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[image: PROLOGUE]


It was not a day like any other. It was Jocasta’s eighteenth birthday, and if the man she’d loved since she was six years old didn’t already know he had her heart, he would know it in the next few minutes.


She took her brothers’ makeshift bridge over the river and cut through Flynn’s olive grove rather than use the dirt road between their two houses, avoiding gnarled old roots that had twisted her ankles on more than one occasion. She’d just washed from head to toe, and she had plans. Arriving at Flynn’s house with dusty toes poking out of her sandals wasn’t part of them.


Her stomach clenched, and Jocasta took a steadying breath. This was it, then—everything finally coming together.


Really, she shouldn’t be so nervous. Wasn’t Flynn practically a member of the family already? Her oldest brother’s best friend? Someone she’d known—quite literally—forever?


Besides, he was it for her—the one. She couldn’t even remember a time when that wasn’t her reality.


She stepped over a fallen branch and headed up the field, Flynn’s house a deceptively cheery whitewashed dot in the distance. He lived alone now. Old Hector was the last to go, leaving Flynn parentless, brotherless, and sisterless after a decade-long cycle of everything going wrong. Her heart had broken over and over along with Flynn’s, but now she could finally help him. Wouldn’t a family of his own be just the healing balm he needed after losing everyone?


Despite her positive—and logical—thoughts, panic still thrummed in Jocasta’s veins, descending like a swarm of locusts on her fast-beating heart. Fear of rejection grew with every step toward Flynn’s, but it wasn’t as though she were about to spring herself on him from out of nowhere. She wasn’t blind to signs or prone to inventing things out of sheer hopefulness. There was really only one way to interpret all the kind smiles and shared laughs, the near-daily inquiring after her health and projects, the long, private conversations down by the river between their two houses, and the frequent escorting her home, even when they both knew it wasn’t necessary.


Flynn’s attentiveness wasn’t new exactly, just different somehow. He’d always looked out for her. And as independent as Jocasta liked to think herself, she had needed help at times.


Ice slid down her spine, and she slammed the door on the memory she mostly managed to avoid. It surged up anyway, and she walked more slowly through the sudden spike in her pulse, repeating thoughts like done, over, and no! until a colorful word mosaic of her own design patterned over the ugly images in her head.


Squaring her shoulders, she picked up her pace. There hadn’t been a truly violent raid on their village in years, even if the last one still felt like yesterday at times. Sintan royal guards descending on their homes. Heartless soldiers demanding taxes far beyond what was due, thieving, destroying, and taking, especially from the women of the tribe. Seven babies were born roughly nine months after that last impromptu tax raid, and she’d had her first woman’s cycle only a few months before.


She could’ve been one of those new mothers five years ago if Flynn hadn’t pulled that rotten-toothed bastard off her in time. He’d practically ripped the man limb from limb before spiriting her away to the hidden tunnels below the temple district. He’d raced off again to try to protect others, leaving her with his hunting knife and cloak. She’d been so cold down there, shivering in fear and shock beneath that big statue of Zeus. Sometimes, she still heard the eerie silence and felt the flood of dread deep under her skin like a sickness oozing its way out from within.


That distant day was a tangle of fear and gratitude in her memory, and Jocasta mentally stomped on it as she approached Flynn’s house, each step driving the horror that could’ve been so much worse for her farther into the ground.


No one ever knew what happened that afternoon except for the two of them—how close her life came to being irrevocably changed. Not her parents. Not her brothers and sisters. No one. She should’ve been hiding in the secret room behind the kitchen pantry, but she’d been too far from home when the brutal, greed-driven soldiers arrived—and then not close enough when they truly closed in.


Flynn came for her when it was all over. Her family was intact but poorer, and he took her back to them. They never spoke of that day again.


Every now and then, when her mind hovered between asleep and awake, she saw Flynn’s face as he killed that soldier above her. Most of it was a blur. Her groping wildly for a weapon. Rough, hard hands pawing at her new breasts and yanking up her dress. Suddenly knowing she’d lost—that she’d never stood a chance.


Another few seconds, and that would’ve been true. Flynn had snapped her attacker’s neck so hard she sometimes still heard the crack. And then a huge auburn-haired beast had reached down for her, a roar in his chest and his features on fire with hate. All fear had vanished. As savage as he’d looked, he was her beast.


That day not only marked the moment her father became deadly serious about uniting the southern tribes into a coalition big and powerful enough to strike fear into the northern Sintan elite but also the day her love turned into passion. For as long as she could remember, she’d looked at Flynn with a child’s adulation. After that raid, she’d understood what it felt like to look at a fierce, capable man and nearly combust with a woman’s love.


Jocasta’s steps slowed as she started down the flat, sun-warmed path of stones leading to Flynn’s front doorway. Doubts rattled like swords, warning her away from the field of engagement. She knew how she felt, but what about Flynn? He’d never actually touched her or spoken to her in a way that indicated his feelings went deeper than friendship. It was just that lately, things hadn’t felt the same.


The prospect of being alone with Flynn usually sent dragonflies swooping through her belly. Right now, their frantically beating wings churned up a wash of acid in her stomach, and Jocasta fought a nervous grimace. The closer she got to Flynn’s door, the more her heart squeezed and burst and caught fire as though hit by a lightning bolt.


Finally on his doorstep, she shifted from foot to foot. Could this be a huge mistake? There was no backward from a confession of love.


But there was no forward without one—or at least not into a future she wanted.


Steeling herself, she lifted her hand and knocked. She’d always liked Flynn’s whitewashed house with its sky-blue shutters—probably more than he did at this point. He kept the old farmhouse in perfect condition. The only things missing were his mother’s big clay flowerpots with their bright-crimson hera’s hearts and jaunty flushing dryads. He had the pots somewhere; she had no doubt. And Jocasta would replace the dead roots of bygone blooms with her kitchen herbs and medicinal plants as soon as it was her right.


Flynn was home now. He couldn’t always be out honing his battle skills with her brothers and Kato. The five of them did little else these days, but homes and lands also needed tending. Even if Flynn hated every lonely second he spent in his empty house, a man like him would never let his family farm fall into ruin—or at least not the buildings. Harvests were a different story. Last season’s fat black olives now stained the grove, shriveled and bird-pecked where they’d fallen while a new crop grew, waiting for a farmer to tend to it, when the only person who lived here now had a new occupation: war.


Jocasta waited for Flynn to answer her knock, which she’d made sure was loud enough to resonate. At this time of day, he was often in the back courtyard building something to furnish his house. If the telltale thud, thud, thud she’d heard was any indication, he was at it again. The steady fall of his hammer seemed to echo the beat of her heart these days, although if he built one more unnecessary chair or table, he’d have no place left to walk.


Maybe he could fashion them a cradle soon, one that rocked, and she’d try not to be too terrified when he rode off with the others to defend their border, which was slowly extending toward the north.


She knocked again, even more firmly this time. The hammering in the courtyard abruptly stopped, and Jocasta’s heart tumbled, speeding up. She could make this empty house a home again. She would.


The door opened, jolting her pulse into a mad enough dash to make her hands shake. She hid them in the folds of her gown, all that floaty material draping down her hips and legs finally coming in handy. Flynn stood a head taller than her, his broad shoulders blocking out everything beyond. Limned in the golden glow of the sunset at Jocasta’s back, his auburn hair looked almost blond. He hadn’t cut a single lock since his father died, and the thick mass now brushed the strong curve of his jaw. She wished she could smooth it back with gentle, soothing strokes, the kind reserved for wounded animals. Or wounded souls.


Jocasta exhaled a slow, deceptively steady breath, her eyes fixed on Flynn’s. Surprise flitted across his expression, quickly replaced by concern.


“Is everything all right, Jo?” He looked past her, around, and then at her again. He frowned. “It’s getting late for you to be out alone.”


His concern plucked at her heartstrings, sending a warm vibration through her chest. “Everything’s fine,” she answered. Except for her voice. It was already low and gravelly enough without creaking from nerves. She cleared her throat, wishing she didn’t perpetually sound as if she just woke up. “As you know, the southern lands have never been safer.”


Had wooden conversation ever led to seduction? Probably not. She fought a wince.


Flynn nodded, smiling despite how stiff and stilted she sounded. “Griffin’s talking about going on the offensive soon. Next thing those murdering royals up in Sinta City know, he’ll be king.”


