[image: Olympus Bound]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              BY JORDANNA MAX BRODSKY
            

          

        

      

       

      
Olympus Bound

      The Immortals

      Winter of the Gods

      Olympus Bound

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Orbit

           

          
            978-0-3565-0729-3

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2017 by Jordanna Max Brodsky

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Excerpt from Strange Practice by Vivian Shaw

            

          

          
            
              
              Copyright © 2017 by Vivian Shaw

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            ORBIT
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      For Tegan, my beloved sister in storytelling

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        
           
        

      

      
         

        
           
        

      

      
        When Morning in her saffron robe had cast her light across the earth,

        Zeus, lover of lightning, called the gods in council

        on the topmost crest of serrated Olympus.

        Then he spoke and all the other gods gave ear.

        “Hear me,” said he, “gods and goddesses too,

        that I may speak as my heart urges.

        Let none of you, neither goddess nor god,

        try to cross my laws,

        but obey me every one of you that I may quickly

        bring this matter to an end.”

        
          Homer, The Iliad, CIRCA EIGHTH CENTURY BC
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              SHE WHO LOVES THE CHASE
            

          

        

      

      Just outside the city walls of ancient Ostia, on the banks of the River Tiber, the Huntress stalked her prey down the street of the dead with only the moon to light her way.

      She walked with silent tread on wide basalt paving stones still warm from the unrelenting summer heat. Her stealth was superfluous: Even if her boots scuffed the street, the piercing drone of cicadas would drown out any sound, and the man she hunted seemed oblivious to everything but the mausoleums around him.

      Yet she studied him with a hawk’s keen gaze. He was young, clean-shaven, his weak chin and protruding nose accented by blond hair shorn mercilessly close to the scalp. His haircut and muscled physique proclaimed him a soldier. Another foolish mortal recruit in an ancient battle between gods.

      The Huntress felt no sympathy. He might be a mere foot soldier, but his army had destroyed her life. They had ripped her from the world she knew, and now they threatened what little family she had left. Somewhere, they held her father captive. Somewhere, they tortured him and prepared him for sacrifice.

      Perhaps right here in Ostia.

      Either this young man would lead her to her father or he would die. Simple as that.

      She followed his gaze to the necropolis’s older buildings, each pockmarked with niches just big enough to hold an urn brimming with ashes. The more recent mausoleums, she saw, housed grand sarcophagi instead. Even the passage of centuries wouldn’t erase the scenes of myth and history so deeply carved into their marble sides.

      The young man paused before one of the stone coffins that flanked the mausoleum’s entrance. With a reverent finger, he traced its sculpted depictions of Sun and Moon, Birth and Death.

      Then he quickly crossed himself.

      The Huntress shuddered: In this pagan city, a mere twenty miles from the Empire’s seat in Rome, the Christian gesture seemed a harbinger of things to come.

      Once, she’d watched with pleasure as pious Romans sent their loved ones skyward on the plumes of funeral pyres. The smoke would reach the very summit of Mount Olympus and swirl about the feet of the gods themselves. But more and more, the Romans chose to bury their dead within these marble tombs, where the corpses could await bodily resurrection. A sign, she knew, that soon the Empire’s citizens would abandon the Olympians entirely, praying only for their promised reunion with the Christ.

      The Huntress imagined the richly bedecked corpses in their cold tombs. Meat turned to rot turned to dust, she thought with disgust. The Christians waited in vain for a resurrection that would never occur and a god who did not exist. A bitter smirk lifted the corner of her mouth. It serves them right.

      At least for now, the Olympian Goddess of War and Wisdom still guarded Ostia’s main gate with her stern gaze: Minerva, whom the Greeks called Athena, carved in stone with upswept wings and a regal helmet. The sight gave the Huntress a measure of comfort. We’re not completely forgotten. Not yet.

      She hid in Minerva’s moonshadow and watched her prey leave the necropolis behind as he ventured into the city itself. He strode down the wide avenue of the Decumanus Maximus, past empty taverns and shops, guildhalls and warehouses. The man wore all black as camouflage in the darkened town, but he took few other precautions, walking boldly down the middle of the deserted thoroughfare.

      He clearly hadn’t counted on Minerva’s vengeful half sister following in his wake.

      He passed the public baths, bedecked with mosaics of Neptune, and the amphitheater, adorned with grotesque marble masks, before finally turning off the avenue to wander deeper into the sleeping city. Only then did the Huntress emerge from behind her marble sibling like a statue come to life – as tall and imperious as Minerva herself, moving with such grace and speed she seemed to float on wings of her own.

      She darted silently from shadow to shadow. With her black hair and clothes, the Huntress melted into the night. Only her silver eyes gave her away, reflecting the moonlight like deep forest pools.

      As she passed the darkened buildings, she could imagine how they’d appear when full of life. Vendors and merchants would clamor for attention, the perfume of their leeks and lemons fighting the stench of the human urine that produced such brilliant blues and reds in the nearby dye vats. The warehouses would bulge with foreign grain and local salt. Shopkeepers would hawk elephant ivory from the colonies in Africa, fish from the nearby Mare Nostrum, and purple-veined marble from Phrygia in the east, all destined to sate the appetites of the wealthy Romans a day’s journey up the river. Great crowds of toga-clad men and modestly veiled women would bustle down the Decumanus Maximus, pushing their way past ragged children begging for scraps. While some headed for the amphitheater’s worldly pleasures, others processed to the grand temples to offer sacrifices to Vulcan or Venus – or even to the Huntress herself.

      But as she followed her prey down an alley bordered by tall brick tenements, she knew this man sought a very different sanctuary. Of the dozens of temples in Ostia, a full fifteen housed a cult dedicated to a single god: a deity not numbered among the Olympians, one who would never claim as many followers as the Christ. Yet one who held the power to destroy her.

      Mithras. 

      Her heart picked up speed. This could be the end of her search. The most famous of Mithras’s sanctuaries lay at the end of the alley: the Mithraeum of the Seven Spheres. Unlike the Olympians’ temples, graceful public edifices with open colonnades and wide entrances, Mithras’s shrines lay tucked into caves or small buildings, where his rites were kept secret from all but the cult’s initiates. Harmless rites honoring a harmless god – or so the Olympians had once thought. Now the Huntress knew better.

      Fire scorching my flesh. Water flooding my lungs. Torture of both body and soul. The memories cracked across her brain like a whip. She forced them aside, turning her attention to the temple before her.

      From the outside, the mithraeum seemed no more than an unadorned shed of layered brick. Locked iron grates sealed off the single small window and narrow doorway. The Huntress had searched the mithraeum before and found no evidence of her father’s prison. Then again, the cult’s leader – the Pater Patrum – was notoriously wily. The entrance to their lair might be here after all, she hoped, taking a careful step closer to her quarry.

      The young man in black fished a pair of lock picks out of his pack. The gate squealed open. He strode forward slowly with a gasp of reverence.

      The Huntress repressed a disappointed groan. He didn’t look like a man returning to his cult’s headquarters: He looked like a worshiper entering the Holy of Holies for the first time. This is a pilgrimage. A holy errand. The rest of his army waits elsewhere with their Pater Patrum. And that means my father is elsewhere, too.

      She’d hoped to simply follow her prey to his cult’s base, reconnoiter, then devise a plan to rescue her father. Now she’d need to force the correct location out of him instead. Unfortunately, initiates into this cult never broke, even under torture.

      At least so far.

      She slipped to the side of the barred window and peered inside the cramped shrine. Low platforms bordered a central aisle so the cult’s members could recline during their ceremonial feasts. Black-and-white mosaics covered the platforms and floor, their designs faded and chipped; though her night vision rivaled a wolf’s, she couldn’t decipher the images in the dark. But when the man pulled a small lamp from his bag, she saw the signs of the zodiac adorning the feasting platforms: a fish for Pisces, balanced scales for Libra, two men for Gemini.

      Along the length of the aisle, seven black mosaic arcs on the floor symbolized the seven celestial spheres that gave the mithraeum its name. On the platforms’ sides, the tiles formed crude representations of the Olympians – or rather, of the heavenly bodies named for them. A woman holding an arching veil above her head for the planet Venus, a man with a spear and helmet for Mars. The Huntress saw herself there, too: a woman bearing an arrow and a crescent. Fitting symbols for the one called Diana, Goddess of the Moon, by the men who usually worshiped in this sanctuary. Across the Aegean, the Greeks named her Huntress, Mistress of Beasts, Goddess of the Wild, and above all – Artemis.

      What name would this man use if he turned around and saw me? she wondered. Pretender? Pagan? Likely, he’d dispense with such niceties and just slice out my heart.

      At the far end of the aisle hung an oval relief that encompassed the cult’s entire religion in a single carven image: the “tauroctony” – the bull killing. Mithras, handsome in his pointed Phrygian cap, perched on the bull’s back, one knee bent and his other foot resting on a rear hoof. He plunged his knife into the beast’s neck, completing the sacrifice. A dog, a snake, a scorpion, and a crow encircled the bull. Like everything else in Mithraism, the image contained several layers of meaning. To a woman like the Huntress, who preferred a world of starkly defined categories – night and day, female and male, immortal and mortal – such complexities provided yet another reason to despise the cult.

