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To Mom and Dad—
Four lines in the front of a book can’t repay twenty-eight years of encouragement.
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NORWAY: SIX MONTHS AGO



BLOOD & MEMORY

The Island of Svalbard

Colt’s snowmobile picked up speed as he revved the engine, racing north across the vast glacier. Even with the Arctic wind stinging his cheeks and his cold fingers numb on the handlebars, he couldn’t stop the excited smile that crept across his face.

After all, out of the hundreds of gods he’d hunted down throughout his many lifetimes, Mnemosyne was always his favorite goddess to kill.

Still, he couldn’t help but gaze at the endless tundra around him and think, This? This sparsely populated island, this barren wasteland is where she chose to hide from me?

He’d hunted her down twice before in fact—once in 1829, and then again in 1924—but apparently this time Mnemosyne thought if she tucked herself away at the end of the world, he’d never find her. The goddess honestly believed she could outsmart him.

Well, she should have known better than to try to out-trick a trickster god.

The thrill of the hunt grew in him as he saw the lone structure appear on the horizon.

A church.

For nearly forty miles Colt had seen nothing but snow, rocky outcroppings, and the occasional silhouette of a reindeer darting through the polar night. Now, through the darkness, he could see the outline of the log walls, the acute triangles that made up the roof. Up this far north the winter night lasted for more than four months, but the golden cross atop the impressive steeple still glinted in the low twilight spilling over the horizon.

Colt was so transfixed on the church and the target lurking inside it that he never saw the ambush coming.

The first arrow slipped into his shoulder with a sickening shick sound. The second tore a bloody line along his jawbone, but it was the third that struck him dead-on in the heart.

He toppled off the back of the snowmobile and onto the unforgiving glacial ice. The snowmobile slid to a stop thirty feet ahead, where a figure in a fur-lined coat emerged from her hiding place—she’d been lying in wait for him beneath a special tarp that had camouflaged her amid the ice and stone. She tossed her crossbow to the side and advanced on the trickster with a serrated hunting knife, ready to finish the job.

Even with two arrows protruding from his body and blood pouring out of his chest, Colt sat up.

He climbed to his feet.

He wrapped his hands around the shaft of the arrow in his shoulder, and with a savage scream he jerked it out of his flesh.

With an even louder howl he ripped the second arrow out of his heart.

But then he smiled.

It was enough to make the huntress pause in her tracks.

Beneath his parka his regenerative abilities worked their magic, rapidly repairing muscle and arteries, and finally sealing the flesh over what should have been mortal wounds. When the process completed just seconds later, there wasn’t even the faintest scar peeking through the holes in his parka.

Colt tossed the bloody arrows to the assassin’s feet. Now that he could get a good look beneath her hood, he recognized her as Artemis, Greek goddess of the hunt. “So Mnemosyne hired you to protect her from me . . . without warning you that I can’t be killed?”

Artemis circled around him, a lioness stalking her prey. “She told me all about your healing abilities. But she also told me that you’re not as immortal as you pretend to be. That you have . . . a weakness.”

When her eyes darted to his chest, he knew she was talking about his heart. The only way he could die—the only way he’d ever died—was to have his heart ripped right out of his chest or otherwise completely destroyed. Still, he would show her no fear. “Weakness? Was she talking about my fondness for chocolate?”

Artemis didn’t take the bait. “I’m going to carve you up like a pumpkin, trickster. But don’t worry—I’ll keep your heart on ice for you.”

Artemis lunged for him with superhuman agility, closing the space between them in a single bound. Her hunter’s knife arced down, aiming for his heart.

But Colt, no stranger to battle, intercepted her in midair and held her by the wrist. Before she could break free, he withdrew the stun gun he’d been concealing in his pocket, pressed it to her exposed neck, and pulled the trigger. A heavy electric current racked her body for several seconds, until Colt let her drop to the ground.

He wasn’t done with her yet, though. He dragged the convulsing huntress over the ice, and with quick work he tied her to the back end of his idling snowmobile. Using a second length of wire, he jammed up the throttle. The snowmobile’s engine roared as it lurched forward, and Colt watched with unbridled glee as it took off, riderless, across the glacier, dragging Artemis behind it.

Five minutes later, when he pushed open the heavy teak doors to the church, he half-expected Mnemosyne to be in hiding. Instead she was kneeling at the altar with her back to him. Beyond her a small gap in the back wall must have either collapsed or never been finished, because the church simply opened out into the sharp cliffs of the fjord beyond. The polar twilight spilling through the opening and the chandelier overhead combined to give the church an eerie purple glow.

