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      Chapter One


      Whoa,” Sophie Darrow’s twelve-year-old brother, Liam, said as they entered the giant cave of glowing souls. “You weren’t making it up.”


      “Nope. Can’t make something like this up.” Sophie led him off the raft, up the bank, and into the fields. She trembled, knowing she’d see their mom and dad soon, but at least she wasn’t crying. For now. She turned to the nearest group of souls and said in the Underworld’s tongue, “Can you please bring us Terry and Isabel Darrow, who arrived here last night? We’re their children, Sophie and Liam.” Her voice shook but didn’t break.


      Liam turned an astounded look on her when she spoke that language. Except for the names, all its words would be unintelligible to him. But she’d serve him a pomegranate soon enough and he’d start remembering it.


      Sophie’s best friend, Tabitha, stood beside them. The Darrow family’s one surviving dog, their boxer, Rosie, sat next to Liam. Their parents would probably bring the soul of Pumpkin too—their other dog, who had died in the fire along with them. Sophie’s heart almost beat out of her ribs. Too much emotion to contain. But she had to keep it together, for Liam’s sake if nothing else.


      Poor Liam. Rough as Sophie’s night had been, his had been even worse in some ways. For the entire night he had believed he would never see his parents again. Sophie hadn’t been able to tell him otherwise, couldn’t really explain about the Underworld until bringing him into the spirit realm this morning. Even in the ride across the planet, in Adrian’s bus drawn by supersonic ghost horses, Liam didn’t quite seem to believe Sophie and the rest when they assured him where they were going and who they’d see.


      Sophie glanced over her shoulder. Adrian stood by the river with Niko, Freya, Zoe, and Adrian’s dog, Kiri. They were talking to some souls; Sophie recognized Adrian’s mum and Rhea among them.


      Adrian glanced anxiously at Sophie. Sickness punched into her gut, and she looked away. The screaming, clawing, multi-layered guilt inside her, all tied up with the mere sight or thought of Adrian, wasn’t something she could process at the moment. It would have to wait. Right now she needed to see her parents.


      The souls had whispered the request outward. The crowd parted and two translucent figures walked toward them, a small ghost dog trotting at their heels.


      Their mom and dad gazed serenely at Sophie and Liam as they approached.


      “Sweeties, you’re both here, thank goodness,” Isabel said.


      “I am so glad to see you two,” Terry said.


      At that, Liam fell to his knees, wracked with sobs, and buried his face in his hands.


      “Mom, Dad.” Sophie’s voice still shook. “Forgive me, please. This is all because of me, because I got involved with—this.” She flopped her hand miserably at the unearthly fields.


      “There is nothing to forgive.” Isabel used her most Mom-like voice, firm but loving.


      “You and Adrian are good kids,” Terry said. “We knew it before and we know it clearer than ever now.”


      “But—” Sophie began.


      “If you need me to say it,” her dad added, “then yes, we forgive you. Of course.”


      Sophie looked down at the grass in anguish. Naturally they forgave her. Souls were always forgiving. Sophie’s conviction of her own guilt, however, remained as anchored as a mountain. Her gaze drifted to Pumpkin and Rosie, who were enjoying their strange reunion. Both dogs wagged their tails and poked their noses together, looking intrigued at how they couldn’t smell or touch one another. She tried not to start crying; tried to think this was actually good: her parents had one dog on their side of the life-death boundary, and she and Liam had one on the other. All balanced. Sure. Perfectly fine.


      “But what happened?” her mother asked. “We haven’t been able to find out down here.”


      Last night. The whole story… “Well.” Sophie swallowed.


      Tabitha cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Hey, guys. Let’s see if I can sum up.”


      Tab took over. She told them of the attack by the cult Thanatos, followed by the criminals’ temporary kidnapping of Sophie and failed attempt to kill Adrian, and finally Niko and Zoe rescuing Sophie and Adrian, and Niko killing Betty Quentin, the cult’s leader.


      As Tab spoke, and Liam sobbed at Sophie’s feet, Sophie’s gaze rose to her parents. She would never feel those arms around her again. She would never again rest her cheek on the rough flannel shirts her dad favored. She would never smell her mother’s lavender perfume as her mom engulfed her in a welcome-home hug. There was no home to return to.


      Sophie’s throat closed against speech and her eyes filled with tears.


      When she couldn’t answer the next question turned her way, silence fell. Then her mother said, “You kids should rest. You need it. We’ll be here, don’t worry.”


      “We won’t be going anywhere,” her dad assured. “Not for years and years. You rest, kiddos.”


      Sophie nodded and helped Liam up, and they stumbled off to the main bedchamber.


      Zoe was there, spreading fresh sheets over a camping mattress against the main bedchamber’s wall. “This one’s for you, Liam,” she said. “Adrian says you can have the bed, Soph. He’ll…sleep elsewhere.”


      Liam conked out, exhausted. Sophie got into bed and drifted in and out of an uneasy doze most of the night—or rather, day. They were nine time zones off from their usual, in Greece now instead of the Pacific Northwest. Sometimes she let her eyes slip open, and gazed at the battery-powered blue nightlight glittering against the gems in the cave walls.


      She wasn’t sure which “elsewhere” Adrian was sleeping in. Another part of the cave, probably. He’d barely spoken to her or anyone else throughout the journey, and hadn’t touched her after her request that he stop doing so, back in Washington.


      She did want to rest. She couldn’t handle anything—funerals, relationships, revenge, family, friends, acceptance, moving on—until this horror had abated, and she had spent a long while recuperating. But how long would that be, before she could handle life again?


      Years and years, her father’s voice echoed in her head. Years and years.


      ***


      After Tabitha escorted away the tearful Sophie and Liam, Adrian Watts approached the souls of Isabel and Terry Darrow. He felt sick with misery.


      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “More sorry than I’ll ever be able to say. If I were you two, I would hate me right now.”


      But even Terry, who had excelled at glaring at Adrian while he was alive, wore a sympathetic expression.


      “We don’t hate you,” Terry said. “I know this outcome was the last thing you wanted, and you were doing your damnedest to prevent it. We just didn’t get out of there fast enough.”


      “You know how it works down here,” Isabel said. “We all become a lot better at understanding. Just, please, help our kids through this. I already know you’re going to.”


      To that, Adrian could only nod and shuffle away.


      The fields would do for a bed tonight. He curled up on his side under the drooping branches of a willow, nothing beneath him but the pale grass. Kiri lay beside him, chin on her forepaws. The cave air was cool and dank, but at least the little white flowers sprouting near his face smelled sweet. It wasn’t as cold as the nights he’d spent camping on Mary’s Peak in September, when he’d been circling Sophie like a shark. Before going in for the kill. Which was essentially what he’d done to her life.


      He slumped into a weary sleep. His mind shut off the past-life memories and tormented him instead with a dream in which he begged Sophie to forgive him, and she snarled insults at him and stalked away.


      When he awoke with a shudder, he found Nikolaos near him, sitting against the tree.


      “At least we can trace them now,” Niko remarked, as if they had been in the middle of a conversation.


      Adrian creaked himself up to a sitting position. “Uh. Thanatos? Well. One of them.”


      “Two.” Niko gazed at a willow switch he held, dragging it against his opposite palm.


      “Two? I could only sense the woman. The one who was Ares.”


      “I can sense the boy, too.”


      Adrian blinked in confusion. “You didn’t tell me.”


      Niko shrugged. “I only realized last night when I saw him in person.”


      “Who was he?” Adrian asked.


      “Just one of the many people I connected with in the old days.”


      Only immortals could track someone with their special sense, and they could only do so if a bodily-fluid connection was made while the sensing party was immortal. Sex was the most common way such links were created, but a small exchange of blood did the trick too, as did having someone be your biological child. So this young man was probably someone Niko had been with in his days as Hermes, long ago, or one of Hermes’ children, of whom there might have been more than Adrian knew about.


      “Anyone I knew?” Adrian asked.


      “I doubt it.”


      “An immortal?”


      “No.”


