
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      [image: 522.jpg]

    

  


  
    


    
Content warning:

scenes of traumatic violence and death.

      Central Avenue Publishing Edition


      Copyright © 2014 Molly Ringle


      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


      This Central Avenue Publishing edition is published by arrangement with Molly Ringle.


      www.centralavenuepublishing.com


      First digital edition published by Central Avenue Publishing,

      an imprint of Central Avenue Marketing Ltd.


      UNDERWORLD’S DAUGHTER


      ISBN 978-1-77168-017-2


      Published in Canada


      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


      Cover Design: Michelle Halket


      Cover Images: Courtesy & Copyright CanStockPhoto: coka; DivaS; Artranq

    

  


  
    
      


      Underworld’s Daughter

    

  


  
    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One


      Hades lay naked upon his blankets. With his arms folded behind his head, he gazed up at the bed’s canopy. Joy coursed through his veins.


      Persephone emerged from the passageway, returning from her bath in one of the river’s small underground tributaries. She wore only his damp cloak wrapped around her. “Brrr!” She hopped onto the bed and wriggled up close to him.


      He drew up one of the goatskin blankets over both of them and hugged her. Her shivers ceased, and she sighed and rested her fragrant head against his shoulder. Nearly all the flowers had fallen out of her hair by now. Some still lay crushed on the pillow, tickling his ear. He had discarded his own crown and its flowers onto the floor the moment he and Persephone had arrived in the bedchamber, just before tumbling with her onto the bed.


      Firelight gleamed from an oil lamp on a ledge in the wall, and two leashed spirit dogs glowed in the corner. Here and there on the surrounding cave walls, gems sparkled in the flickering light.


      Hades slid his hand up beneath the mass of Persephone’s hair and rested his palm upon her warm back. “A freezing cold underground river. A dark cave lit by ghosts. A man too stupid to realize you loved him. This is what you want?”


      “All of it. Especially the very stupid man.”


      He sat up and drew her onto his lap. “Listen. Before you regain your mind from this madness, will you consent to be my wife?”


      She threw her arms around his neck. “Of course, yes! Didn’t you know I’d said yes?”


      They toppled back onto the mattress, wrapped around each other, Hades breathing the scent of her damp skin. After a long moment lying in the embrace, he rose on his knees and helped her up in front of him. He bent and kissed her breast, over her heart. “I marry you,” he said.


      When he lifted his face, she leaned down and kissed his chest. “I marry you.”


      They broke into smiles and fell onto the bed again in each other’s arms.


      In most of Greece at the time, those gestures and words were all it took for two adults to count themselves officially married. They would want to carve their names somewhere together, and hold a feast so their friends and relatives could recognize and celebrate their union. But as far as Persephone and Hades were concerned, their marriage pact was now sealed.


      “Barely lunchtime, and you’re already married.” He latched her thigh over his. “Busy day.”


      “Very. Speaking of lunch, I’m hungry. What food do you have down here?”


      “Not much. Some nuts. A few fruits in the orchard that won’t do strange things to us. We could go up and catch fish at the beach.”


      “Let’s.” She kissed him on the lips. “Then we’ll come back here for a good long time.”


      As they dressed, a sound of clacking toenails and panting approached from the tunnel. Kerberos trotted in, tail wagging, and leaped onto the bed next to Persephone, who sat tying a rope around her tunic as a belt.


      She laughed and held out her hand, which Kerberos licked. “Where did you come from?”


      “Oh yes, I have a dog now.” Hades pulled a dry, folded cloak from a wooden box and shook it open. “This is Kerberos.”


      “Kerberos? Indeed. Fearsome, I can tell.” The dog flopped over on the bed and turned his belly upward in submission. Persephone scratched his ribs until his hind leg kicked.


      Hades snorted. “He worships you already. Come on, boy. Get up. Fish?”


      At the word “fish,” Kerberos leaped to his feet and answered with a bark.


      Persephone borrowed a pair of Hades’ sandals and wrapped them down to her size with a few rags. It worked well enough that she could walk out of the tunnel with Hades and Kerberos, though she had to shuffle a bit.


      “I meant to tell you about him.” Hades waved toward Kerberos. “He was wounded from some bite and it got infected, but one of your new fruits seemed to put him right. He’s been a barrel of energy ever since.”


      “New fruits? Exciting. I’ll have to try them.”


      But today the excitement of being newlyweds eclipsed the appeal of all the Underworld plants. They prepared and ate their lunch with barely any notice of the food. Shaded by a boulder on the beach, they embraced on a blanket, their attention fastened to one another’s words, eyes, lips, and bodies. Kerberos, after wolfing down the fire-roasted fish Hades gave him, flung himself in and out of the waves, snapped at driftwood, and chewed up sticks.


      After the sun set, Hades and Persephone moved to the warm rocks above the cave’s entrance and rested there. The souls poured in. Breaths of chilled subterranean air wafted up from the Underworld.


      “Wouldn’t you like to go tell your mother where you are?” Hades said.


      Persephone shook her head and kept watching the waterfall of souls. “Let her figure it out.”


      The stars emerged. Though still aroused enough to be caressing Hades idly beneath his tunic, Persephone was growing sleepy, her head heavy against his shoulder. He carried her back to the chariot, called the salt-encrusted Kerberos in as well, and made the descent into the cave. Guided by the light of one of the leashed spirit dogs, Hades and Persephone walked with happy exhaustion down the tunnel to the bedchamber, disrobed, and fell asleep. Kerberos snoozed near the door, next to his ghost-dog friends.


      They awoke some time later when he scrambled upright and barked. From the tunnel bloomed a glow of torchlight. A female voice shouted, “Persephone!”


      Demeter burst in with the torch. Kerberos barked once more, then sat back beside the bed with a grumble and watched her distrustfully. She paid him no heed. She glared at Persephone and Hades.


      They sat up. Persephone blinked against the bright torch and held the blankets around her naked body. Mother and daughter gazed at one another, Demeter’s fury against Persephone’s coldness.


      Hades reached for his cloak and wrapped it around his waist before stepping out of bed. “Demeter, I should officially inform you—”


      “She knows we’re married,” Persephone cut in. She kept her eyes upon Demeter. “And there’s nothing she can do about it.”


      Demeter’s chest heaved in a breath. Long blades of grass had tangled around her sandals, and bits of leaf were stuck to her cloak, suggesting she’d been tearing through meadows and forests in search of her daughter. “This is how you tell me? Not a word of warning, you just disappear? Do you realize how worried I’ve been, how—”


      “You brought this on yourself. You meddled.” Sitting tall in the bed, flower petals clinging to her rumpled hair, Persephone already had the bearing of a goddess.


      “No one’s seen you since morning!” Demeter said. “You left to gather flowers and simply vanished. I found your cloak and basket and sandals, all scattered across the ground—what was I to think? Girls have been raped and killed at these festivals. Finally I found Adonis and Aphrodite, and they told me not to worry.” She said the words through clenched teeth. “They said someone had seen you in the forest with a black-haired man in a cloak. An immortal, who took you away into the spirit realm.” She slid a contemptuous glance toward Hades, then returned her gaze to Persephone. “I should have guessed from the start.”


      “Yes, you should have. Now you know I’m married and safe. You may go.”


      “Safe? With him?”


      “I won’t get pregnant,” said Persephone, at the same moment that Hades said, “I will never hurt her.”


      Demeter finally rounded on him. “To you I say only this. If you do hurt her in any way, or you leave her or betray her when she ages and you don’t, I will have the rest of eternity to hate you and punish you for it.”


      Defenses rose to his mouth, but he held them in check. His gaze moved to the torch, which she must have brought with her from above. “You’ve never come down to the Underworld before,” he said gently. “Certainly not by yourself, at night, and without knowing your way in the tunnels. That would take a lot of courage for anyone. I know what Persephone means to you, that you’d brave this place to find her.”