The idea made Jocasta shudder in fear for everyone she loved. It was entirely possible her brother would eventually make a bid for the throne. But a Hoi Polloi warlord ruling the realm? It had never happened. Magic always won.


“Happy birthday.” Flynn stepped aside, leaving her room to enter. “I was going to stop by your house later, but since you’re here, I have something for you.”


Her heart leaped at his words. Jocasta followed him inside, her unruly pulse robbing her of breath and those dragonflies now carousing wildly in her stomach.


Inside, the house was dark except for the natural light slanting in through the deep-set windows. Flynn skirted an upturned stool with one leg still waiting to be attached and strode toward a side table. It was one of three lined up along the far wall.


“Is the upstairs this full?” Glancing around, she spotted several new pieces of furniture in varying stages of completion. There were far too many chairs for a one-man home. One was child-sized, and her heart gave a little thump. She could already see a red-haired imp in it. Their imp.


Flynn just shrugged, his silence seeming to invite her to ignore the fact that he was populating his house with inanimate objects because all the animate ones were gone.


Jocasta let it go, knowing she couldn’t truly understand Flynn’s suffering. Her family remained intact. Parents and siblings, all able-bodied and well.


Flynn picked up a small box tied with a thick hellipses-grass bow and held it out to her. His eyes gleamed the same warm brown as the olive-wood container he’d likely carved himself as he placed the gift in her hands, a smile tugging at his mouth.


Jocasta bit her lip. Flynn had given her many things over the last eighteen years, but never something wrapped in a bow.


She tried to hide how her fingers shook as she opened the box. Her breath caught. It was a bracelet. A beautiful bronze bracelet with fluted engravings on either side of a row of polished blue stones.


Her eyes jumped to his face, her heart pounding in her throat. Surely, giving her jewelry was a strong sign of his regard?


Flynn plucked the bracelet from the box and slipped it onto her wrist, squeezing to adjust the size. He set the box aside. “The stones match your eyes. They were the brightest and bluest I could find.”


Elation made her dizzy. That was the most romantic thing he’d ever said. To her—and probably ever. Jocasta moved without thinking. Happiness propelled her forward, and she threw her arms around Flynn’s neck, stretched up, and crushed her lips to his. Finally! She closed her eyes, held on, and soared.


Flynn froze, his lips warm but unyielding, his arms at his sides, and his big, hard body not melding to hers. Jagged worry spiked her pulse. This might be her first kiss, but she still knew what was supposed to happen, and Flynn not kissing her back—at all—definitely wasn’t it.


She stayed where she was, her lips pressed firmly to Flynn’s and her breasts lightly brushing his clothes. She angled her head, the new, more intense pressure a silent plea for him to reciprocate. He was twenty-eight years old, a man who’d been on military campaigns, and she had no illusions about the women he must have kissed—and certainly more. Jocasta couldn’t possibly be that bad at this.


Still, he didn’t move. Just as hope started to crumble and die in her chest, Flynn kissed her back. His mouth suddenly surged against hers. He wrapped his arms around her and hauled her in close, a sound of pure hunger rising in his throat. Jocasta echoed it—a deep, primal moan of excitement and relief. Spearing her fingers into his hair, she arched into him with an instinctive roll of her hips.


Flynn’s gasp punched her lips. He hesitated. Their mouths barely touched, their breathing ragged and loud. Then his grip tightened, and he brought her to her toes as he slanted his mouth over hers, softly at first, and then harder, parting her lips. Jocasta’s legs grew heavy and weak. His tongue brushed her lower lip, feather soft and questioning. The thump of sensation low in her abdomen said yes, and she opened for him, catching fire from the heat of their kiss.


Flynn slid a hand to the nape of her neck. Tilting her head back, he licked into her mouth. Jocasta sagged in his hold, the wildest jolt of pleasure hitting the space between her legs. A little whimper left her, swallowed up by the warmth of Flynn’s mouth.


Learning quickly from him, she swept her tongue over his. He tasted of the mint sweets she’d made him. Chasing the flavor, she deepened the kiss. Triumph roared in her blood as Flynn fisted one hand in her hair. The other clenched the back of her dress, holding on to her as though she were necessary. Desire pulsed, hot and urgent. She devoured him, he ravaged her mouth, and it was glorious.


Until he reared back.


Jocasta staggered, nearly losing her balance. She opened her eyes, her mouth gaping. She glanced around, half expecting to see one of her overprotective brothers cocking back a fist. But no—they were alone. No one had yanked Flynn away from her.


The inferno inside her fizzled to wisps of smoke. Slowly, apprehensively, she looked back at Flynn. His expression turned her stomach to lead, and the knot forming in her middle dragged her hopes and dreams down with its cold, hard weight. She didn’t want to let them die, but as she watched Flynn’s hands curl into fists and his eyes go from stunned to horrified, the future she’d imagined for them started collapsing without waiting for the awful words she knew were on the tip of his tongue.


The man she’d loved for as long as she could remember stared at her, paling until his auburn hair glared a shocking red. “Forgive me,” he finally said.


Jocasta expelled a trembling breath. “I kissed you. There’s nothing to forgive.”


“I took advantage.” His measured tone cut like a knife. He took another step back. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”


She swallowed. It won’t happen again.


Those weren’t idle words. He meant them.


Tears stung her eyes. Flynn didn’t want her. He was supposed to claim her, she’d claim him back, they’d tell her parents, sign the temple registry, plan an official wedding if they felt like it, and likely start a family immediately. Maybe even right now. She’d been ready and willing. Apparently, she was the only one.


“I see.” Her voice came from far away. Jocasta could barely feel her lips. Numbness rang in her head. A sickened daze smothered the thrill of their kiss, obliterating it from existence.


How stupid. She started to shake. What a stupid, naïve fool I am. It was all in her mind. Him. Her. Everything.


She shuffled back, even though he’d already put more than enough distance between them. She’d been waiting for this moment for years, for when Flynn couldn’t use her age as an excuse, or his firm friendship with her brothers. She was a woman, fully grown and frankly well into marriageable age, according to their tribal traditions. Not that she needed to marry. She’d wanted Flynn.


Queasy, she turned to leave. “I… Goodbye.”


Spiraling into a horrible, sinking pit of humiliation, she rushed for the door. Everything would be different now. She’d need to avoid Flynn for life. How in the name of the gods was she supposed to do that?


Flynn caught up in two steps, his nearness shocking compared to the sudden gulf between them. “I’ll walk you home.”


“No, please don’t.” Not looking at him, she yanked open the door and flew outside. The bracelet he’d given her glinted in the dull light, and the sight of it on her wrist broke her heart all over again.


He fell into step beside her anyway, flatly stating, “There’s no way in the Underworld I’m letting you walk home alone in the dark.”


Jocasta scoffed, the sharp sound somewhere between bitter and bruised. She finally stopped and looked at him, anger sparking even though her soul was one enormous festering wound. “I’m Anatole’s daughter and Griffin’s sister. No one within days of this place would dare lay a finger on me.”


Flynn flinched, jerking his hands out of sight. He’d touched her. And gods, how he wished he hadn’t. It was written all over his face.


They stood on his walkway, the ease that had always existed between them burned down to ash with one explosive kiss. A breeze swept over them, and Jocasta shivered, more devastated than cold. Flynn watched her, eyes wary, mouth flat. He didn’t say a word.


Jocasta turned and started walking again, one foot in front of the other, already trying to shove lifelong feelings into a forgotten corner of herself where they wouldn’t spring up like some horrible jack-in-the-box every time Flynn was around. Flynn followed her all the way home, now two steps behind and eerily quiet except for his tread. He’d started stomping like a Cyclops everywhere he went. She’d liked it. It had let her know when he was nearby.


A sob caught in her throat. She held her breath, keeping the shuddering howl inside.


Home finally loomed in sight. Jocasta didn’t want to go in but had nowhere else to go. So home it was—with too many people inside. Flynn might’ve turned and left her at the gate, but her mother saw them through the window and waved them both toward the door. It would’ve been strange for him to refuse.


Stepping under the lintel and into the house, Flynn kissed her mother’s rounded cheek, just as he had since he was a boy. “Hello, Nerissa.”


Jocasta forced a quick smile for her mother but couldn’t produce a word.


As they moved farther inside, her father strode over and dropped a kiss onto the top of her head. He clapped Flynn on the shoulder, his face splitting into the wide grin he reserved for his children. Anatole had always treated Flynn like one of his boys, especially after Flynn’s real father, Old Hector, stopped caring about anything outside of his own grief.