“Beautiful Mnemosyne,” Colt called out in a lyrical, singsong voice. “Greek Titan of memory, and bane of my many existences.”

Mnemosyne turned her head to the side and gazed at Colt over her shoulder. Between her shorn haircut and her dark robe, she had a monastic look to her. “So,” she said calmly. “You’ve come for me again.”

Colt rolled his eyes. Some gods always had a penchant for dramatically stating the obvious. “You know, last lifetime, when I told you that I’d hunt you down to the ends of the earth, I had no idea you were going to take me so literally.” He toed the coal stove that she must have been using for cooking and warmth; it clearly didn’t heat the room very well, thanks to the drafty hole in the rear of the church. “You could have at least lived out your short life in luxury—maybe a Manhattan penthouse, or a jungle loft. This is just . . . depressing.”

“I wasn’t hiding from you. I was waiting for you,” Mnemosyne said. “Besides, I like it here.” Mnemosyne turned back to the beautiful scene through the open wall. The sounds of the Arctic Ocean lapping at the ice and stone a hundred feet below were just barely audible. Finally she pointed to something on the eastern wall he hadn’t noticed before. “They like it here too.”

It was a painting, so crudely done it could have been some Paleolithic cave drawing. Rough as the artwork was, Colt recognized the image in the painting.

The dark, pitch-black body of a massive creature.

Its gray, bear-trap teeth.

Its single blue flame of an eye.

“The Cloak . . .” Of course the ancient, monstrous bastards liked it here. In their home netherworld they were hyper-intelligent and all-knowing. But they had a weakness: They were allergic to hate. It was like radiation to them—exposure to hatred and violence slowly devolved them into something vicious, bloodthirsty, and wild. Enough exposure could actually kill them altogether.

It was a fatal flaw that Colt planned on exploiting soon enough.

“They were right, you know,” Mnemosyne said. She was on her feet now, leaning against one of the wooden pillars. “When they took our memories from us. Being able to remember lifetime after lifetime, accumulating centuries of history and wisdom—it should have made us wiser, more compassionate, more capable of creating a better world for humans and gods alike to share. Instead the weight of all those memories created monsters like you.”

Colt used his fingernail to scratch a big X through the Cloak’s blue flame eye in the painting. “Funny you should say that, since when you think about it, it’s their fault I have to keep killing you in the first place.” From Mnemosyne’s crestfallen expression, Colt knew she realized that in a twisted way, he was right. When the Cloak had tinkered with the brains of the gods to deny them access to their old memories—to give the gods a fresh start every time they were reborn—the procedure had only failed on two of them: the goddess of memory and the Hopi trickster whose regenerative abilities healed the amnesia.

The two of them alone had full, unfettered access to their former lifetimes.

And that’s exactly why Mnemosyne had to die. Only she knew all about Colt’s millennia’s worth of deception and manipulation and murder. Only she could warn the other gods and goddesses of the webs this trickster was spinning. Without her, his monopoly on the old ways was complete.

A lifetime spent in hiding and isolation had clearly taken its toll on Mnemosyne. Her eyes had sunk in, and her body looked so frail from malnutrition that a strong Arctic wind probably could have blown her off the edge of a fjord. Still, her gaze remained resolute. “You’ve got all the gods on your payroll convinced that if they help you exterminate the Cloak, it will bring their old memories back. . . . But it’s just the opposite, isn’t it? If the Cloak die, they can’t undo the brain damage, and the amnesia will be rendered permanent forever.”

Colt just smiled. “Part of being a good trickster means telling people exactly what they want to hear. A few false promises and they eat right out of my hand. Hell, some of them are so stupid that I could take an apple from the supermarket and convince them that it was the forbidden fruit of knowledge if I wanted to.”

“Knowing you,” Mnemosyne said, “it would more likely be a poisoned apple.”

“You know,” Colt went on, “I might have found it in my heart to let you live your cold, sad existence here a little while longer . . . but then you had to try to warn Ashline Wilde that I was coming. If I hadn’t intercepted your messenger before he got to her, you could have put a real damper on my love life.”

“You leave that girl alone,” Mnemosyne snarled, her caved-in cheeks drawing taut against her high cheekbones. It was the first time she’d shown any real emotion since he had arrived at the church.

“You know I can’t do that.” Colt bent down, opened the door to the stove, and plucked a hot, burning coal right out of the furnace. He held it out to Mnemosyne, and even as much as she hated the trickster, she still flinched as she watched his palm blister under the smoldering stone. “I crave her fiery touch,” he said, closing his eyes and tightening his hand into a fist around the stone. As the odor of smoke and burning flesh hit his nostrils, he was momentarily lost in reverie, fantasizing about the volcano goddess, Pele, who had first captured his heart five hundred years ago. He’d loved her when she was an outlaw in 1920s New Orleans; he’d loved her when she was a protectress of the Hawaiian islands a hundred years before that.