      “I still loathe it. Seeing it firsthand hasn’t changed my mind.”


      “But she’s queen here now,” Hades said. “Does that change your mind?”


      Demeter shuddered and turned back to Persephone. “This doesn’t have to be your future. You can still leave him, find a normal life. There are men who’d have you.”


      “This is the only man and the only life I want. If you can’t accept it, you know the way out.”


      Demeter lowered the torch and turned, but stopped at the doorway. “I’m sorry I lied to you. Both of you.” Her voice was strained. “Persephone, I’m sure you realize I only did so to keep you safe. To keep you with me.”


      “You’d prefer I never grew up? Some of us don’t have that luxury.”


      Demeter bowed her head, and departed into the tunnel.


      Hades sent a concerned glance at Persephone. Her brows were lowered, her eyes troubled and stormy. She gathered dried petals off the blanket and crushed them in her fist.


      Kerberos rested his chin on the bed and gazed at her.


      “Don’t you want to go after her?” Hades asked.


      “No. This is what she deserves, tampering with our lives.”


      He sat beside her, and she leaned against his chest. “Look,” he tried. “Long ago, when Demeter found out she was going to have you, I told her I’d always be her friend, and the friend of her child. Now I’m…well, she must think I’ve utterly stolen and violated her child. Not to mention her trust.”


      “You haven’t. This is her wrongdoing, not yours.” She looked up at him. “I promise you, this is where I want to be. And she must live with it. Let’s go back to sleep.”


      “If you wish.”


      They lay back and he cradled her in his arms until she breathed deeply and peacefully. But he stayed awake a long while, disquieted by the echo of Demeter’s words: I will have the rest of eternity to hate you and punish you for it.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      It’s gone.” Adrian’s voice sounded puzzled, almost flat.


      Sophie stared at the little tree. A few days ago she had touched the one remaining orange on it, which she had come here today to eat. But…


      “It’s gone,” she echoed.


      “Why is it gone?” Adrian said. “It shouldn’t be gone.”


      “Did an animal eat it, you think? A bat, a…I don’t know, are there raccoons down here?” She would not panic. They’d figure this out. She’d still become immortal.


      “Animals have never done that before. And no, then it’d be all ripped apart on the ground.” He circled the tree and shone his LED flashlight around it. “It’s just gone. Like someone took it.”


      “But who would take it? Who could?”


      He lifted his face toward the cave’s entrance. His features hardened in anger. “Who indeed.” Adrian seized her hand and pulled her through the tangled orchard, back toward the fields.


      “Where are we going?”


      “Niko!” he roared as they broke free of the trees. He dragged her along.


      They were nearly running, and Sophie did her best to keep up and not stumble on the bumpy fields. “You think Niko knows?”


      “Who else? Niko!”


      They crested a hill, and found Nikolaos climbing it on the other side to meet them. “Yes, what are you shouting about?”


      Behind him at a distance stood Freya, with a middle-aged Indian woman whom Sophie assumed was the wife of Sanjay—the reincarnation of Apollo, lately murdered by members of the Thanatos cult. The woman was talking to the souls of Sanjay and Rhea, and she looked sorrowful. Niko and Freya must have just returned from India, fetching her here to visit, as they’d promised Sanjay.


      But Sophie only had a moment to consider all of that, for in the next second Adrian seized Niko by the front of his black denim jacket and slammed him against a tree trunk.


      “What did you do with the orange?” Adrian said.


      “What orange?” Niko said.


      Adrian jerked him forward and slammed him back again, making him grunt. “You know what orange.”


      “Don’t hurt him,” Sophie said.


      Adrian glared at Niko. “It won’t hurt him.”


      Suddenly Adrian flew backward and sprawled upon the grass. Niko had shoved him with both feet in a nimble kick. Niko straightened his jacket and smirked. “Quite right. Won’t hurt me. Now would you care to discuss this like a grown-up?”


      Adrian growled and leaped up. He lunged at Niko and crashed down atop him on a rock outcrop, one hand around Niko’s throat.


      Sophie cringed at the thud Niko’s skull made against the rock. “Adrian—”


      “What did you do with it?”


      “What on Earth?” Freya shouted. She ran to them.


      “Stop choking me,” Niko rasped out. His face was turning purple.


      Sophie hauled on Adrian’s arms, but might as well have tried to move a boulder. Freya dived between the two men and shoved them apart. While she held Adrian back, Niko scrambled to his feet.


      “Are you going to admit it?” Adrian yelled, from the restraints of Sophie and Freya’s hold. “Or do I ask the souls? They’ll tell me who’s been down here recently, visiting the little orange tree. They never lie.”


      Niko lifted his chin, unabashed. “It was going to be a nice surprise for you. For heaven’s sake.”


      “Sophie was going to eat it. Today.” Adrian’s voice shook with fury.


      “Well, I didn’t know that. I texted you to ask, a few days ago, and you said she wanted to think about it a while.”


      “I didn’t say, ‘Go ahead and feed it to someone else.’ I’d never say that. You knew we were saving it for her.”


      “It wasn’t a written contract,” Niko said. “And it isn’t her last chance. It’s still blooming. More fruit’s going to grow.”


      “Who did you give it to?”


      “Look, we need more immortals on our side, as soon as possible. It was clear even before what happened to Rhea. So I considered all the—”


      Adrian tried to lunge at him again, but the women held him back. “Who did you give it to?”


      Freya sent Nikolaos an entreating look. Niko’s gaze moved to Sophie, and his face changed into what might have been subtle apology. For a moment both dreadful and thrilling, she wondered if he had made her father—Demeter’s old soul—immortal.


      But finally he answered, “Dionysos.”


      Adrian stopped struggling. His mouth twisted in disgust. “You didn’t.”


      “Have you met her? She’s awesome.”


      Sophie stared at the white grass. Her mind traveled back. She knew the name Dionysos—god of wine, among other things, according to her mythology book from childhood. But she remembered him from the Persephone lifetime too. He had joined the immortals later. No, he had been someone she’d known. Hadn’t he? And he was definitely a “he,” so why had Niko said “she”?


      “What were you thinking?” Adrian said. “Without even consulting us? Did you talk to anyone about it?”


      “Well. Not beforehand.”


      Adrian snarled, broke free of the women’s hold, and threw himself at Niko again.


      But Niko met him halfway, anger finally surfacing on his face, and caught Adrian’s arms. While Adrian fought him, Niko slammed his knee up into Adrian’s stomach, then shoved him to the ground. Sophie cringed and covered her mouth, though she knew Adrian couldn’t be injured for long by a move like that.


      Niko planted his foot on Adrian’s side. “Stop it, Ade. It’s done. What is this temper tantrum going to accomplish?”


      “Thrashing you would feel really good right now.” Adrian seized Niko’s leg and pushed him, but evidently not hard. Niko kept his balance and merely hopped away a few steps, allowing Adrian to roll onto his side and get up.


      “It’s done,” Niko repeated. “We have new strength on our side. Let’s be happy, eh?”


      “Who is Dionysos now?” Sophie directed the question at Adrian.


      Wiping dirt and grass off his shirt, he sent her a long, stormy look. “Tabitha,” he said.


      Her mouth fell open. Jubilant delight fought with intense jealousy. Then a sense of betrayal stabbed at her as well. Adrian knew Tabitha had been a god, and he’d never told Sophie?


      “She’s awesome,” Niko said again. “You have wonderful taste in friends, Sophia.” He glanced at Adrian. “Not so much perhaps in boyfriends.”


      “Out,” Adrian said. “Get out.”


      Tabitha. Tabitha was immortal, and used to be a god, like Sophie. Why hadn’t Tab called her? Did Tab know about Sophie?


      Sophie whipped out her phone and tapped Tab’s speed-dial number. But nothing happened. Of course; they were underground, in a cave. No cell reception. She lowered the phone and looked again at Niko and Adrian.


      “Fine, I’ll give you some space.” Niko sauntered toward the river. “Happy to.”