Anatole beamed at them both, his focus shifting to Flynn as he spoke. “I see you found our wandering healer.” Flynn simply nodded, and Jocasta’s father turned to her. “Did you find those plants you were looking for?”


“No.” In all honesty, she hadn’t even looked. The sudden urge to search for althaea root had been an excuse to leave the house late in the afternoon—just when most of the people she knew would be finding their ways home and staying there, including Flynn. “Someone else must have gathered them up first.” Having a naturally husky voice served her well for once. No one knew it was low and raw from holding back tears.


“There’ll be more in a few days.” Anatole’s shrug accentuated the increasing stoop in his shoulders. Her father had recently begun looking his age and giving more responsibility to Griffin, who acted as co-head of the family now. It all meant change, when the only change Jocasta really wanted had just been denied to her. “And your competition doesn’t stand a chance,” Anatole added. “Whatever you concoct will be better.”


“Thank you, Father,” she murmured. His encouragement meant a great deal to her. Most tribal fathers didn’t support their daughters in endeavors that had nothing to do with finding a husband and providing grandchildren. But Anatole had married a talented healer whose income supplying counsel, salves, and cures had been twice his own as a grain farmer, and he’d never batted an eye at Jocasta following in her mother’s footsteps.


Out of sheer habit, Jocasta moved deeper into the house, but the moment she entered the great room, she knew she had to leave. Her entire family was there, and what if they could all see her chest ripped wide open and her heart falling out? It didn’t matter that they barely looked up from their evening activities, her entrance with Flynn nothing unusual. Everything was different. Her shattered dreams cut like broken glass. She’d never stop bleeding.


At her back, Flynn blocked her path out, so she stood there, the wretched knot in her throat only growing. Jocasta’s older sister, Egeria, sat by the fire with a scroll in her hands, reading. Her middle brother, Piers, did the same. Griffin and Carver played a strategy game, which their father rejoined. Kaia, at only nine, hopped like a flea as she talked to Kato. Kato, a de facto member of the family even more than Flynn, listened with his full attention, ignoring the game he’d probably started out playing with the others to hear about a typical Kaia adventure involving her beating the local boys her age at a footrace around the center of the village.


Jocasta had already heard the story twice. Kato probably had, too, but his effortless charm always came with a smile, and more importantly, his kindness ran deep. He’d listen ten times and always look just as interested.


Sometimes, Jocasta wondered why she hadn’t fallen in love with him instead of Flynn. Kato was a few years closer to her in age and arguably the most handsome man in all the realms. His battle-sculpted body, blue-sky eyes, and sunshine hair were all most of her friends could talk about. They didn’t know him like she did, though. They hadn’t watched and learned as her mother cleaned and soothed Kato’s cuts and bruises in the middle of the night, time and again. Jocasta was only waist-high at the time. She used to hold Kato’s hand, thinking that might help—and he’d let her.


Some evils didn’t come from the outside. Kato’s parents were proof of that. Then one day, he just stopped going home. She’d lived under the same roof as Kato since before Kaia was born. Loving him the way she loved Flynn was impossible. He was her brother now.


Flynn got called into the game to replace Kato, clearing a path for her back out of the room. Jocasta joined her mother in the kitchen and began the monotonous task of kneading bread. It was mindless and numbing. It helped her stay blank instead of focusing on how her life had finally begun for an incendiary blink of an eye and then stopped. They didn’t talk, and Nerissa threw her worried glances. Tears threatened every now and then, surging up with shocking heat and violence.


Flynn stayed just long enough to be polite and then returned home. After that, he started spending more time at his house than he did at hers. Then it stopped mattering where he chose to be, because Jocasta rarely saw any of the men in her life anymore. They were busy making her world a safer place and doing whatever it was that victorious warriors did. She tried not to use her imagination too much where Flynn was concerned.


Jocasta threw herself into honing her healing skills and becoming invaluable to her community. She improved on her mother’s key recipes and invented new medicinal remedies in her dwindling spare time. Her ointments sold as quickly as she could make them, as did her herbal teas and tonics. She might not have a household of her own, but she was a household name, and that was almost enough for her.


But then one day, she was told to pack up and leave home. Griffin had won. The whole family was moving to Castle Sinta. She was a princess of the realm.


Jocasta packed her trunks, the life she’d begun building once again torn from her grasp. As her family rode out, a royal army that included Griffin and his core team—that included Flynn—surrounding them, she glimpsed a tightly shuttered-up whitewashed farmhouse in the distance. Her heart too numb to ache, she simply turned away from it.


No one ever knew what she’d done on her eighteenth birthday, how she’d thrown herself at Flynn. How he’d kissed her as if his life depended on it and then leaped away from her as though burned.


Had he been more horrified with himself or with her? In the end, she never really knew.


That was another day they never spoke of. In fact, they barely spoke at all.
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CASTLE THALYRIA, FOUR FULL MOONS AFTER THE UNIFICATION OF THE REALMS





Persephone hadn’t been the bearer of bad news to someone she cared about in eons. She’d almost forgotten how awful it was.


“You’ve been cursed.” There. She’d said it. She looked at Cat. Queen Catalia Thalyria now—and the closest thing Persephone had to a human daughter. “There’s powerful magic all over you. Not yours,” she added.


Cat stared at her. Shock and fright widened her bright-green eyes to twin pools of panicked light. “Bad magic?”


“I believe you’ll see it that way, yes.” Persephone watched the new queen carefully. She’d known Cat since she was fifteen, a girl on the run from her abusive family and hiding from her destiny. As a powerful goddess and the queen of the Underworld, Persephone didn’t usually preoccupy herself with concepts like fairness. Life was life. Death was death. But after everything Cat had been through, it seemed particularly unjust to bestow such a poisoned gift upon her.


“Cursed how?” the warlord-turned-king by Cat’s side asked sharply. Griffin. Persephone was still getting used to him. His devotion to his wife made him tolerable, even if he had kidnapped Cat right out from under the goddess’s nose. She’d grown quite fond of watching over Cat herself, but that hadn’t been meant to last, had it?


“This particular state is usually a reward,” she answered. “In Cat’s case, though, it doesn’t serve her purpose or give either of you what you want.”


“What does that mean?” Cat gripped the arms of her chair, her knuckles sticking out like bone-white knobs. “Just tell us what we’re dealing with.”


Persephone hesitated. Everyone believed her cool and detached, but she wasn’t. Not where Cat was concerned. “I’m starting to think someone powerful must not like the new rule in Thalyria. And they’ve found a rather wretched way to stir things up.”


Griffin frowned. “Stir things up?”


Cat’s hands curved protectively over the big swell of her middle. “What kind of curse?”


Persephone studied Cat again, wishing she were wrong but unable to find a fissure in her original analysis. “There’s no doubt. You’ve been imbued with Olympian Evermagic.”


Cat’s brow drew down. Her arms coiled even more tightly around her unborn baby, fear and confusion draining the color from her face.


Persephone experienced a strong pang of worry. Now that, she was getting used to. The kingdom needed this baby as much as Cat and Griffin wanted her. The prophesied child, Eleni, was supposed to finish the work of bringing Thalyria full circle. The core Olympians, especially Zeus, had been working on it for generations. A perfect mix of Magoi from the northeast and Hoi Polloi from the southwest, Eleni was destined to be the embodiment of the peaceful and unified kingdom her parents had created out of three long-divided and warring realms.


“Evermagic?” Griffin asked. Cat shook her head. Neither appeared familiar with the term.


Unsurprising. The Elixir of Eternal Life was a closely guarded secret. And rarely used.


Persephone rose from her chair, leaving Cerberus to plop one head into her vacated seat. His other two heads watched Cat, as usual.


Ungrateful hound. She’d felt a twinge of hurt when he’d decided to leave the Underworld for good and become a permanent fixture at the castle. Hades had brooded for days.


Giving the pet who’d abandoned them for his human charge the cold shoulder, Persephone looked solemnly at Cat and then even at Griffin. “I believe someone put Cat into what’s best described as active stasis—a balanced and unchanging state.” She paused, waiting for the fierce twist in her chest to unwind. “I don’t have the ability to reverse it.”


Cat blanched. “You mean…I’ll never change? Never age? Never…” She looked down at her hugely rounded belly. “Oh my gods.”


“No,” Griffin choked out.


Oddly, his broken whisper pierced Persephone’s heart hardest. She’d never seen him falter.