      “Well. All right. Two we can grab and hold hostage. Or simply kill.” Adrian clenched his hands in the grass. “I’m leaning toward ‘simply kill’.”


      “Not yet.” Niko brushed the willow switch around his knee.


      “Then at least we learn their names and report their whereabouts to the police. Identify them as the ones who blew up Sophie’s house.”


      “When Quentin was locked up, Thanatos just got her out again. They’d likely do the same for those two.”


      “But we can track those two. We can get them caught over and over, as many times as it takes.”


      “Yes, we could, but think, Adrian. They’re our windows onto the cult. We should look in upon them a while, figure out what Thanatos is going to do, how they work. That way, we can stop them, perhaps for good. Let’s watch and learn.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      Landon Osborne dumped his bag on the motel bed, his limbs shaking. He made sure the door’s deadbolt was locked and its security chain fastened. As if that would help. He turned on the lamp at the bedside table, for it was the middle of the night and the room would be pitch black without it. But he wondered, with the same sickening dread that had chased him all day and night, whether he should turn it off and hide in darkness.


      Would that keep the immortals from finding him? Would anything? The immortal man—the one who had almost certainly killed Landon’s grandmother last night—had said he would find them. But he could have been bluffing, only trying to scare them. Maybe.


      He slumped to his knees on the carpet beside the bed, resting his dizzy head on the bedspread. It smelled of stale cigarettes, like the rest of the room. When you checked in under a false name, paying with whatever cash you had, you couldn’t choose the finest accommodations.


      He did need to rest. As the leader of Thanatos now, he had a difficult road ahead, perhaps one every bit as deadly as his grandmother’s had been. And though he longed to slide under the bedspread and sleep—even with the likely nightmares—he had a task to accomplish first.


      He raised his head. Tension throbbed from the base of his skull to the bridge of his nose. He opened his laptop computer, and while it booted up he dug out the notebook his grandmother had given him. It was small, with worn gray cloth binding. Her precise, antiquated handwriting filled half the pages, in ballpoint ink of blue and black. The sight sent a pang into his heart. He longed, for about the hundredth time, to race back to the site of the cabin and look for her, because what if she was still alive and needed help?


      But chances were a hundred to one the man had killed her. And since he’d probably done so in their other realm, Landon would never find her. He pulled off his glasses and pressed finger and thumb to his aching, closed eyelids. Then he opened his eyes, slipped his glasses back on, and logged in to the email account written in the notebook.


      He addressed the email to the ten recipients she had written down, all supposedly safe accounts for such a message. Still, he was careful not to include specifics of location, and began with the established SOS phrase she had taught him. It meant “horror and fear” in ancient Greek, which fit his current mindset all too well.


      


      Daimos kai Phobos. My name is Landon Osborne. Betty Quentin has mentioned me to you. She was my grandmother. I say “was” because last night during our attempted job, the opposing faction captured her. I am almost certain they’ve taken her to their other home and that we’ll never see her again.


      This places me, by her wishes, as the new head of operations. But I will need as much help as you all can give me.


      My coworker Krystal was injured last night and is being cared for by one of our team. We will need your guidance in sheltering us and discussing our next steps. Our job failed to achieve its target, or at least I don’t know yet if it succeeded. But I do know collateral damage was sustained in the family of the central young woman being recruited by the others. The opposing faction will definitely wish to retaliate, and Krystal and I need your protection urgently.


      Anyone who can help, please respond.


      He sent off the message, changed his sweat-soaked shirt, and flopped onto the bed. While his mind whirled in a cyclone of fear, he prayed for safety, for just enough strength to face the next day. And the next. And the next.


      ***


      Adrian scrutinized the soul of Betty Quentin in her solitary cell of rock deep under the Earth. Her pale eyes stared at the blue-edged flame burning in the floor of her cell. The Underworld had woven an especially thick willow-and-ivy vine to confine her, wrapped at least three times around her middle. That told him the Fates intended to keep her a long time, and that she’d had a hand in killing and harming even more people than he already knew about. He’d interrogate her about those later, when he could bear to take it in. For now Adrian kept his arms folded, gripping his elbows to keep himself from lashing out and tearing down the rocks around her, burying her soul under a heap of suffocating stone. Little good that would do.


      “What will Thanatos do next?” he asked her.


      “Landon and Krystal will gather the troops, tell them what happened. Form a plan.” Her voice had the same clarity as in life, but now with hollowness behind it. She lifted her gaze to his. Sadness accentuated the age lines around her eyes. “They won’t give up. I fear it’ll be fatal for him.”


      “Yes, I suspect it will. We may not find every last one of them, but we’ll find him. Easily.” Adrian had never before been in the habit of threatening old women with the murder of their grandsons, but he possessed little mercy after what Thanatos had done to Sophie’s family—and to himself, Rhea, Sanjay, and others.


      Quentin lowered her face. The firelit stone walls shone through her translucent body, only the vine rope solid and opaque. “Poor boy. I shouldn’t have brought him into it.”


      “My father. Will the group go after him?” She would have to tell the truth, at least. Souls always did.


      “We’ve considered it. But you seemed not to care about each other anymore, so we chose someone you did care about.”


      Sophie. And Goddess everlasting, hadn’t she and her loved ones paid the price. He shut his eyes a moment, then opened them. “Who are the likeliest next victims? Who will your people go after?”


      “I expect they’ll try again with Tabitha Lofgren. And they’ll probably try to find out who the man was who killed me. He must have been one of you.” She glanced at him, faint curiosity rising in her face for a moment.


      He said nothing. Even though she couldn’t communicate with her Thanatos associates anymore, he felt a profound disinclination to tell her any truths about his friends and family. “What about my father?” he asked again.


      “They’ll keep investigating him. It’s likely they’ll try something if they can’t find a better hostage.”


      He exhaled and glanced away, tightening his grip on his elbows. “He’s innocent. So were Sophie’s parents. You can see now, can’t you, how evil you all are?”


      “The group perceives you as a dangerous threat. Even now I’m not sure they’re wrong.”


      Adrian jerked his gaze back to her. “But you must see it now. Don’t you regret it?” Quivering in rage, he took a step closer. “I want to hear you say you regret it.”


      “Regret isn’t a strong enough word for what I feel down here. Were you ever one of these souls?”


      “Not down here. Not this bad.”


      “Yet surely you feel regret too, now.”


      Though she spoke with the bland depression of every other soul in Tartaros, rather than with the malice she had shown in life, the words penetrated with a sting. “At least I’m alive,” he said, and turned and left.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      Dionysos and Hermes both slept in the Underworld near Hekate, or sat awake outside her room, for the first several nights after her parents and grandmother were killed.


      Dionysos had lost his parents too, a few years ago during the plague. “Your trauma’s so much worse than mine,” he told her that first night. “But I do know your grief, and will do anything I can to help you through it, and to make things right.”


      Then as she was walking dispiritedly toward her bed, Hermes stepped in front of her and held her shoulders. “They are not gone,” he said. “No one is ever gone. You’re blessed, because you know this better than most. I loved them too, and you know I grieve.” Indeed, his green eyes shimmered as tears filled them, and at his touch she sensed the heartache emanating from him. “But we will not despair. Agreed?”


      She smiled despite the lump in her throat, and nodded.


      But now, three nights later, she had lost another cornerstone of her life. Her magic was gone. She had brought it on herself, and didn’t even have the strength to tell her friends yet.


      All of them were silent and shaken upon returning from the massacre, where they had released wild spirit-world carnivores upon a band of Thanatos members. They’d left only carnage behind, and the message inked in blood upon a few tree trunks nearby: These were murderers. The Goddess has taken her justice.


      The message might scare some of the mortal world into behaving. Then again, it might also incite hatred and spur a new rush of membership into Thanatos. Was there anything the immortals could do to prevent that, though? They had tried the diplomatic route. They had healed people, defended coastlines against invaders, thrown festivals full of ribaldry and enlightenment. The killer cult had attacked Hekate and her friends anyway, and murdered Persephone, Hades, and Demeter, along with several others.