      “No, I mean you get out of here and you do not come back, and you stay away from me, and the Underworld, and Sophie, until I decide I want to lay eyes on you again.”


      Niko swung around. Derisive amusement twinkled in his eyes. “Oh, you’re banishing me from the Underworld? You have such powers, do you?”


      “You have the rest of the world. That should be enough.”


      “You’ve said it yourself, Ade: you don’t own this place. No one does.”


      “Well, I was here first.” Adrian said it with deliberate clarity.


      Niko snorted, but turned and strode toward the river. He paused once to call back, “You know, it wasn’t even the only lovely surprise I had for you. But never mind. I suppose the rest will have to wait. Goodbye.” He walked off.


      The souls of Rhea and Sanjay, along with Sanjay’s living widow, watched him go. They looked conflicted, but no one spoke to stop him.


      “Adrian,” Freya said. “He wouldn’t have done it if he thought Sophie would eat the orange so soon. He acted rashly, yes, but—”


      Adrian folded his arms. “I don’t want to hear a defense.”


      “But I think you’ll find,” she said, “that he acted out of love, not malice. And it’s going to be a good thing on the whole.”


      “Did he tell you?” Adrian asked her. “Did you know?”


      She hesitated, and cupped one hand in the other. “Not until after he’d done it.”


      “At which point you still didn’t tell me.” Adrian swung away and walked toward Sophie. “Maybe you ought to go too.” He tossed the words to Freya with cruel casualness over his shoulder.


      Freya’s sad gaze met Sophie’s. Sophie only looked blankly at her, then stared at the pale ground. Rhea was dead, the orange was gone, Niko and Freya were not the great allies they had appeared to be, Tabitha was immortal, Adrian hadn’t told her about Tab’s past lives, Sophie had to find a new place to live, and she did not get to become immortal today. Nor tomorrow, nor for a couple of months, or however long it took for the fruit to grow. And who knew what Thanatos would try in the meantime?


      All she wanted to do was sink to her knees and cry, or scream in frustration. But she felt the quiet, reverent gaze of the souls all around her, and even now, in her pathetic mortal state, she considered herself their honored representative—in some sense even their queen. A queen didn’t behave like a whiny kid. She blinked as she stared downward, willing the tears not to rise.


      “All right,” Freya said. “We’ll talk later.” When Sophie finally glanced up, Freya had walked away. Her blonde head made a bright spot in the gloomy fields as she retreated toward the river.


      Adrian stood before Sophie, head bowed. He looked up at her, and their gazes held a moment. Most of his anger seemed to have dissipated; he looked sad and preoccupied.


      “Well,” she said. “I guess I should go too.”


      His brows lowered. “Why? Aren’t you staying the weekend?”


      “I have a lot to do. Find a place to live. Talk to my best friend about how she’s immortal, see how that’s going. You know. Stuff.” She knew she sounded cold. Too bad. She couldn’t manage any kinder mood right now.


      His shoulders drooped lower. “You were right. Is that what you want me to say?”


      She stared at him in incomprehension.


      “You said we shouldn’t trust Niko,” he added. “Just the other night. Well, you were right. What can I do now?”


      “Like I said, take me home. I have things to do.”


      He shoved his hand through his hair, and paced a few steps away and back again. “A minute ago you were ready to spend eternity with me. Now you hate me. Why? Was I too rough with Niko? I’m sorry for that, but—”


      “It’s not that. I didn’t like it, no, but I know he deserved it.”


      “Then what?”


      “It would’ve been nice of you to tell me my best friend was Dionysos. What else haven’t you mentioned?”


      He drew in his breath, as if controlling another outburst. “That information—who everyone was, who they are now—it’s dangerous. Surely you see exactly how dangerous it is, after everything Thanatos has tried to do to you.”


      “Yes! They’re trying to beat me up anyway, even though I don’t know everything. So why not go ahead and tell me? What difference will it make?”


      “You’ll remember it anyway. Quite soon. It would’ve been a—a lovely surprise when you realized—”


      “A lovely surprise,” she repeated. “Just like Niko was planning.”


      His eyes darkened. “Don’t compare me to him.”


      Sophie looked away and stared without focus at an ash tree with violet-white leaves. She didn’t apologize, and neither did he.


      He sighed. “Look. It’s been a rough week. Wouldn’t you rather relax here a day or two, then go back?”


      She calculated time zones. If they left now, it’d be the middle of the night by the time they arrived in Oregon. She’d have to sneak into the room where her treacherous roommate Melissa slept, and stay there. No, unbearable. Sleeping next to Adrian would be a challenge, but it was better than sharing a room with the girl who’d reported to the cult members of Thanatos about her.


      “I’ll stay here tonight,” she said. “But I need to get back to the living world tomorrow, first thing.”


      He said nothing, and Sophie returned her gaze to his. He closed his eyes and lowered his face. “Fine. Whenever you’re ready.”


      He didn’t try to touch her when they climbed into bed. Sophie kept her back to him, beneath the black canopy in the chamber.


      “Look, I’ll answer whatever you want,” he whispered. “Just don’t shut me out this way.”


      She had plenty of snippy answers prepared, mostly regarding his not telling her important things like Tabitha being a god’s soul. But those responses crumbled away when she reached for them, showing themselves the pointless, flimsy things they were. He was right. Telling her earlier wouldn’t have helped much. It might only have caused her further confusion, in a time when her mind was already undergoing enough chaos. And she still would have learned about Tabitha eventually.


      What made her withdraw into herself was a more basic and pathetic matter. She spoke the truth, in all its self-pity.


      “It’s not that I’m shutting you out,” she whispered without turning. “It’s that I don’t belong here. I’m mortal. I didn’t want to be, but I am, so I still belong to the living world. I have to sort out my life there.” The ache in her chest swelled until tears stung her eyelids. “I need a backup plan, because apparently I can’t just join you here like I hoped.”


      Adrian latched his arm around her. His face pressed warm against the back of her neck. “You can, you always can. Please do.”


      “And do what? Drop out of college? Tell my parents I’m studying abroad at some place I can’t give them an address for? Stare at the orange tree and wait for it to grow faster? And even when another orange does grow, then do I drop out and leave the real world? I don’t know! I didn’t think ahead far enough.”


      He sighed. For a minute or more he said nothing, only held her. She found his fingers at the center of her chest and laced hers into them.


      “You’re right,” he said. “We’re supposed to help the living world. That’s been the point all along. And you do need backup, people there to support you and give you a normal life in case anything ever happens to me. Which Thanatos is doing their best to ensure it will.”


      She squeezed his hand. “Don’t say that. We can’t live in fear of them. That’s…letting them win.”


      “Yes. Which is why you should ignore them as much as possible, and tend to your regular life. And be fantastic at it.”


      But he sounded so somber that she couldn’t answer with any words of comfort or agreement. She said nothing, merely held his hand, and didn’t sleep for a long while.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      You say Kerberos ate one of them?” Persephone knelt and examined the small fruit tree. “And that’s why he’s so strong and healthy?”


      “It’s my best guess.” Hades gathered up her hair and lifted it out of the way, then leaned down to nuzzle her neck.


      “Mmm.” She closed her eyes a moment. It had been ten days since the spring equinox, most of which time had been spent attending celebrations and moving Persephone’s belongings to the Underworld. Demeter assisted in packing and carrying items, coolly as ever, but refused to take them all the way down into the cave.


      Fortunately the new couple had other friends who were delighted to see them married. Hermes and Aphrodite had squealed like excited children and hugged them tight, and insisted on being the busiest helpers when moving Persephone’s possessions and setting up furnishings for her in the cave.


      Zeus and Hera threw them a grand feast, and all the immortals gave them gifts. Persephone’s favorite was the crown Hephaestus made her: a slim gold circle with amethyst violets that matched the flower on her necklace. She had worn it for at least part of every day since.