“The volcano goddess that you once loved is gone,” Mnemosyne said.

His eyes snapped open. “Because they took her from me!” Colt raged, stabbing a finger at the painting of the Cloak. “They had no right to break her the way that they did.” Two lifetimes ago, after deciding that she was too powerful and too volatile, the Cloak had split Pele’s soul into three pieces, three goddesses: a conjurer of fire, a summoner of storms, a wielder of explosions. Colt had pledged to put the pieces of her soul back together at all costs, and then he would be reunited with his beloved once more.

Ashline Wilde was one of those pieces—his favorite one—and soon she would love him again.

Colt finally dropped the hot coal to the floor and then held up his hand for Mnemosyne to see. The deep burns and festering blisters all vanished before her eyes, replaced with smooth skin. “All I want is to heal her. To make her whole again. Do you know what it’s like to love someone so intensely that you’d tear the heavens down just to find her again?”

Mnemosyne just shook her head, and the look of borderline pity she gave Colt made him feverishly angry. “You’ve confused love with obsession. If you truly cared for Ashline Wilde, you would let her go, let her blaze a new life for herself, with no memory of you. Instead you see her as a toy that keeps being taken from you. And you dare to call that love?” She pointed to his chest. “No, there’s no love left in that heart of yours. Just the faintest, crippled shadows of it.”

Colt quaked with seething anger. “I’m going to enjoy hanging you from the rafters.” He unslung the length of rope that he’d coiled around his shoulder; his trembling fingers struggled impatiently to tie a hangman’s knot.

With a resigned sigh, Mnemosyne wandered over to the opening in the back wall and clasped her hands behind her back. There was nowhere for her to run, so Colt allowed her to take in the scenic view of the fjord and the frozen bay one last time.

“There’s a lot that you can learn from the Arctic, Kokopelli,” she said, using his true godly name—the one his people had given him thousands of years ago, before he’d forsaken them. “Up here the polar night lasts all winter. Suddenly the constant darkness makes the days bleed together until time loses all meaning. After weeks of this, months of this, you start to honestly believe that you’ll never see the sun again.” She tilted her head toward the horizon. “But then one morning, when you’ve lost all faith, you look out to sea, and there it is—a sliver of gold peeking its head over the eastern waters.”

In response Colt started to stalk slowly toward her, holding out the noose.

Mnemosyne turned bravely to face him as her executioner marched forward. “Even the longest darkness has an end,” she said, “and yours is almost over, Colt Halliday. You just don’t know it yet.”

With that, before Colt could dart the last few steps to secure the noose around her neck, Mnemosyne dropped backward through the gap in the church wall, down the steep cliff face of the fjord. Colt rushed forward just in time to watch the Greek goddess of memory leave a crimson smear on the ice and rocks below, before the Arctic waters swallowed her body.

“Always a dramatic exit,” he muttered.

In her stockpile of equipment to forge a living up in the bitter north he found a torch, which he ignited in the coal furnace. Then he wandered over to the painting of the Cloak and held the burning end against the mural until the wall went up in flames.

As the inferno climbed into the rafters, and the firelight danced around him, Colt let the intense heat wash over his face, once again imagining that he was back with his fiery beloved. With Mnemosyne gone there would be no one to stop him from reuniting with her.

Together, trickster and volcano goddess, hand in hand, they’d light the fuse.

And they’d watch the world burn.
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PART I: BOSTON



DARK FORGE

Wednesday

The aromas from the Italian restaurants and bakeries were at war in the streets of Boston’s North End, a hunger-inducing mix of fresh bread, marinara, and cannoli. At this time in the early afternoon the cafés of the old Italian neighborhood were nearly empty, the narrow lane just as desolate, except for a few cooks and bakers smoking cigarettes and leaning against the brick storefronts. Ash could feel their eyes keeping pace with her as she walked down the street, sensing the tourist among them.

Of course she couldn’t blame them. With the way she had her cell phone and its GPS held out in front of her, she might as well have been clutching a big, wrinkled map. For the second time in as many weeks she’d traveled to a new city with absolutely no preparation or plan . . . and it showed.

That didn’t stop her from pausing in one storefront to admire two big crimson awnings that read CAFFÉ POMPEII. A volcano goddess standing in front of a restaurant named after a town destroyed by a volcanic eruption? If Ash believed in signs, this one might have indicated that she was on the right path.