“Someone really didn’t want that to happen.” Her eyes dipped to Cat’s middle. “And now, it can’t.”


Paling, Griffin dropped into a crouch next to Cat. He took her hand, but his shook just as much as hers did. “So what do we do? How do we undo it?”


Persephone pressed her lips together, reluctant to intensify bad news. “Evermagic is rare and precious, even on Mount Olympus. It’s a well-protected elixir few have access to and is how we grant immortality to carefully selected demigod offspring.” She winced for what might be the first time in millennia. “As a direct descendant of Zeus, Cat has just enough ichor in her veins for it to work. The Elixir of Eternal Life bonded with her blood. She’ll stay the same as she is right now—inside and out. Alive and well but unchanging.”


Cat opened her mouth, but nothing came out. After several attempts at speaking, her quivering voice seeped across the room. “Eight and a half months pregnant—forever. I’ll never be a mother. You’ll never—” She looked at Griffin, her face crumpling.


Griffin’s throat bobbed on a hard swallow. It was no secret how much they both wanted a family, how excited they’d been to fill this castle they’d claimed against all odds and turned into a home.


The warrior king looked at Persephone, eyes pleading, voice rough. “Please, there must be something…”


“Can you cut Eleni out? Open me up and take her out?” Cat asked in a sudden frenzy. “She’d be fine. She’s almost ready.”


“While that is possible,” Persephone answered, “she’s a part of you right now, so she absorbed the same magic. She’d never change. She’d be an infant forever.”


“Never grow. Never live.” Cat’s heartbroken murmur shuddered at the end.


What was worse? Lifetimes of never holding your baby at all or having a newborn that never changed? Wasn’t the joy of children interacting with them as they evolved? Seeing them become? “Cutting her out could be a last resort,” Persephone said softly, “if only to relieve you of the physical strain.”


“The physical strain…” New horror crossed Cat’s face.


Griffin clutched her hand harder, his own knuckles turning white.


“This must be about Thalyria not getting its heir.” Anger flared in Persephone’s chest. “You’re just caught in the cross fire.”


“In the worst way possible!” Cat cried, showing a hint of her usual fire. It quickly disappeared, and Cat and Griffin gripped each other’s hands like lifelines, his face a shipwreck, her eyes awash with tears.


Persephone’s heart clenched in a new way. When was the last time she’d held on to Hades like that? It seemed an age.


Low and furious, Griffin demanded, “Who would do this?”


“Who’s powerful enough?” Cat asked.


“An Olympian—likely one of the Dodekatheon.” Instinctively, Persephone looked through the open window facing northeast toward Mount Olympus, even though the great snowcapped peak was too far away to see from the center of Thalyria. She narrowed her eyes, her gaze cutting across the kingdom. “I’d blame Ares, but he cares about you too much and is just waiting to insinuate his meaty, brutish self into your child’s life.”


“It’s not Ares.” Absolute certainty rang in Cat’s voice. She knew the god of war as few humans ever could and trusted him with her life. Her eyes sliced across the same line as Persephone’s. “But one of the twelve Olympians? Who? Why?”


Persephone shrugged. She didn’t know, though she wasn’t about to admit it aloud.


“There must be a way to undo it.” A thousand emotions flitted behind Griffin’s stark eyes, thoughts that read like ink on parchment. No children. He’d grow old and die while Cat lived on. They’d never reunite in the Underworld.


Watching their hard-won happiness shatter before her eyes, rage grew like a stain on Persephone’s heart and mind. She hadn’t felt this powerless since her pomegranate days. “Once in place, the gift of immortality is insulated from the magic of other Olympians. Otherwise, it would be too easy for rivals to undo each other’s work.”


“So there’s…nothing?” Cat’s voice broke. “How is that possible?” Tears leaked from her eyes. Her breath shuddered out.


Persephone impulsively reached for Cat’s free hand, offering soothing magic to help calm the young queen’s thundering pulse. It was the best she could do for now. “I’ll consult with Hades. My husband might deal with the dead, but he knows more than most gods about how humans actually want to live. I’ll do my best to come back with ideas.”


And with that, she vanished. She couldn’t bear the anguish on Cat’s face.
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SIX YEARS AFTER THE KISS THAT SHOULD NEVER HAVE HAPPENED





Jocasta shot a firm but sympathetic look across her worktable when the kitchen boy tried to jerk his arm away from her lightly probing touch. His injury was minor—a burn of the iron-pot-to-inner-wrist variety. She’d seen worse. How could she not have, when she’d been eyeballs-deep in chronic violence since birth?


Ironic, then, that her conquering family only ever allowed her to fight once. And the moment peace settled over Thalyria, they all conveniently forgot she knew how to hold a weapon.


To be fair, Cat was different. But now they rarely snuck away into little-used corners of the castle gardens to throw knives at targets and bang around with swords. Her new sister put on a brave face, but her growing despair hung like a storm cloud over the castle, making Jocasta think about little else other than trying to brighten her darkening spirits when they were together and find a cure for her when they weren’t.


With a gentle tug, she guided the boy’s arm over the folded-up cloth between them and carefully laid it down. His blistered wrist glared bright red against the pristine linen. She personally boiled all her healing supplies clean, even if it meant breaking her back over the laundry pot three times a week, the castle servants gaping at her as though she were insane. “Your name is Tycho, correct?”


The boy’s eyes snapped up to meet hers, his jaw sagging in disbelief that a member of the royal family knew his name. At least his surprise distracted him, and he stopped twitching for the first time since he’d arrived. After trying—and mostly failing—to work out of one of the family rooms in the castle, Jocasta had commandeered an independent work space off the kitchen gardens, where she already grew most of her medicinal plants. Under the previous royal family, the bright, octagonal room had been used for potting flowers and drying herbs. And who knew? Maybe torture. She’d turned it into her clinic, although patients here were scarce.


Flynn had made her sturdy worktable. At least, she assumed it was Flynn. The big table was there the morning she opened her clinic to the castle residents, replacing the smaller table she’d taken from an unused room.


The brutal expand and contract of Jocasta’s heart didn’t take her by surprise. What she’d come to think of as the Flynn effect was a familiar ache now, and her chest knew it would survive.


“Yes, my lady,” Tycho finally choked out, dropping his gaze and closing his mouth.


Jocasta pulled her oil lamp closer, peering at the raw skin and filtering through the most appropriate remedies in her mind. Kitchen boy or not, Tycho needn’t be intimidated by her. She was painfully aware that she was a princess in name only. Duty had inexplicably passed her by, and the only place she had any real responsibility was here, in the little healing center she’d created when she finally realized no one expected or needed anything more from her than what she’d already been doing since she was a child.


“Would you like to know how to treat a burn?” she asked Tycho. At least she still had this—someone to help from time to time.


He glanced up again and slowly nodded. The Hoi Polloi of Thalyria were still getting used to the idea that the new ruling family gave a fig about them. Were like them, at least on Griffin’s side. Jocasta, her parents, and her four remaining siblings were as magicless as most Thalyrians across the known continent. Cat, on the other hand, was a Magoi of unparalleled power.


“There are, of course, Magoi healers who could fix this in mere seconds,” Jocasta said, reaching for the jar of purified water mixed with lavender oil sitting on the shelf.


Wariness darkened the boy’s eyes, his instant suspicion something she understood. Magoi healers had a history of self-absorbed elitism that wouldn’t be easily forgotten—or forgiven—by a population they’d refused to help for so long. One of the new royal couple’s first decrees made it punishable by six weeks of imprisonment for a Magoi healer to refuse to treat a Hoi Polloi patient. Now, prisons were bursting with angry magic-wielding healers who thought this egalitarian madness would surely pass. Patients in dire need—Hoi Polloi and Magoi alike—suffered because of deep-rooted prejudices that might still take generations to overcome. Cat and Griffin would make Thalyria better. But better took time.


“There’s a Magoi healer just across the grounds,” she continued, lifting the stopper from her jar and setting it aside, “and she treats anyone who comes to her.” Because it was either that or get kicked out on her ear.


Tycho’s mouth puckered into a frown. “Don’t want no Magoi healer.”


“I see…” Evidence that prejudice ran not only deep but in all directions. “I suppose I’d be out of a job if you did, but I’d like Magoi and Hoi Polloi healers to work together. There’s no sense in taking a toll on a healer’s magic for minor injuries, and there’s no sense in letting someone die when magic can save them.”


“Doesn’t healing magic hurt?” he asked.