      Adonis, too, had been full of congratulations and embraces for her. He must have been relieved, Persephone thought in amusement: surely he had been as unenthusiastic about the idea of marrying her as she had been about marrying him. He hadn’t made or accepted any proposals at the equinox festival, so he remained officially free and single for the time being—if you could call someone “single” who was as devoted as ever to Aphrodite.


      Persephone and Hades’ nights and private daytime moments, meanwhile, had been devoted to the kind of activity he was trying to engage her in now. She knew she’d give in soon. But she hadn’t visited the orchard in months, and wanted to study her dear plants a bit longer first.


      She plucked the only ripe fruit left on the tree, its skin a bright yellow-orange. “Let’s see, then.”


      “I’m not doing a good enough job distracting you?” His hand stole into her tunic from the side and enfolded her breast.


      Persephone elbowed his hand away, but she leaned back to press against his body. He murmured in gratification. She cut into the fruit’s peel with her fingernail and sniffed the fresh aroma, then licked her fingertip. “Tastes good. Oh! It’s blue inside.”


      “Didn’t I mention that?”


      “No. And look at the seeds.” She squeezed one from the wedge she had pulled off. “They’re shaped like starfish.” The five little points protruding from the seed certainly differentiated it from the usual oval-shaped fruit seed.


      Hades rested his chin on her shoulder. “I hadn’t noticed. Strange.”


      Persephone bit into the blue flesh and sucked up the juice.


      “Don’t!” He swatted her hand down.


      “Only tasting.” She smacked her tongue. “It’s safe, I’d say. No burning or stinging. Actually rather delicious.” She tore off a small piece of orange, passed it to her other hand, and popped it into her mouth before he could stop her.


      “Argh—no!”


      She swallowed it. “Only a tiny bite. Relax. I’ve missed my orchards.”


      He pointed at her. “No more today. Not till you see how it goes.”


      “Understood.” She fit the remaining piece of wedge back into the fruit and laid the peel on top of it. After wrapping the fruit in a cloth, she tucked it into her small bag and set it down. “What shall we do now?”


      He settled forward onto his knees, crowding her backward in her crouch. He kissed her, and they sank until her back met the crackling leaves and sticks on the ground. She slid her hands up his back, beneath his cloak. “Won’t we shock the souls, behaving like this?”


      “They usually don’t enter the orchard. You know that. Besides, it’s nothing they haven’t seen in a hundred lives already.”


      “True. I have daydreamed of touching you while we walked here together, all those times.”


      His mouth moved hot down her chest. “Touch me, then.”


      That evening, while chewing on a bite of roasted pork, Persephone paused and stuck her tongue into a space between her back teeth. She and Hades were sitting on the beach outside the Underworld, beside a bright fire of driftwood.


      When she set down the skewer of food and poked a finger against her gums, Hades glanced at her. “Something stuck in your teeth?”


      “I think.”


      He broke off a toothpick-size splinter from his wooden skewer and offered it to her. She accepted it, and he returned to eating his own pork wrapped in its grape leaf.


      But it wasn’t meat stuck in her teeth. The space was where an upper molar had once been, pulled by Demeter when Persephone was fifteen. It had been infected at the root and causing her agony, and the removal of it had been torture. But after a few days of tenderness, Persephone had become used to chewing without that tooth and life had returned to normal.


      The strange thing was that tonight the tooth seemed to be growing back. Those hard points felt like the surface of a molar breaking through her gums. Adults didn’t regrow teeth. In addition, her injuries from the earthquake long ago—her crippled leg and the scars on her arm and face—had been tingling all day. Ever since eating that bite of blue orange.


      The symptoms alarmed her, but she kept them to herself, reasoning that they were likely to go away as the fruit’s properties worked themselves out of her system. If they got worse, she’d tell Hades.


      “Kerberos!” Hades jumped to his feet. “Good lord. How in the world?”


      Persephone looked up. Into the reach of the firelight Kerberos backed toward them, dragging a huge log with his mouth. In fact, it was an entire fallen tree, its trunk so big around that Persephone’s arms wouldn’t have circled it by half. Kerberos had his jaws clamped into one of the lower branches. The branches stretched far out on both sides, and scored deep lines in the sand as the determined dog hauled the tree along. Its top stretched out somewhere into the darkness of the beach. It would be one of the tallest trees around if righted. The wood was sun-bleached and bare, indicating the tree had fallen years ago, but it still surely weighed more than any normal person or dog could have budged.


      Hades stopped Kerberos and pried at his jaws until the dog let go of his treasure. Hades took hold of one of the branches—he didn’t even have to kneel, as the tree lying down rose as high as his head—and tried pulling the whole thing himself. It took some grunting and effort, but he did move it a bit. “How did you do that?” he asked the dog.


      Persephone walked around the fire and crouched to stroke Kerberos’ head. The dog panted happily, but didn’t appear tired from his effort.


      Persephone’s hip no longer hurt, though it always used to when she crouched like this. Only the light tingling remained, which now was beginning to feel more like healing than harm.


      And her lost tooth was growing back. And the scars on her face—she ran her fingers up them to check—were disappearing, smoothing away into her skin.


      Her heart beat fast. She began to tremble.


      “I think this dog is more than healthy,” she said. “I think he’s immortal.”


      Persephone and Hades stayed up late. This time, rather than entwining and kissing, they were watching.


      “They’re definitely disappearing.” Hades held a bright oil lamp near her cheek. “The scars were much clearer this morning. And you say when you walk…it feels better?” Even now he was too tactful to refer directly to her limp.


      She stood from the bed and tested her weight on what used to be her weak leg. It felt sturdy and lithe, just like the other leg. She walked across the bedchamber with careful steps, unaccustomed to relying upon both legs equally. “No limp,” she concluded, moving faster as she acquired practice in her new gait. She returned to Hades and lifted her tunic to the hip. They both examined the sleekly muscled line of her leg, so unlike the skinny and awkwardly angled limb she had lived with for so long.


      Hades laid his palm on her hip in fascination. “What’s happened to you?”


      She giggled in sudden buoyancy, swooped down, and seized him. She lifted him off the ground and held him higher than her head, laughing anew at the shock on his face. He planted his hands on her shoulders and wriggled back to the floor without difficulty, but kept staring at her.


      “I’m immortal!” She leaped on him. He caught her with a grunt, and staggered backward. “See? I was never strong enough before to knock you off balance. Let alone lift you.”


      “Darling.” He set her down and cupped her face in his hands. “I married you as you were. I was prepared for you to age, to…to die eventually. You were prepared for it too. It’s still all right if that’s what happens. I don’t want you to hang all your hopes on this idea.”


      “You’re saying you’ll still love me if it wears off tomorrow? Thank you, dear. I’ll still love you too.”


      “I’m serious. What will you do if it wears off?”


      “Eat another blue orange,” she said. “And one every day after that.”


      “The tree doesn’t have any more right now.”


      “Some green ones are ripening. And obviously we’ll have to plant more.”


      Hades stroked her face on the side where the scars were vanishing. “You know I wish for a lifetime of health and strength for you. I always have. But we don’t know how long this magic will last, for you or for Kerberos. It’s late. Let’s get some sleep and see how you feel in the morning.”


      “All right.” She kissed him. Then, for fun, she picked up the large wooden chest where he kept a heavy assortment of weapons, clothes, and precious stones. She tossed it up over her head, caught it, and set it down again.


      Neither of them slept that night with all that played upon their minds. But she felt livelier in the morning than she’d ever felt after a sleepless night. As they walked toward a nearby village to buy food, she danced alongside him, unable to contain her energy.


      “You should try shooting an arrow through me,” she said.


      He looked at her, aghast. “No.”


      “I’ll jump off a cliff, then.”


      “Are you mad?”


      “Or perhaps Rhea’s willing to stick a knife into me like she did for you.”


      “Why are all your ideas so lethal?”


      “Because how else will I know I’m immortal?”


      “Try living a long time without aging.”