      So the immortals had retaliated, and now the specter of murder shadowed them all. Hekate saw it in the avoidant faces of those who stayed in the Underworld with her that night: Hermes, Dionysos, Aphrodite, and Rhea. And she felt it in the blankness that met her fingers and mind when she reached out to the world, the rocks and water and trees that used to sparkle and sing with magic for her.


      She plodded to her bed in the small cavern just off her parents’ larger chamber. Their possessions still sat about where Persephone and Hades had left them. Hekate didn’t allow anyone to move them. In the previous three days, she had entered the chamber and touched things—her mother’s faded red robe lined with rabbit fur, her father’s green rope belt, the wool blankets of their bed, their combs and the leather strings they used to tie back their hair. The residual energy of their living selves had shone forth as she rested her fingertips on each item, so strong and real it made tears stream down her cheeks, but comforted her heart as well.


      Now that comfort would be gone. Their possessions would seem to her the sad, empty relics they seemed to everyone else.


      Aphrodite and Rhea had made up beds on the floor in a different room of the cave, and had stayed for the past few nights. They had run errands or provided help as Hekate needed. But tonight they retreated in silence, surely disturbed by the bloody revenge.


      Though Dionysos had been sleeping on the floor of Hekate’s room on previous nights, she now stretched her hand in silent invitation to him. His gray eyes solemn, he followed her to her bed, and they curled up together. They hadn’t touched intimately since the one encounter at the deadly Dionysia those few nights ago, and wouldn’t tonight either. But human warmth was one of the few consolations left to her, so she took it. With her back curved against his chest, and his arm latched over her, she tried to relax enough to sleep. Hermes took up the spot on the floor he had occupied the past few nights, and pulled a blanket over himself.


      Dionysos eventually fell asleep, his breathing steady. Hekate still couldn’t. She opened her eyes. Beside Kerberos lay a leashed ghost dog, whom she had brought in so his glow could serve as a flameless light during the night. The faint green shimmer illuminated Hermes’ profile as he lay on his back, arms folded behind his head, gazing at the stalactites on the ceiling.


      Hekate shifted, pushing down a fold of her blanket. Hermes’ gaze moved to her, dark and complicit, bereft of the merriment that usually cavorted there. Her desolation became unbearable. She slipped away from Dionysos and dropped her bare feet to the cold stone. Hermes scooted over to make room for her on his mattress of folded wool. She sat on its edge and drew her legs up beneath her long tunic. Hermes’ body warmed the small of her back.


      “Show me something,” he whispered. “I need some happy magic tonight, love.”


      She lowered her forehead to her knees. “I can’t. It’s gone.”


      “What do you mean, gone?”


      “The magic left me,” she whispered into the cloth that covered her legs. “It’s my punishment.”


      He drew in a breath. His hand slid onto her back, smoothing the tangles of her long hair. “You should have let us go there tonight without you.”


      “How would you have? My magic called the beasts to us. Then it left me after I used it for murder.”


      “It will come back. I’m sure it will. No one’s ever punished forever, not even in Tartaros.”


      “It might come back someday.” She kept her head upon her knees. “And someday my parents will be reborn, and someday we might make them immortal again. Someday life will be happy once more. It’s a long way ahead, though. How do I get through all those years until ‘someday’?”


      Hermes pulled her hand away from its clutch across her shins, and kissed it. “With us. We’ll all get through together, love.”


      She sniffled, and lifted her face. “Am I still your ‘love’ when I can’t do my tricks anymore?”


      “Always.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      Sophie paced along the beach, the smooth gray and white rocks shifting under her feet. Liam darted around near the surf, and Zoe and Kiri wandered nearby, serving as their protection against spirit-world animals.


      They had attended their parents’ funeral a week ago—a strange experience, having to play the part of shocked, grieving children when in truth they were still hanging out with their folks and talking with them every day. She and Liam had let the police’s protective escorts stand around them like a wall, and had kept their eyes and voices down during the service, letting everyone think they were too damaged to interact.


      She’d felt like she was lying to the whole extended family and all her parents’ devoted friends; torturing them needlessly, in fact. A few days later she talked to Liam and they decided to make it up to at least one relative, their grandmother, their dad’s mom. So Grammy was down in the cave right now, on a two-day visit to see her deceased son and daughter-in-law, along with her husband, Sophie and Liam’s grandfather, who had died over a year ago. Zoe had fetched her here at Sophie and Liam’s request. Sophie couldn’t bear to let Grammy live the rest of her years without ever speaking to her son again, and letting Grammy in on the secrets helped with some of her guilt. But plenty more guilt still howled around in her mind like a hurricane.


      After all, hell, she’d even gotten her dogs hurt. Sophie glanced at the boxer Rosie, who hobbled around on her bandaged leg, sniffing logs and seaweed. Zoe had been giving Rosie daily doses of healing magic with her supernaturally talented hands, and said the dog was well on her way to recovering from her broken leg. Bones took longer to heal, even with the help of magic, than a flesh wound did, like the one Sophie had incurred from Krystal’s bullet.


      Sophie touched her stiff shoulder, where a bandage still covered the stitches. But it was a lighter bandage now, and the muscle seemed to be limbering up and giving her fewer neckaches than she’d suffered the first week. Zoe had, of course, been speeding Sophie’s recovery along too, and when Sophie flew back to Washington for her check-up yesterday, they’d been impressed at how quickly the wound was healing.


      Good to know magical people, Sophie supposed. Except for how it also was the entire reason she got shot in the first place, and got her parents and Pumpkin killed.


      But she chose this. She could have turned down Adrian’s outstretched hand back in fall, and she hadn’t. So now, to figure out how to heal the rest of her life, beyond just her shoulder. As to that, she didn’t have any ideas yet.


      The police and doctors had begged, practically forced, Sophie and Liam to accept psychiatric counseling. After such a devastating experience, people freaked out if you didn’t have a counselor. So Sophie and Liam each visited the assigned therapist for half an hour a week, meetings they fit in around the other police and medical check-ins, and they also took regularly scheduled phone calls from her a couple of other times a week. It didn’t help much, since Sophie and Liam couldn’t tell her much of the truth.


      Sophie did morosely ask the therapist if she had PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder. Or just PTS if you were going to be modern about it; some people felt taking “disorder” off the name made it less of a stigma. Sophie had already Googled it, certain she had it.


      But the therapist said it was too early to call it that. At the moment Sophie just had “trauma,” which was a completely normal reaction to such an ordeal. If her mood and coping ability didn’t improve gradually over the next few weeks or months, then maybe it would start to be called PTSD.


      So that was her future: everlasting PTSD. She felt convinced of it. Liam suffered from trauma too, but less so than Sophie. His mood was improving lately. Even though it’d been less than two weeks since their parents died, he’d been able to have fun once in a while during the last couple of days, which was still not something Sophie could manage. It seemed to make him feel better that he could talk to Mom and Dad, and it should have made her feel better too. Instead she continued to have panic attacks and nightmares—or at least, she’d had nightmares until Zoe had noticed the issue, and had laid a nightly spell on her to put her sleeping brain at peace. She’d done the same for Liam, who had awoken shrieking a couple of times.


      Sophie had shut off her past-life memory-dreams, because they were all tied up in her problems too. Therefore not much was left for her agitated mind to do but scurry around and around in frightening rumination.


      The therapist told Sophie to make a list of triggers, things that set off her panic and flashbacks. Sophie didn’t have to show the list to her or anyone else; it was an exercise for herself alone. So now, on Sophie’s phone, in a note-keeping app, she had typed in a list:


      visiting the house


      fire


      explosions


      the people who took me


      Adrian


      


      Naturally it would still upset her to see the ruins of their house, or to be near fire, or her actual attackers. (One of them was now dead, but even the thought of visiting Quentin’s soul made Sophie’s throat close up.)


      But that last item—that really made her feel like crap.


      Still, if the therapist was right, you could take baby steps toward facing each trigger, build your tolerance back up, and one day cross each item off your list.


