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			To all the readers and fans who make this wild and wonderful career as an author so rewarding.
I couldn’t do it without you.

		

	
		
			ONE

			I stepped up to the door and knocked loudly. “You can’t shut us out like this, Anderson,” I said. I was standing outside Anderson’s study, surrounded by my bewildered, angry, and hurt housemates. I had knocked once politely. When he didn’t answer, I decided politeness was overrated. “Let us in, or we’re letting ourselves in.”

			My friends recoiled, and there was a chorus of shushing, accompanied by urgent hand gestures. No one spoke to Anderson like that. You didn’t have to know the whole truth about who and what he was to tread cautiously around him and what I’d dubbed his Hand of Doom.

			“Nikki, what are you doing?”

			“Do you have a death wish?”

			“Speak for yourself, not for the rest of us!”

			Everyone took a step away from me, as if fearing they’d get caught in the explosion if they stood too close. I understood where they were coming from. Anderson could be damn scary even if you didn’t know he was a god. Before the posthumous email that Konstantin, the late and unlamented leader of the Olympians, had sent out into the world, I’d been the only one who knew exactly how dangerous Anderson truly was. Now that we all knew, the rest of the Liberi probably expected me to bow and scrape accordingly. I’m not the bowing and scraping type.

			I ignored the protests and warnings, and when Anderson still didn’t answer me, I turned the knob and pushed his study door open. I’d expected it to be locked.

			Of course, I’d also expected Anderson to be inside, and he wasn’t.

			In fact, he was nowhere to be found. I tried calling his cell phone, but my call went straight to voice mail. I tried again, listening for the telltale sound of his phone ringing from somewhere in the house, but I couldn’t hear anything.

			I’d expected Anderson to be seriously upset about his secret getting out, and I certainly expected him to not want to talk to us about it. But it had never occurred to me that he might be too chicken to face us at all.

			My housemates and I searched the whole house, just in case he’d turned off his phone and was holed up somewhere unexpected, but he was gone.

			With Anderson now AWOL, the most immediate threat my housemates and I faced was Cyrus Galanos, the new leader of the Olympians. He was under the impression that Anderson and I had buried his father, Konstantin, in a secret location he hoped to prize out of us someday. Being buried alive was a hellacious torment for a Liberi, who would die, then revive, only to die all over again, but it wasn’t irreversible. Cyrus’s hope that he might someday rescue Konstantin from that secret grave gave him an incentive not to attack us. However, now that Cyrus knew the truth about Anderson, knew that he was capable of killing Liberi, who were for the most part immortal, it was only natural he’d suspect his father might have met with a more permanent fate. I didn’t think it would be good for our collective health if Cyrus found out Anderson killed his dad.

			Cyrus was not an easy man to put off. He called the house multiple times, and since he had both my cell phone number and Blake’s, he called us, too. No one felt inclined to pick up. It wasn’t really any of us he wanted to speak to, and since we couldn’t produce Anderson for a conversation, silence seemed our wisest option. You see, we all thought the situation was temporary, that Anderson would soon come back from wherever he’d disappeared to and pick up the reins once more. Then it would be up to him to figure out what to do about Cyrus and the Olympians.

			When Anderson didn’t come back the next day, I began to get nervous, and Cyrus got impatient. His phone messages took on a more threatening tone, and I worried he and some of his goons might show up at the front gate. He probably wouldn’t break it down as long as he thought Anderson was around, but the longer we refused to answer, the more likely he’d get over his fear of getting on the bad side of a death god.

			By the third day, I wasn’t the only one who was beginning to wonder if Anderson planned to come back at all. And even if he did, I wasn’t sure we could afford to wait for him. Cyrus and his Olympians outnumbered us by a huge margin, and if they stormed the house, they and their pet Descendants could slaughter us all and there would be nothing we could do to defend ourselves. Not when they had mortal Descendants—the only people other than Anderson who can kill Liberi—on their side and we didn’t.

			I could happily have gone the rest of my immortal life without seeing Cyrus’s face or even hearing his voice again, but it seemed that was not among my options.

			“Have you decided what you’re going to tell him?” Maggie asked as I pulled into a parking space across the street from the coffee bar where we were to meet Cyrus.

			“Hell no,” I answered honestly—and perhaps unwisely.

			“You’re kidding, right?” Logan asked from the backseat. “I thought you said you had a plan.”

			I shrugged, wondering how exactly I’d come to be our spokesperson in Anderson’s absence. “My plan is to find a way not to get us all killed.”

			“You’re not filling me with confidence,” he replied, and Maggie snorted in some combination of agreement and amusement.