She nodded. “It’s usually more painful than the wound itself.”


Tycho grimaced. “This already hurts enough.”


“Luckily, I know some tricks for soothing burns.” Jocasta once again inspected the boy’s wrist. “For example, lavender oil helps reduce pain and inflammation and chase away infection.” The fragrance also calmed nervous patients. She swirled the contents of her jar, not only to mix the ingredients, which tended to separate, but to launch the scent into the air.


Tycho leaned forward and sniffed. “What else can you do?”


“All sorts of things. Make ointments and tonics. Herbal teas to help with different ailments. Deliver babies. Set bones. Clean and sew up wounds.” She shrugged. “Amputate, if necessary.”


Tycho looked at his wrist in horror.


“Not necessary in your case,” Jocasta said.


“How did you learn all that?” His earnest curiosity made Jocasta wonder if she had a future healer on her hands.


“My mother taught me.” She lowered her voice, as though adding a secret. “She’s the greatest healer the southwest has ever known.”


“Lady Nerissa? She looks too…soft for that.”


Jocasta laughed, the sudden bubble of merriment the first true happiness she’d experienced all day. “I doubt many of the warriors she’s treated over the years would call her soft. She’s kind but very firm, especially with her patients.”


“Like you.” A shy smile spread across Tycho’s face.


Jocasta smiled back. “Then I’m flattered. Kind but firm is an excellent thing to be.” She tipped the mouth of her jar toward Tycho’s wrist. Now that she seemed to have gained his trust and helped him relax, she poured some of her lavender water over the damaged skin. He winced, and she held his arm steady, not letting him move. “Burns hurt like Hades’s own fire because of the lingering ache.” She poured again, wanting to flush away any contaminants. “The pain goes deep, even when it’s a surface wound.”


Tycho’s fiercely knit brow began to smooth out. “It feels better already.”


“Lavender extract reduces pain. And the purified water it’s mixed with will help wash away anything bad.” She filtered and boiled—three times—any water that went into her concoctions. Tycho’s arm hadn’t been particularly clean to begin with, and Jocasta wasn’t counting on the heat from the overturned cooking pot to have burned off all sources of infection. “When your arm is dry, we’ll put my special honey on it. It’ll speed up healing and prevent inflammation. Then we’ll bandage it up. You’ll see.”


“What makes your honey special?” Tycho asked.


“It comes from very clean bees,” a familiar voice rumbled from the open doorway.


Jocasta’s pulse flash flooded her veins. What was Flynn doing here? Didn’t he know they avoided each other at all costs?


“All bees are clean,” she responded without looking over her shoulder.


“Maybe, but yours wouldn’t dare drag a speck of dust into their honeycombs.”


Was she really that exacting? Flynn made her sound like a shrew.


She finally turned. He leaned against the doorframe, his boots crossed at the ankles and his huge battle-ax peeking up over one shoulder. He might be the captain of the royal guard, but it wasn’t as though they were under attack. He’d usually set aside that monstrosity by this time of day.


The light changed, and she saw him better. Flushed cheeks. Flared nostrils. Stiff posture, despite the casual pose.


She frowned. “Are you hurt?”


Flynn scowled. “Why would I be hurt?”


“Because you’re here.”


He stared at her, his face blank. Then he pushed off from the door. “Everyone’s ready for dinner. Griffin asked me to find you.”


Ah. Dinner was the last place Jocasta wanted to be. Not only because her brother and Cat expected Flynn to join them in the evenings—forcing him into her sphere every day since they took up residence—but because sometimes she just needed to breathe.


As much as she loved her family and the recent additions to it, sometimes she just couldn’t stomach watching Griffin and Cat move around as if fused into one perfect—and perfectly destroyed—person, Carver and Bellanca peck at one another like angry crows, Kaia slowly guide Prometheus back to a semblance of normalcy after millennia of torture, and everyone tiptoe around the subject of Kato. Because he was gone.


Grief lanced her heart. Woodenly, she said, “I must’ve lost track of the hour.”


“I’ll escort you,” Flynn offered.


“No need.” She turned back to her patient. “I’m almost done. I’ll meet you in the dining room.”


Despite her clear dismissal, Flynn remained in the doorway. The feel of his eyes on her back made Jocasta’s nape prickle with a storm-like heat. The charged, volatile pressure tingled against her skin, reminding her of the night air just before a lightning bolt cracked down and electrified her senses.


Suppressing a shiver, she inspected Tycho’s arm to make sure it was dry. She always air-dried when possible. “My honey—which helps fight infection—is special because, like the water I used to clean your arm, it also contains drops of lavender oil. That means it smells good and continues to help with the pain.” She gently spread a layer of the thick light-yellow substance over the burn. Her young patient didn’t even flinch this time, possibly because a hero of Thalyria was watching.


“You’ll thank the princess for her healing skills when you can sleep tonight, boy.” Flynn’s casual, low-pitched words seemed to resonate in Jocasta’s chest cavity.


She kept silent. If only her healing skills extended to reversing magic elixirs. She researched documents and read scrolls until she was cross-eyed every day and found nothing to help Cat, Griffin, and baby Eleni.


She wrapped a clean bandage around Tycho’s wrist and carefully tied it off. He immediately tried to look under the dressing.


“No peeking,” she chided.


He pressed on the top.


“No touching.”


He huffed. “But it doesn’t even hurt.”


“It’ll hurt if you destroy all my hard work. No peeking, no touching, definitely no licking the honey, and come back tomorrow so that I can change your bandage.” At least that guaranteed one patient for her little clinic.


A protest formed on the tip of Tycho’s tongue.


“Or else,” Jocasta said sternly.


Flynn cleared his throat, squashing what sounded suspiciously like a chuckle. She ignored him and held out a bowl of her homemade mints—another skill passed down from her mother. Tycho hesitated, his hand hovering over the sweets.


“Go on,” she said as he stood. “You’ve been a good patient.”


He smiled, took a mint, and bowed before turning to leave, probably late for his own dinner.


Flynn ruffled the boy’s hair as he passed. “Come see me in about five years. We’ll find out if you’re more skilled with a kitchen knife or a sword.”


Tycho looked ecstatic as he scampered out, her strict instructions probably forgotten as he basked in Flynn’s attention. At least he wouldn’t try to lick the lavender honey if he thought one of his idols’ approval was on the line.


Jocasta sighed. Once Tycho was out of earshot, she turned to Flynn. “Don’t encourage him.” Kitchen boys rarely became warriors, and that probably wouldn’t change, no matter how much her family was shaking up this new, united Thalyria. It was naïve to think otherwise.


Flynn’s brows lifted in surprise. “Encourage everyone. You never know where life can take you—or have you forgotten that I used to be an olive farmer?”


No, she hadn’t. Nor had she forgotten how much he’d liked it at the time.


She turned away without responding and dumped the damp, lavender-scented cloth into the wash pile, the imprint of Tycho’s arm still denting the linen. He’d been her only patient today. She supposed she should be grateful that people were safe and healthy around her, and she certainly didn’t need the income. She never charged for her healing services now.


Her little clinic off the courtyard was something, but wasn’t she finally supposed to have more? Her older sister, Egeria, along with her partner, Lenore, were the royal family’s arm in western Thalyria. They still called it Sinta—a province now instead of an independent realm. Jocasta had somehow assumed that Cat and Griffin would move east into what used to be Cat’s home realm of Fisa, taking their Alpha Team—Carver, Bellanca, and Flynn—with them. That would’ve left her and Kaia here in Tarva, along with their parents and Prometheus. Essentially, because of her parents’ age, Kaia’s youth, and Prometheus’s delicate emotional state, that would’ve made Jocasta responsible for the entire central region of the continent.


But none of that happened. Cat and Griffin established the royal seat here, in the newly named Castle Thalyria, and Ares, of all gods, was holding the east and its petulant Magoi in check with the help—or perhaps not—of Cat’s two younger brothers. Laertes and Priam had come to visit recently and been odious to the entire family, although not enough for Cat to regret sparing their lives when she had the chance.


With Flynn still at her back like a heartbeat she couldn’t stop hearing, Jocasta popped the stopper into the bottle of lavender water and put it away. Then she sealed off the jar of honey salve with a piece of oiled cloth, just as she had countless times over the course of her life. While she did, she thought about her older siblings now busy ruling and protecting a kingdom and her little sister responsible for a god. As she set the jar back into her cupboard, it was hard not to wonder… When would it be her turn?
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Flynn rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen the perpetual tension at the top of his spine.