      “Trauma can be, and regularly is, treated,” the woman told her. “You do not have to live in fear forever.”


      Unless maybe you had Thanatos after you. Then wasn’t fear sort of the smart thing to feel?


      She watched Liam, who flirted with the breakers, darting at them when they retreated and skittering back when they advanced, his bare feet splashing in and out of the foam. He had scrunched up his skinny black jeans to his knees, but the Mediterranean had sloshed high and soaked them. At least playing on the beach had to be healthier for him than spending yet another stretch of hours down in the Underworld with the souls of their dead parents. Still, she longed to return to them, and felt itchy and anxious every minute she spent above ground.


      It was the day before Christmas, and even here on the southwest coast of Greece it got cold. The wind had brought the temperature down to refrigerator levels, and the sea was chilly too. Though she wore her ski coat, Sophie shivered as she paced. She couldn’t imagine why Liam would enjoy wading on such a day.


      “Be careful,” she shouted after an especially large wave thundered around his legs and sent driftwood spinning like chopsticks. “There are sea monsters in this realm. I have it on good authority.”


      “Cool!” he shouted back, and turned his attention to the waves in search of one.


      Of course, Liam was the reincarnation of Poseidon. That probably explained his fondness for the sea.


      He must have been thinking about that himself. After chucking a stick and watching it tumble under the next breaker, he ambled up to her, wobbling on the sliding rocks. A trail of wet footprints darkened the stones behind him.


      “When am I going to remember the Poseidon part?” he asked.


      She handed him his coat and frowned as he sat down and used it to dry his legs off. “Depends. Are you scooting the memories back like we told you?”


      “Yeah. Well, I’m trying.”


      “Then how far back are you?”


      “I don’t know. Last one was, um…” He retrieved his socks from inside his shoes. “I lived on some island. With palm trees. If you mean, like, what year was it, I have no idea.”


      “You say that for practically every life you’ve remembered so far. ‘Some island, no idea what year.’”


      “I lived on a lot of islands.”


      “I guess your soul likes to be born near water,” she said. “Or move to it if you weren’t born near it. Anyway, you only ate the pomegranate a week ago. So it could still be a couple more days before you get to the immortals.”


      He tugged on his black sneakers and tied their teal laces. “Are we doing anything for Christmas?” He didn’t look up as he asked it, and his voice had become guarded.


      The question triggered a swoop of sickly dizziness inside her. Her mind conjured an image of their Christmas tree and the gifts under it burning up in a roaring inferno. She hadn’t even seen that happen—the destruction of the tree and gifts specifically—but having seen the house collapse in flames from the outside gave her plenty of ability to imagine it.


      “We’ll…try to get something good for dinner,” she said. “Send someone out for food, maybe. I don’t think we’ll do much in the way of presents, other than bringing Grammy here. That’s the main present we can give her.”


      “It’s a good one, though.”


      Zoe trudged up to them, Kiri at her side. “Ready to go back down?” she asked.


      “Yeah,” Sophie said.


      Liam hopped to his feet.


      They climbed over rocks and threaded between boulders on their ascent of the hill. Souls flowed past in the sunlight, looking like the streaks of iridescent color on soap bubbles. Halfway up the slope, the souls joined into a glimmering torrent that poured down into the cave’s mouth.


      A figure in black rose from behind a boulder where he’d been sitting. Since meeting him in September, the sight of Adrian approaching had regularly thrown Sophie into a blend of alarm and attraction. She had learned to balance the feelings better for a while there. Attraction had even won. But imbalance had now become the definition of her life, and when he walked toward her, her heart thudded, sickening chills raced through her, and she couldn’t meet his gaze for more than a second.


      Considering he had been sleeping on a mattress in a different part of the cave for the past week and a half, and had barely touched her and only spoken to her to ask softly if she needed anything once or twice a day, he apparently understood. But she felt guilty that her body went into such a reaction, and wished the sight of him didn’t do this to her.


      If wishes were horses, beggars would ride, as her dad used to say. No, he still would say it, wouldn’t he? Seeing her dead parents on a regular basis did make life strange and complicated—another piece of her imbalance.


      “They’re having a nice visit down there,” Adrian said.


      “Good,” Zoe said. “We’re headed back down.”


      Sophie looked down at Rosie and stroked the bristly patch of fur growing back where the dog had been burned.


      “I want to take the ladder.” Liam sprinted forward.


      “Slow down,” Sophie called.


      “Woot!” Liam hooked a safety harness around his waist, then grabbed the tops of the rope ladder and swung himself into the hole.


      “Goddess almighty,” Zoe muttered. “I’ll go with him.” She raced after Liam. “Wait up! Jeez, mate, careful.”


      Since a couple of mortals had moved into the Underworld for the time being, and couldn’t safely handle spirit horses, Adrian and Zoe had rigged up a rope ladder that dropped into the entrance cavern to allow Sophie and Liam to get in and out when they liked. Liam loved it, but a hundred-foot climb or descent on a rope ladder was not Sophie’s idea of fun, even with the harnesses to protect against falls. Today Zoe had brought her up on a horse while Liam climbed the ladder.


      But now Zoe was taking the ladder down, so Sophie had to decide: face the grapple on swaying ropes, or accept a lift in Adrian’s arms?


      He did have a spirit horse saddled and ready. Probably he’d been out for a ride. Sophie followed him to the cave mouth where the souls flowed in. She watched the rope ladder twitch as Liam and Zoe descended it. After a minute Liam’s voice echoed upward, calling something. Zoe called back, “Almost down. I’m not as fast on this as you.”


      Her brother and Zoe and Tabitha managed to be cheerful, even if they were faking it. Sophie couldn’t even fake it. She was faring the worst by far of everyone.


      Maybe she only needed to try harder. Baby steps.


      She looked at Adrian. “Can I ride down with you?”


      In his glance she caught a flash of hope before he smoothed his face into impassivity again. “Sure.” He untied the horse’s reins, and clicked his tongue to the dogs. “Here, girls.”


      He had lately built a small open cage, a roofless box of metal bars. It was all wrapped about with cables that met in a carabiner, which he clipped to the horse tack. Kiri trotted over and hopped into the box. Sophie gathered up Rosie’s stiff wriggling legs, and fit her into the box next to Kiri.


      “Dogs all set?” Adrian asked.


      “Yes.”


      Adrian stepped aside to let Sophie mount the horse, which she did easily enough, even on an intangible horse: foot in the stirrup, hands gripping the saddle, and a quick swing up. She had ridden the neighbor’s horses in Carnation lots of times.


      Back when she had a life in Carnation. Back when her parents were alive.


      Panic spread in her stomach.


      Adrian climbed on behind her and took the reins. His arms touched her on both sides, caging her in, though he didn’t actually embrace her. She clung to the saddle’s pads and buckles while the horse rose into the air. To keep the panic at bay, Sophie watched the rope go taut as it lifted the dogs’ metal carrier off the ground. They dangled just below Sophie’s and Adrian’s feet, safe in their box, untouched by the swimming ghost legs of the horse.


      Adrian gave the reins some slack, and the horse succumbed to the Underworld’s pull. They plummeted into the cave. Sophie closed her eyes.


      It took only a few seconds, then they landed, the dog carrier settling first and the horse on its spirit feet afterward. Sophie slid off and took a deep breath of the cave air. Its wet rock smell and the sound of the babbling river calmed her a bit. They had never changed in thousands of years, and likely wouldn’t for thousands more.


      In that moment of reassurance, she pushed forward with her attempt at baby steps. Face this trigger. Face your lover. When Adrian turned after helping the dogs out of their box, she stepped up and slipped her arms around his neck. She set her forehead against his shoulder and breathed in, though his scent threw her deeper into anxiety instead of comfort.


      He embraced her, hands tentative against her back. Then his arms closed tighter around her. One hand slid up into her hair, and he turned his face to the side of her head and inhaled. Though he didn’t speak, he managed to make merely that breath express both anguish and relief. After all, she hadn’t let him hold her like this since…before.