      The animals in the tauroctony symbolized the constellations that rotated across the sky on the celestial spheres. Mithras, or so his followers believed, controlled those spheres. To some who feasted atop the sanctuary’s platforms and offered sacrifices upon its altar, Mithras was only that: a god of stars, one more deity among the dozens worshiped by Ostia’s citizens. But not to the young man gazing upon the tauroctony with a fanatic’s fervor. To him, Mithraism was no mere Roman mystery cult; it was the truest form of the one religion that terrified the usually fearless Huntress: Christianity.

      According to the cult’s pseudo-Christian doctrine, the shifting of the celestial spheres would usher in the “Last Age,” a twisted version of the biblical End of Days. Mithras-as-Jesus would walk the earth once more, bestowing salvation and eternal life upon his followers. Only one thing stood in the way of that promised resurrection: the existence of the Olympians. Thus, to make way for their savior’s return, the Mithraists had sworn to destroy the gods.

      And now, finally, the Huntress thought, imagining the pain she would inflict on the man before her, the gods are fighting back.

      She watched him crouch before one of the black mosaic arcs; he pressed a finger against the tiles, tracing the seam as if he – not his god – could shift the celestial sphere it represented and move the world into the Last Age.

      He reached inside his pack for a pouch of tools. A line of sweat trickled down his smooth jaw as he placed the blade of a chisel against the floor and raised a hammer.

      The Huntress wasn’t about to let him steal the mosaic. She didn’t care about preserving some other god’s holy artifact, but she didn’t intend to let the thief get what he’d come for. As an authentic sacred symbol, the arc might hold some unknown power. More than one Olympian had died at the hands of a Mithraist wielding a divine weapon – she couldn’t let the cult acquire any additions to their arsenal.

      Very slowly, the woman once known as Artemis, the Far Shooter, turned away from the window and slid her pack off her shoulders. Soundlessly, she withdrew two gleaming lengths of metal and screwed them together at the handgrip to construct a divine weapon of her own: a golden bow forged by Hephaestus the Smith.

      She slipped two arrows between the knuckles of her right hand and aimed their razor-sharp tips at the back of the thief’s neck. This would be much easier if I could just kill him right now, she thought. But that wasn’t part of the plan. She needed him to talk first. And she couldn’t simply shoot him in the leg and tie him up – she’d tried that with the last Mithraist she’d stalked. He’d been about to haul off an altar from a mithraeum in Rome. When she’d charged toward him, her arrow at the ready, he’d simply used his own dagger to stab himself in the heart before she could elicit more than a terrified moan. Clearly, the Mithraists were under strict instructions to avoid capture at all costs.

      She spread her knuckles a little wider. With a nearly inaudible thrum, both arrows flew between the window bars and into the sanctuary. The young man grunted in astonished pain and dropped his tools as the shafts simultaneously pierced the backs of both his hands. He tried to rise, but she tore through the doorway, moving nearly as fast as the arrows, and smashed him to the ground; the back of his skull thwacked against the tiles. The lamp rocked, its beam spotlighting the impassive face of the carven Mithras watching the chaos below.

      She grabbed the shafts in the thief’s hands and stood above him, her feet braced on either side of his hips.

      “Tell me where the rest of your friends are, mortal.”

      He stared up at her, pale eyes narrowed with pain, but said nothing.

      The Huntress shook her head with a frown. “Is that how you want to play this? Do you know who I am?”

      His lips twisted. “Do you?”

      She barked a laugh in his face. “Right now, I’m She Who Leads the Chase. And you’re my prey.” She levered the shafts wider, tearing at the holes in his hands. “Don’t forget – some predators like to play with their food. So start talking while you still have a few fingers left.”
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              THE PHILOSOPHER
            

          

        

      

      Professor Theodore Schultz usually spent Columbia’s summer session teaching small seminars to an eclectic mix of the university’s overeager and underachieving. On days as nice as this one, when the sunlight burned hot and the breeze blew cool, he liked to bring his classes onto the quad. Surrounded by youthful faces – enthusiastic and bored and everything in between – he imparted his love for myth and history in much the same way he imagined Plato or Aristotle might have in ancient Athens’s outdoor agora.

      But today Theo sat on the quad with only books and notes to surround him. He barely noticed the smell of new-cut grass or the laughter of a nearby circle of students playing Frisbee. Despite the sun beating on his shoulders, his mind kept tumbling back to the previous December. He could still feel the wind’s bite, the snow’s sting. It all came back in an instant: the desperate flight over New York Harbor in Hermes’ winged cap, the weight of Selene’s limp body, her sad “I love you, you know” as she pushed away his grip and slipped through the clouds. He’d been spared the sight of his lover’s body slamming into the water and splintering apart. That didn’t stop him from imagining it every time he closed his eyes.

      When he’d first met Selene, he’d thought her odd. A private investigator who kept the world at bay with an icy stare and a bitter laugh. Her reticence made sense once he learned – after a week of terror and elation – that she was actually the Greek goddess Artemis. As with all the Olympians, her powers had faded after millennia bereft of worship but, unlike her avaricious kin, Selene had never stooped to brutality to restore her strength.

      Nonetheless, she’d been unable to prevent the series of human sacrifices that had restored many of her abilities. With Theo at her side, she’d become an avenging goddess once more, her senses keen as a hawk’s, her strength beyond mortal imagining. He’d thought her invincible. He was wrong.

      After her death at the hands of the Mithraic cult, he’d been broken in both body and spirit, unable to eat, barely able to speak. For the first time in his thirty-three years, he’d thought death would be easier than living. With his friends’ help, he’d finally moved out of that darkness, but he’d still spent the spring semester too devastated by grief to do more than sleepwalk through the classes he supposedly taught. The university administration readily agreed he should take the summer off. They probably imagined he’d spend it recuperating on a beach. Instead, he’d barely left the library, and when he did, on a day like today, he took the books with him.

      He adjusted his glasses and rolled his neck. You’re a Makarites, he reminded himself. A “Blessed One.” You can find the answers you seek, just like Jason found the Golden Fleece. In antiquity, epic heroes such as Jason and Perseus had won the title of Makarites by feats of arms. Theo, on the other hand, had earned the epithet through his studies of the gods and their stories. His status as a Makarites attracted the Olympians; it even allowed him to use the divine weapons most of the gods were too faded to wield themselves. But so far, it hadn’t helped him on his current – and most vital – quest.

      He put aside a treatise on Platonic solids and pulled a narrow wooden sounding board from his satchel. Hunching over it, he plucked the single string.

      “Didn’t know you were the hippie sing-along type.”

      He looked up to see Ruth Willever standing before him, her face alight with gentle teasing.

      “To what do I owe this honor?” He managed an answering smile for his friend.

      “I saw you working outside, and I was done at the lab, so I thought I’d pick you up and walk you home.”

      “I feel like a fifties schoolgirl. You want to carry my books?”

      She laughed too heartily for his lame joke, no doubt thrilled that he’d attempted any humor at all.

      “I’ve got plenty of books of my own, thank you.” She lifted her capacious tote bag, probably full of tomes on kidney function or enzyme structure or something else Theo found impressive and soporific in equal measure. He didn’t ask why she was coming over to his house; since he’d lost Selene, Ruth had become his unofficial housemate and perennial dinner guest. If it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t eat at all. “It’s six o’clock,” she reminded him.

      “I thought I still had half an hour before my daily force-feeding.”

      She plopped down beside him, hiking her skirt to her knees so she could stretch her bare legs across the cushion of grass. “I’m early. Too nice a day to stay at a lab bench.” She glanced at the sounding board on his lap. “Do I even want to know what that is?”

      “It’s a monochord.” He plucked the single string again.

      “Seems like you’d play some pretty crappy songs with only one string.”

      “It’s more than a musical instrument. It’s an ancient experimental apparatus.”

      Ruth’s eyes lit. No skepticism, no doubt, just complete fascination. “Explain.”

      So he did. He’d spent so long alone with his research that sharing his findings – even the limited portion he could allow Ruth to know – felt like kindling a long-dormant spark. In the grief of the last six months, he’d lost sight of his lifelong passion for learning. Now Ruth’s excitement fed his own, and he found himself actually enjoying his discoveries for the first time since he’d made them.

      He lifted the monochord with a hint of his old flair for theatrics. “I’m about to demonstrate the discovery that fundamentally altered mankind’s perception of the universe.”

      Ruth put a hand to her heart in a suitably dramatic gasp. “My goodness. Please go on.”

      The gesture made him pause. Teasing, play, fun… they still felt awkward to Theo. He felt like a stroke victim deprived of speech, laboriously relearning the words he’d known since childhood. Ruth was his therapist, coaxing and prodding him toward recovery even when she pretended not to. Now she sat staring at him hopefully. Waiting.

      “The Greeks once sought the answers to life’s mysteries in myth,” he said finally.

      Her smile froze, dimmed. Theo, too, had once sought answers in the ancient stories. In a woman who’d stepped out of myth itself to take over his life. A woman light-years away from everything Ruth represented.

      “But eventually,” he went on, ignoring her obvious discomfort, “as their civilization progressed, Plato and Socrates and the other philosophers began to look for new ways to understand the world.”

      “They turned to science?” The sudden insistence in Ruth’s tone pulled him up short. It was the closest she’d ever come to outright begging him to finally move past Selene and turn to her instead.