      “As if I’m patient enough for that.” She performed a running leap into a tree, where she caught a branch and scrambled up. Hades glowered at her, hand on hip. She jumped down, cloak flying, and laughed in delight when the hard landing didn’t sprain her ankles—in fact, didn’t even hurt at all.


      “Here.” He stepped in front of her and drew his bronze dagger from the sheath on his belt.


      “Ah ha, you’re willing to try it, then?” she teased, though her heart sped up in nervousness.


      “Hardly.” He turned her palm upward, and before she knew it, he had slashed a shallow cut upon her first finger. The blood welled up along the thin line. As she blinked in surprise, he sliced his own finger too, and pressed the wound against hers.


      At last she understood. She wrapped her other hand around their joined fingers to hold them together. “Ah,” she said. “Since you won’t let me use the cloudhair seeds.”


      “Exactly.” He put away the dagger with his free hand. “I’ll be able to track you, which will of course be useful. But let’s see if you can track me.”


      Their cuts stopped bleeding soon. Persephone licked away the smear of blood and watched the transformation on her finger. The cut joined into a white line, which then smoothed itself away into unbroken flesh, all within the space of ten or twelve slow breaths.


      She took his hand and placed hers alongside it, comparing the healed fingers with triumph. “There. See?”


      Hades only glanced at their hands. He was smiling at her with affectionate secrecy. “I can sense you.” He slid his hands around her ribs, and laid his face on her neck. “You have no idea how long I’ve wished I could track you. Finally I can. Now I won’t lose you.”


      Persephone embraced him in bliss and closed her eyes. “Then let me see. How does it work? I think of you… “


      “Yes, think of me.” He let go of her and moved backward. “No, keep your eyes shut.”


      She obeyed, closing them again, and stood still.


      “Tell me where I am,” he said. His footsteps traveled away and dwindled into silence.


      Thinking of him, she did sense it: a hum, or a glow, or a vibration, some chord that meant him and no other. “You’re off to my left,” she called, keeping her eyes shut. “Now you’re moving farther away, and behind me. Now—it’s gone.” Confused, she opened her eyes and turned around.


      He stepped out from behind an oak tree far behind her. When he reappeared without the tree between them, the sense of his location leaped back into place in her mind.


      “Ah,” she said. “Oak.”


      He returned to her, smiling. “Then you can sense me.”


      “Oh yes.”


      He caught her up in a hug tighter than she had ever experienced. She returned it, squeezing him hard enough that she suspected it could break the bones of a mortal man.


      He only laughed as he let her go. They resumed walking. “There is one more test, you know. Other than trying to kill you. Though I’m afraid it does require some patience.”


      “Oh?”


      “Let’s see if you can switch realms.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      Sophie opened her eyes to the perpetual darkness of the cave bedchamber, lit only by the dim blue of an LED button that sat on a wall ledge as their nightlight. She closed her eyes again in pain at the upbeat dream she had awoken from. Why did she have to experience that memory now, of all times? Persephone eating the orange, becoming strong and healed, embracing Hades as his immortal equal…it wasn’t fair. She turned her face into the pillow, longing to sink back into the dream and not have to deal with the modern world today.


      Adrian stirred alongside her, and moved to the other side of the bed. Soon another light sent its faint white rays across the stone walls—probably his cell phone, where he’d been checking the time. He slipped out of bed. She watched from beneath nearly-closed eyelids as he walked barefoot across the floor in his dark green boxer shorts and black T-shirt. He paused by Kiri’s dog bed to pat her when she lifted her head, then he moved past into the bathroom.


      When he returned to bed, his weight shifting the mattress, Sophie sighed and turned over toward him. But she felt too depressed even to slide closer or to meet his gaze. She stared across the rumpled blankets, her head heavy on the pillow.


      Adrian rested on his side, gazing at her. “Been dreaming?”


      She nodded. “Persephone ate the golden apple,” she said quietly, in the ancient tongue. Golden apple: chrysomelia. Lovely word, really. Too bad she didn’t have a damn golden apple of her own.


      Adrian shifted onto his back to stare upward. “I wish Niko would come back so I could beat him up more.”


      Sophie exhaled a huff in place of a laugh.


      They ate a breakfast of bananas, almond butter, and dry muesli, with Greek-style coffee Adrian heated over the fire in the bedchamber’s hearth. What made it Greek style, Sophie gathered from his listless comments, was the long-handled pot you used to heat it over a fire or stove, and the foam that gathered on top as it boiled.


      It should have charmed her, a modern detail of an exotic country to which she had ancient ties. Besides, ordinarily she liked coffee. But today the brew struck her as gritty and she missed the half-and-half she usually splashed in. Must everything be going wrong, down to the coffee?


      “Still want to go back today?” Adrian asked after several minutes of silence.


      She nodded and sloshed the gritty coffee around in the mug. “I need to call Tab. And do all that other stuff.”


      Her interest in life stirred again at the thought of talking to Tab, but it was a jealous interest. It would hurt to hear the glorious details of someone else becoming immortal. Still, she needed to hear them, because part of her was indeed happy for Tabitha, and also just to get the conversation over with.


      Adrian splashed the remainder of his coffee into the fire, where it hissed on the coals. “Anytime, then.”


      Before they left, Adrian brought her to the fields so she could say goodbye to Rhea. He stood back several paces while she walked to the woman’s soul.


      Rhea must have heard they were coming; she walked forward to meet them. Compassion radiated from her translucent face. “I am sorry about Niko’s trick. I’m sure he never meant to hurt you by it.”


      “Maybe not, but now I have to go on dealing with everything as a weak mortal.”


      “You’re not weak. You’ve done a wonderful job so far. Please don’t be discouraged, and take heart if your friend is immortal now. It means more hope for us all in the long run.”


      “I suppose. I just…feel betrayed. Or at least left out.” In the pale grass, the buds of new red violets surrounded her sneakers. She thought of Persephone leaping without reservations into marriage with an immortal—as Sophie should have done from the start. But Persephone had fewer ties to the living world, many stronger ones to the immortals, and also, back then it wasn’t so damn tacky to get married at eighteen.


      “It’s wise to leave room in our lives for the chaotic, the unexpected.” Rhea chuckled. “Hermes has always been excellent at providing those elements. It’s part of the reason I like him, despite the trouble he causes. Ultimately you will find he brings more good than harm.”


      Sophie lacked the eternal patience of the dead at the moment, and sourly felt her inadequacy. She considered muttering resentful words against Niko. But a resurgence of grief for Rhea’s recent death swept back over her, and in a few seconds the red violet buds swam in a blur of tears. “I wish he’d been there to do some good for you,” she said, her voice choked.


      “Oh, my dear. My existence isn’t over. It never will be. No one’s ever is.” Rhea stretched out her intangible, light-filled hands and traced them down the sides of Sophie’s head and arms, as if sketching a line of blessing around her. “Do what you can. You don’t need to be perfect and you don’t need to rush.”


      Sophie blew her nose, nodded, and mumbled goodbye in the Underworld tongue.


      Sophie and Adrian didn’t speak as they climbed into the bus with Kiri and launched off. It reminded her of the first time she had come to the cave, that strange, unsettling visit when she had refused the pomegranate and he had tricked her into consuming it anyway. He’d been preoccupied and distant on that ride back, and this time he was even more so. Today, somehow, they had twice as many problems as they’d had a month ago, and they couldn’t even find comfort in being together.


      Over the Atlantic, cold, salty wind filled the bus. Adrian’s arm around her was warm but felt like it belonged to a bodyguard, not a boyfriend.


      She checked her phone messages. None from the newly immortal Tabitha, nor from Sophie’s family. But she had a voice mail from someone with an Oregon area code. She tapped the button to listen to it.