      She lifted her chin and kissed him. Given all they’d done in the past, this seemed like it should only count as a baby step too. Adrian’s mouth barely moved in response, as if he were being careful not to break her.


      But despite his gentleness, she tasted acrid smoke on his lips, a phantom scent filled in by her mind. In a flash of memory, he leaped at her and knocked her down while her house exploded. Her parents’ bodies lay on the winter grass before her while flames roared in the wreckage of their house, and the horrible red-haired woman electrocuted her over and over, and Adrian lay beside a different fire with a bullet hole in his forehead and blood down his scalp.


      Sophie tore loose and spun away, sure she was about to throw up. She crashed to her knees and hung her head, hands splayed on the stone floor. She took careful breaths.


      No sound came from behind her for several seconds. Then one of the dogs whined, and a collar tag jingled as the dog padded closer. Rosie. Kiri didn’t wear a collar. Rosie nosed Sophie’s ear, then sat beside her and rested her chin on Sophie’s hunched back. The comforting contact eased Sophie back to the point where at least she felt she wouldn’t vomit right now. With a sigh, she sat back on her knees, shaking. Rosie slid her front legs down and rested her chin on Sophie’s thigh instead.


      The bright blue-white of the cave mouth pierced Sophie’s eyes in the gloom. The incoming souls flickered against the stalactites and the river. Just eleven days ago, her parents had been among them, two of the hundreds who entered every minute.


      “You don’t have to pretend everything’s normal.” Adrian’s voice was husky, unsteady. “It isn’t. I know that. Please take your time.”


      “I’m pathetic.” She blinked at the brightness above. “With your mom you had it so much worse. You couldn’t come see her. You didn’t know about this place. She was just gone to you, and you thought you’d never see her again. I shouldn’t complain, when I have this.”


      Anger swept into his tone. “Of course you can complain. Those bastards attacked you and your home and destroyed everything they could touch. You’ve been violated, horribly. My mum wasn’t the victim of murder like that. Her death was natural, or at least an accident. It was horrible and sad, yes, and I…” His voice became gravelly, and he turned quiet a few seconds before continuing. “I would have done anything to keep you from going through that. I tried.”


      Her knees hurt against the stone. She stayed put. “I know.”


      All this horror had been brought on because of her association with him. She should have just said no to him, back in September. Everyone would still be alive if she had.


      “Blame me if you like,” he said. “I should never have approached you, with people like that on my tail. But don’t ever blame yourself. Please.”


      Not an option. Guilt rode her constantly.


      The colors changed upon a stalactite as the souls passed it. She envied them. If a painless method existed to end her life without grieving Liam or anyone else, she would take it. Oh, to acquire the serenity of the dead, and to abandon the aches and queasiness and vulnerability of this physical body.


      Because becoming immortal wouldn’t fix things either. Adrian was thoroughly wretched. And these days Zoe and even Nikolaos wandered around looking haunted and damaged a lot of the time, too. Tab seemed optimistic enough, but Tab was good at acting; it could have been a ruse. There was no escape from pain but death. And even death was only a temporary reprieve, since no one stayed in the fields forever. They just kept getting reborn, undergoing the torture of life again and again. What was the point of it all?


      “Tell me what I can do,” Adrian said. “Anything.”


      She rested her hand on Rosie’s head and stroked the rumpled skin behind the dog’s ears. “Keep trying to fix the world.”


      “I’d rather fix you.”


      She slid her fingers back and forth beneath Rosie’s collar. “I don’t know how to do that.” After all, she’d tried some of those baby steps just now. Epic fail.


      “Are you ready to come see everyone?” Adrian asked quietly.


      “In a minute.”


      “I’ll wait by the raft.”


      He and Kiri departed, their footsteps a whisper on the stone.


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      Hekate sat on the cliff above the Underworld. The rising moon hovered resplendent above the sea. The third full moon since her parents’ death, and still she could not pull a sliver of magic from it. But even remote and untouchable, it soothed her the way it did all humans, with its beauty, its light, its reliably cycling nature.


      Dionysos approached, climbing the rocks to her. She sensed him before she heard him. At least she still had that power. She remained equal to the other immortals, far above the powers of mortals. It was horribly ungrateful of her to feel so desolate.


      His new wildcat cub danced up to her. Captured from the spirit realm like his first cat had been, this one was all black with a golden underbelly. She was still only half-grown, all skinny legs, long tail, and big paws. She knocked her fuzzy head against Hekate’s knees in affection. Hekate scratched her fondly behind the ears.


      Dionysos had begun to move on, unlike Hekate. He’d at least acquired a new pet to care for after Thanatos had killed the first one. Hekate hadn’t done much except brood around the Underworld.


      Dionysos’ leg touched her back, warming a length of her windblown body through her wool robes. The fur-lined edge of his cloak flapped against her arm in the breeze. He sat beside her, draping the cloak around her. The cub hopped into his lap.


      Hekate burrowed into his warmth, the brightest and most soothing power in her life these past three months. Winter still chilled her heart, in spite of the spring bulbs now blooming. But she had recovered in small ways at least: she had dismantled her parents’ bed a month after they died, packed away most of their possessions in a trunk, and turned their large bedchamber into her sitting room. She had also by now invited Dionysos to rejoin her as a lover. When he held and stroked her, she believed, for a few relaxed moments each day, that life and happiness would return again. Dying-and-rising gods were inspiring that way.


      “Full moon,” she said. “You should be at a festival.”


      “They go on whether I’m there or not. I don’t need to preside.”


      “Don’t you miss them?”


      “A little. I’ll return one of these months.”


      At the last Dionysia they had attended, everything had fallen into bloody pieces. Going to another would be difficult, but surely a necessary step for conquering her sadness and fears. Someday.


      She pulled her knees up under the fur cloak and chose a different topic. “I wonder where Zeus and Hera will end up.”


      “I wonder too. Aphrodite will be able to track him, at least. None of us can track Hera.”


      Hekate nodded. The souls of Zeus and Hera had departed the Underworld that morning. They hadn’t waited to say farewell in person to any of their living immortal friends, though they left well-wishes via the other souls, such as Hades and Persephone.


      “They felt it was time to move on,” Persephone told her daughter when Hekate awoke today. “They didn’t want to make a fuss or have anyone try to stop them.”


      So they were gone, out into the living world to be reborn.


      Hermes had immediately dashed to Aphrodite’s island to ask her to trace Zeus, but she was unable to sense him yet. Perhaps the Goddess hadn’t yet assigned his soul to a new unborn child, or else it took some time before the soul of the child was strong enough for other immortals to sense.


      “I wonder how long before we’ll know if he’s immortal again,” Dionysos said.


      “I wonder.”


      “Your parents will never leave like that,” he assured. “They would talk to you first, make sure you were all right with it.”


      She hadn’t been thinking of that sobering possibility this particular moment, but it had certainly haunted her much of the day. “I know they wouldn’t.”


      “They’ll wait a long while yet. They’ll want to know what happens to Zeus and Hera too. Or Zeus, at least, since we can’t know where Hera is.”


      She nodded. But even in the best case scenario, where her parents were reborn immortal once again, or at least were kept safe as mortals until they could be fed the orange, they would almost certainly be born without their memories, and definitely to new parents who would love them. How could Hekate step in and claim someone else’s children as her family, and take them back to the Underworld to reinstate them in their former lives? How could she break apart other families that way? She could wait till the children were grown, perhaps, and about to go their own ways as everyone must, but that would mean waiting twelve to eighteen years, watching from a distance. All without her parents’ souls knowing who she was.


      So on the day they did decide to fly free from the Underworld and be born anew, then she would know grief. It would be their second death, and their true death to her.


      She shrank into a tighter ball beneath Dionysos’ cloak. Even with the knowledge of reincarnation to console her, her best case scenario felt like a sea of sadness that would one day drown her.


      ***


      “Dude!” Tabitha leaped in front of Adrian in the fields. “Freddie Mercury is down here. I found him and talked to him!”