      “Yes, they did,” he said with careful emphasis. He looked away from her flash of disappointment and down to his instrument once more. “Not all at once, not very quickly, but yeah. Greek philosophers walked along a bridge between worlds, trying to reconcile their religious beliefs with their new understanding of logic and reason. It all started with Pythagoras.”

      Ruth crossed her legs and leaned her chin on a fist in a pose of determined interest. “A squared plus b squared equals c squared,” she said with forced cheer.

      I don’t deserve her, Theo thought, not for the first time. Another woman would’ve gotten fed up with my depression months ago. “I see you haven’t forgotten ninth-grade geometry,” he said, offering a small smile. “But the truth is, Pythagoras probably didn’t discover his right-triangle theorem; the Babylonians knew about it long before the Greeks. His real contribution” – Theo lifted the monochord – “was this.”

      He plucked the string once more. Then he placed a finger exactly halfway along it and plucked it again, the note considerably higher. “See, I make the string half as long, and the new note is exactly one octave above the first.” He slid his finger down the string. “If I stop the string two-thirds of the way down, it produces a perfect fifth. Make it three-quarters instead, and we get a perfect fourth.” He demonstrated each interval in turn, then repeated the pattern as he kept talking. “Those three ratios – one to two, two to three, three to four – produce three intervals that just happen to be the most pleasing to the ear, at least in Western music.”

      Seeing Ruth’s foot tapping, he couldn’t resist altering the rhythm of the notes just slightly and launching into the guitar riff from “Wild Thing.” Ruth’s eyebrows shot upward and soon she was crooning, “You make my heart sing!” in her sweet contralto, twitching her fists in a series of highly restrained dance moves.

      Theo couldn’t help grinning and singing along. I haven’t smiled this much in months, he realized. It was almost enough to make him forget the real purpose behind his research into Pythagoras. Almost.

      He finished the song with the closest approximation to a trill he could coax from the single string and then gave Ruth a round of applause. She bowed shyly and lay back on the grass with a laugh, her head only a few inches from his lap. She squinted against the sun, then shaded her eyes and tilted her face toward him.

      “So what do your harmonic ratios have to do with Mithraism?” she asked carefully.

      Ruth had learned the truth about the Athanatoi – Those Who Do Not Die – the night he lost Selene. Sometimes he thought she didn’t totally believe it all – his semi-immortal girlfriend and her Olympian family, the ancient Mithras cult out to kill them led by Saturn, Selene’s own grandfather – but she pretended for his sake. She knew Saturn had escaped after causing Selene’s death, and she believed that Theo’s research aimed at finding him again. A hundred times, she’d told him revenge wouldn’t bring him happiness. He’d managed to convince her that he just needed to stop the Mithraists before they hurt anyone else. She didn’t like his explanation, but she’d finally accepted it.

      Too bad it wasn’t true.

      “Mithraism is a syncretic religion,” he told her now. “It combines elements from all sorts of sources. And some of their beliefs about astronomy and salvation may have been inspired by Pythagoras.” That much was true, although it was far from the real reason for his interest.

      “Huh. And I thought Pythagoras was just a mathematician,” Ruth said a little wistfully, as if nostalgic for a time before the gods had waltzed into her life. Yet she’d stuck by Theo for the last six months, nursing him through the injuries – both physical and otherwise – that he’d received the night he and Selene drove the Mithraists from New York.

      “Nope, definitely more than a mathematician.” Theo reclined on his elbows so she wouldn’t have to crane her neck. “His discovery – that mathematical ratios produce real-world harmonies – changed the Greeks’ entire understanding of the world. It was like they’d uncovered a secret language that held the keys to existence. After all, if mathematics and numbers underlay something as fundamental as music – as harmony – then maybe they underlay the rest of the world, too.”

      “They do,” she offered. “I mean, that’s what scientists believe.” She blinked at him, her face only a foot from his own. “That math and algorithms and quantifiable evidence can explain everything.”

      “So says Dr. Ruth Willever, the microbiologist,” he teased. “A poet might disagree.” A classicist might disagree, he amended silently. Math can’t explain why even as I’m staring at Ruth’s smile, I’m thinking of Selene’s. Only the ancient elegies can do that. A snippet of the Roman poet Meleager floated across his brain.

      
        
          
             

            Where am I drifting?

            Swept on by Love’s relentless tide,

            Helpless in my steering,

            Once more to doom I ride.

          

        

      

      “Theo?” Ruth laid a gentle hand on his shoulder and didn’t let go.

      “Hmm? Sorry. I was…” With Selene, he was about to say, but Ruth cut him off.

      “You were about to tell me what you’re doing with the monochord,” she prompted, heading off his melancholy. “I still don’t see why you’re researching harmonic ratios in the first place.”

      Theo pulled away from her touch and plucked the string again thoughtfully. “The Pythagoreans didn’t understand the physics behind the note’s frequency, but they understood that the ratios of the lengths of the string related to the pitch of the sound. And they decided that those same digits that make up the harmonic ratios – one, two, three, four – must be the fundamental numbers in the universe.”

      He put the monochord aside and grabbed one of his notebooks, flipping to a page of his more innocuous scribblings. He showed Ruth a sketched figure: four dots in a row, then three above it, then two, then one, creating an equilateral triangle consisting of ten total dots.

      “The Pythagoreans called this triangle a tetractys,” he explained. “A ‘fourness’ that represented the perfect number. They thought its unity, its symmetry – four lines, four numbers, three equal sides of four dots each – must be magical.”

      Ruth looked skeptical for the first time. “Magical? More like basic geometry.”

      “They thought the tetractys might be part of a larger pattern.” He searched for the right way to explain the ancient mysticism to Ruth’s logical brain. He couldn’t tell her too much – she’d probably have him committed if she knew the whole truth – but he always thought better aloud. It was why he’d liked having a partner.

      Before thoughts of Selene could derail him again, he pressed forward with his explanation. “Remember how the Mithraists believed in shifting the celestial spheres to bring about the Last Age, so they could achieve salvation with their resurrected god?” Ruth nodded. “Well, the Pythagoreans believed something similar: that the ultimate goal of existence was to achieve unity with the divine.”

      “And they did that… how?”

      “By being a philosophos. A ‘lover of knowledge.’”

      “A philosopher?” She rolled her eyes.

      “Yeah, but not Kant or Nietzsche or some nineteenth-century effete sitting around pondering the meaning of morality. More like a natural philosopher.” She still looked dubious. “The word ‘scientist’ comes from the Latin for ‘knowledge,’ you know. So that makes you basically just a philosopher in a lab coat.”

      She looked mildly affronted but gestured for him to go on.

      “The philosophers studied nature to uncover the pattern that unifies creation. That pattern, they believed, embodied the wisdom of the gods. The divine will that created the world. And once they found that pattern, if they found it, they could reach the ultimate purity of the soul. They could become gods themselves.”

      Ruth laughed, her patience for mysticism clearly running thin. “Sounds like unified field theory, if you ask me.” When Theo looked at her curiously, she went on with a shrug. “You know, how quantum mechanics and general relativity don’t play by the same rules. Einstein spent an inordinate amount of time trying to come up with a theory that worked for both.”

      “A pattern that unifies creation, huh?”

      “Yup. But he didn’t find it. No one has.” She rose to her feet, looking down at Theo pointedly. “And something tells me, despite all the library books you’ve got spread across the quad, you won’t either.”

      He shrugged, trying to look appropriately sheepish.

      “Theo…” she began, a suspicious frown tugging at her lips. “How is all this going to help you figure out where the Mithraists’ leader is hiding?”

      Saturn… Every time Theo thought of the old man with his curved sickle he had to fight back a tide of rage. Selene’s grandfather was both the God of Time and the Pater, or “Father,” of the Holy Order of the Soldiers of Theodosius, also known as the Host. A secret cult dedicated to destroying the Olympians in order to allow the rebirth of Mithras-as-Jesus. The Host’s initiates had killed four Athanatoi before Selene and Theo finally confronted Saturn himself on the Statue of Liberty’s torch last Christmas Eve. In the end, his men had unleashed a lightning bolt to chase them from the sky.

      Theo saw it again: Selene falling through the clouds like a needle piercing the fabric of the world.

      “You said that’s what you were working toward, right?” Ruth pressed, dragging him back to the present. “You’re going to help find the Pater so he doesn’t hurt anyone else?”

      “Yeah,” he lied. After fleeing New York, Saturn might have gone after Selene’s father, Zeus, like he’d threatened to. He might be holed up in some dingy mithraeum, scheming with other members of the Host. Maybe he was just enjoying life back in the Old World, reveling in past glories among the ruins of the Roman Forum. Theo didn’t care.

      There was only one person he wanted to find.

      Selene’s body lies at the bottom of the harbor. He knew that. He hadn’t completely lost his mind, not yet anyway. But in his time with Selene, Theo had learned that nothing was impossible.

      The tetractys was more than a pretty triangle. It was a code. A clue. The key to the pattern that defined the universe.

      Ruth kept talking as Theo gathered his books. He nodded vaguely at her words as they walked off campus and into the tumult of Broadway, but he heard only the insistent whisper in his own mind:

      If the Pythagoreans were right, the tetractys reveals the divine pattern that created life in the first place. 

      Which means it can create it again. 

      And I can bring Selene back from the dead. 
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      “Do you understand who you’re dealing with?” the Huntress demanded again of the man pinned beneath her arrows on the mithraeum floor.