But Ash had no faith in signs anymore.

She had no faith in people anymore either. In the last few months she’d witnessed the grisly murders of three of her best friends—innocent gods whose lives had been snuffed before they’d even graduated high school. She’d watched power-hungry deities descend into madness, the worst offender being Colt Halliday, a villainous trickster who, unfortunately, also happened to be her ex-boyfriend. And worst of all, her two sisters, Eve and Rose—her own kin—had betrayed her and teamed up with the puppeteer.

Colt had charmed and deceived his way into her life, pretending to be human, when in fact he was a supernatural entity just like her. His ultimate agenda: to merge Ashline and her two sisters back into Pele, the destructive Polynesian volcano goddess that he’d supposedly loved for centuries, over many lifetimes. If he succeeded, then when Ash, Eve, and Rose were reincarnated in the next lifetime, they would all wake up in one mind, one body.

Ash knew she wasn’t perfect, but she liked her soul just the way it was now.

And she’d do whatever it took to stop Colt from tampering with it.

After a five-minute walk down Hanover Street, the storefronts opened up onto a beautiful, tree-lined walkway—the Paul Revere Mall. A bronze sculpture of the famous patriot on the back of his horse loomed over Ash, but her attention was fixed on the tall monument in the not-too-distant background.

The Old North Church.

She made her way down the walkway toward the towering white steeple. As a lead, the nearly three-hundred-year-old church hadn’t been much to go on, but she’d learned during her last encounter with Colt that he wanted something here. What could Colt so desperately need to acquire at a church? She couldn’t imagine that Colt was after a Bible or a hymnbook, and he certainly wasn’t going there for confession. And more importantly, why had both Eve and Rose willingly followed him here?

Ash jumped the short wrought iron gate behind the church and cut through the little garden. Against the shrub-lined wall was a statue of Saint Francis, who gazed back toward the street as though he were imploring her to turn around.

The front doors to the church were wide open to let in the crisp July air, but there were only a few people inside. A young man dressed in a shirt and tie stood near the altar, looking remarkably bored. His attention seemed divided between his cell phone and the few random tourists who were wandering around with cameras and camcorders. However, Ash noticed the well-dressed man straighten his posture and smile stupidly when he saw her.

Good, she thought. He looks eager to please. . . . Sometimes being a girl really does have its advantages.

Unfortunately, Ash had no idea who she was looking for, and the tour guide didn’t exactly exude that “person of cosmic importance” vibe. It’s not like she’d been expecting to walk through the front doors of the church and find Colt and her two sisters camping out in the white pews. Still, she’d hoped that someone—or something—would scream, “Colt was here.”

Instead the place of worship looked just like an ordinary church. White walls and high ceilings. Tall windows to fill the room with light. An old pipe organ with its rigid metal fingers pointing to heaven.

Then Ash’s attention drifted to the stairwell against the back wall, which was barricaded by a red fabric cord.

She tried her best to plaster a smile on her face, something she hadn’t done a lot lately, and approached the man at the altar. As soon as he saw her coming, he stuffed his phone back into the pocket of his khakis and tried to look casual.

Nice try, Ash thought. It didn’t help that she could still hear the tinny sound effects of the video game on his phone chirping through his pants.

Ash stopped just inside the man’s personal bubble. “Do you work here?” she asked.

Unlike hers, the lopsided smile on his face was genuine, if slightly idiotic. “No,” he said. “I just like to dress up and stand around in historic churches wearing a name tag.” He angled the metallic pin up so she could read his name: Dave.

Someone has to teach this kid some game, Ash thought. She touched his elbow. “Well, Dave, I just wanted to tell you how adorable I think it is that you let those kids out in the garden make chalk drawings on the side of the church.”

Dave, who had been glancing with anticipation at the hand on his elbow, suddenly blanched. “They’re . . . they’re drawing on the church?”

“Well,” Ash said, “one of them is technically using finger paint, but I’m sure it will wash right off the brick. I especially like the kid who drew the devil and its two big red—”

Dave sprinted down the aisle toward the front door before she could even finish her sentence. Ash made sure the tourists were too engrossed in their filming to pay her any mind. Then she darted over to the stairwell, ducked under the red rope, and jogged up the stairs.

The second floor was just more of the same, but Ash found a door leading farther up into the church. Sixteen hours ago she’d watched her friend Raja fall to her death off the top of an apartment building—a fate that Ash had nearly shared herself, if her fiery abilities and some quick thinking hadn’t saved her on the way down—so the last thing she wanted was to climb a series of rickety staircases and ladders to the bell tower of a hundred-and-ninety-foot tall church . . . but she was running out of options and clues. Colt and her sisters had reached Boston half a day ahead of Ash, after they’d jumped through one of Rose’s portals, and there was no time to lose.