			I wasn’t exactly filling myself with confidence, either. When I’d spoken to Cyrus on the phone to arrange the meeting, he’d been tense and tightly controlled. I might have felt better about things if he’d shouted and threatened me with death and dismemberment. Once upon a time, I’d allowed myself to forget that Cyrus was one of the bad guys, and the consequences of that oversight continued to ring in my memory. I was through trying to predict what Cyrus would say or do, and that made advance planning challenging, to say the least.

			“It all depends on how badly Cyrus wants to believe his daddy’s still alive,” I said. I didn’t wait around for any more questions, darting across the street as soon as there was a break in traffic. I wished Maggie and Logan had allowed me to come alone, as I’d originally planned, but they seemed to think I might need backup. Unfortunately, they were probably right.

			Cyrus was expecting to see only me and Anderson come through the door. Somehow, I didn’t think he was going to be happy to see me showing up with Maggie and Logan instead. I hadn’t specifically lied to him and told him Anderson was coming, but I’d certainly encouraged him to draw that conclusion.

			Cyrus had made it to the coffee bar before we did. When I opened the door and looked inside, I realized that he had brought a veritable army with him. There wasn’t a single person in the entire place who didn’t sport an iridescent—and invisible to non-Liberi—glyph on some stretch of exposed skin. Even the lone barista had a glyph in the center of her forehead. The coffee bar was supposed to be a neutral site, but right now it looked the exact opposite of neutral. Not a good start to our meeting.

			“Shit,” I heard Logan mutter under his breath behind me, and Maggie let out a soft gasp of surprise. We were badly outnumbered, and I had no doubt that at least a few of the people in the room were Descendants, and therefore capable of killing us and claiming our immortality for their own. Maybe meeting Cyrus in person had been a bad idea, but it was too late to back out now.

			Cyrus was sitting at a table at the rear of the room, facing the door. His legs were stretched out in front of him in a posture that was supposed to look casual and relaxed, but even at a distance I could see the tightness in the muscles of his crossed arms. He sat up straight and looked surprised when he saw me. I half expected him to order his people to attack, but he didn’t, instead waving and beckoning us in.

			I shared a quick glance with Logan and Maggie. If things went sour in here, the two of them would almost certainly be killed. Cyrus would probably prefer to keep me alive, just as his father had wanted to, because descendants of Artemis are rare and useful. But the life the Olympians envisioned for me made death seem far preferable.

			Maybe I should have tried harder to convince Maggie and Logan to stay home. It was one thing to risk myself, quite another to risk my friends. My nerves buzzed with anxiety as I stepped into the lion’s den with Logan and Maggie right behind me.

			The room was eerily silent as the three of us made our way back toward Cyrus’s table. The Olympians watched us with predatory intensity, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. The espresso machine let out a screech, and I couldn’t contain a little start of surprise. The barista laughed out loud at my reaction, and several of the others had a nice chuckle. So much for my plan to pretend I was filled with confidence and not a bit intimidated by the enemy.

			Cyrus stood up as I approached the table. There was no sign of his usual deceptively friendly smile, which was just as well. The last time I’d seen him, he’d conked me on the head and trussed me up to hand over to his father. He’d known perfectly well that Konstantin planned to rape and otherwise brutalize me, but he’d delivered me in a neat little package anyway. If he’d tried a friendly smile, I might not have been able to resist putting my fist through his teeth.

			“Anderson running late?” he asked with a cock of his head.

			“Nope. He’s not coming.” I met his challenging stare head-on, doing my best to ignore the angry muttering of the Olympians who now had us completely surrounded.

			I thought my answer might irritate Cyrus, but he just shook his head. “Why am I not surprised?”

			I figured that was a rhetorical question and kept my mouth shut.

			“Please, have a seat, Nikki,” Cyrus said, resuming his own seat with his back to the wall.

			I sat across from him with Logan standing at my right shoulder and Maggie at my left. They weren’t much use as bodyguards under these circumstances, but they were doing their best.

			Cyrus and I indulged in a brief, silent staring contest. Looking at him, remembering his “advice” that things would go easier for me if I didn’t fight Konstantin, I couldn’t help feeling sick to my stomach. Turning green around the gills wouldn’t do much for my credibility, so I decided to derail the staring contest.

			“Aren’t you going to offer me a coffee?” I asked him. In the past, he’d ordered espressos for me even though I didn’t want them. I glanced over my shoulder at the barista, with her iridescent glyph and her ugly glower. I doubted drinking anything she served me would be a smart move.

			The expression on Cyrus’s face hardened. “Pardon me if I don’t feel particularly gracious today. Right now, you’re just lucky to be alive.”