Finally. On the road again. Away, if only for a few days.


Unfortunately, escaping the doom-heavy atmosphere of the royal seat didn’t mean their problems had vanished.


And escaping Jo didn’t mean she didn’t barge into his every other thought, the same way she had for months now.


Neither issue would magically disappear. At least he still had hope for Cat and Griffin. His wayward thoughts about a certain blue-eyed healer were starting to feel like a lost cause to him.


Squinting, Flynn shaded his eyes from the morning sun, his thoughts inevitably straying to how Jo must be fretting over her garden. He could almost hear her husky voice grumbling about her plants not getting the long drink they needed before summer. Even when she was fussing or snapping, there was something perpetually erotic about her voice, as though all those silky little hitches were specifically designed to torture him. With this bizarre mission, he’d finally gotten out of that damn castle and was more than a day’s ride from her constant, overwhelming presence. Distance used to help. Apparently, that was a thing of the past—along with his sanity.


Despite the early hour, sweat rolled down his temples. The dew glinting on the grass when Alpha Team set out at dawn had burned off within minutes, and the sunlight now baking his face just felt like one more thing battering his senses.


He turned away from the harsh rays. There hadn’t been much of a rainy season, and they were already coming out on the other side of it. His farmer’s senses tingled, fearing drought and maybe even fires this year. Time would tell. The ground-cracking heat wouldn’t set in for several more weeks, and the grass was still lush and green up here on the northern Tarvan plateau.


Flynn reined in his mount when there was almost nowhere left to go. Griffin pulled Brown Horse to a halt on his left. Bellanca stopped on his right, her bright-red hair more blinding than the sun. Carver rode on a few more steps to where he could peer over the edge of the precipice. Flynn had already seen the carnage from below. He didn’t need to see it again.


Carver let out a low whistle. “So this is where goats go to die.”


Flynn’s mouth twitched. It was good to hear Carver with a hint of humor in his voice, even if a bunch of dead goats wasn’t exactly a joke.


Carver eyed the lifeless herd, one hand on his reins and the other curled around the hilt of his sword.


Bellanca urged her horse closer to Carver’s, bumping into him as she advanced. Bellanca headed the Magoi soldiers of the Thalyrian army. Carver headed the Hoi Polloi troops. They’d somehow managed to get their warriors to work together even though they were constantly at each other’s throats.


Carver’s heavy focus shifted to Bellanca as she neared the edge of the cliff. “Stop there,” he called in a sharp voice.


Bellanca tossed an annoyed look over her shoulder. “As if I’ve ever followed the herd.”


Carver might’ve smiled. It was hard to tell these days.


Griffin echoed Carver’s warning. “Careful, Bellanca. It’s steep.”


“Obviously. Otherwise, the fall would hardly have killed three dozen goats.” She stood in her stirrups and looked over the edge. A grimace twisted her face. “I thought goats were smarter than this.”


“What does a Tarvan ex-princess know about goats?” Coming from anyone other than Carver, flinging Bellanca’s former royal status at her would’ve been a caustic reminder of her family’s reign of terror in these parts. From Carver, it was provocation as usual, but without malice.


A little flame of annoyance still sizzled down a curl on Bellanca’s head, producing a wisp of smoke. “Enough to know that no four-legged animal willingly jumps to its death.”


“Unless they’re stampeding.” Griffin glanced back at the shepherd who insisted his herd had been at the epicenter of what people in these parts were calling the Great Roar. The near-deafening shout had stretched for leagues and put the fear of the gods into anyone who heard it. Animals, though, had gone berserk. “Something strange happened here, and we need to find out what.”


“Easier said than done.” Flynn let his gaze slide over the undisturbed countryside. Everything was quiet now—except for the rumors, which were exploding into monsters with multiple heads. “We hear a different story from every person we talk to about what went on at…Dead Goats’ Bluff?”


“Ooh. If we’re naming it, I vote for Carcass Stench Hill.” Bellanca wrinkled her nose, looking over the edge again. “Should I burn them, do you think?”


Griffin nodded toward the man puffing up the hill on his donkey. “Let the shepherd decide when he catches up.”


Bellanca shrugged.


“This is the start of something more.” Carver’s mouth thinned, the hard, blade-flat line something they’d all grown used to. “First, the Elixir of Eternal Life. Now, the Great Roar…”


Flynn agreed. But what?


Worry sat in his throat like an olive stone he’d accidentally swallowed. This Great Roar was just one more problem on top of everything else. Persephone had disappeared and never come back. All of Thalyria had expected Cat to produce an heir days ago, and Alpha Team and the royal family were the only ones who knew she couldn’t—and might never. Servants and guards had begun whispering about a miscalculated conception date—news that was spreading to nearby cities and would roll out across the kingdom on a wave of gossip. But even the most convincing chatter couldn’t give them more than a month to restore Cat to her former, evolving state before Thalyrians went into a blind panic over their new queen and her highly anticipated baby. The first-ever royal child fusing Hoi Polloi and Magoi blood was one of the major forces keeping long-disparate people together. They needed her.


Squawks filled the air as a group of vultures lifted off from below and soared overhead.


“Oh look, Bel.” Carver pointed to the birds. “Your coven’s leaving without you.”


Scowling, Bellanca flicked her hand, shooting red sparks at Carver. One bit into his cheek. He smacked it.


She smirked. “Thank you for slapping yourself. You saved me the trouble.”


Carver didn’t reply, but his expression promised more pointless bickering. It was all they’d done since the day they met, and Flynn was tired of it.


Jo’s face flitted through his mind with a clarity that never failed to drive the air from his lungs. He’d welcome pointless bickering at this point if she would just talk to him. Now that they were living under the same roof, he didn’t think he could face another day of exchanging a bare minimum of stilted, meaningless banalities with the one person whose thoughts and opinions mattered most to him.


And then every day, he did.


Flynn grimaced, assuming everyone would blame his pained expression on the stink of dead goats. Talking, eh? He’d muzzled himself a long time ago, and in doing so, he’d muzzled Jo. After that extravagant birthday gift and that haunting kiss, they’d lived in wary proximity of each other until he ran off to live with Griffin’s expanding southern army. He’d abandoned his farm so he wouldn’t have to face one small, curvy, raven-haired beauty with sapphire eyes, a healing touch, and lips he dreamed about day in and day out.


At least Jo had moved on a long time ago. She’d barely spared him a glance in years. She was a princess now anyway, and one day, a powerful, cultured noble would sweep her off her feet and give her everything he couldn’t, including all those damn words that never seemed to come out of his mouth.


Flynn’s nostrils flared, and he almost choked. “What a smell,” he coughed out, even though it was really the thought of Jo with some rich Magoi that made him sick.


“Carcass Stench Hill,” Bellanca affirmed with a nod.


The shepherd finally reined in next to them, red-faced and sweating. He eyed the edge of the bluff while swiping a crumpled handkerchief across his brow. “That’s the place they all went over. Not even one lived.”


“You said a loud noise sent your goats running.” Griffin cut the shepherd a questioning glance. “Can you describe what happened? What you heard?”


Pivoting on his donkey, the shepherd waved a hand toward the grassy area behind them. “We were on that side of the plateau, away from the steep edge. The grass is good there right now, and with six nannies pregnant, I wanted them to have the best.” His weathered features crinkled in distress. “The Great Roar came out of nowhere, from nothing. It scared me—I’m not ashamed to admit—but it terrified the goats.”


“Could it have been thunder?” Griffin asked. “Or an earthquake?”


The shepherd shook his head. “Not unless the sky can howl and the ground can scream.”


An all-encompassing screaming, howling yell was consistent with what people in the area had already told them. No one knew where it came from, though, and the speculation ranged from violently mating dragons to angry harpies to Hephaestus smashing his thumb in his forge.


“The closer and louder the Great Roar got, the more the herd panicked,” the shepherd went on. “The noise seemed to come from that way”—he pointed behind them—“so they bolted away from it and ran straight over the cliff.”


Flynn frowned in sympathy. That must’ve been awful to watch.


Griffin dug several coins out of the bag at his hip. He handed them to the shepherd. “I’m sorry for your loss. This should be enough to replace your herd.”


The man stared at the gold in his hand. He’d probably never been so rich in his life. “My gods,” he breathed out. “Th-thank you. I didn’t expect…”


Griffin waved away his thanks. These coins were just more of the blood money from the royal coffers of Sinta, Tarva, and Fisa. The new royal family was enjoying using the previously hoarded wealth to finance free schools, new roads, healing centers, and tax cuts, especially in the long-deprived south.