The musty stairwell, which was barely wider than her shoulders, led up into the dark, brick-lined interior of the steeple. Eight thick ropes descended from above. When Ash craned her neck to gaze up into the rafters, she saw that they were attached to a series of enormous bells. She grabbed one of the red grips but resisted the urge to tug on it.

Ash leaned beneath the little circular window and sighed. “What the hell were you looking for, Colt?” she whispered. Unless there was someone or something hiding up in one of the boulder-size bronze bells, she was faced with two possible realities:

Whatever Colt was looking for wasn’t here, or worse—

Colt had already found it.

Ash dropped down into a sitting position on the dusty floorboards. She was overcome with defeat and out of leads, and her fatigue suddenly caught up with her. She buried her face in the crook of her elbow. She just needed to rest her eyes, just for a moment. . . .

Ash wasn’t sure how long she’d been out when the telltale creak of the stairwell door woke her up. She scrambled to her feet just as a skinny college-aged boy popped into view. The moment he saw her, he froze in the doorway, his foot only beginning to come down. He had a bulky backpack slung over one shoulder and a pizza box in his hand. Beneath his red and black baseball cap, there was something in his expression. . . .

Recognition.

And that’s when he tried to run.

Disoriented as she was, Ash caught up to him before he could even make it to the second step. She looped her fingers around the handle of his backpack and pulled hard, sending the boy flying back into the bell tower. He landed in the dust beneath the bell ropes. Ash slammed the door shut to block his escape.

“Listen.” He held up his hand. “I already told you people where you could find him. If he’s not at the observatory, that’s not my fault. I’m not his keeper.”

“I’m not here to hurt you. I just have a few questions.” Ash took a step forward, into the path of the light streaming through the window.

The boy visibly relaxed a little when the afternoon sun lit her face. “Your hair is longer than hers,” he said. “But you two must be related.”

“You saw my sister?” Ash asked. Must have been Eve, too, since Rose had longer hair than all of them. “And they were asking for someone?”

“I take it you’re not with them, then.” He sounded relieved and took off his Red Sox cap to wipe his brow. The hair over his ears turned up in wingtips from where the cap had probably made a home since his last haircut . . . whenever that was.

“Hell no,” Ash said. “When were they here?”

The boy swept aside the heavy ropes and threw down his backpack in the corner. “The two of them came in before I left for lunch,” he said. “The Native American guy and your sister, apparently.”

So Rose hadn’t been here . . . which explained why the church was still intact and not a pile of brick and wooden rubble down on Salem Street. Colt must have put Proteus, the shape-shifter, in charge of babysitting her somewhere—a weird image, since six-year-old Rose was now in the body of a sixteen-year-old.

The guy seemed to have decided that Ash wasn’t a threat, because he popped a squat on the wooden stool that his pizza box had landed next to. The top had flipped open, but the pizza inside remained magically unscathed. “I’m Tom, by the way.” The aroma of greasy cheese seemed to have distracted him, and he took a moment to inhale with his eyes closed. “Nobody makes pizza like the Italians do.”

“Dude,” Ash said. “I didn’t come here for a Food Network episode.”

Tom took a huge bite of pizza. “Sorry,” he said, his voice muffled through cheese and crust. “Anyway, they were looking for my friend.”

“What friend?”

“My classmate. At MIT.” He kicked his backpack, which was so overstuffed with textbooks that it probably weighed as much as the bells above them. “We’re both biomedical engineering majors—and Bellringers, too.”

She pointed to his blue T-shirt that, sure enough, read “Bellringer” across the front. “I just thought that was the name of some band I’d never heard of.”

Tom laughed through another mouthful of pizza. “It sort of is. We’re the guild in charge of making music with those things.” He jabbed the slice of pizza crust up toward the rafters, then to the ropes. “Eight men, each to a rope, in charge of one bell, one note.”

“Riveting,” Ash muttered. “I bet all the girls throw their panties into the belfry when you guys give concerts.”

“That’s why I’m going to med school. Chicks dig doctors. Anyway, the Native American dude and your sister somehow found out that Modo and I do all our homework up here during the week—it’s quieter than the library, you know?—but he’s off preparing for his performance tonight.”

Ash raised her eyebrow. “His name is Modo? My sister and her friend were looking for a guy named Modo?”

“You know, like short for Quasimodo?” For the first time since his arrival Tom actually looked a little embarrassed. “The guy has a crippled leg, walks with a limp, and hangs out in a bell tower. It would be a travesty of literary justice if we didn’t nickname him that.”