			“I seem to recall you saying that your daddy wanted me alive and that I would be much luckier if I did die.”

			He gaped at me. “You’re going to try to guilt-trip me? Who do you think you’re talking to?”

			“Oh, right. I almost forgot I was talking to a man who only has a conscience when it’s convenient.” I believed he honestly regretted leaving me to his father’s tender mercies—but only to a point. After all, that regret wasn’t enough to stop him from doing it in the first place, so it meant nothing. Anger pounded through my veins, some of it directed at myself. I had almost liked Cyrus, despite knowing he was the bad guy. I felt hurt and betrayed by what he’d done, then felt pissed off at myself for feeling that way.

			He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table so he could glare at me from closer range. “If you’re here to talk about my shortcomings, then you are possibly the biggest fool I’ve ever met.”

			I tried to be subtle about taking a deep breath, doing my best to stuff all that anger, hurt, and self-loathing into a mental box where it would be out of the way. I had somehow ended up as the spokesperson for all of Anderson’s Liberi, and that meant I had to keep a level head.

			“I apologize for drifting off topic,” I said, my voice too tight to make the apology sincere.

			“Frankly, I’m not sure what the topic is,” he countered. “Your boss killed my father and lied about it. If ever there was a cause for war, that would be it. And, Nikki, I do hold grudges. It may have been your boss who did the killing, but you were there. I don’t care how rare and useful descendants of Artemis are. I will kill you.”

			The threat was even more disturbing coming from someone who’d always been so friendly to me before than it would have been from an unrepentant psycho like Konstantin. I won’t pretend I didn’t feel a chill of apprehension, but I hoped I kept it from showing on my face. When dealing with Olympians, revealing weakness is never a good idea.

			“If you weren’t worried about what Anderson would do, you’d have killed me already,” I pointed out. “He’s not a man whose bad side you want to get on. Just ask your dad. Or Emma.”

			Anderson had made no secret about how much he’d loved Emma, but Cyrus was there when Anderson thought she’d betrayed him and condemned her to die.

			Cyrus’s eyes filled with anger and his jaw clenched. Instinct told me he was about three seconds from telling his people to kill us all right here. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one the thought occurred to, because one of his goons started closing the blinds on the front windows.

			“If any of us get hurt, Anderson will hold you personally responsible,” I warned him. “I don’t know how many Olympians he’d kill in retaliation, but I do know you’d be first in line. And you know that, too.”

			The rest of the Olympians in the room started murmuring among themselves, and it occurred to me that maybe coming into what had obviously become enemy territory and issuing threats hadn’t been my wisest decision. Then again, coming in with my tail tucked between my legs and begging for forgiveness would have gotten us all killed for sure.

			Either way, it was time to change the tone to something marginally more positive.

			“Konstantin isn’t dead,” I said, and my words instantly silenced the buzz in the room.

			Cyrus sneered at me. “You expect me to believe that?”

			“I was there, remember? Anderson didn’t want anyone to know what he really was.” Which was true, to an extent. Anderson had threatened to kill me—and anyone I told—if I didn’t keep his secret, and I’d never doubted that he meant it. I suspect I was very lucky he hadn’t killed me on the spot when I’d learned his identity. “Do you honestly think he would kill Konstantin with me there to witness it? We buried him, just like we told you before.”

			Cyrus dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “That’s meaningless. Even if it’s the truth, it doesn’t mean Anderson didn’t go back later and do the deed.”

			“All right, then. Let me put it to you this way: Which is the better revenge? A quick death, or an eternity of dying then coming back to life and then immediately dying again?”

			For the first time, Cyrus looked like he might be considering my words. But then he shook them off, saying, “If my father is alive, then prove it. Take me to him.”

			I let out a bark of laughter. “Yeah, right.”

			“You think I can’t make you?”

			I rolled my eyes, though it was hard to maintain my aura of confidence when I was spouting so much bullshit. “I think Anderson is really, really good at keeping secrets. I helped bury your father, but I have no idea where we were. Anderson blindfolded me. For my own good,” I finished, with air quotes.

			“Funny how everything worked out so conveniently for you.”

			I don’t have to make him believe me, I reminded myself. I’ve just got to plant enough reasonable doubt to make him hesitate. “Convenient or not, it’s the truth. You’re never going to find Konstantin without Anderson’s cooperation, and you’re never going to get his cooperation if you kill any of his people.”

			“It’s not like I’m going to get his cooperation anyway.”

			I shrugged. “Where there’s life, there’s hope, right?”