      His lips twisted. “Miss Selene DiSilva, I presume.” His voice carried a faint Germanic accent.

      She leaned on the arrows in his hands again, enjoying his gasp of pain. “Wrong. I gave up that name when you and your precious Pater attacked my city.”

      The American passport safely stored in her apartment in Rome identified her as Selene Neomenia, born in New York, New York, in 1986. But she wasn’t about to tell that to the Mithraist.

      “Now stop resisting and tell me where you’re holding my father.”

      His thin lips remained firmly shut, his pale eyes unblinking.

      “Do you have him in one of the other temples in Ostia?” she demanded, watching his reaction.

      One corner of his mouth twitched into a fleeting smile.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” She leaned closer to him, her words a low growl. “You think you’re doing the right thing, don’t you? Protecting your leader? Preserving his plans for your Holy Order? But do you know what your precious Pater Patrum has done? He killed my twin brother before my eyes.”

      The memory sliced like a blade even now. Apollo, Bright One, God of Music, Healing, and Prophecy. God of everything civilized and beautiful in the world. Her glorious twin. The Host’s initiates had lashed his back with their whips, striping his tunic with red lines as brilliant as the clouds at sunset. Selene had offered to sacrifice her own life for her twin’s – the Pater killed him anyway.

      “Apollo looked at me while he died,” she hissed at the man beneath her feet. “‘I can’t see the sun’ – that’s what he said to me. The god who once drove the sun across the sky in his golden chariot was reduced to a bloody corpse, his heart sliced from his body with a sickle.”

      The man’s gaze flicked away from her. His jaw tightened.

      “You can’t look me in the eye, can you?” she seethed. “You know what you’ve done is wrong.” She eased the pressure on the arrows in his hands. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she lied. “Just tell me where to find my father, before your army kills him, too.”

      He shook his head.

      “Is that why your Pater cuts the hearts from his victims?” she snarled, losing patience. “Because his men have no hearts of their own?” She wrenched the arrows wider. “Talk to me, and I might not punch two more arrows through your feet.”

      His eyes rolled back in his head. She thought he might pass out – not an ideal conclusion to their fight, but something she could work with. Instead, with the strength and speed of a trained soldier, he jackknifed his knees into her gut. Her grip loosened.

      One palm swung toward her face, her own arrowhead his weapon. She dodged. Her weight off balance, he hooked a leg over her hip and threw her.

      They both scrambled from the ground and hopped onto opposite platforms. The man faced her with bleeding hands outspread – a crucified Christ. Selene held her bow before her like a staff.

      He vaulted onto her platform, slapping his hands together as if to impale her on the arrow points like a bear in a trap. Instincts just faster than a mortal’s sent her bow flashing, kicking one arrow aside but only diverting the other. The point sliced into a tendon in her hip. Her left leg went dead – she buckled to the floor once more.

      He paused, his smooth face flushed and glistening with sweat, a rosy-cheeked child with arrows in his bloody palms.

      She stared up at him, defiant. “Not sure whether to kill me, take me captive, or run away, are you?” She pressed a hand against the wound in her side. “They don’t call me One Who Does Not Die for nothing. You may try to kill me, but you won’t succeed. And in case you’re wondering, I didn’t come alone. My backup will be here any second. And his rage will be volcanic.”

      The man whipped his head around with obvious trepidation. Taking advantage of his distraction, she jammed her heel into his ankle. He stayed on his feet but staggered off balance. She surged up, ready to knock her prey out with a well-placed fist. The man in black ducked the blow, but her words clearly had an effect. He ran.

      On any other night, she would’ve had him. But her hip gave out, her leg collapsed, and her quarry dashed away into the night.

      Selene cursed roundly and grabbed hold of the platform edge to lurch back to her feet. Limping, she gave chase. Back down the alley, past the crumbling brick tenements. The entire city was a necropolis, its crumbled columns lying like toppled funerary urns, its roofless ruins as empty as desecrated sarcophagi.

      Instead of a hundred Roman legionaries protecting its gate, a single night watchman, currently fast asleep at his post, guarded the archeological site. The Huntress and her prey had the city to themselves. Nearly.

      Flint Hamernik – whom the fifty thousand residents of ancient Ostia had worshiped as Vulcan, God of Volcanoes, and the Greeks had called Hephaestus, the crippled Smith – lay in wait at the opposite end of the city. She spared a second to fumble out her cell phone and call him.

      “No good,” she panted. “They’re not holding my father in Ostia, and the Mithraist got away, but I’m sending him toward you. If you trap him, we can still get some answers.”

      “Wait,” came the rumbled response. “There’s —”

      “Just be ready!” Catching a glimpse of her prey up ahead, she hung up.

      Arrow-speared arms pumping, the man in black veered left at the Decumanus Maximus. Selene sent an arrow skimming just past his cheek, forcing him to turn right instead. A moment later, he made for the western border of the city – another arrow steered him to the south. A third shaft stopped him from ducking into a ruined home. A fourth forced him past a round temple to a forgotten god. All the while, Selene kept him just within sight, each arrow a hungry wolf in her pack, herding her quarry toward capture.

      One arrow left. She sent it sailing over his shoulder, driving him into a triangular field at the very edge of Ostia.

      The wound in her hip shot blinding sparks of pain through her leg like fire from Zeus’s thunderbolt. Wincing, she rounded the corner into the Campus of the Magna Mater, the field where the Romans had paid homage to the Great Mother in an age long past. The chase was almost over, Selene’s part in it complete. She’d once cherished her role as a solitary huntress, but now she was glad she had backup. She staggered forward and waited for Flint to spring his trap.

      Except Flint was nowhere to be found.

      Her enemy awaited instead.

      The man in black stumbled to a halt, the arrows still protruding from his palms. He gave a breathless laugh and said something in German, clearly relieved to have found his comrades. Another man – also clean-shaven, his close-cropped hair dark against pale skin – crouched before a soaring stone sculpture of a pine tree, chiseling it from its foundation. But it was the old man standing nearby who drew Selene’s gaze.

      Saturn. The Titan God of Time. The Wily One. Pater Patrum of the Host, murderer of so many. The man Selene had been hunting ever since he escaped her clutches in New York six months before.

      Her grandfather.

      His lined face bore a branching scar down one cheek that disappeared beneath a neat white beard. His hair had burned away from half his head, leaving only shiny scalp behind. Despite his scars, he towered over his mortal acolytes, his skin glowing faintly in the darkness with a divine aura he should no longer possess. Like so many of her kin, Selene’s grandfather had been willing to do anything to regain his old powers – he’d just been more successful than most. Rather than kill humans, the millennia-old Mithraic cult he’d created had murdered four members of his own family. The sacrifice of so many Athanatoi had granted him power that Selene could never match.

      He held his divine sickle with a firm grip, the curved blade reflecting the light that emanated from his flesh. Even now, Selene could hear the bloody ripping sound it had made as it cut the heart from her twin brother’s chest. Apollo. Hades. Mars. Prometheus. All sacrificed to Saturn’s cult.

      She wanted to laugh. Or sob. After all this time, all the complicated schemes and fruitless interrogations, Saturn had walked into her reach of his own volition. She would finally have her revenge.

      She reached instinctively for her quiver.

      Empty.

      At her gasp of dismay, the old man looked up.

      His scowl only deepened the creases on his ravaged face.

      “Not happy to see me?” she called out to him.

      He turned back to the man chiseling at the pine tree with a hissed “Hurry.”

      She wanted more than anything to send a golden arrow straight through his traitorous heart. But she’d come to Ostia without her divine shafts, hoping merely to find the Mithraists’ lair – not to confront her grandfather directly. Even if she’d had any wooden arrows left, they’d do no permanent damage to Saturn’s immortal flesh. And his sickle would slice her apart if she attacked him hand to hand.

      That didn’t mean she was helpless.

      She reached under the collar of her shirt for the gold necklace Flint had given her months before. The moment she snapped open the clasp, it unfurled into a long, gleaming whip. She ignored her grandfather and sent the lash whistling toward her original quarry instead. It snaked around the young man’s leg and toppled him to the ground.

      Ignoring the searing pain in her hip, she lunged. A twist of the whip’s handle and it hardened, straightened, metamorphosed into a javelin.

      She jammed its sharp tip against the soft flesh of the young man’s throat while stomping the arrows in his hands deep into the dirt, anchoring him in place. This time, she stood above his head so he couldn’t knock her loose. He kicked with both legs anyway, succeeding only in tearing larger holes in his palms.

      She ignored his agonized groans and called to her grandfather instead. “Tell me where you’ve taken my father!”

      “Or?” Saturn asked calmly.

      “Or I kill your man.”

      “What makes you think I would bother to save him?”

      “I killed all your acolytes in New York. You don’t have many more to spare.” She hoped that was true.

      “My followers know what future awaits them when the Last Age arrives. Resurrection. Eternal life. Salvation. Why fear death?”

      “But perhaps they fear pain.” Selene spun the javelin so its tip drilled a shallow hole beneath the man’s spasming Adam’s apple. She glared down at her young captive. “If your Pater won’t do what I ask, maybe you will. Last chance: Tell me where my father is.”

      “I don’t —” he gasped.