      Adrian smiled, though the expression felt foreign on his face now. “Course he is. Lots of people are.”


      “I am only just now realizing how potentially awesome this place is. I want to talk to John Lennon! And June and Johnny Cash! And—oh my God, do you think Marilyn Monroe’s still here?”


      “Haven’t thought to look for her. Feel free.” He looked past her at the group sitting beneath a grove of silver-leafed trees: Liam and Sophie and their grandmother, along with the souls of Terry and Isabel and Terry’s father. Zoe played with Kiri nearby, staying in range in case the family needed anything.


      Tab tossed her smooth blonde hair over her shoulder as she turned to look at the family too. “They all seem to be doing good. Well, except Sophie, maybe.” She shot Adrian a troubled look. “I do think she’ll come around. Seriously. It’s just…it’s tough, what she went through.”


      “Don’t let her blame herself, all right?” he said. “I’ve told her that, but if her friends say it too, maybe it’ll sink in.”


      “You say that like you’re not one of her friends.”


      “I’m not sure she sees me as one anymore.” Before Tab could get out more than an, “Ah, come on,” he stepped away and followed the path.


      He wanted to help. He ached to cradle Sophie in his arms and let her cry on his shirt for however many hours it took before she felt better. But she wouldn’t let him. Of course she did cry—he saw it in her puffy eyelids, saw her from a distance wiping her eyes when she talked to her parents’ souls, and heard the choked sniffles sometimes from the bathtub or the bedchamber, when he crept near enough outside the rooms to listen, because he couldn’t bear not to check on her. But from Adrian she wouldn’t, or couldn’t, accept even the smallest touch now. Evidently when she tried, it made her physically sick.


      His friends should have let Thanatos kill him.


      From a distance he studied the family he had torn apart. Sophie sat in the deepest of the tree’s shadows, quiet but composed. Grammy looked beatifically happy, her lined face all smiles. Liam piped up with another excited comment to his parents about past lives—they were letting Grammy overhear all that, which hardly mattered anymore; she was clearly going to have to be in on the secrets.


      Adrian turned away. The Darrows were getting along fine without him. Would be getting along far better if they’d never met him.


      He walked the path that wound toward the pomegranate orchard. Kiri shot into view, running past and then circling back.


      Zoe fell into step beside him too. “Everyone asks how they are,” she said, tilting her head in the direction of the Darrows. “But how are you?”


      He cut a glance toward her, then reached his arm out, palm down. “You tell me.”


      She enclosed his wrist in her hands. He felt nothing but her cool touch, but after a moment she hissed in a breath as if burned. “Ah, mate.”


      He yanked his hand away.


      She grabbed it back. “Hold still.”


      He felt a sensation of calm; nothing as dramatic as happiness, but a lessening of anguish. He pulled in his breath, realizing he’d been tight in the chest for he didn’t know how long.


      Zoe let go of his hand. “There. If you’re going to let me read that kind of pain, you have to let me treat it, too.”


      “Thanks.”


      “Not that it’ll last. Immortal bodies throw off spells as fast as we throw off injury. But try to hang onto it, all right?”


      He nodded to appease her. But she was right; within a minute the anguish had begun to creep back. He kept walking and tried not to let it show.


      “Let’s find Niko,” he said quietly.


      They followed their tracking sense to Niko, and found him wandering between columns and stalagmites near the back of the cave, in a section of the Underworld without the usual grasses and flowers. It looked more like a proper cave back here, all rock formations in bizarre shapes, as if the wax from giant candles had dripped and solidified.


      Niko wore his dark red fleece and warm hat, and black jeans and sneakers. Lately he’d been more subdued than usual in his choice of wardrobe. He acknowledged their arrival with a glance at Adrian and a flicker of a smile at Zoe, then continued tracing his fingers along a column and peering up into the cave’s dark ceiling.


      “Look, it’s no good,” Adrian said. “Someone has to go back to the battle, and it might as well be me.”


      “Ade,” Zoe said. “She’s just suffering. She does love you.”


      “Loves me so much she nearly loses her lunch when she tries to kiss me, yeah. What she needs is to be rid of the sight of me.” He folded his arms, digging his fingers into his elbows.


      His friends only gazed disconsolately at the rock formations. Niko didn’t even take the opportunity to tease Adrian like he ordinarily would.


      “Someone does need to apply themselves to spying on Thanatos,” Niko said. “More than just the occasional look-in I’m giving them.” Nikolaos had been following Krystal and Landon—Quentin had supplied their names—and stealing opportunities while they slept to open their computers or go through the messages on their phones.


      Landon was mostly staying in motels, moving around a lot, and Krystal was recuperating from her gunshot wound in a house in southeastern Washington that, they presumed, was owned by another member of Thanatos, or at least someone sympathetic to the cause who would hide her from the law and wouldn’t press her to go to a hospital. From the messages, Niko had a few names, or at least aliases, of other members, but definite information on the cult’s plans was still lacking. The cult members knew better than to be too specific in writing; they used vague wording and code phrases that Adrian and his friends couldn’t always work out.


      “I want to crush them. Krystal and Landon.” Adrian pronounced the names with bitter enunciation. “We’ve let them lurk about long enough. I’m going to have them thrown in jail, and if they get out, I will kill them. Personally.”


      “It’s interesting,” Niko said, “having you be farther on the wrong side of the law than me for a change.”


      “You threw Quentin off a horse from a hundred meters up! Why won’t you let me do the same to her hired thugs?”


      Niko turned his face away, the muscles in his cheek hardening.


      “Ade,” Zoe beseeched.


      “You wouldn’t like it, killing anyone,” Niko said, his gaze upon the dark spaces between columns. “Not even those people. I’d rather I hadn’t set that precedent.”


      “Besides, we’ve been over it,” Zoe added. “The longer we watch them, the more we learn about what they’re up to. If we swoop in on them, they’ll know we’ve been spying. And if we take out Landon and Krystal—whether by killing them or by having them arrested or by grabbing them and bringing them here for questioning—then we lose our two best leads into Thanatos. We can’t track anyone else so easily, even when we have names and mobile numbers.”


      “So, what, we wait until they attack another innocent family?” Adrian said.


      Niko glanced at him. “I’ve seen no signs of an upcoming attack. I would tell you if I had.”


      “Would you? You seem content to tell us things only when it pleases you.”


      Niko’s eyes grew colder.


      Zoe closed her hand around Adrian’s arm, hard. “That’s enough. Bloody hell, wouldn’t Thanatos love this? Fighting amongst ourselves? Stop it already.”


      Adrian said nothing, but flattened his lips in semi-apology at Niko.


      Niko accepted it with a lift of his chin. “At least they’re doing the same. Squabbling with each other over what to do next. Meanwhile, Landon’s going mad with fear.”


      “Does he know you’re spying on him?” Adrian asked. “Or do you mean he’s only fretting about being caught?”


      “Oh…” Niko swiped a water drop off a column. “I’d say he knows.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      Landon poured the bourbon into the plastic motel cup and chugged it.


      “Merry Christmas,” he said out loud to whomever might be listening, though he was alone in the motel room. Or so it appeared. “Wait till I’m passed out before you kill me, all right? Thanks.”


      Talking to nobody. Great. He was losing his mind. Ongoing terror could do that to you, it seemed.


      At first he thought it was his imagination that he was being stalked. If the immortals could follow him that easily, they’d simply kill him, or seize him as a hostage, right? But when he awoke some mornings, he could swear his phone or computer was a few inches off from where he had left it, and that the power level was a bit lower than it should be. And when he went to check the recently accessed files in a fit of paranoia, he found the history wiped clean—which he hadn’t done, at least not that he remembered. Maybe the computer did that automatically sometimes? Side effect of some harmless update?


      He slept with his grandmother’s little gray notebook tucked under his pillow, so at least no one should easily be able to get that. But if anyone actually was sneaking around his motel room, he wasn’t going to be able to sleep anymore anyway.