      “Sophie, this is Marilyn with the police department; we spoke yesterday. It’s about eight a.m. on Saturday now. I need to inform you that the suspect Betty Quentin escaped from custody sometime during the night. Obviously we’re investigating how that happened, but we also wanted to put you on alert, as the primary victim of her crimes. Our guess is she’ll try to lie low rather than go after you or anyone else, but it’s safest to consider her dangerous and to be on the lookout. So please call back with any questions, and we’ll be in touch soon.”


      Sophie pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. “Shit.”


      Adrian looked at her. “What?”


      “Quentin got out! She escaped. Already.”


      “Bugger.” Clenching his teeth, Adrian steadied the reins. “Wilkes said she would. But I didn’t think it’d be so soon.”


      “They say she’s hiding out. They’re looking for her. But—what if they can’t find her? What if she finds us first?”


      “Never thought I’d say this, but I wish I could track her.” Adrian sighed in frustration. “Well—all right. She has to hide. She’s wanted by the police now. That’s good. That means if anyone even sees her, they can call the cops.”


      Terror threatened to undo Sophie’s mind completely. She’d wondered how this week could get any worse, and now she knew. “But she’s going to come after me! What the hell do I do?”


      “I—I don’t know! Look, maybe she won’t. I mean, I did warn her I’d drag her into the spirit realm and leave her there if she made the slightest move against you, and if she’s at all smart, she’ll realize I meant it.”


      “Then she’ll send someone else to do it. Like every other time.” She was practically hyperventilating.


      “Fine, do you want me to turn the horses around and take you back to the Underworld? You can hide out.” He sounded upset, but hopeful—as if in truth he wanted her to do exactly that.


      She hesitated, mouth partly open to answer. A short while ago hadn’t she rattled off all the reasons she should keep her normal life in order and running smoothly? Didn’t she already know Thanatos had people watching her, whether Quentin was locked up or not? She looked at her phone. “Maybe I’ll call them back. See if they have any updates.”


      “Yeah.” Adrian sounded tired. “Do that.”


      Sophie phoned Marilyn of the Corvallis police, and spent a few minutes collecting news. At the end of it, she hung up, still uncertain but less panicky.


      “Okay,” she told Adrian, “they haven’t found her. They say someone came from the state police—or at least, they seemed to be state police—and brought Quentin out of her cell for questioning. Then there was a disturbance of some kind, another arrested guy freaking out and trying to grab a cop’s gun, and everyone jumped on that. And when they settled him down, Quentin and the so-called state cops were gone.”


      “Clever. Planted a diversion. Niko could hardly have done it better.” His lips tightened as he spoke the accursed Niko’s name.


      “So I’m supposed to be extra watchful, and they’ll patrol campus and check in with me daily. And they say if I want, they’ll post a guard overnight by the dorm. But…” She sighed. “I have to decide if I’m actually staying at the dorm tonight. Or ever again.”


      He nodded. “Where to, then?”


      She pondered it only a few seconds, weighing scenarios. “Carnation. Home.”


      They examined the GPS map on Adrian’s phone, and Sophie directed him to land in the field behind her family’s property. “It might be swampy, but nobody should be there.”


      A forest of something resembling maples stood there in the spirit world. He brought the horses down among the trees and the bus settled to a stop. Sophie leaned out to look around, comforted to know she was close to home, and curious what the wild version of home looked like.


      “Even more trees than usual,” she concluded, and climbed out.


      He stepped down after her and tied the horses to a tree. Kiri leaped out and sniffed the ground.


      Adrian walked to Sophie, his boots squelching in the wet earth. “Do you want me to meet your parents, or…?”


      He sounded so unenthused that she smiled, though wearily. “Not today. I’m too shaken up to keep a good cover story going.”


      “Me too. I don’t think I could even fake a decent American accent right now.”


      “So.” She hitched her backpack onto her shoulder.


      He wrapped his arms around her. She settled her forehead on the collar of his wool coat. Rather than switch realms, he held her in the embrace a moment, beneath the wild trees. “You’ll want to stay with them the weekend?” he asked.


      “Yeah. Suppose. Where are you going to go?”


      “Maybe I’ll go home too.”


      She shifted her face against his coat. Picturing the greater part of the Pacific Ocean lying between them made her feel more desolate than ever.


      “You’ll text me every waking hour?” he said. “Let me know you’re all right?”


      Sophie looked up and nodded. “You too.”


      He nodded back, then glanced aside. “Go run, Kiri. I’ll be right back.” He pulled Sophie into the living world.


      The ground reshaped beneath them, meadow grass and mud squishing as their weight suddenly landed on it. The smell of the soggy meadow filled Sophie’s nose with comforting familiarity, even in a chilly wind beneath dim gray skies. This was Washington. This was home.


      But this was love, standing before her with unhappy dark brown eyes. Adrian kissed her on the lips before letting her go. “Be careful,” he stated, separating and emphasizing the words.


      “You be careful too.” She drew in her breath in the hopes that fresh oxygen would quash the ache in her chest. “Bye.”


      “Bye.”


      She walked away, navigating her sneakers around the biggest puddles in the high grass. The roof of the two-story farmhouse peeked over the trees ahead. One of the trees was an oak. Would Adrian not be able to sense her if he stood in certain places in the field while she was in the house? She looked back, strangely pierced by that thought of disconnection. He lingered there and watched her, the wind tossing his dark curls. He lifted a hand in goodbye. She waved back, and kept walking.


      The next time she looked back, not half a minute later, he had vanished.


      She trudged along the back fence to the gate, her heart so heavy that it felt it was residing in her damp shoes. But at the squeak of the gate hinges, and the click of the latch, the two family dogs started barking inside the house. Sophie smiled. Her step picked up as she approached the side door that let into the kitchen from the driveway.


      Rosie’s paws hit the door’s window, her jowly boxer face between them. Beside her, Pumpkin leaped into the air, his small yapping head appearing and disappearing over and over. He was an orange-brown Pomeranian-terrier mix, and not nearly tall enough to see out the window unless he jumped.


      Sophie laughed and pushed open the door. “It’s okay, silly kids, just me.” She knelt and wrapped one arm around each dog.


      Yapping gave way to joyful whining and face-licking. Their tails whipped her hands and knees. She kissed each dog on the forehead, so unexpectedly glad to see them that she thought she might start weeping in happiness.


      “What is up with you, dogs?” her dad called from down the hall. He appeared a moment later, eyeglasses on, light blue shirt tucked in and clean. Probably he’d been paying bills or answering email. When he spotted Sophie, he beamed and opened his arms. “Baby! This is a surprise.”


      “Someone was driving up this way, so I hitched a ride.” She let go of the dogs and rose to hug him. He smelled like spicy aftershave and the worn leather of his favorite brown bomber jacket, which usually hung on the back of his desk chair.


      “I am so glad to see you.” He rubbed her back, then held her out to look at her. His eyebrows rose in the middle in concern. “You okay?”


      After the other night, he meant. An attempt on her life, ending in a grenade explosion. That much he knew about, and it was more than enough to freak out any parent. But the other night also included a second grenade explosion in the spirit realm, which left some of her friends with severe if temporary burns; a discovery of the betrayal of her roommate; and the murder of their ancient mentor Rhea. Now, on top of those problems, she added her failure to eat an orange that would make her immortal, because Tabitha had already eaten it.


      All of which her parents did not know about, and shouldn’t.


      Sophie nodded. “I’m okay. But I wanted to come home for a bit. Get some rest before going back and dealing with everything.”


      “Of course. Rest as much as you need.” He grinned, his mustache stretching along with his lips. “I’m just so happy you’re here. What a great surprise.”


      “Where’s—” she began, but the question soon answered itself as footsteps thundered down the stairs, and her little brother skidded to a stop on the kitchen linoleum.


      Liam was wearing his Avengers T-shirt and had acquired a green streak in his dark brown hair since she last saw him. He lurched forward as if about to hug her; then, apparently remembering he was cool now, being twelve, he stood back instead. He hitched his thumbs into his studded belt, flicked his hair out of his eye, and said nonchalantly, “What you doing here?”