			The muscles of Cyrus’s jaw worked as he ground his teeth, and I knew I had him. He and his father had obviously had their differences, but he still harbored love and loyalty that Konstantin neither deserved nor returned. He wanted me to be telling the truth, and that wishful thinking was going to keep his thirst for vengeance in check. For now.

			In my peripheral vision, I could see a wide variety of scowls and glares on the Olympians who surrounded us. I doubted any of them felt the faint hope of rescuing Konstantin was worth giving up on their vengeance. Konstantin was respected as a leader, but I sincerely doubt he was ever loved by his people. Cyrus would probably be buffeted repeatedly with that message, and eventually either he would cave to the pressure, or they would stop listening to him. I just hoped I was buying us enough time to find Anderson and come up with a better plan for defense.

			“Why did Anderson send the three of you here instead of coming himself?” Cyrus asked. “Maybe you were the ones he thought were expendable?”

			I decided to intersperse a little truth with all the lies I’d been telling. “Anderson’s been off on a little walkabout ever since that email came in. I figured this meeting of ours couldn’t wait until he got back.”

			I sensed both Maggie and Logan tensing. Letting Cyrus know Anderson wasn’t around was a calculated risk. On the one hand, it left us looking exposed and vulnerable. On the other hand, I couldn’t think of a plausible explanation for Anderson sending us in his place. He was a freaking god. If he didn’t want to talk to Cyrus, he’d tell Cyrus to shove it, not avoid him.

			“A walkabout, eh?” Cyrus asked, his eyes narrowing. “Coincidentally, I seem to have lost track of two of my Olympians in the last couple of days. Two who were close friends of my father’s. You don’t suppose Anderson had anything to do with that, do you?”

			His face had closed off, and I made an educated guess that meant he was trying to hide what he was feeling. But I could easily imagine what that was: abject fear. For all Cyrus’s blustering and his numerous Olympians, if Anderson decided to hunt them all down and kill them one by one, there would be nothing they could do to stop him. Sure, they might retaliate by killing all of us, but that wouldn’t bring back the dead.

			“I honestly don’t think so,” I said. If he were going to kill any of the Olympians, he would go for Cyrus first and foremost, though I figured pointing that out would be counterproductive. “There has to be a good reason he kept his identity such a secret, even from Liberi who’ve been with him for decades. I can’t imagine what it is, but I have to believe wherever he’s gone, it’s to deal with the ramifications of that email.” I vividly remembered Anderson telling me that if his identity got out, it could cost the lives of everyone on the planet, but that was info I couldn’t share with Cyrus.

			Cyrus was still trying to keep a neutral expression, but I swore I caught a flash of worry in his eyes. He might be a lying, selfish snake, but he wasn’t stupid. If there was someone out there powerful enough to send a god running for cover—or whatever Anderson was doing—then that someone had to be seriously bad news.

			Cyrus leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowed. “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better,” he said.

			“Me either,” I admitted. “Your dad may have pulled the pin on something he thought was a grenade but is actually a nuke.” Of course, I was being generous in implying Konstantin might have cared what the consequences of his actions would be. He knew he wouldn’t be around to face them, so what did it matter to him?

			Cyrus nodded and looked grim. “All of that may be perfectly true, but it doesn’t change anything. I believe that my father is dead and that you’re lying through your pretty teeth in hopes of saving your own ass.”

			“Konstantin is not dead,” I insisted. I thought I was being pretty convincing, but I was starting to sweat. It had seemed for a while that Cyrus was considering my story because he hoped it was true. Now I wasn’t so sure.

			“Prove it!” Cyrus said, pounding the table and making everyone jump. “Give me proof of life, and I won’t wipe you all out no matter how much I want to.”

			It was a frighteningly reasonable request, but obviously one we couldn’t grant. There was nothing I could do but stall for time.

			“Anderson’s the only one who knows where Konstantin is buried,” I said. “Until he comes back, there’s no way we can give you proof of life.”

			“Well, then you’d better hope he comes back soon, or use your powers to track down the burial site yourself. If I don’t have proof within one week that my father’s alive, I’ll start picking your people off one by one until you give me what I want or you’re all dead, whichever comes first.”

			“You only have to kill one of us to sign your own death warrant,” I replied. “Anderson’s the son of a Fury. He’s really good at revenge.”

			“So am I,” he answered ominously. “You have one week. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			The meeting with Cyrus had staved off immediate disaster, but we were still in deep trouble. I might be able to stall for time by having Jack, our resident trickster, disguise himself as Konstantin for a proof-of-life photo—his illusion magic was scary good—but I suspected Cyrus would see right through that. We needed Anderson back ASAP. Maybe he could talk (or threaten) Cyrus into leaving us alone.