      Lately he had been hiding out in a motel in Boise, a city he’d never been in before, so no one should look for him there. Theoretically. The terse coded emails and equally terse phone calls Landon had been getting from the Thanatos members around the globe hadn’t exactly been helping. Most didn’t like the idea of being subject to a new leader, younger than themselves, whom they’d never met. They tended to disagree on what steps should be taken next to pursue the unnaturals. And they didn’t care for the uncertainty of what had befallen Betty Quentin. One even hinted that Landon might have done away with her himself to gain control of the group.


      “I would never want to be in control!” Landon shouted.


      “Well, of course, you could resign if that’s how you feel,” the man had said smoothly. His name was Erick Tracy. He was a British guy who lived in Australia now, and who was, to judge from their few conversations so far, basically an asshole. “In any case,” Tracy had added during their phone call, “I suspect you’ll feel more chipper after you’ve heard my ideas at the meeting.”


      Tracy was taking the lead in organizing the upcoming meeting and therefore was acting like the group’s leader, even though he wasn’t. But new ideas, super, might as well hear them.


      From what Landon’s grandmother had told him, and what Google turned up too, Erick Tracy was an academic who taught a mix of subjects: criminal justice, atmospheric sciences, and the overlapping territory of science and law. His students loved him, to judge from the numerous teaching awards listed on his professional contact pages. He also traveled a lot and had been involved in student work/study-abroad programs between various countries.


      “And the ladies have to look out around him,” Quentin had remarked.


      Landon believed that. In the few online photos he had seen, Tracy was a handsome man with a sexy-librarian-adventurer thing going on. He was in his fifties, but appeared to be one of those guys who could make graying hair, glasses, and tweed jackets look hot. And in three of the five photos he had his arm around young, pretty women, probably his adoring students. Ick.


      Tracy was the one who had flown over to New Zealand last month to look for Adrian Watts—and had completely failed, Landon would like to note. At least Landon had come a few feet away from throwing Adrian into a fire. Failing at that was neither something he was proud of nor ashamed of. He couldn’t help shuddering at the idea of killing someone with his own hands, even someone who was partly a monster. But at least he’d been on the right trail.


      As to whether Adrian was in fact dead, no one knew. That made Landon nervous. They hadn’t ascertained what happened to Adrian after that night. If these people were honestly as hard to kill as the Decrees warned, well, Adrian might have survived and now he’d be furious, which was a scary thought. Wasn’t any better if he was dead, though. Then his immortal friends would be furious. Landon was on their hit list no matter what. Thanatos was his only hope of safety.


      What with the holidays, they’d been unable to schedule the council meeting until two days after Christmas. Christmas was today, not that Landon was doing anything for it. Indeed, he’d never known a lonelier, more awful Christmas, and that was saying something.


      Landon’s father had died of a heart attack three years ago, which of course had been traumatizing even though Landon had never been close to him. He hadn’t been much closer to his mother. She and Landon hadn’t talked in months. Possibly she didn’t even know he had left Massachusetts. He had changed his phone number without telling her, because chances were excellent the police would be looking for him back home. The immortals had probably found out who he was and would be trying to cause legal trouble for him. An anonymous tip would do it, same kind of thing he and his grandmother had placed to mess with Adrian.


      So yes, the menace from the immortals hadn’t diminished at all; in fact, it kept piling up, like a thunderhead. His grandmother had made Thanatos sound so glorious, a noble adventure in scholarship and international intrigue. Instead it was turning out more like being the victim in a horror movie.


      Two nights ago Landon had left a note on top of his computer: Is my grandmother alive or dead? He’d written it in red ink and laid the pen across the note, with a large space left below for an answer.


      I’m being paranoid, he thought before retiring to his motel bed. It was hours before he could fall asleep.


      But when he woke up and dashed across to his computer, like a little kid looking for evidence of a visit from some evil Santa, he reeled back instantly upon seeing the note.


      The pen lay beside the computer now, and DEAD was printed neatly across the lower half of the page, with Have a nice day written in smaller letters below it.


      He’d been so terrified he couldn’t eat. He’d moved to a different motel, and phoned Jim Farnell, the nearest Thanatos representative, the guy in southeastern Washington who was housing Krystal. Landon spilled the story to him: the stalking, the note. “You’ve got to help me,” he begged.


      Jim was a retired Army man, and knew some younger sniper types who would ask no questions if assigned a surveillance-and-possibly-lethal-assault job. They sounded like Krystal that way, Landon thought. Indeed, the young man with the reddish-blond crew cut who showed up a couple of hours later at his motel did remind Landon a bit of Krystal. Especially when he assembled his weapons with a fond gleam in his eyes—tranquilizer gun, stun gun, and thick handgun. The idea was to knock the immortal intruder out with those, then transport him elsewhere to incinerate him.


      Landon fell asleep while the sniper stayed up all night in a hiding place under the sheet-draped luggage rack in the room. But no one showed up.


      The sniper went home to sleep for the day, and returned for one more night’s vigilance. Still no immortals turned up. Jim Farnell let the sniper go home for Christmas, and told Landon to calm down and wait for the Thanatos meeting. “It’s only one more night, son,” Jim said over the phone. “You’ll be fine. You’ve probably been sleepwalking, is my guess. That would explain the note.”


      “It wasn’t my handwriting!”


      “Writing in your sleep, though, it’d look different. Understandable. You’ve been under a lot of stress. Think about it: if these fiends could get you that easily, wouldn’t they have just ended you by now?”


      Such was a Thanatos member’s way of being reassuring, Landon supposed.


      He sloshed another inch or two of bourbon into the plastic cup, swigged it, and fell on his back on the motel bed. The ceiling swirled dreamily. “Just kill me in my sleep, ‘kay?” he murmured. “Don’t do stuff to scare me. Just don’t anymore.”


      


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      Adrian was determined to provide Sophie with a good Christmas before he left, or at least as decent a Christmas as he could give her under the circumstances. Her grandmother was here, which helped. But since Sophie wasn’t comfortable around Adrian, learning what else she wanted meant going through intermediaries. He’d asked Tabitha, who reported back that Sophie seemed only concerned about making Liam happy. Liam missed his video games—he spent a lot of free hours borrowing everyone else’s phones and playing whatever game apps they had on them—so Adrian sent out Niko and Zoe to obtain electronics. Food pleased Liam too, as it did for most rapidly growing twelve-year-olds. So Freya and Tab took on the task of planning and bringing down a Christmas feast for the group, sourced from Greek towns nearby.


      Thus on Christmas morning, Sophie, Liam, and their grandmother came out of the bedchamber to find their immortal hosts laying out plates of bacon, eggs, fresh fruit, pastries, and hot chocolate in the fields. The souls of Terry, Isabel, Rhea, Sophie’s Grandpop, and other friends lingered near, smiling. Liam pounced on the bacon. Grammy kissed Niko’s cheek when he brought her a cup of chocolate. Sophie finally smiled too—a weak smile compared to the blissful grins Adrian had once been privileged enough to receive, but it gave him hope. She sat on the grass with the rest, and ate some eggs and fruit. She kept her gaze lowered while the others chatted around her. Adrian was quiet too, across the circle from her, pulling apart a mandarin orange on his plastic plate.


      They exchanged gifts after breakfast. He and the other immortals had insisted they needed nothing. Nonetheless, Zoe weaseled over to Adrian and thrust a squishy paper-wrapped bundle into his hands. He unwrapped it to find two T-shirts and two long-sleeved button-downs, all new and in a variety of subdued dark colors.


      “Your shirts are all getting quite worn out and impossible,” she said. “Plus it’s so exciting being able to pick out colors for people!” After all, she’d been born blind, and hadn’t been able to see until eating the fruit of immortality a couple of months ago.


      Adrian hugged her. “Cheers, Z. They’re great. And um, here.” He took a tiny box from the paper bag he’d brought along, and handed it to her.


      She opened it and lifted out the silver ear cuff. “It’s gorgeous! Ooh, it’s got a moon.”