“You named your friend,” Ash said slowly, “after the Hunchback of Notre Dame?”

“Oh come on. Even he calls himself Modo now.”

Ash held up a hand to shut him up. “I just want to know where to find . . . Modo. Where did you send my sister and the douche bag with her?”

A slow grin trickled across Tom’s face. “Where you’ll find Modo and where I said he is are two different things.”

“You lied to them?” A peal of relieved laughter burst out of Ash. “Tom, I could kiss you right now!” When he lowered the slice of pizza in his hand and leaned in hopefully, Ash shook her head. “It’s just an expression.”

Tom shrugged and bit into the slice. “I sent them to an observatory on the other side of the state where Modo likes to go stargazing sometimes. . . . Only they won’t find him there. He’s working the fair tonight.” Before Ash could ask, “Fair?” he reached into his backpack and pulled out a flier.

The one-page handbill was printed to look like it was on old, beige parchment, to match the headline across the top:

King Edward’s Feast

It was an advertisement for a freaking Renaissance fair.

The pictures showed women in corsets and men in chain mail, with jousting and court jesters and medieval magic shows.

Tom leaned in, and at first Ash thought he was making another pass at her. Instead he put his greasy fingertip on a picture toward the bottom, of a boy with olive skin dressed in medieval garb. Ash guessed he was of Mediterranean descent, possibly Greek. His curly black hair fell to his shoulders, which were covered in chain mail. It wasn’t that his face was unattractive, but there was something grizzled and timeworn about his skin that made him look much older than a college student. He sat on top of a horse, with a lance under one arm and a metal helmet cradled in the other.

“So that’s Modo, huh?” Ash said. “How can I get to this dorky little festival?” Since she had arrived, she’d barely had time to drop the bag of clothes she’d thrown together at a cheap hotel, and she wasn’t old enough to rent a car.

“It has a small fan base among the MIT kids, so they charter a bus to the fair. If you hustle to campus, you might make the four o’clock shuttle.”

Ash stood up, already programming the engineering school into her cell phone’s GPS. “I won’t need a student ID to board the bus?”

“Nah, they don’t check it.” Tom smirked. “And even if they did, you could easily pass for an engineering student.”

“Why’s that?” When Ash realized what he was implying, she crossed her arms. “Do we need to have a discussion about cultural stereotypes? I’m Polynesian.”

“Maybe we can discuss my ignorance over dinner?” he asked hopefully.

But Ash was already on her way out the door, heading for the subway. The fourteenth-century lords and ladies of the Renaissance fair were about to get a special visit from a twenty-first-century goddess.
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Ash slept most of the bus ride, having pulled an all-nighter to catch her early morning flight out of Miami. The next thing she knew, her seat was being jostled as the students behind her stood up. She blinked away the thin veil of sleep and stepped down into the dirt parking lot with the others.

After paying the entry fee to get in, Ash’s first thought as she entered the fairgrounds was: I am completely under-dressed.

She knew she’d been the only one on the bus wearing jeans, but this was ridiculous. As far as the eye could see across the wooded marketplace, people were dressed in tunics and trousers and dresses. Some of the women rocked elaborate braids, while the men donned feather-tipped caps and leather helmets.

So much for looking inconspicuous, Ash thought.

She wasn’t quite ready to go flashing a picture of Modo around to random strangers, playing the “Have you seen this knight?” game, so she decided to take a walk around the compound. The fair basically consisted of a series of wooden storefronts and huts, each containing some type of medieval craftsman. Weaver. Corset maker. Even an artist painting the profile of a squirming schoolgirl who wouldn’t stop giggling.

Ash took extra care to scan the lines at the archery and knife-throwing games, since she figured those would be the first logical places a typical twenty-year-old guy might go at a fair like this.

However, it wasn’t until after she wandered past the sword-swallowing act in a circular amphitheater that she heard a suite of sounds that caught her attention.

Hammering.

The crackle of open flames.

Ash wasn’t sure if it was the rhythmic clank-clank-clank of metal striking metal, or if the fire was somehow calling to her, but she felt herself magnetically drawn to the blacksmith’s open-air hut. Even despite the shade of the roof and the tall oak trees surrounding it, the boy inside was sweating profusely, thanks to the furnace glowing in the back. Perspiration dripped off his curly ringlets and onto the anvil where he was stationed. He gripped a hammer in one hand, which he was using to repeatedly strike the blade of a glowing metal sword he held in the other.