			We tried calling his cell phone, of course. I’m sure all of us left him at least one urgent message, but he didn’t respond. I also tried email, though I doubted he would answer an email when he wouldn’t answer a phone call or text.

			“He’ll come back when he’s ready,” Maggie assured me when I expressed my frustration. “He just needs time is all.”

			I like to think of myself as a pretty understanding person, but I had my limits, and Anderson had pushed way past them. “Well, we don’t have time to wait till he’s goddamn ready!” I retorted. “And if he doesn’t get his ass back here soon, then I’m going to track him down and haul him in.”

			Maggie gave me a shocked look, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. I probably sounded pretty ridiculous claiming I was going to hunt down a god and force him to do anything. Anderson would come back when and if he felt like it, and we all knew it.

			That said, I was a descendant of Artemis, and I’d never been good at doing nothing. Maybe there was no way I could persuade Anderson to come back if he didn’t feel like it, but I knew I would feel better if I at least had some clue where he was.

			I was still hard at work trying to figure out the ins and outs of my powers as a supernatural huntress, but at least with almost three months’ experience now under my belt, I was no longer entirely clueless about how they worked. Trial and error had taught me they were stronger at night, when the moon was visible. I had also figured out that they were fueled by intuition, the clues registering only on a subconscious level, which made it tough to summon them on demand. I was getting better at telling the difference between a subconscious clue and a random whim, but I was a long way from being truly confident.

			I decided to start my search in Anderson’s office, the only room in his wing of the mansion that wasn’t strictly off-limits to the rest of us. I had a feeling some of my fellow Liberi—most notably Maggie—would take issue with me rifling through Anderson’s things in his absence, so I tried to be quiet about it. I wasn’t the only one in the house who wanted him to hurry back, but I was the only one who would risk doing something that might piss him off to make that happen. (Well, except for Jack, who as a descendant of Loki thought infuriating people was a laugh a minute.) Maybe I have a little trouble with authority. Wouldn’t be surprising for someone with my upbringing.

			I listened to my subconscious with studied attention as I looked through all of his files and drawers and even his computer. He didn’t bother with password protection, knowing that no one in the house would dare snoop, and no outsider who attempted to break in would survive the experience. I looked for any mention of places he might frequent or that might have some sentimental value, but I tried to keep my mind open to anything.

			Nothing raised a blip on my subconscious radar.

			I could have searched the rest of the Forbidden Zone—which is what I called Anderson’s private wing of the mansion—but if I didn’t find anything in his office, I doubted I’d have much luck elsewhere.

			My next ploy was to wait until the sun set and the moon rose and then drive around at random, hoping my subconscious would lead me in the right direction. This method usually worked better when someone else was driving, allowing me to space out completely, at which point my elusive power would be triggered and I’d start giving directions without even knowing I was doing it. But for the time being, I wanted to try it solo. Although no one had come right out and challenged me about it, I got a sense they suspected that I’d discovered Anderson’s secret before they did. After all, they knew I’d been there the night we “buried” Konstantin. I’d told them the same lie I’d told Cyrus, but they had even less reason to believe me. I didn’t want to be trapped in a car for several hours with someone who might start pressing for the truth.

			I drove around for a couple of hours, but I didn’t stray into any unexpected neighborhoods or feel any compulsion to go one way or another. It was highly possible that my meager powers weren’t up to the challenge of tracking a god. It was also possible that Anderson had disappeared to somewhere I couldn’t follow. As a death god, he had easy access to the Underworld, which mere mortals like me were unable to enter unless escorted.

			Frustrated by my total lack of progress, but glad I had actually made an effort, I returned to the mansion.

			Anderson was very fond of his privacy, so you couldn’t just drive up to the house without going through a gate first. When I neared the gate, I was surprised to see an unfamiliar car stopped in front of it. It was pretty dark, but I could see the driver’s hand reaching out to press the intercom button just in front of the gates. The hand was delicate and feminine, and from the way she punched the button about ten times, I had a feeling this wasn’t her first try.

			I saw no reason to open the gates for a stranger, so I pulled up behind her instead. From what I could see in the shadows, the car had only one occupant, but looks can be deceiving, especially in the world of Liberi.

			I was on high alert as I put my car in park. A lone woman might not look all that threatening to most, but I would consider her dangerous until I saw evidence to the contrary. I wished I’d brought my gun for tonight’s drive, but I hadn’t been sure if I’d end up within the D.C. city limits, where I couldn’t legally carry it. There’d been an awful lot of times when I’d ignored that law, but only when I felt I might be in immediate danger, which I hadn’t tonight.