      “Yes, you do.” She whipped her javelin around to slam it against his jaw. “My father. Don’t pretend you don’t know who he is. Jupiter. Lightning Bringer.” She smacked him again with each title. “Leader of the Fates… King of the Gods… ZEUS.”

      “It won’t work,” Saturn said, sounding mildly amused. “He won’t tell you anything. Have you forgotten that I’m his Pater Patrum?”

      “And have you forgotten who I am?” She jabbed the weapon’s point into the man’s right shoulder, then his left, twisting it with each shallow cut. “The Arrow-Showering One. The Punisher. The Huntress.”

      A grinding of stone interrupted her tirade. She’d nearly forgotten the dark-haired man sawing away at the stone pine tree in the center of the field. He put down his tools and began tying a series of ropes and pulleys around the statue. “Almost there, Pater.”

      “Good,” Saturn replied. “Finish quickly. We must take our treasures and leave.” The wary glance he cast at his granddaughter proved he hadn’t forgotten she was the Punisher after all. He’d been fleeing her clutches for months; even now, with his soldiers around him, he’d rather run than attempt to add her to his pantheon of sacrifices.

      “Stop!” Selene cried, pressing her javelin once more against her captive’s throat. “I don’t care if this kid is just one more innocent deluded by your lies, dreaming of a Last Age that will never occur. I will kill him if you try to leave.”

      “No,” Saturn said, “you won’t.” He gave a brief nod to the wounded man lying beneath her javelin.

      With a strength of will she’d rarely seen in a mortal since the battlefields of Troy, the young man ripped his right hand free of her arrow, leaving his pinky and ring finger behind. He tore out the shaft piercing his other palm.

      Then plunged it into his own eye.

      Furious at the waste, the stupidity, Selene kicked the body aside and raised her javelin. She knew Saturn was fast enough to dodge the throw. She was counting on it. One more step to his left, she prayed, and he’ll trip Flint’s booby trap. The steel net lay buried in the grass, ready to spring around its captive and inject him with a neurotoxin powerful enough to paralyze even an Athanatos.

      Her grandfather took one look at her raised javelin and tsked mildly, as if reading her thoughts. “Put that down, child. You may be too hard to hold captive, but not all the Olympians are quite so fierce.” He took a deliberate step to the side. No steel net rose up around him. Instead, she finally saw what had lain behind him the whole time:

      The trap was already sprung. And Flint lay writhing in its grip.
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      Selene stood frozen, javelin raised, staring at her captive friend. Flint’s broad shoulders strained against the metal threads of the net, but his massive arms only twitched weakly. She saw no sign of his crutches, and his withered legs lay trapped beneath him, motionless. His head jerked – she could make out the whites of his rolling eyes. With his usual uncanny skill at inventing weapons, Flint had embedded multiple needles inside the net, each one ready to administer a shot of paralytic neurotoxin in case their Mithraist proved recalcitrant. One dose would prevent the captive from either escaping or killing himself. Two doses would knock him completely unconscious so they could transport him. Three would kill him outright.

      Saturn raised his hand. He held a button affixed to a long cord stretching from the net. His thumb hovered over it. “I’ve already used one dose to keep the Lame One quiet. If you threaten me further, granddaughter, I’ll have no choice but to use two more.” He moved his thumb a centimeter closer to the button, then another, until Selene finally lowered her javelin.

      “That’s right,” he said. “You know I can’t be beaten by your feeble plans. You know who I am.”

      “Oh, I know, Grandfather. But does he?” She looked to Saturn’s remaining acolyte. The dark-haired man dropped the complicated harness he’d been securing around the pine tree statue. His eyes darted to his Pater, questioning, while his hand moved toward the gun at his hip. A spatter of moles marred his otherwise smooth cheek like a dark constellation of stars.

      “Do you know this man is Saturn?” she asked him. “A pagan god?”

      “Saturn, yes,” he replied, his German accent echoing his dead compatriot’s. “But he is no pagan. The Pater is the Father.”

      “Foolish child,” Saturn chided her. “He knows more of my story than you do.”

      Selene pointed an accusatory finger at the mole-spattered man. “You’re a Christian, aren’t you? I’ve seen the crosses you wear, the way you genuflect before your god. You think Mithras and Jesus are the same. You think Saturn will bring you closer to them both. You’re wrong. He doesn’t give a crap about your messiah. He only works for his own power.”

      “My syndexioi know the truth,” Saturn said, using the Mithraic term for an initiate into their secret cult. “I can bring them closer to Jesus. I brought the world closer to Jesus. Without me, no one would even remember his name.”

      Selene gripped the javelin hard, running out of patience. But the longer her grandfather spoke, the more chance Flint had of recovering. Saturn wouldn’t know that the neurotoxin lasted only ten minutes. If she could keep him talking, they might have a shot.

      “You have nothing to do with Jesus.” She turned to the dark-haired syndexios. “You claim your messiah is all about love and mercy. Turn the other cheek. I ask you, do you think your Pater believes in such compassion? What kind of Christian would murder his own family?” The young man looked at her blankly. Her voice rose in frustration. “Any ‘Last Age’ he ushers in won’t be a time of salvation and peace. The lion won’t lie down with the lamb. Don’t you see? It will be an age of greed and bloodshed and mayhem – the same horrors Saturn has always wrought on those around him. And if you let him kill my father and make himself all-powerful, it won’t just be my family that suffers. It will be the whole damn Christian world.”

      “Since when do you care about Christians?” Saturn asked.

      “I don’t,” she spat. “But I do care about innocent mortals. And since a lot of them happen to be Christians, I don’t have much of a choice. Protector of the Innocent, they called me. That’s a title I’m still proud to claim.”

      “You think you have me all figured out.” Again, that cold, confident smile on his burnt face. “But I told you months ago that you didn’t.”

      Arrogance is so embedded in his withered soul that he can’t imagine I’m a threat, she realized. He’s the Wily One – I’m just a dumb goddess. I can work with that. She curled her lip in disdain. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      The mole-spattered syndexios frowned at her, his hand resting on the butt of his gun. “A Pretender should not question the Pater.”

      “No, it’s fine, my son.” Saturn jerked his chin toward the pine tree statue. “Keep working while I tell my ignorant granddaughter the truth.”

      Selene had no idea why Saturn wanted the sculpture, but it was important enough that he’d come in person to the Campus of the Magna Mater to claim it while sending a lowly syndexios for the mosaic arc. He’ll keep talking, thinking he’s distracting me so his henchman can complete the theft, she realized. Meanwhile, I egg him on, waiting for Flint to recover. We both want to drag this out: For once, we share the same aim – with very different consequences.

      She kept one eye on Flint, only half listening to Saturn’s tale.

      “Our Lord Jesus died upon the cross,” her grandfather began. Selene gritted her teeth and prepared for a recitation of the entire New Testament. One of her own medieval witchcraft trials had begun much the same way.

      “His followers in Jerusalem mourned him, loved him, but even they did not know the truth – that Jesus was no mere prophet, but the true and only son of the true and only God. Then a Pharisee, an unbeliever, set out on the road to Damascus – Are you listening to me, Diana?”

      Selene’s attention flew back to her grandfather. He raised his remaining eyebrow and waggled his thumb above the injector button. When he spoke again, his voice resonated with power. “Listen closely as I tell you of another Time.”

      He continued his story, and Selene suddenly saw it unfold before her. Months earlier, Saturn had sent her visions by using the God of Dreams’ divine poppy wreath. This was different, as if Saturn’s status as the God of Time had somehow given him the power to control history itself. Walking through the ruins of Ostia, she’d remembered only snatches of the ancient past. Now his words dragged her deeper with an inexorable force. They filled her eyes, her ears. She drowned within their pull.

      A man rides a mule down a dusty road. He wears the robes of a Jew, his head veiled, his beard long. A trio of servants plods beside him. They look like they’ve traveled far and have farther yet to go. 

      Suddenly, the bearded man gasps and reins his mule to a halt. The servants turn to ask their master what’s the matter, but he has already slid from his animal. He kneels now in the dust, his face so full of wonder that the servants look around, convinced there must be an angel crossing his path. They see nothing. 

      But the bearded man sees clearly who stands before him. A god, twelve feet tall, with a snowy white beard and eyes of midnight blue. He wears a Phrygian cap and a star-spangled cloak. He holds a sickle in one hand. 

      The god’s voice blares like a shofar, although only the bearded man can see its source. 

      “SAUL OF TARSUS…” 

      “Yes,” the man replies, awestruck. “Who speaks to me?” 

      “It is I, your Father. The Host. I come to tell you of Mithras.” 

      Saul looks bewildered. “The Roman god? An idol worshiped by pagans?” 

      “Mithras has many names. You call him Jesus.” 

      “The rebel? The one they killed in —” 

      “Jesus can never die, though you hang his body upon a cross. He is my only son. He alone contains the Holy Spirit. He alone moves the heavens on their axes. He alone forges the path to salvation. That is the good news you must spread throughout the world. Not just to Jews, but to the gentiles as well. That is your task. Now rise, for you are Saul no longer. You are Paul. And you will be my greatest servant.”

      Selene ripped herself free of a memory so vivid it felt as if she’d witnessed it herself. Something about the bearded man tugged at a remembrance buried deep beneath the accumulated weight of millennia, but she shrugged it off.