“And you have no idea what might’ve caused the noise?” Flynn asked. It had only occurred in this region—that they knew of. Spread over leagues, but still contained.


The shepherd spread his hands. “No. It was just deafening. And everywhere at once.”


Flynn nodded. At least the man hadn’t offered up a new far-fetched theory. They’d ridden out here in the hopes of learning something useful, but he got the feeling they were going to leave with just as many questions as when they’d arrived.


“I can burn your dead goats if you want,” Bellanca offered, glancing over the steep edge again. Sparks crackled between her fingertips, and then a larger flame wrapped around her hand. “It’ll keep the vultures off them.”


The shepherd looked at her, his expression hardening. “Aren’t you Bellanca Tarva?”


Her back stiffened. “Yes.”


“Offering an act of mercy?” He scoffed.


Bellanca’s face turned blank, then red. She didn’t respond, which Flynn knew couldn’t be easy for a woman used to speaking her mind. Bellanca rarely censured her words and expected people to just deal with whatever she said.


Her restraint also proved she wasn’t like her family. They’d have killed without thought or remorse for much less than a snide remark.


Flynn edged his mount closer to Bellanca’s. They were a team and stood as one. Griffin did the same, and the shepherd would have to be dead to not feel the displeasure rolling off them both.


“Bellanca Tarva is a member of Alpha Team, a hero of the Battle of Sykouri, and a close friend of the new royal family, especially Queen Catalia.” Carver’s lethally soft voice whispered like the quiet hiss of a blade. “Apologize.”


Paling, the shepherd did his best to melt into his donkey while Bellanca stared at the back of Carver’s head in utter shock. Carver’s furious gaze stayed trained on the goat herder, hard as a rock.


Flynn watched in fascination. Other people showed their emotions so easily. Rage. Distress. Surprise. It baffled him.


“I apologize for my thoughtless words.” The shepherd bowed his head at Bellanca.


Fear. Remorse.


It looked so easy for everyone else.


Jo jumped into his mind again. He couldn’t get her out.


Bellanca finally snapped her jaw shut. “Do I burn the damn goats or not?” she asked.


The shepherd gathered his courage and glanced at her, nodding with little jerks of his head. “I would appreciate that.”


Bellanca put whatever hurt and anger she felt at being tied to a murderous legacy into the inferno that sprang from her hands. In the end, she scorched the craggy hillside deep enough to leave a mark the gods would see from Mount Olympus—if they were still watching these parts.
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Jocasta flopped back in the grass, spreading her arms and looking up at the sky. The bright blue seared her eyes, but it felt good to be outdoors and as far from the castle as the walled-in grounds allowed. Each marble slab of the newly refurbished Castle Thalyria was starting to feel like an eye, watching her. Telling her to stay in her place. Stick to what she knew. Maybe find a man to love who actually loved her back.


Gods, wouldn’t that be an improvement.


She sighed and then regretted it. She wasn’t the one with things to sigh about.


Shading her eyes, she squinted up at Cat, who eyed the ground with a combination of longing and mistrust. Cat had come looking for her, needing to get away from the castle and pretend everything was normal for a little while, even if it wasn’t, and even if it wouldn’t last.


“If I sit down, I’ll never get back up.” Cat rubbed her lower back. She should already have been free of her aches and pains and holding her baby girl, except someone had slipped her a magic elixir and stopped them both in their tracks.


Someone with backing from Mount Olympus, which potentially put most of the powerful and disgruntled nobles in Thalyria on the list. Unfortunately, they’d been parading in and out of the castle for weeks, and trying to determine who’d cursed the queen was like looking for a stray obol on the bank of the Styx.


“I’ll help you.” Jocasta patted the ground beside her. She’d left the grassier patch for Cat, although the sparse spring covering was no velvet cushion.


Cat scoffed. “You can’t lift me. You’re barely taller than I am, and now I’m twice as wide.”


Jocasta grinned. “If worst comes to worst, we’ll shout for Prometheus.”


Cat grunted at that. “Prometheus might remember his own strength at the wrong time and send me airborne if he tries to help.”


Jocasta cupped her hands to her mouth and whisper-shouted, “There goes the queeeeen.”


Cat giggled, a rare sound these days.


“Come on. The grass is lovely and cool and smells good.” Jocasta got up and helped ease Cat to the ground before sitting again.


Cat curled up on her side, stuffing her brown hair under her head to use as a pillow. “Seriously, though, Prometheus wouldn’t chuck me into the cosmos by accident. He’s gentle enough with Kaia. She never comes back with a scratch on her. Nothing like when I was young and training with Ares.”


Jocasta lay down again, breathing in the fresh scents of the shaded garden. “Ares was preparing you to conquer the realms and eliminate their rotten leaders. You needed to be able to withstand huge and terrible trials. It’s not comparable.”


“I hope Kaia never has to fight like we did.”


Cat was generous to include Jocasta in that we. Her role had been minimal compared to what Cat, Griffin, and their Beta Team had accomplished. Alpha Team now. “I hope so, too, but you know Kaia—always looking for adventure.”


Cat picked a blade of grass and started shredding it. “Anyway, Prometheus understands pain. He’ll be careful.”


Jocasta didn’t think Prometheus even knew his own strength and magic anymore, and so far, he hadn’t had to test them. Zeus locked him up for helping humanity by giving them fire from Olympus, and she could only imagine that the Titan was wary of overstepping again after eons of torture in Tartarus. Pretending to be a normal man had to be better than getting his liver pecked out by a giant eagle every day for millennia. But Cat sprang him from prison, and Zeus let them escape. Jocasta was suspicious enough to think there was a reason.


“I have a feeling Prometheus could do some damage if he wanted to.” Especially if either Cat or Kaia were in danger.


“I just wish he’d talk more,” Cat said.


“Kaia talks enough for both of them. Three of them. Everyone.” Jocasta chuckled, shaking her head. “But I wouldn’t mind learning a few things from Prometheus. You know, about the old gods and Tartarus and magic…” She let her voice trail off. No one sought her out for those kinds of conversations. She got What plant infusion should I use for my indigestion? How do I ease my sore throat? Or Good gods, my rheumatism!


Not that those things weren’t important, especially to the people affected by them. It just didn’t seem on the same level as ruling a kingdom, protecting the population, or partnering with a god.


Cat tossed her ripped-up grass aside. “Kaia and Prometheus get to play all day. It’s annoying.”


Jocasta smiled. Cat might be the only person in Thalyria who understood her. Jocasta wasn’t exactly envious of Kaia’s freedom to do as she pleased, just wistful maybe. Kaia had Prometheus by her side, which meant she got to romp around the countryside—much as Jocasta used to back in their village. She missed that life.


“Apart from being terrified of the future if we can’t break this curse, my whole existence now is read-scrolls this and sign-scrolls that.” Cat grimaced. “People needing something, people wanting something, people complaining about everything, Griffin putting out fires—half of which I start—and sometimes, I just want out!” Her voice rose to a frustrated shout.


Cat turned her face to the sky and yelled. Jocasta joined in, and they made enough noise to chase the birds from the nearby trees. A few of the feistier ones squawked along with them. They finished on a laugh, and Jocasta felt ten times lighter. Maybe she should start suggesting random screaming to her patients. It was therapeutic.


“Now there’s a Great Roar for you,” Cat said.


“Good thing there are no goats around.” Jocasta reached over and squeezed Cat’s hand. “And we will find a way to undo the elixir.” Jocasta had been putting all her energy into finding a solution, especially since Cat’s expected date had come and gone, and Persephone hadn’t returned with any ideas, let alone answers. If Olympian allies and magic couldn’t help, maybe, just maybe, there was a plant out there that could reverse this active stasis. Plants and their uses were Jocasta’s domain. She didn’t know every single one in Thalyria yet, but she was working on it.


“I’m starting to doubt,” Cat admitted, fear edging into her voice. She seemed to sink into the ground. “Every day like this seems interminable.”


“You’re Elpis. Hope.” Jocasta looked at her friend. Her sister. “Unbreakable. Steadfast. You gave hope to everyone else. Now keep some for yourself, too.”


Cat nodded, but it lacked conviction. She visibly tried to shake off her gloom. “I might not break, but I will break Nerissa if she tries to give me that tonic from yesterday again.”