			I stepped out of my car, leaving it running in case I needed a speedy getaway. The brake lights on the car in front of me dimmed, and I realized the driver had put it in park as well.

			The door opened, and the woman climbed gracefully out of the driver’s seat. She was tall and curvy, with thick black hair held back in a ponytail. She wore faded jeans and an off-the-shoulder sweatshirt, and yet she somehow managed to convey an aura of class and sophistication. I searched her face and the skin exposed by her sweatshirt, but saw no glyph that would mark her as a Liberi or a Descendant.

			The stranger was regarding me with equal curiosity, and there was nothing about her facial expression or body language that looked even vaguely threatening. However, I wasn’t about to relax.

			“Can I help you?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” she said with a half smile. “Depends who you are.”

			I raised an eyebrow. She might not be overtly hostile, but apparently she had the privileged attitude I was beginning to think of as the hallmark of all the Olympians.

			“I live here,” I told her curtly. “You’re the one who needs to identify herself.”

			The woman looked pointedly down at my left hand. I didn’t get why until she asked me, “Are you the current Mrs. Kane?”

			Oh. She’d been looking for a wedding ring. That seemed to suggest she wasn’t an Olympian, because they all knew perfectly well who I was.

			“Who’s asking?” Maybe I was being stubborn, but I wasn’t willing to answer even an innocuous question without knowing who this stranger was.

			I saw a flash of annoyance in her eyes, but she quickly quelled it. “I suppose one of us has to concede first, and it might as well be me. My name is Rose, and a long time ago, I was the sister-in-law of the man you know as Anderson Kane.”

			I had no idea how old Anderson was, except that it was old, and I knew he’d had at least one other ex-wife besides the two I’d met, Emma and Erin. But I couldn’t help wondering just how many ex-wives and in-laws were still wandering around in the world. I assumed most if not all of them were Liberi, because marrying a mortal would kind of suck when you knew they were going to die and you weren’t. I looked at Rose more carefully and still saw no sign of a glyph.

			“How long ago are we talking?” I asked.

			“Very long ago,” she said, then seemed to be thinking something over. I kept my mouth shut, and eventually she sighed.

			“I presume you are aware of the email about Kane that circulated not long ago,” she said. I nodded and gestured for her to continue. “Well, the author of that email was correct when he suggested that Kane was hiding from someone. You see, he was supposed to have died a very, very long time ago, and there is someone who’s very disappointed to learn that he didn’t.”

			I didn’t need any supernatural powers to hear the warning bells clanging away. Hard not to be alarmed when Anderson’s words about “every man, woman, and child” kept echoing in my head. No Liberi could possibly cause that kind of damage, which meant whoever Anderson was hiding from had to be a god. And having his ex-sister-in-law from “very long ago” parked here in front of the gates gave me a definite sinking feeling.

			“That someone wouldn’t happen to be an ex-wife, would it?” I asked.

			“Yes, it would. And before you ask, yes, that would be my sister, Niobe.”

			Oh, shit.

			I hadn’t exactly been an expert in Greek mythology when I’d become a Liberi, but just for the sake of self-preservation, I’d done a lot of reading since. Enough that the name Niobe was frighteningly familiar.

			“You don’t mean the Niobe, do you?” I asked hopefully.

			“Perhaps we should go inside,” Rose suggested. “I have a feeling we have a lot to talk about.”

			Natural caution aside, I had a feeling she was right. And that I might prefer to be sitting down for this conversation.

			When Rose and I entered the house, I went into hostess mode and put on a pot of coffee.

			Much of what is recorded in mythology flat-out isn’t true. For example, my divine ancestor, Artemis, is known as a virgin goddess, but obviously since she had descendants, that wasn’t strictly true. But there’s usually at least a kernel of truth buried within the myth, and considering what I knew of Niobe’s story, that kernel of truth couldn’t be good.

			According to mythology, Niobe was guilty of the heinous crime of hubris, overly proud of herself, her status, and her children. She thought herself better than the gods, and they didn’t like that. They sent Apollo and Artemis to teach Niobe a lesson—by killing every one of her seven sons and seven daughters before her eyes. The idea that the gods—including my ancestor—thought murdering fourteen innocent people was a fitting punishment for someone they thought was conceited shows just how not-human the gods really were.

			When the coffee was ready and Rose and I were sitting at the table in the breakfast nook, I cupped my hands around my mug and looked her straight in the eye.

			“So your sister is the Niobe that the Greek myths talk about.”

			Rose nodded. “Of course the myths have just about everything wrong about her.”

			“I figured as much.” But I also figured the kernel of truth was going to revolve around the ugliest part of the story, that it was probably Anderson who’d killed Niobe’s children rather than Apollo and Artemis. That would certainly give her reason to want him dead and be pretty pissed off to find out he was alive.