      “Visiting. Making sure you’re not snooping through my room.”


      He snorted, as if to dismiss the notion that there could be anything he’d want in her stupid girly room.


      Sophie looked out the window over the sink, toward the front of the house, where the produce stand’s red and white striped tent stood. “Mom working the stand today?”


      “Yep,” Dad said.


      A tremor of worry shivered through Sophie. Her mind flashed back to Quentin holding up a photo of the fruit stand on her phone. Nice place. I should visit. “By herself?” Sophie asked.


      “Ross is with her.”


      Relieved, Sophie nodded. Ross was a high school senior, and a wrestling champion. He could surely defend Mom against Quentin if the old nutjob did show up. “I’ll go say hi.” Sophie set her backpack down against the wall.


      “She’d be mad if you didn’t,” Dad said.


      As Sophie walked to the front door to go out, her brother fell in step beside her, and began telling her about the smart-ass things his buddy had said in Spanish class the other day. Sophie smiled. Evidently Liam kind of liked having her home after all.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      After greeting everyone, collecting all the gossip, and helping herself to fruit salad and cheese from the fridge, Sophie went up to her room and shut the door. Such sweetness and luxury, having a bedroom all to herself again, filled with her familiar possessions from childhood and adolescence: tattered oval rug, TV-show posters rubbing edges with clippings about nutrition, a pom-pom in her high school’s colors someone had thrown to her during a football game, the occasional hot guy in a magazine ad—none of whom looked as hot as Adrian did to her anymore.


      But she only absorbed the atmosphere of her room for a few breaths before turning to the task at hand, the most important one. She sat on her bed, selected Tabitha’s number, and called it. A text wouldn’t do, not for this. Her heart throbbed against her throat.


      “Hey, lady,” Tab answered. She sounded her cheerful, vibrant self, but with something held back in her voice, a mystery that didn’t match Tab’s usual forthright openness.


      “Hey.” Sophie licked her lips, and switched to the language of the Underworld. “Sounds like we have a few things to talk about.”


      Rather than answer with guilt or counter-accusation like Sophie had dreaded, Tab burst into sparkling laughter, not unlike Aphrodite’s. “So many things!” she answered in the same language, then switched back to English. “When can I come see you?”


      “Depends,” Sophie said. “Can you switch realms and did Niko give you one of those horses?”


      “As a matter of fact, yes, and yes.” Now Tabitha did sound a touch guilty.


      Sophie ignored the envy that prickled in her chest. “And you can sense me? So you’d know I was in Carnation even if I didn’t tell you?”


      “I can, and I’d figure that out, but I don’t know why you’re in Carnation.”


      “Come on over. I’ll explain.”


      When Tabitha showed up—looking amazing, her skin and hair gleaming—they shut themselves into Sophie’s room and settled down for a talk.


      Sophie explained first, since her Greek god adventures had begun before Tab’s had. She described her abduction by Niko, her introduction to Adrian, and her increasing attachment to him. She covered the scary attacks, which she had reported to Tab in their abridged versions earlier, but now Tab winced and nodded vigorously, helping fill in the Thanatos-related details that Niko had related to her. And when Sophie got to the orange she would have eaten last night, but which had gone missing, Tabitha gasped and covered her mouth.


      She scrambled up from the pillow she’d been leaning back upon, and hugged Sophie with startling strength. “I’m so sorry. Oh, Soph, I had no idea, he didn’t say a word! I swear, I will make it up to you. All he said was you’d been there with his friend Adrian, and you guys were Persephone and Hades, and honestly I still don’t get all that, but—”


      “Not your fault. Niko thought I was going to wait longer to eat it. He is still of course a sneaky douche.” Sophie extricated herself from the hug. “And you’ll start remembering about Persephone and apparently Dionysos pretty soon here.” She realized she sounded like Adrian, reassuring her time and again that she’d remember everything soon. Sophie looked into Tab’s blue eyes. “Now your turn. How did this all happen?”


      “Well.” Tab sat up straight on the bed and tucked her legs into lotus position. She’d never been so flexible before, and now that Sophie examined her, she suspected Tab had lost the ten pounds she’d always claimed she needed to lose in order to be perfect. Round, soft curves still defined her figure; she was certainly no twig. But now she radiated health and beauty.


      “I don’t remember exactly how I met him,” Tabitha said. “I was a bit drunk at the time. It was at a party at someone’s apartment. Tons of people. Lots of margaritas.”


      Though Sophie tended to remain sober at parties, Tab readily became hard to control after accepting a few drinks. Sophie sighed, and nodded for Tab to continue.


      “But I know I ended up talking to this guy with crazy curly hair and, like, a full leather outfit,” Tabitha went on. “I figured he was gay and planning to hit Capitol Hill and find himself a date for the night or something. Still, he looked familiar. Probably because you’d sent me that photo of him, the first day in the dorms. Remember?”


      The day Sophie officially met Adrian. Of course she remembered. “The Eurotrash photo.”


      “Right. I didn’t figure it out till later, though. I just kept saying, ‘Don’t I know you?’ like a stereotypical drunk girl, and he kept going, ‘Oh, you do, love.’ But he wouldn’t say how. Finally he was like, ‘Hey, let me show you something,’ and he asked if he could take me out onto the sidewalk and hug me. Dude, I’m in theater; we hug all the time. No big. So we step out and I hug him. And poof! World is gone.”


      “Other realm. Right.”


      “Right. It rocked. I made him take me back and forth a couple of times. Then I started singing and shrieking because it was so awesome.”


      “And because you were drunk,” Sophie noted.


      “That did factor in. Then I noticed his horse—his freaking glowing ghost horse. I mean, I had to check that out. I was sticking my hand through it and giggling, and he said, ‘Let’s go for a ride.’ Which, to sum up, we did.”


      Envy stung Sophie again. She glowered at the colorful pom-pom on the wall. “All the way to Greece.”


      “Uh-huh. Via New Zealand.”


      Sophie looked at Tab. “What?”


      “To pick up ‘this girl I think you’ll like,’ he said. Well, he was right about that. Again, I’m fuzzy on the details, but—”


      “What girl?”


      “Zoe. I thought you knew. I mean, if you knew I was there—”


      “Zoe? Adrian’s Zoe?”


      “Adrian’s and your Zoe, if I understand it right.” Tabitha licked her upper lip salaciously. “And so cute, oh my gosh.”


      Sophie’s mind whirled. “My Zoe? Okay, what?”


      “Well, Adrian filled her in on all the memories he was having back when, right?”


      “Yes, I think so.”


      “So in a way, she already knew who she was back in these Greek god days. And again, I haven’t even gotten to those, so when they tell me I’m Dionysos, I’m like, whatever; I’m immortal now! That’s what counts.”


      “So who was Zoe?” Sophie asked.


      “She said Adrian was her dad? Hek-something…what was the name.” Tabitha studied the ceiling, then snapped her fingers. “Hekate. So we picked her up, and I gather she was blind, but she isn’t anymore, because we shared the orange…you okay, lady?”


      Sophie felt dizzy. “You both ate it?” Also, that name, Hekate, it was zeroing in on her brain, approaching, about to strike.


      “Yep! Jeez, I thought you knew. Sneaky old Niko. Two new immortals, both hot gay women. The world is lucky, I’m telling you.”


      “He said he had another surprise.” Sophie’s mind slid toward Zoe, whom she’d never met and had only seen in photos on Adrian’s phone. Adrian’s child in a past life? Hekate?


      Tabitha started talking again, but at that moment the recollection from Persephone’s life burst upon her and showered details onto her mind, scattering them down like brilliant flower petals.


