstairs, I stopped just short of the window as Jonah disappeared into a door I had mistaken as a closet. Cyrus stepped up behind me to clasp the back of my neck with his fingers.

      “I overheard your little chat on the porch.” He chuckled. "I found it quite entertaining."

      "Why's that?"

      "Because it became obvious to me that I was right. Rowe has no interest in you."

      "I know he doesn't."

      "Do you know how I know?"

      "No."

      "Because he had no interest in learning about you. Every question asked was directed at him. Perhaps, he is a narcissist."

      "Or perhaps, he was simply answering my questions." I hissed when he applied pressure against my spine with his palm. "Ow."

      "You have been warned, Eva. That is the last I will say on the matter. You have been warned."
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      The room Jonah stepped into was no bigger than the bathroom in his old apartment. In other words, it was tiny and dark.

      The walls were plastered with black. The small chair and table? Black. Even the mirror positioned across from the chair was dark.

      “Ok.” Jonah jostled against the door as it shut. “This isn’t creepy. Not creepy at all.”

      He shifted around only to fall into the chair with a grunt. But just as he reached out to feel for the door knob, he heard a strange whispering fill his ears.

      Jonah jerked his head towards the mirror as the black began to shift into faces. A blur of eyes and mouths until, at last, it stopped.

      “Your soul is so hard to read, Jonah Rowe.” The woman in the mirror pursed her lips together. “Oh, begging your pardon—spirit. What can I offer you?”

      The image against the black shifted as she continued to speak. “Fame? Fortune?”

      There were crowds of people screaming his name as they waved books in the air. That image faded into a vision of himself, dressed to the nines as he sat down in a chair on the set of a talk show.

      Those crowds—all holding his books and shouting his name—that talk-show spot. Jonah didn’t even own a suit like that. It looked worthy of a designer collection. The type of clothing you wore when you didn’t have any cares in the world.

      And then a scene came into the mirror. One that made Jonah’s eyes bulge. This one had Vera in positions he had only fantasized about. Hera didn’t make this one a glimpse. It lingered. Jonah should have turned away. But for some reason, that was an impossibility.

      File it away, Jonah, He ordered himself. Scratch that. Forget it. You have more respect for Vera than just to regard her as a piece of meat.

      But it wasn’t working. The woman had done it perfectly. The scene with Vera might as well have been a soft-porn short video.

      The image faded, and the woman chuckled.

      “You enjoy happy endings, Blue Aura? I do as well. Get the Sybil on the Astral Plane at the golden hour on Sunday. Do this for me, and the fame, the wealth, and the woman of your dreams is yours. Sunday at the golden hour. That’s a sufficient amount of time to make up your mind. And, given your vision, time is something you long to enjoy. But there is more.”

      "More?"

      “I will give you access to the one place your Jonathan can’t get to. I will give you the key to the Other Side.”

      Jonah stared as if transfixed by the image. When he started to respond, the woman cut him off.

      “Don’t answer just yet, Blue Aura. There will be time enough for that. Consider my words. Consider what could be. Then, when the time is right, I will return to you.”

      The woman’s face disappeared as quickly as it emerged in the glass. He stood there, frozen in place.

      Jonah didn’t know what to think. Temptations with what he wanted? But it wasn’t the Sirens.

      This was one woman, with eyes as green as his friend Elizabeth Manville’s. But Liz’s eyes were full of happiness, warmth, and joy. This woman’s eyes were venomous green, harsh, full of ambition and evil.

      He’d read Greek mythology. Seen a bunch of pictures and depictions.

      That woman looked like depictions he’d seen of Hera. But that couldn’t be, Hera was the goddess of family, marriage—wholesome endeavors. But that woman he saw in the mirror was a thug. A thug and a bitch, with a trace of sociopath. He had no interest in doing anything that she said.

      The memories of his experiences in this house resurfaced. He hadn’t lied to Eva. He hadn’t heard of the place. He’d never known its name. He’d just been there.

      The Covington House was the site of his first great victory as an Eleventh Percenter.

      The memories weren’t pleasant. He’d nearly lost his physical life in an inferno in the basement. He’d gotten a deep muscle tear on his left shoulder, and that had been before the broken ribs. But he’d won that fight.
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