			I didn’t want to consider the possibility that Anderson had done something so terrible. However, he’d hinted more than once about his dark past, and I didn’t think refusing to hear about it was the mature and responsible choice.

			“Niobe is not a mortal woman,” Rose said. “She’s a goddess, and long, long ago she and Kane . . . I mean Anderson, were married. Together, they had seven sons and seven daughters. But Niobe fell in love with a mortal man, and Anderson caught the two of them together. Niobe begged for her lover’s life, and Anderson spared him. Then he went home and killed all of their children, claiming he couldn’t be sure they were his.”

			I’m sure my face went white as a sheet, and my stomach plummeted to my toes. For a moment, I seriously feared I was about to be sick and had to swallow hard to keep everything down. I thought I’d been braced for the worst, but the idea that it was his own children that Anderson had killed never entered my mind. And to have done it out of pure spite to punish his wife . . .

			I knew that when gods did terrible things, they were terrible beyond the imaginings of regular people, but nothing could have prepared me for this. Nothing.

			Tears burned my eyes, and I found I had trouble breathing. There was no way Rose didn’t notice my distress, but she kept talking anyway.

			“As you can imagine, Niobe was heartbroken when she found out what Kane had done, and she was determined to get her revenge. She wanted Kane dead. Gods and goddesses have been killing each other since the beginning of time, but death gods are exceedingly hard to kill. Niobe couldn’t just run him through with a sword, so she got together with me and the rest of our sisters, and together we came up with a plan to cause his death.”

			The floor felt strangely wobbly beneath my chair as it finally dawned on me that Rose was a goddess. My shock and distress were clearly messing with my mental faculties, because if her sister was a goddess, then of course Rose was one, too.

			“Kane’s powers and his very life are all sustained by human death. If we could eliminate death among humans, then he would no longer be able to exist.”

			Rose was looking at me expectantly, but there was no way I was up to drawing logical conclusions about anything. All I could think about was my friend, a man I looked up to and respected, cold-bloodedly murdering his own children just because his wife cheated on him. I had always been convinced he was one of the good guys, but I knew I could never, ever look at him the same way again. Suddenly his disappearance and his radio silence made a whole lot more sense.

			Rose chewed her lip, suddenly looking anxious and uneasy. Her gaze dropped down to her mug of coffee, which had stopped steaming. She hadn’t exactly been relaxed before, but she was clearly a lot more tense now, her eyes glazed and a little haunted.

			I forced myself to focus, to think about what she had just said. She and her sisters had been determined to kill Anderson—for which I could hardly blame them—but he couldn’t be killed as long as human beings kept dying.

			“How do you eliminate mortal death?” Rose asked softly, still not looking at me.

			My heart gave a hard, almost painful thud as I realized what Rose was implying. “You eliminate mortals,” I answered. For the millionth time, I remembered Anderson’s claim that every man, woman, and child would die if word of his existence reached the wrong ears. And now I knew why.

			Which meant I was sitting across the table from a goddess who’d thought it was a good idea to kill everyone on the planet in an act of revenge.

			“We figured once there weren’t any people around to die anymore, Kane would wither away and die himself, and then we’d repopulate the planet and start all over.”

			Rose reached across the table and lightly touched the back of my hand, causing me to jump and shove my chair back from the table to get away from her. She stayed in her seat and raised both hands to indicate her harmless intent. I knew she hadn’t meant anything by that touch, had just been trying to establish a little human contact, but there was no way I was letting someone like her touch me.

			“You have no need to be afraid of me,” Rose said. “I have lived among mortals for thousands of years now, and it has changed the way I view the world more than you can possibly imagine. You have to understand that we considered mortals little more than animals. We would occasionally adopt one as something of a pet, but we didn’t care about them, not really. They were our toys, which we could play with and discard at our convenience. I’m not like that now, but I was back then.

			“The problem with our plan was that gods are very possessive, and we destroyed toys that didn’t belong to us.

			“I don’t know how many we killed in total, but it was a lot. The rest of the gods didn’t appreciate us killing their pet mortals, but when Niobe explained our grievance, they agreed that Kane was at fault. He was sentenced to death—a sentence only another death god could enforce. Anderson’s father, Thanatos himself, carried out the sentence. Perhaps we should have looked askance at Thanatos being willing to kill his own son, but then again that was hardly a rarity among our kind. We all believed Kane was dead, and we stopped killing mortals, but of course none of that could bring back Niobe’s children, and her grief was . . . terrible.”