Jocasta’s lips twitched. Her mother’s tonics were effective but often disgusting. That was one of the reasons Jocasta experimented with old recipes. She’d managed to cut the bitterness and alleviate the metallic aftertaste in several. “Threatening to feed my mother to Cerberus was a little extreme, even for you,” she said.


Cat shrugged. “That muck was repulsive, and Nerissa’s so insistent.”


“Admit it.” Jocasta turned her head, grinning at Cat. “You secretly love having her fuss all over you.”


“She’s overbearing.”


Jocasta snorted. “You put up with Griffin.”


“That’s different!”


“Then say no to the wretched-tasting medicines.” Cat gave her the stink eye, so Jocasta asked, “Did it help with the heartburn?”


“Yes.” Cat spat the word at the sky.


“Good. That’s my mother’s tried-and-true recipe, but I’ll see if I can come up with something that tastes better.”


Cat shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I know you’re busy looking for more important things.”


She deflated again, shivering despite the warm sun, and Jocasta worried that even their flesh-and-blood Elpis—hope in human form—really could lose faith about things eventually working out in the end.


“I got more scrolls from the knowledge temples,” Jocasta said, trying to encourage Cat as best she could. “This time from the north of Fisa.”


“They have the most precious ones,” Cat muttered darkly, probably thinking about how her homicidal mother had hoarded magic, knowledge, riches, and power in just that region until only a few months ago. “Any luck?” she asked.


“I’ve seen some references to curse breaking using a combination of incantations and plants,” Jocasta admitted, “but the plants are all toxic. You might be able to handle the dosage and recover, but baby Eleni probably wouldn’t.”


“Oh.” Cat deflated some more.


They all knew immortal didn’t mean unkillable. It just meant the body wouldn’t decay in the natural way.


“I’m still looking,” Jocasta said. “I’ll find something that’s safe for you both.” Or at least survivable. Safe was probably asking too much.


After a few minutes of staring at the sky in silence, Cat asked, “Have you seen much of Flynn lately?”


Jocasta’s heart somersaulted in her chest. “Um, not really. Didn’t Alpha Team just get back from that dead-goat thing up north?”


Cat nodded. “He just seems so distant these days.”


“He’s always distant.” Or at least he had been to her ever since she ambushed him with a kiss.


“No, not like this. I don’t think he’s happy.”


Were any of them? They were supposed to be basking in the peace and glory of a unified Thalyria and oohing and aahing over an infant right now. Instead, worry plagued them, and fear for the future stomped toward the castle gates with giant, unrelenting steps.


Jocasta just shrugged. She’d spent plenty of time wondering about and second-guessing all things Flynn-related. She couldn’t do it anymore.


“He used to smile. And chat.” Cat pursed her lips. “He didn’t share feelings or anything, but he wasn’t anywhere near this withdrawn.”


Jocasta agreed—from what she’d seen, at least. “I think he misses Kato.” They all did. But as Griffin had grown closer to Cat, Flynn and Kato had become inseparable. With Kato gone, Flynn probably felt more alone than ever. “Griffin and you have each other. Piers is in permanent exile. Carver is off with the army most of the time. He has his troops—and Bellanca.” She winced.


Groaning, Cat shook her head. “Bellanca was the only person brave enough to call out Carver when he thought it was a great idea to pickle himself in wine for weeks. I wish he’d stop punishing her for it and be grateful.”


“He is grateful.” Jocasta was sure of it. Her brother was a surly beast these days but not stupid.


They lay there in silence again, eyes closed, lost in their own thoughts. After a while, Jocasta sighed. It just leaked out of her like steam from a punctured roast.


“Well, there’s a dreary sound,” Cat said.


Jocasta opened her eyes. “I thought you were asleep.” Or she’d hoped. Cat was too uncomfortable to get a good night’s rest anymore. And the idea of maybe living like that eternally… Along with everything else… Harrowing. She shuddered at the thought.


“I’m pretty sure only men have the ability to fall asleep that fast.”


“I wouldn’t know.” Jocasta picked up a leaf from the ground beside her and scratched at the silvery underside until she tore a hole between the veins. She poked her finger through.


Cat’s hand flew to her belly. “Little Bean’s kicking.” She reached for Jocasta’s hand and placed it under hers over the baby. “Feel her?”


“I feel a foot.” Jocasta gasped. “And toes!”


Cat grinned. “She’s saying hello to her auntie.” Her face fell. “But it shouldn’t be like this.”


“No,” Jocasta said softly, drawing her hand back. “I’ll do everything in my power to fix this,” she vowed, more determined than ever. Emotion stabbed her eyes. She blinked.


Cat sniffed. Voice wobbling, she said, “I know you will.” She closed her eyes again, but that didn’t keep the tears from squeezing between her lashes.


Jocasta swallowed the lump in her throat. Doubts circled her potential solutions like hawks, ready to pick them apart and leave only the useless bones of her ideas. This supposedly unalterable magic—the Elixir of Eternal Life—was shielded from even Olympian power, so what did she, a Hoi Polloi herbalist, think she could do about it?
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Flynn trod a restless path around the family room. Everyone was here, but his eyes kept straying to one.


Jo slept in one of the smaller armchairs beside the hearth, her head drooping at a bad angle. He’d had the unyielding urge to tuck a cushion under her cheek for the last hour but didn’t want to wake her. Or touch her. Touching her was like a burn to the senses, a quick, searing shock and then an ache that stayed with him.


Agitated, he glanced out the windows as he strode down the side of the room looking out over the inner garden with the fountain. Moonlight reflected off the running water, turning it to liquid silver as it crashed over the white marble statue of Apollo and Artemis. Flynn turned away from the twins. Someone should replace them with a statue of Poseidon. Poseidon had always protected Cat. And Cat protected everyone.


His hands curled into fists. Where was Poseidon now? Where were any of the Olympians that had brought Cat this far only to apparently wash their hands of her?


The evening calm started to wear on him, leaving him too much time to think. Carver and Bellanca were in Kitros with the army, Anatole and Nerissa had already gone to bed, and Cat played a card game with Kaia and Prometheus. She kept yawning, clearly exhausted. Dark circles shadowed her olive skin. Griffin tapped a finger against his leg as he read the scroll that had arrived earlier from Egeria with news about their projects in Sinta. He kept half an eye on Cat, his worry a dark cloud hanging over his head.


Flynn understood. They faced an intangible adversary they weren’t at all sure they could vanquish. No one knew how to fix this unchanging state someone had inflicted on Cat and the baby—under his watch as captain of the royal guard.


Anger rose inside him, accompanying that gut-churning feeling of having failed people he cared about and who depended on him. There were endless questions and no answers. Jo was the only one with a plan.


Flynn glanced at her again, and his heart thumped hard. One gleaming curl had fallen forward since the last time he’d given in and looked. It dangled across her fire-warmed cheek like a midnight ribbon spun from black silk. The lock of hair led the eye straight toward the upper swells of her breasts, which rose and fell with each sleeping breath.


His abdomen tightened, tying his stomach into a knot. Flynn turned away and kept pacing. Jo was as exhausted as Cat. She’d sent out doves to all the knowledge temples around Thalyria, requesting parchments addressing anything even remotely related to medicinal plants, their uses, and breaking spells and curses. The influx of scrolls had been relentless for weeks, and she’d read every single one of them, all while staying available to castle patients in need of her healing skills.


No wonder she fell asleep every evening after dinner now. And everyone just…left her here.


Flynn frowned. She must drag herself up to bed during the night sometime.


A new scroll from Fisa sat in her lap, listing precariously from her limp fingers. Ancient knowledge shouldn’t fall to the floor or, gods forbid, into the fire. Jo would be livid.


He stopped and gently tugged the scroll from her loose grip. He set it on the table and then practically leaped away from her. Only Cerberus seemed to notice, cracking open one eye and tracking Flynn across the room. The gigantic three-headed hound took up most of the space on Jo’s right, his tail nearly roasting in the fire.


At least Cerberus still guarded Cat instead of the gates to the Underworld. Maybe he even guarded the rest of them.


Tension gripped Flynn’s shoulders. He rolled his neck. All he wanted was to go upstairs and clear his head, but he never felt right about leaving before Griffin and Cat. They weren’t obligated to include him in anything, and sometimes he wished they wouldn’t. But since they always did, he refused to appear ungrateful.


Kaia finally won the game and said good night. Unsurprisingly, Prometheus disappeared shortly after.
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