Modo was wearing a sleeveless tunic, which revealed a detail his picture had not: Modo was ripped. His bicep bulged every time he brought the hammer down. From the size of his forearms, Ash guessed this whole blacksmith thing was more than just a part-time gig. He certainly didn’t get those muscles from ringing church bells.

The word “blacksmith” triggered something in Ash’s mind, and she experienced a tremble of excitement. There was little that Ash knew about her own Polynesian mythology, but she had retained a few random facts about Greek mythology from Mr. Carpenter’s ancient history class.

The reason she was excited was because the Greeks had a god of metallurgy . . . one who was exceptionally good at weapon making and forge working.

One who was characterized by a wizened face and a lame foot.

“Hephaestus . . .” she whispered.

Just then, Modo looked up from his smith work. His hammer was cocked back, ready for another strike. “Did you say something?” he asked in a faux English accent, with a historical lilt. He sounded like he’d stumbled out of one of the Lord of the Rings movies.

Ash cleared her throat and stepped under the straw roof. “I, uh, said ‘how festive.’ As in, the sword you’re making is festive to the, uh . . . festival.”

Modo gave her a once-over, from her T-shirt down to her jeans. “Well someone around here has to look festive. Can I presume that this is your first trip to our fair kingdom?” He smiled, just slightly baring his pointy teeth. “If you feel like slipping into something a little more comfortable, I can recommend a talented corset maker just a few huts away.”

“I treasure my ability to breathe too much.” And my dignity, she stopped herself from saying. “But I’ll remember to bring a pair of pantaloons next time.”

She was struggling with how to broach the “So you’re a god too, huh?” topic, but Modo kept right on going in character. He pointed to her forearms. “Quite the sinewy arms for a maiden . . . This leads me to believe you’re used to wielding a short-range weapon—a quarterstaff or an archer’s bow, perchance?”

“Tennis racket,” Ash replied.

“Ah, yes,” he said musically. “Difficult to master, but deadly in the right hands.” He hammered away at the sword a few more times and then held it up to the light to inspect the blade. “So, stranger—if you haven’t come to King Edward’s realm to fit your person with clothing befitting of a lady, and you’re not here to engage in close-quarter combat like a man, then why have you come?”

“I came here to find you,” Ash said, then added, “Modo.”

At the sound of the name, Modo’s arm once again paused on its way down to the blade. When he finally spoke, the medieval inflection to his voice faltered, and she could hear a distinctly Canadian accent. “Where did you hear that name?”

She stepped farther into the tent and put a hand on his arm. “Listen, we don’t have much time, so just for the sake of efficiency, let’s drop the whole Renaissance act and stop pretending like we’re not gods.”

“Gods?” Modo stared at her as though she were a complete lunatic. He tilted his head to the side. “Who put you up to this? Was it my frat brothers at Delta Psi? Or was it the Bellringers?”

“Nobody’s putting me up to anything. You need to come with me.” She tried to tug him away from the anvil.

He wouldn’t budge. Instead he let out a short, husky laugh. “Wait a minute—it’s my birthday tomorrow. Did the guys hire a stripper to come here and do some sort of weird, fantasy role play?”

Ash punched Modo in the arm, eliciting a whiny “ow” from him. “I am not,” she enunciated, “a stripper. I am a god like you who has come here to save your ass from a group of other gods who are far less friendly.” Every time she said the word “god,” his confusion deepened, and it was then that she had an epiphany.

Modo honestly had no idea what the hell she was talking about.

“You seriously don’t know?” Ash asked. “I figured it out within five seconds of seeing you, and you have no freakin’ clue what you are? Who you are?”

He just stared blankly at her.

“Hephaestus?” she said, sounding less sure now. “You know, the Greek god of the forge and metallurgy?” Maybe the forward approach wasn’t the brightest plan after all. Modo was starting to look like a rabbit that had been backed into a cave by a coyote.

He shrugged free of her grip, and his hand tightened around his hammer, as though he might need to defend himself. “Are you completely off your rocker?” he rasped. A group of boys chowing down on turkey legs gave them weird looks as they walked by, so Modo switched back into his theatrical voice. “I mean, what sort of strange sorcery is this, mage?”

Ash slapped him on the back of the head. “Modo, I know you’re under the impression that I’m a nut job, but take a moment to connect the dots: You’re a Greek boy . . . with a crippled leg . . . and despite the fact that it’s well into the twenty-first century, you’re a fucking blacksmith.”

“Listen, cupcake,” Modo said. “It’s no secret that I like women who are into the whole fantasy role-playing thing, too. But even if I didn’t have a girlfriend already, you are seriously starting to freak me out—and that’s saying something.”