			Rose’s eyes filled with tears and she put her hand to her chest as if her heart literally ached. “You can’t imagine the pain she was in, or the pain we sisters felt on her behalf. But the rest of the gods weren’t moved by our grief, and those whose mortals we destroyed wanted us punished.

			“Eventually, the gods left the Earth in search of new worlds to explore, but they refused to take me or my sisters with them. They renamed us all and made us into fertility goddesses. We were sentenced to remain upon the Earth as caretakers of the humans we’d tried to wipe out. We were each given a territory, and it is our job to ensure the humans within our territories are fertile. Someday, the gods will return to check on us, and if we’ve done our jobs properly and our territories are appropriately populated, we will be freed from our obligation and allowed to rejoin our brethren.”

			It didn’t seem to me that allowing a bunch of crazies who’d been willing to kill every human on the planet to be our “caretakers” made a whole lot of sense, but then so far I hadn’t seen a whole lot of god-logic that did.

			“So, Niobe is still around?” I asked. I knew it was a pointless question with an obvious answer, but I felt a need to fill the silence—and maybe shut up some of the yammering that was happening in my brain.

			Rose nodded. “I’ve lost touch with most of my sisters over the centuries, but it’s not like there’s anywhere for us to go. And we’ve all kept up with our duties, consecrating our altars each year so that the people in our territories will remain fertile. I suspect most of us have been fully integrated with human society. I know I have, and I don’t know how my sisters could not be as well when we have no choice but to live among you.

			“When I look back on what my sisters and I did . . .” She shuddered and hugged herself. “That seems like a different person altogether. I can’t even remember what it felt like to care so little about human life, to be willing to do such terrible things without even a touch of conscience.

			“I think that’s one of the reasons why most of us lost touch. We don’t want to be reminded of that time. And I know I, for one, have no interest in leaving the Earth, even if our fellow gods do come back for us.”

			“You said you suspect most of you were integrated into human society,” I said. “I’m going to take a wild guess and say that Niobe is the exception.”

			Rose nodded. “She maintains her altar because she knows it’s what she has to do if she ever wants the chance to leave the Earth. I haven’t spoken to her in at least a couple of centuries, but the last time I did, she was no more remorseful over what we’d done than before. She is still a goddess, through and through. And though she does her duty to further her own goals, she refused ever to use the new name the gods gave her. She will always be Niobe, never Blossom.” Rose smiled sadly. “I found we have nothing left in common, and that’s why I haven’t seen or spoken to her in so long.”

			I shivered in a sudden chill. “You think she’s going to go on another killing spree now that she knows Anderson is alive, don’t you?”

			To my surprise, Rose shook her head. “I’m not sure the seven of us could have succeeded in our plan the first time, when the Earth’s population was vastly smaller. We can cause a lot of damage just because we’re goddesses, but how could we possibly kill everyone?”

			Her words might have sounded like reassurance and made me feel better if there weren’t such an obvious but coming.

			Rose didn’t keep me hanging for long.

			“But remember, the gods made my sisters and me caretakers of the world’s fertility. We have to renew our altars once every year, and if we delay, there will be no children conceived within our territory until we perform the ritual. So you see, we don’t have to kill anybody. We can just abandon our altars and let the human race die out all on its own.”

			I tried to imagine what life on Earth would be like if there were no more babies born, and my mind balked at the enormity of it. Even before the population began to dwindle, the world would become an ugly, ugly place to be. Think zombie apocalypse, only without a clear and present bad guy to rally against, since I doubted anyone would correctly guess that the sudden infertility was caused by a bunch of fertility goddesses going on strike.

			“Are you telling me that’s what you’re going to do?” I asked in a voice little more than a whisper. The answer had to be no, because there was no hint of gloating or threat in her, and there was so much worry in her eyes. But I wanted to hear her say it anyway.

			“I will maintain my altar as I always have,” Rose affirmed. “But unless she has changed drastically—and impossibly—since I last spoke with her, Niobe will not.” Rose rubbed her hands together in a very human nervous gesture. “I think my other sisters have become too human to commit such an atrocity voluntarily, but Niobe . . .” Rose shuddered delicately. “She won’t be able to cope with the knowledge that Kane is alive. I fear she may try to stop the rest of us from renewing our altars when the time comes.

			“That’s the reason I’m here,” she concluded. “I have one sister who I’ve been in touch with recently. Her name is Jasmine, and she’s responsible for all the islands in the world. She lives in Bermuda, and she’s supposed to renew her altar soon. But ever since that email about Anderson went out, I haven’t been able to reach her. I’ve called and called, and I’ve even gone by her home. There’s no sign of her. And I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”
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