      She interrupted her grandfather before he could complete his tale. “So you came down to Saint Paul while you were still an omnipotent god,” she accused him. “You told him a Jewish rebel was a Mithraic god – one who, conveniently, already presided over rituals that granted his followers salvation. And you did it all knowing that if your plan worked, your own family would fade and die. You weren’t a victim of Christianity’s rise – you were its cause.”

      The syndexios, she saw now, had finally knocked the pine tree loose and lowered it onto a large dolly, ready to transport it out of Ostia. He looked up from his task to gaze at his Pater reverently. “Saturn has been here since the world began,” he said. “He is no Pretender – he is the true Father. He helps Mithras shift the stars. The heavens move at his command: The sun passes through Taurus, Aries, Pisces. Each constellation a new Age, until now, finally, the Last Age begins.”

      Selene wanted to scream. This acolyte recited the ancient Mithraic version of astronomy as if he actually believed it, despite a thousand years of science that proved him wrong. The sun wasn’t moving at all, nor were the constellations. It only looked that way from the perspective of the ever-spinning, ever-orbiting, ever-wobbling earth. Unaware of the mechanics of the heliocentric solar system, the Romans had credited the god Mithras with the heavenly shifts instead. These modern followers of the god still clung to that explanation, and Saturn fed on their stubborn faith.

      He flicked a quick, covetous glance at the pine tree before turning once more to Selene. “I do not need the Lame One to bring on the Last Age, you know, not when your father lies chained in the dark, ready to be sacrificed. Flint Hamernik is just an insurance policy. A very useful insurance policy who can craft weapons to strike down even the strongest Pretender. But if you come after me, I will kill him. Just like I killed your twin.”

      Selene only clutched her javelin tighter at the reminder of Apollo’s murder. She had no intention of letting Saturn kill Flint, much less her father; the sacrifice of the King of the Gods would give her grandfather unimaginable power. Power he would use against her, the scattered remnants of her family, and the world itself. Humans and gods alike were mere pawns to the Wily One. She didn’t doubt he would knock them all off the board if it suited his purposes.

      She glanced at the steel net – Flint stared back, his expression calm, determined. He made a fist with one hand, the muscles of his bicep swelling like a basketball. The drug had worn off. He was ready. Jerking his chin toward the side, he raised his grizzled eyebrows in a silent reminder.

      On a pile of dry grass only a yard away from the marble pine tree lay his duffel bag. A duffel bag full of contingency measures.

      “Please, Grandfather.” Selene twisted her javelin back into a necklace. She raised her palms, forcing them to tremble. “Don’t hurt Flint. I beg you.” She walked to the corpse of the young Mithraist, crouching beside his arrow-studded eye in a show of penitence. “No one else should die today.”

      “I’m glad you finally understand.” Saturn turned to his mole-spattered syndexios. “Get the tree —”

      Selene ripped the bloody arrow from the young man’s eye with one hand as she retrieved her bow with the other. The wooden shaft streaked across the clearing and into Flint’s duffel.

      The bomb inside exploded in a fountain of flame.

      The grass beneath caught fire, threatening to engulf the pine tree, the syndexios, and the Pater himself.

      Saturn dropped the injection cord and scuttled away from the flames, shouting for backup. In the distance, barely visible beyond the billowing smoke, three more black-clad men hopped over the city wall. Their drawn guns glinted blue in the moonlight.

      Already Flint’s clever fingers had untangled the net.

      Selene lunged forward, threw an arm under his broad shoulders, and half dragged, half carried him from the field. She could hear the Mithraists pounding closer and worried Flint wouldn’t move fast enough to escape them. Risking a backward glance, she saw that the explosion’s sparks had set Saturn’s sleeve ablaze. Two of the syndexioi rushed toward their leader to douse the flames; a third ran toward the pine tree and began to roll it away from the fire.

      Urging Flint to move faster, Selene led the way into the ruins. She tried to ignore the flaring pain in her hip while tracing a circuitous path through the narrow alleys and crumbled buildings. The crackle of flames grew fainter in the distance, but sirens wailed in their stead. Soon Ostia’s fire brigade would arrive to save the archeological site. Saturn and his men would have to take their pine tree and run.

      “You should’ve just killed Saturn when you had the chance,” Flint panted.

      “With what? A wooden arrow? And you know I can’t lose my only shot at finding where he’s holding my father.”

      Flint grunted, clearly in too much pain to rehash their old argument.

      “Besides,” she snapped, “with all those soldiers, if we’d stayed another second, we’d be riddled with bullet holes. I might survive, but you wouldn’t.”

      Flint’s craggy cheeks burned red above his thick beard. He looked enraged and embarrassed all at once. He’d fallen victim to his own trap. And without his crutches, he was no match for his enemies.

      Selene had little desire to salve his bruised pride. Saving his life was more important.

      She veered toward the old city wall and clambered over it, hauling Flint up behind her.

      By the time she made it to his parked motorcycle on the far side of Ostia, she’d gained a new respect for the Smith. He’d lived for over three thousand years with both legs withered and near useless, barely able to support his broad blacksmith’s torso. She’d had one bum leg for thirty minutes, and she wanted to scream with frustration – or cry from pain. Now they were both limping, two Lame Gods instead of one.

      “We need to get you to the river water,” Flint said, maneuvering himself onto the motorcycle’s seat while she climbed on behind, lifting her wounded leg with her hands.

      “I’ll make it back to Rome. I can go into the Tiber there.” As the Goddess of the Wilderness, she could use running water from a natural source to heal any injury inflicted by a mortal weapon. I’ll bathe in the river and come out as good as new, she thought with a pang of guilt. Flint lives this way all the time. He’ll never be healed, never be whole.

      Unlike Selene, who’d regained some of her preternatural strength and senses, Flint lived a mostly mortal existence. Even before the fading that had affected all the Athanatoi, he’d been lame, crooked, his coarse features a pitiable contrast to the other gods’ beauty. Yet his frailties had made him the most humble of the gods, the one best able to deal with their slow descent toward mortality. “He of Many Arts and Skills,” the ancient Greeks called him. That epithet, at least, he still deserved. His inventions might no longer be supernatural, but they still seemed magical to Selene, blends of mechanics and electronics, both elegant and functional, that granted him power beyond his own faded strength – except when someone else used them first.

      She wrapped her arms around Flint’s waist as he took hold of the adaptive hand controls and revved the motorcycle. Normally, she laid her hands only lightly on his hips to steady herself; tonight, she grabbed on tight.

      I need the support – with this leg, I may slip off the damn machine, she told herself. But in truth, there was something comforting in the nearness of him. It had been many months since she’d been so close to another person – except to tackle them to the ground.

      His hand moved to hers, pulling it even tighter across his wide rib cage. The gesture reminded her of Theo Schultz – the memory of him a sharp, guilty stab that dwarfed the pain in her hip. I’m glad you’re somewhere safe tonight, far from murderous cults and wrathful gods. She often spoke to Theo like this – a silent, one-sided conversation that did little to soothe the ache of his absence.

      Theo’s frame was narrow where Flint’s was broad, his smile easy where Flint’s – well, Flint rarely smiled at all. But they’d both been willing to die for her. The thunderbolt’s scar on her chest proved Theo’s devotion; the gold chain hanging around her throat proved Flint’s. Yet since the day he’d given her the necklace, despite living and working together with her in Rome for the past six months, Flint had never mentioned his feelings.

      Perhaps tonight he’ll finally break his silence. 

      Her first instinct was to loosen her grip on his torso, afraid of what he might read into the gesture. But I’m tired, she decided. Tired of constantly worrying if Saturn will catch us or we’ll catch him, if my father will survive, if I made the right choice with Theo. Maybe I don’t have to worry about Flint, too.

      So she didn’t let go; she pressed herself more firmly against his back instead, grateful for the roar of the engine as they skidded away from Ostia and onto the road to Rome. Even if Flint wanted to say something, she wouldn’t hear it. And right now, his silence was exactly what she needed.
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      A brownstone on West Eighty-eighth Street, just steps from Riverside Park on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Half as wide as its neighbors, rust pitting its iron railing, peeling paint feathering the windowsills. A house that begged to be ignored – just like its previous owner. Selene’s house.

      Her half brother Scooter Joveson had given Theo the deed when she died, so it was technically his now, although he still didn’t think of it that way.

      Two women sat hand in hand on the stoop, waiting for Theo and Ruth with three shopping bags from Zabar’s.

      Gabriela Jimenez stood, holding aloft a bottle of wine. “I come bearing gifts.”

      Minh Loi hefted a cake box in turn. “Heavy gifts, full of chocolate.”

      “I never turn down chocolate, but what are we celebrating?” Theo asked, pulling out his keys.

      “Minh just got a paper accepted into the Annual Review of Astronomy and Astrophysics,” Gabi said, fairly beaming with pride as she kissed her girlfriend on the cheek.

      “Congratulations!”

      Minh gave a self-deprecating shrug. “They were looking for female contributors.”

      Gabi rounded on Minh. “Your article’s not being published because you’re a woman. It’s being published because it’s awesome.”

      “Thanks, babe.” Minh rolled her eyes with a wry smile, managing to discourage Gabi’s effusiveness and bask in it all at the same time.

      “And, Theo-dorable,” Gabi went on, “since your house has more space than all of our apartments put together, we decided to have Minh’s party here.”

      “Party?” Theo asked with a raised brow, grabbing the shopping bags.