Ash growled in frustration. It was never easy—but then again it had taken some convincing two months ago for Ash to finally accept the truth about her own identity.

Well, she’d just have to convince him, too.

She snatched the hammer out of his hand, grabbed him by the wrist, and forced his fingers down onto the flat of the blade. Then, with her free hand, she touched the other end of the sword.

He yelped and jerked his fingers away. Where the blade had almost completely cooled down before, Ash had heated it right back up so that the metal glowed orange against the anvil.

“If I’m not a goddess, then how the hell did I do that?” Ash ran her finger along the length of the sword, which whistled under her fingertip. “And if you’re not a god, then why aren’t you burned? I bet you’ve never been so much as singed a day in your life. You’re just conditioned to associate heat with danger . . . when it holds no danger for you at all.” She pointed to the smoldering furnace in the back. “You could probably stick your hands in those coals and be fine.”

This seemed to give Modo pause. He was starting to look at least a little reflective. Maybe he was reviewing the last twenty years of his life, all his time spent around fire and forges, struggling—even hoping—to remember a time that the flames had left a mark upon his skin.

“I was where you are barely two months ago,” she went on. “And unfortunately, just like me, you don’t have the luxury of taking time to let it all sink in. Of sorting through the lunacy of what I’m telling you. Of wondering why the news that will change your life has to come from a complete stranger.” She put her hand on his chest and let a swell of warmth pulse through the fabric of his tunic. “But when you start to realize how my crazy theory fills all the cracks that have been accumulating in your life, you’ll be left with four words: I am a god.”

For a moment, given the way he was staring into the embers crackling out of the furnace, Ash thought that her little speech had done the trick, that Modo would cave and come with her. This oblivious engineering student somehow factored into Colt’s dark vendetta. If she could keep Modo out of Colt’s hands, maybe she could prevent the trickster from putting Pele back together.

But Modo had other plans. He scooped up his sword, which was still glowing, limped across the tent, and submerged it in a trough of water. With a hiss, a thick curtain of steam billowed out of the trough as the sword rapidly cooled. “I have a choreographed duel to get to,” he said, withdrawing the wet blade. “At least the cripple gets to be the hero—the audience loves cheering for the underdog.” He waved his sword at her and turned his back as he hobbled out of the tent.

“Shit,” Ash muttered. She’d gone the straight-up honesty route, and now Modo thought she was a total psycho. She would have probably had better luck luring him away from the Renaissance fair by seducing him, then springing the whole “surprise—you’re the reincarnation of a Greek god” concept on him.

She dropped onto the footstool next to the trough and sighed. And to think most men would be flattered to be called a Greek god.

She was stirring her finger in the trough, letting it burn hot and creating her own veil of mist, when she saw something that made her blood run cold, so cold that the flame on her finger instantly extinguished.

Through the wall of steam, shimmering like a desert mirage, a figure in a medieval cloak was jostling her way through the crowd. Ash might have just written her off as another costumed fairgoer had she not spotted the telltale jeans sticking out from under the knee-length cloak. And when she turned at just the right angle, Ash was able to see beneath the hood.

It was Eve, in the flesh.

The desire to punish Eve for her treachery urged Ash to leap over the trough and tackle her sister, but she stopped herself. So far Colt and Eve had no way of knowing Ash had followed them to Massachusetts. To reveal herself now would be to piss away any advantage of surprise she currently had. She hesitated just long enough that Eve disappeared into the milling crowd.

Well, two could play the chameleon game. Ash grabbed Modo’s hooded brown cloak that was hanging from the roof and wrapped it around her shoulders. It was big on her, but that could prove useful, since it was long enough to cover her jeans. She popped up the hood and slipped into the marketplace.

The fairgoers were gathering in the outdoor amphitheater for the six o’clock sword-fighting demonstration. Eve had somehow stealthily blended in with the audience, and Ash was having a difficult time finding her again—the Wilde girls were on the shorter side, and the upcoming duel had drawn a brood of taller teenage boys. It was like trying to spot a shrub in a copse of redwoods.

Already the show was beginning. From what Ash could see between heads, a burly boy wearing lightweight armor and a red dragon crest had given Modo a rough shove across the stage. He leveled his finger at Modo. “You dare to block the path of the king’s guard?”

Modo, who had rather ungracefully regained his footing, leaned on his sword like a crutch. “You? You’re one of the king’s knights?” He turned to address the audience. “It’s so generous of King Edward to give his court jesters the opportunity for advancement.”

The crowd rumbled with laughter. Meanwhile Ash elbowed her way closer to the stage. Still no sign of Eve.
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