      “Moon and a sun and those wavy lines that looked like water—I don’t know, it made me think of you. Since you were complaining that becoming immortal made your earring holes heal up, and you can only wear that type now…”


      Zoe kissed him on the cheek. “I love it. Here, I’m putting it on.”


      A few paces away, Liam was on his knees opening a large box and hauling out its contents: a game system, monitor, and meters of cables.


      “And,” Niko was explaining to him, “I’ve finally fetched a generator for the Underworld the way I did for Ade’s trailer, so you can run the thing as soon as we hook up the wiring.”


      Liam kept up a stream of excited comments as he pawed through the game boxes. Tab and Grammy sat near him, grinning, and Sophie watched with a soft smile. She absently stroked the sleeve of the black cashmere sweater she wore, a present Tab had just given her. Adrian tightened his fingers on the paper bag, which still held his gift for Sophie. Would he dare give it to her?


      Then, to his surprise, she approached. She glanced into his eyes for a second, then dropped her gaze. “I have something for you,” she said. “It’s over here, by the orchard.”


      “Oh. Great.” He tried to sound friendly and relaxed.


      He followed her to the orchard, away from the chattering group—quite aware that several of their friends watched them walk off together, with a mix of curiosity, hope, and pity in their eyes. She tapped the flashlight app on her phone and lit their way with it as the glow of the souls dwindled behind them. Adrian added the beam of his key-ring light. He said nothing as they walked. What could he say? Enjoying your Christmas in the land of the dead? Fun and different, right?


      Between the pomegranate orchard and the river lay the large expanse where Persephone’s gardens had once grown. It had been overtaken by plants and trees that, as far as Adrian could recall, had always lived in the Underworld, along with some garden plants gone feral—willows, ashes, ivies, wildflowers, herbs, and others, all with leaves in shades of gray, white, or black, with occasional bursts of color in the flowers.


      But the flashlights’ beams landed upon one knee-high tree sporting slender shiny green leaves. Sophie stopped beside it. Small red flowers peeked from the foliage. The earth around its trunk was freshly turned over and tamped down, and showed a dark circle where the tree had been watered.


      “It’s this,” Sophie said.


      Adrian crouched by the tree and stroked a leaf between thumb and finger. “It’s pretty. Looks familiar; what is it?”


      “It’s a titoki tree. I had this idea you might miss home when you’re down here, so I asked Zoe what plants were in your garden in Wellington. She said she remembered a titoki tree, because her house had one too. So I had her find one for me at a nursery. I thought, since it’s native to New Zealand, there’s probably never been one planted down here, so…maybe it’ll do something cool, magic-wise. I don’t know. At least you could have it to remind you of home.”


      She sounded so somber. Adrian’s throat swelled and he blinked against tears. “It’s perfect,” he said. “I love it. Thank you.” And he couldn’t even kiss or hug her in gratitude. Not with yesterday’s reaction. “I’d…been meaning to try new plants down here, the way we used to,” he added, “but hadn’t got around to it. Really, it’s such a good idea. Thanks.”


      Her lips stretched in an expression that was almost a smile. “Good.” She reached down to pick a dry stem off the little tree.


      The gift was perfect, and so very Persephone. It boosted his hopes that she might yet recover and take joy in the Underworld—and in him.


      Then again, she could easily have thought of this gift and arranged it with Zoe a couple of weeks ago. Before.


      Letting himself hope was self-destructive. Action only, for a while yet. He rose and took out the one small box that remained in the paper bag. He handed it to her, though reluctance almost pulled his arm back. Ugh, jewelry, what had he been thinking? So cold and inorganic compared to her gift; such a typical symbol of men trying to buy and possess women. Not at all the message he intended, but she might take it that way.


      As she took the box, he said, “Don’t open it now. You can wait till later, after I’m gone.”


      Her eyes lifted to him, guarded. “Gone?”


      “Well, I should visit my dad, for starters.”


      “Oh. Yeah, of course you should.”


      He folded up the paper bag till it was just a hard little square between his hands. “After that, well, someone has to apply themselves to seeing what Thanatos is up to, so I thought I’d track them down, find out what I can. Stop them if possible. I’d still come back here sometimes, but it might be a while. It could be days or weeks that you…wouldn’t see me. I’m not sure yet how it’ll go.”


      He paused, but she stayed silent.


      “I just thought, maybe it’d help if I gave you some space,” he went on. “Some time. Since I know you’ll want to be down here…and, probably it’s best if I’m out trying to do something about them.”


      Sophie swung her flashlight beam slowly across the titoki tree. “You should fix the world. Stop them so it’s safe for us. If you can do that…” She let her arm fall still at her side. The beam of light became a stationary circle by her feet. “I don’t know what I want, for the most part. But I do want that. I want them stopped.”


      ***


      That night, Adrian packed up his bus, hugged everyone who had gathered in the entrance chamber to see him off, and promised to be in touch. Hugged everyone except Sophie, that is. Seemed he wasn’t about to touch her again. She longed to take the initiative and step up and hug him herself, but she felt anchored to the floor. The whole parting scene sent storms of uneasiness fluttering up and down her, deep in her belly and out to her fingertips, especially when he tried to give her a reassuring goodbye smile while misery swam in his dark eyes.


      Then he snapped the whip and was gone. The remaining group started migrating from the entrance chamber toward the fields, talking about having Christmas-night dessert and wine. “No wine for you, Liam,” Tabitha said with a laugh.


      Zoe suggested card games before bed.


      “Join us, Sophie?” Niko ruffled an Uno pack in one hand. “I promise not to cheat. This time.”


      “I’ll be there in a minute,” she said.


      The rest of them continued on to the fields. With a flashlight, Sophie walked alone through the tunnel to the bedchamber. She sat on the edge of the mattress, Adrian’s gift in her lap, and switched on the camping lantern that rested on a wooden crate by the bed, so that she had a light on each side of her.


      She untied the purple ribbon and opened the hinged jewelry box. Every muscle stilled for a breathless moment, then she swallowed and let her fingers fall to brush the necklace. Her ancient memory recognized it at once, though this piece was new and only an approximate copy of the one Persephone had worn.


      Five small purple amethysts, cut into ovals, formed the petals of a single violet flower framed by tiny gold leaves. The pendant hung from a slim black leather cord, gold wire coiled tight around the sides of the clasp in back.


      As Sophie lifted the necklace out, a note fell from the top of the box where it had been wedged. Sophie draped the necklace across her leg and unfolded the note.


      The first thing that struck her was that she’d never seen Adrian’s handwriting before, a fact both sad and strange. They’d only corresponded in texts or blog comments. The second thought was that his handwriting suited him: low and casual, with bolder straight up-and-down lines on some of the verticals, and an impression of honesty and sweetness throughout.


      She smoothed out the page.


      


      Dear Sophie,


      This is a replica of course, and not a very accurate one since I was relying on memory and then trying to describe it to the jeweler. But the gold and amethysts are from the Underworld, so at least that part is the same. I considered having the crown remade but a necklace is more like something a person could actually wear in this day and age.


      Whether you wish to wear it or not, and whether or not you ever want to see me again, I want you to know a few things.


      You’re welcome to the Underworld and everything and everyone in it, anytime. It’s yours as much as mine.


      You don’t owe me anything.


      I’ll always love you and welcome you.


      I just want you to be happy and I want to help you. That’s why I left. You’re right, we have to fix the world. Though it may be a lost cause, I’m going to try. For you, your family, our friends, all the innocent people. For Persephone and Hades.


      I’ll be in touch. Please stay safe and don’t give up hope.


      Merry Christmas,


      Love,


      Adrian


      


      She slid the paper farther up her knees so the tears dripping off her nose wouldn’t land on it and smear the ink. Why was she even crying? Only that everything made her cry these days, for starters. And because he was so sweet, and because even though she loved him as much as ever on the inside, shock had damaged her on the outside and she couldn’t reciprocate his affection the way he deserved. It hurt him, and it hurt her too.


      Now he was off to fight Thanatos, which yes, someone had to do. But they might catch and kill him next, and he’d drift down here as a ghost, and then his death, too, would be her fault.
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