      “Just a few friends from the museum,” she assured him breezily as she stepped inside and headed confidently toward the kitchen, pulling Minh by the hand. “Bring the groceries in here, will you?”

      Minh looked over her shoulder at Theo with a grimace. Clearly, none of this was her idea, but Gabi was just about the most stubborn person Theo knew. If she wanted a party, she got a party.

      With the other women out of sight, Theo looked to Ruth, whose cheeks burned a suspicious shade of crimson. “You knew about this, didn’t you?”

      “They needed a place that could host a dinner party for ten.”

      “Selene’s table only holds two.” He lugged the grocery bags into the foyer. “Four if you squeeze.” He tried not to sound pissed. His whole life, he’d tempered confrontation with humor. But sometime in the last six months he’d lost much of his talent for levity.

      Ruth’s flush darkened. “I ordered a folding table from Costco.”

      “Why didn’t you just ask me first?”

      “We knew you’d say no. You’d come up with some excuse so you wouldn’t hurt Gabriela’s feelings, but you’d still refuse.”

      “That’s not true. I’m happy for Minh.”

      “I’m sure you are. But you always say no.” Ruth’s voice slowed, as if she hesitated to admit the truth. But for all her shyness, Ruth never lied. When he asked a direct question, she answered it. Theo wished he could say the same about himself.

      “You just want to work, Theo. You know I support your research, but the way you’re going about it isn’t healthy. It’s bringing you more pain than joy. You keep looking into the past and ignoring what’s going on around you. Pythagoras, Mithras, Saturn – they mean more to you than your own friends. You’re sublimating all your grief into your work, rather than reaching out to those who want to help.”

      “You’re right. Sublimating is exactly what I’m doing,” he snapped, more harshly than he’d intended. “The sick and suffering of ancient Greece used to go to the shrines of Asclepius, He Who Soothes, and offer themselves to his snakes for healing. The snakes knew the secrets of the Underworld. They could cure sickness by bringing men right up to the border between life and death, between god and mortal. That’s what ‘sublime’ means, Ruth – to come ‘up to the threshold’ between worlds. There’s nothing wrong with trying to do that. I’ve been broken apart, and that’s the only way I know how to heal.”

      “Well, in chemistry, ‘sublimate’ means to turn a solid directly into a gas,” she shot back. Finally, his loyal friend had lost her patience. Theo was almost relieved. If she was angry at him, it made it that much easier to push her away. “That’s what you’ve become, Theo. Ether. Air. Floating above it all in a cloud of theories, living with dreams of a goddess. That’s not healing! Come back to the solid world! Come back to your very real, very human friends. Gabriela and Minh have been dating for three months now, and it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to either of them. They want to share that with you, but they barely ever see you.”

      “I won’t see them tonight either, not with ten people in the house.”

      “I know you don’t like guests, because she never wanted people over, but you’re not her.” Ruth reached for his hand. “You’re your own man, and you’ve always liked having friends around. Retreating from the world isn’t good for you. We all thought it’d be nice for you to socialize.”

      Nice? How about if all my friends stop telling me how to live my life? That would be nice, he thought angrily. Ruth wants me to stop researching. Gabi wants me to throw a dinner party. Selene – if she were alive to want anything anymore – would want me to live on without her.

      “Screw this,” he muttered, pulling away. He turned toward the stairs, intending to spend the rest of the day up in his bedroom with his research notes, not wasting time on frivolity. Then he heard the clatter of claws on the kitchen floor and the unmistakable sound of Hippo’s tail thwacking against someone’s legs. The huge dog barreled down the hall, bumped him happily in the groin with her head, and gave Ruth’s hand a lick before hurtling back into the kitchen to greet Gabi and Minh once more, her paws slipping and skittering on the hardwood.

      Selene might not have liked guests, but her dog sure did – female ones, at least.

      As always, the sight of the massive, brindled dog with her floppy ears and wagging tongue softened the edges of his grief. Hippo was the only other creature in the world who’d been as devastated as Theo by Selene’s death. If she was finding a way to heal, maybe he could too.

      All right, Hippo, he conceded silently. I’ll be a gracious host – but only for you. “I’m going to change,” he said more calmly. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Upstairs, he closed the door to the bedroom – the one he’d shared with Selene for a few short and glorious months – and yanked off his tie like a man reprieved from hanging. He was free of his button-down and rifling for a T-shirt when a faint knock sounded on the door.

      Ruth stood awkwardly, her eyes darting to his bare chest and then back to his face. “I want to apologize. You’re right. I should’ve asked you first. This isn’t my house.”

      Somehow, Ruth’s speed at making amends only annoyed Theo more. “It’s fine, really.” He tried to banish all evidence of impatience from his voice but could tell from the hurt in her eyes that he’d failed.

      She took a tentative step closer, and for the first time all day, he noticed that she’d abandoned her usual sensible biologist’s outfit. A soft blue skirt swung around her knees, tanned shoulders peeked from a sleeveless white blouse, and an enamel pendant in the shape of an amoeba hung at her collarbone – a gift Theo had bought her years ago, more as a joke than anything else. At the sight of the pendant, his annoyance dissipated, transformed into something closer to guilt. Ruth had spent the last hour – the last half a year – trying to help him, and this was how he repaid her?

      “I didn’t mean to be an ass,” he said.

      Ruth’s eyes, large behind her glasses, flitted back to his chest. He lifted a self-conscious hand to the pale Mercury symbol on his flesh, evidence of his run-in with Saturn’s branding iron.

      “Sorry. I wasn’t staring at it,” she said quickly.

      “Just at my pecs?” he asked, surprising himself with the joke, then immediately regretting it when Ruth looked away, abashed. He knew full well that she had feelings for him, feelings he had no right to encourage – at least not until he knew his own heart better. He pulled on his shirt hastily. I never should’ve let her claim the room down the hall as her own, or leave her toothbrush beside mine. But as isolated as he’d become, he could never completely divorce himself from the extrovert he’d been. Having someone to talk to, or even just to sit in silence with, had eased some of the throbbing loneliness he felt every time he saw something that reminded him of Selene. In Manhattan, that was just about everything.

      That spring, the cherry trees had bloomed early in Central Park, their branches heavy with pink puffballs. When the wind blew, the petals drifted down like blushing snow. He’d sat beneath the trees, their drooping limbs forming a secret, wondrous bower, unable to believe that he’d never share such beauty with the woman he loved. Surely, he’d thought, she’ll show up, pushing aside the branches and scowling at the excessive pinkness. She’ll laugh when I say I thought she was dead. “I found a way to be reborn, of course. I’m an Athanatos! One Who Does Not Die. Or did you forget that?” But after two weeks of riotous glory, the petals had turned to brown mush, the trees leafed out and looked like any other trees – and Selene never appeared.

      Theo sat heavily on the bed, one hand pressed against the still-tender skin that surrounded the Mercury brand, a constant reminder of Selene’s death. He could smell the burning flesh, the acrid tang of electricity as the lightning bolt struck them both.

      Ruth sat beside him. After a moment, she laid a hesitant arm around his back, her fingers curving lightly around his shoulder. Her breast brushed his elbow. She smelled like soap and summer grass. When she’d lain beside him on the quad, the bustling students and open air had tempered the intimacy. Now his body responded involuntarily – but he didn’t move. She rested her head against his arm. Her sun-warmed hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, a few unruly wisps tickling his skin.

      “Ruth,” he said finally, quietly, not sure what to say, knowing he had to say something.

      “I know,” she replied in a whisper, stopping him from having to figure it out. “You’re still thinking about her, and you can’t promise me anything, and you don’t want to hurt me. You don’t know how you feel, you don’t know what you want.” He didn’t bother trying to deny it. She knew him well, this friend of his. “It’s okay,” she went on. “You don’t have to do anything.” She rested her other hand on his thigh, and he could feel its warmth through the fabric of his pants. He sat like a statue, wondering if she’d move her fingers. Wondering if he wanted her to.

      Eventually, she turned her head so her mouth pressed against the flesh of his arm. She didn’t kiss him, just rested her lips there. Instinctively, he turned his head in response, his chin just touching the crown of her head. He felt her fingers curl a centimeter tighter on his shoulder, the crescents of her nails pressing into his flesh as her breath quickened. He inhaled sharply, formulating the right way to tell her to stop.

      The doorbell saved him. Hippo barked, Gabi laughed, Minh’s footsteps pattered into the foyer.

      “More guests to drag me from my work, kicking and screaming,” he murmured before gently pulling away. She looked up at him with a smile so trusting, so warm, that he almost told her the truth about his Pythagoras research right then. But he didn’t.

      This was one quest the hero had to undertake alone.
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      Rome is not Manhattan. 

      Selene sent the silent thought to Theo and imagined him laughing at the understatement. Classicist that he was, he probably preferred Rome. But as she stood on a bridge over the Tiber after returning from her adventures in Ostia, the former Roman goddess Diana found the city’s famous river, for all its languid beauty, a creek compared to the mighty Hudson. The dome of Saint Peter’s looked like a squat dwarf beside the graceful spire of the Chrysler Building. And the public transportation – from the rattling, barely air-conditioned buses to the paltry metro – paled beside the intricate web of New York’s immense subway. Yet at night, when the city’s heat lifted and the floodlights set the Coliseum aglow, she had to admit that Rome felt, just a little, like home.