      A young woman seated on the cave floor, decorating a mask with bits of colored stone. The same young woman, or girl, standing face to face with Hades as he moved his hand level from his head to hers, finding them the same height; he then laughed in amazement and kissed her forehead. A younger girl, maybe twelve, lying in Persephone’s arms, sick with a fever and dreadful sores while Persephone’s heart fluttered in grief and terror. A little girl rolling down a grassy slope in the Underworld, laughing, while Kerberos bounced around her and yipped. A dark-haired baby girl, nursing from Persephone’s breast, while Hades knelt at the bedside and gazed in adoration at them both.


      Sophie gasped, filling her lungs with the air she’d forgotten to breathe for half a minute.


      Tabitha stopped talking and stared at her in alarm. “Whoa. You okay?”


      Her joyful tears made the room go blurry. Sophie blinked them away and laughed. “We had a daughter.”


      Adrian soared above the Pacific, speeding toward New Zealand and the gentle vibe that meant “Zoe.” He was somewhere near the equator, and even with the speed whipping the wind against him and bringing the temperature down, the air was warm and humid and smelled of tropical salt water. Endless blue ocean surrounded him. The trip could have been viewed as a visit to paradise, but in his current mood it felt more like being lost at sea.


      Sophie’s immortality was delayed, and clearly the disappointment stung her, which alone would have made him punch Nikolaos. But it hurt Adrian too, not having her alongside him in equal power and strength. And no amount of beating up Niko would fix that.


      Nonetheless, he had turned all angst-ridden King of the Underworld and banished two of his best friends, who had gone out of their way to help Sophie just the other night. He felt a bit ridiculous about that. But then, hadn’t Niko and Freya acted sneakily? Was it really allowable for one party among the immortals to hand out the orange without consulting the rest?


      Of course, he and Niko had approached Sophie without consulting the others. Rhea had been angry at him for that.


      Rhea. There was another large component of his depression. The world’s oldest living person, one of the world’s oldest living things, now wiped out by thugs and reduced to merely another soul among the multitudes.


      Adrian’s hands tightened on the reins until the leather creaked and warped in his grip.


      The world was horrible enough without a group like Thanatos. Why did they have to exist? And they would never quit. Every one of the members he’d spoken to in the Underworld, where they were souls and couldn’t lie, made it clear: like so many other cult fanatics, they were crazily devoted to their cause, willing to kill or die for it. Now they had sprung Quentin, who would surely do her best to strike back at Sophie and himself. The vendetta had turned more personal than ever for her.


      How could he keep Sophie safe, let alone himself and everyone else he cared about, with these people on the loose? He didn’t know where his enemies were or even who they all were. He felt like a clueless loser, not a godlike immortal.


      He tilted the reins to steer the horses toward New Zealand’s North Island, which was at the moment only a fuzzy dark green line on the horizon. Perhaps seeing Zoe and his father would cheer him up, but he wasn’t counting on it.


      His father likely wasn’t home yet. He worked full time at a railway office, where he arranged for freight shipments to find their way onto the right boats. Adrian wasn’t sure of his hours today, and for both their safety, he never contacted his dad directly. They passed messages through Zoe. So it was to Zoe that Adrian steered his horses.


      The spirit-realm twin of Wellington Harbor uncurled into view, its surface alive with the fins and flippers of sea creatures. It amazed him how full of animals the oceans were in this realm, and probably would be in the living realm, if people hadn’t hauled them out by the billions in nets. He slowed the bus and glided a meter above the smooth harbor. A pod of porpoise-like animals breached the water beneath him, spraying him with mist from their blowholes.


      He settled the bus on shore. Flowers speckled the ground and climbed into the trees on vines, their fragrance filling the air. Spring had recently arrived down here. Despite how the mythology had it, Persephone’s seasonal presence was never truly gone from the Earth. It was always somewhere.


      And their daughter was here too, now quite close to him.


      Exactly how angry would Sophie be when she found out he hadn’t told her about their child? He sighed in defeat, suspecting he had even more chilliness ahead to endure. But Sophie’s mind was being blasted with such a torrent of memories already, he couldn’t bear to pile on with more. She’d reach the life of Hekate soon enough. And all the wonderful and devastating details that went with it.


      Arrived, he texted Sophie. Off to see Z. xo.


      He whistled to Kiri, who bounded over from her olfactory inspection of a rotten tree trunk, and they began walking.


      Sophie’s answer arrived in a moment. OK. Tab’s coming over now. We’ll talk.


      Let me know how it goes. Adrian put away his phone with a grimace.


      Dionysos. Formerly known as Adonis. “Mixed feelings” would be an accurate way to put Hades’ opinion of that soul. He hoped Sophie’s influence could keep Tabitha on the better side of behavior in this reincarnation, especially now that Tab wielded immortal power and longevity.


      Atop a hill, he stopped beside the stake that marked Zoe’s bedroom. He sensed her nearby, perhaps in the garden or another room of the house. Good day for a swim?, he texted her, which was their code for drop-in visits.


      She answered right away. Yes!


      He felt her approach, waited until she was holding still, then picked up Kiri and switched realms.


      The floor of the house stood nearly a meter above the natural ground. He got shoved upward and landed unsteadily on the carpet, knees bent, the dog squirming in his arms. He set Kiri down. “Hey, Z.”


      “Hey.” Zoe stood in front of him, grinning, leaning with one hand on her desk. She wore a gray T-shirt and black capri pants, which barely covered the knees on her long legs. Her short, light brown hair was shoved messily to one side and tucked behind her ear, held in place by the sunglasses over her eyes.


      Kiri trotted to her, tail whipping, and Zoe knelt to ruffle up her neck. “Hello, darling.”


      Adrian approached, and Zoe hugged him, her body strong in his arms despite her skinny frame.


      “Been a while,” he said. He pulled back to smile at the sunglasses covering her eyes. “Gone back to the sunnies, have you?” She’d worn them for a year or two in high school, but had discarded them after that.


      “Yeah, makes things easier.” She pulled them off and gazed up and down him—or at least, it certainly looked like she was doing that. It didn’t resemble her usual gaze, the unfocused look of a blind person. Adrian peered at her, confused. She tilted her head. “That’s a nice color on you, that navy blue.”


      He glanced down at his navy blue shirt, then blinked at her. “Um. How’d you know that?”


      Zoe squinted at his head. “And what’s in your hair, a leaf?” She reached out and plucked a scrap of something from his head, and examined it. “Seaweed or kelp maybe. How’d that get there?”


      Adrian stared at her. She did look remarkably strong and healthy, not a blemish on her skin…and now she met his eyes directly, smiling. “Zoe?” he whispered.


      “Hello, Dad. Surprise,” she said, in the tongue of the Underworld.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      It’s only been a few days. Mum and Dad still don’t know,” Zoe said. They were sitting on the floor against her bed, a plate of sandwiches between them. She sent a furtive glance toward her closed bedroom door.


      “Wow,” Adrian said. “Thus the sunnies.”


      “Yeah. It’s easy enough to fake being blind. I’ve got enough practice. But I’m starting to get sloppy. This morning I picked up a book and almost started reading it in front of them.”


      Adrian smiled, but the disgruntlement hadn’t left him, even in his delight at her transformation. “So you can switch realms and all that?”


      “Yep. Niko trained us. We even got to pick out a spirit horse, one for each. I keep mine tied up in the other realm here, near the back garden. You probably didn’t see her. The sunlight makes them almost transparent.”


      “I guess.” He fed a sandwich crust to Kiri. “You wouldn’t eat the orange for me. Nor even the pomegranate. But you would for him.”


      “Ade. It wasn’t really for him—though, yeah, he is quite persuasive.”


      For months now, Niko had been coming occasionally to New Zealand to check on Zoe and sniff round for Thanatos. It was safer than having Adrian do those jobs, since Thanatos or the neighbors would recognize Adrian, but didn’t know Niko. Niko had gladly taken on the task. He liked Zoe instantly upon meeting her—not to mention he’d held affection for her in past lives. Zoe reported liking him too, or at least finding him amusing. But Adrian hadn’t guessed Niko could persuade her into such a huge step. Especially without either of them consulting him.
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