      She looked down the river’s length. Walkways crowded with pop-up restaurants and boutiques ran along either side of the water, part of the city’s summer market. In the predawn hours, the tents stood dark, the sidewalks empty. The only movement came from the treetops that bordered the nearby roadway, their leaves rustling in the faint wind like whispers from a long-forgotten past. More than the broken pediments of the city’s Roman ruins, it was the trees that reminded her of her time as a goddess. Great flat umbrella pines, soaring columnar cypresses, gracefully drooping plane trees. They, at least, she thought, still carrying on her silent conversation, haven’t changed.

      But she had. She glanced at the bloody stain at her hip, where the Mithras-worshiping syndexios had stabbed her with her own wooden arrow. When the Romans had called her Diana, Selene couldn’t have been harmed by a mortal weapon. Now her leg had stiffened so badly she could barely walk.

      She limped down the bridge and onto the riverside walkway, grateful to still retain at least one supernatural ability: The Tiber’s waters would heal her as no mortal medicine could.

      Beneath the arch of the bridge, deep in the shadows, Selene lowered herself gingerly into the gritty water. Compared to the night’s clinging heat, the tepid Tiber felt deliciously cool. She hung from her elbows, submerged only chest deep.

      “I call upon you, mighty Tiber,” she prayed. “Remember your birth from a mountain spring. Do not forget the Goddess of the Wilderness. She Who Dwells on the Heights. Lend her your aid.”

      Power flooded through her, stronger than the river’s sluggish current. Her hip itched where the skin knit closed, and she felt a sharp shock through the length of her leg as the tendons and nerves healed. After a few minutes, she knew she should haul herself from the water and return to her apartment to discuss the night’s events with Flint. They needed to plan their next move, to comb through any new clues that might help them track Saturn or find Zeus.

      Yet still she clung to the riverbank, her legs floating motionless in the water. On the back of Flint’s motorcycle, clutching his broad chest, she’d been content to take comfort in his nearness and avoid any difficult conversations. If I go back to the apartment now, she mused, will he finally admit how he feels about me? She still wasn’t sure what she’d say if he did. She valued him, depended on him – loved him, even. But the thought of kissing him – she released the ledge, dunking her head quickly beneath the water as if to wash the image from her brain.

      When they’d gotten back to Rome, she’d used her injury as an excuse to leave him in their apartment and go to the river alone. Flint hadn’t objected. In fact, he’d remained silent the entire trip from Ostia, as if he, too, wasn’t sure what to say.

      Selene propped herself once more on the ledge. She rolled the thick necklace he’d forged for her between her fingers. A simple gold chain when clasped around her neck, but when it unfurled into a whip or telescoped into a javelin, the carvings along its surface burst into view. Flint had engraved the entire length with images from her past: her carefree youth dancing on the shores of Delos with her twin; her centuries of power, wreaking supernatural vengeance on the men who dared to defy her; her wanderings through Europe after the Diaspora; her lonely attempts to build a life in New York. Flint had cared for her all that time, and she’d never known.

      Despite his feelings, often the whole night would pass before they exchanged ten words. Maybe we’re too much alike. Selene couldn’t repress a small sigh. For most of her existence, she’d thought a silent man the best kind. She wasn’t so sure anymore.

      If you were here, Theo, you’d already have offered your opinions on everything from the hunt for my father to the plotline of the latest Star Wars movie. For months, she’d been plagued by guilt, worried that Theo would never get over her. Now, despite knowing it was for the best, she worried that he had. The warm breeze on her cheeks reminded her that they’d never shared a summer’s day. In our one frigid winter together, the only warmth came from your body pressed against – She stopped herself from imagining it any further. It would only hurt more.

      With a groan more of weariness than pain, she climbed back onto the walkway. Clothes wet and clinging, hair dripping streams of water down her back, she headed to the apartment she and Flint shared. She couldn’t help thinking of the path from the Hudson River to her brownstone in Manhattan, a walk she’d taken with Theo countless times in the few months they’d known each other. Stop dreaming about someone you’ll never see again, she told herself. Start imagining a reunion with someone you will. Yet thoughts of Zeus made her feel equally guilty.

      She’d gone to find her father six months earlier to warn him that Saturn’s Host would try to capture him. After faking her death in New York, she’d flown to Athens, then Crete. In the dark hours of the morning, she’d reached the Lassithi Plateau high up in the mountains. The bells of goats tocked in the distance – the herds in the village of Psychro searching for fodder among the patchy snow. Above her loomed the legendary Dictaean Cave, a black slash in the pale, moonlit cliffside.

      Selene had pulled her leather jacket closer and climbed carefully toward the cave on steps made slick by the chill January rains.

      The cave looked utterly deserted – a fitting home for the mad hermit her father had become. She hadn’t seen him in over fifteen hundred years – not since he’d commanded all the gods to wander forth from Olympus, unloved and forgotten, into the mortal realm. Zeus had been imposing, black-haired, with eyes of stormy gray and a beard as twisted as the lightning bolt that symbolized his rule. Yet Selene’s memories of him were not of the fearsome King, but of the doting Father. He’d taken her on his lap when she was little more than a babe. She could still remember the feel of his wiry beard as she twirled it between her fingers.

      And now? As the King of the Gods, surely Zeus still retained much of his physical vigor. But his mind – she’d been told that was a different story. Once the ultimate Sky God, he’d devolved from celestial to chthonic – a creature of secrets and darkness and earth – and much of his sanity had fled at the same time.

      Before her, the wide entrance to the cave yawned dark and foreboding. She could just pick out the glint of a metal staircase descending into blackness. This was the path the summer tourists took – it couldn’t be the way to Zeus’s home. Nonetheless, she stood at the top of the stairs and called softly into the night.

      “Father?”

      Better to give an Athanatos of Zeus’s strength fair warning of her approach.

      Hearing nothing in response, she pulled a penlight from her pocket and peered into the depths. Stalactites hung like dragon’s teeth from the ceiling, black and dripping and covered in icy moss. She padded down the stairs to the first landing, then hopped over the railing and onto the cave floor, slipping a little on the slimy rock. She steadied herself and called out for her father again.

      “Zeus? Jupiter? Jove?” So many names for the Father of the Gods. The King of Olympus. Yet tonight, he answered to none of them.

      What will he say when he sees me again? she wondered as she moved deeper into the cave. On the frenzied journey from New York, she’d been too preoccupied with thoughts of Theo’s grief and Saturn’s escape to worry about her relationship with Zeus. That day thousands of years before, when she’d sat upon his lap, she’d asked him to grant her six wishes: a golden bow, matching arrows, and a tunic short enough to run in. A band of nymphs to be her companions and wide-antlered stags to draw her chariot. He’d given her everything, even her final wish, the one that defied every tradition of their patriarchal society: eternal chastity, her most important attribute of all. In that moment, her father’s love had felt like a rainbow meant just for her. Something beautiful and scintillating that seemed to stretch on forever. Now she wondered if that rainbow had long ago faded back into the storm clouds from which it had sprung. She still loved her father – but would he feel the same?

      He’ll probably ask me where the hell I’ve been for the last fifteen centuries, she realized. Why I knew he was holed up here, slowly going mad, and did nothing to help him. She didn’t have an answer besides the honest one: I thought we’d have time. I thought we were immortal. I didn’t realize how quickly those we love can be ripped away from us. The thought of her twin’s murder at Saturn’s hand firmed her resolve.

      “I’m here now, Father,” she whispered into the dark. “And I’m not going to leave you again.”

      With one hand on the dripping wall for balance, she threaded her way through the forest of stone protrusions, searching for a hidden entrance to some deeper recess. It wasn’t unusual for gods to hide in plain sight like this. Perhaps deceiving mankind made them feel more powerful, or maybe they simply couldn’t resist haunting the places they’d once made sacred. Such a tendency seemed pitiful to her now, like rats scurrying gleefully toward a trash heap, happily wallowing in mankind’s unwanted leavings.

      She stopped before a particularly bulbous stalagmite, its veins of rock twisting into a braided column. In the beam of her penlight, quartz flakes sparked. The stalagmite narrowed at the center, then widened again, forming the hourglass shape of Zeus’s thunderbolt, so different from the sawtoothed lightning in modern depictions.

      Peering around the column, she felt a moment of triumph. Her instincts proved right: Behind it, a narrow crevice stretched to the ceiling.

      Her shoulders scraped against the jagged walls as she slipped inside. Beyond the crack, the cave widened into a larger chamber, empty but for the sudden storm of bats rushing past her ears. The pings of their sonar, inaudible to humans, pierced her more acute senses like knife blades. She plugged her ears with her fingers and thought seriously about trying to shoot them down. Unfortunately, the dozen arrows in her quiver wouldn’t make a dent in the colony’s hundreds. Ducking low, she scooted forward to search the cave for signs of non-bat occupation.

      White guano covered the floor like thick paint. Between the stench and the sonar, Selene nearly gave up and turned around. She saw no painted symbols or hidden messages, none of the usual clues Athanatoi left to signal their whereabouts to other divinities. The thunderbolt-shaped stalagmite might have been pure coincidence. If Zeus was truly as mad as she’d been told, maybe he didn’t want visitors. Even if he did, he might not have the resources to construct the sort of elaborate hidden lair other immortals enjoyed.
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