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          Persephone

        

      

    

    
      My mother’s cough rattles the house—the wood and the windowpanes and the floor beneath my feet. The stairs do nothing to conceal the sound. I feel it in the center of my own chest, even one floor removed. Am I getting whatever she has?

      No. Probably not. It’s only cabin fever that makes my face look flushed in the shimmering reflection in the window above the kitchen sink. In mid afternoon, with the sun fighting its way through the clouds, I’m barely there. Pink cheeks. The line of my nose. White dress, always white. For a moment the fabric presses in tight against my skin, too tight, hemming me in the way the house does. The way she does. But I shake it off. What’s the alternative? I could go crazy with it, but I’d still be inside.

      Here.

      November has just turned into December, bringing a cold wind. I shift from foot to foot in front of the kitchen sink. Imagine walking. Imagine running. The wind has frozen the fog in the air. Streaks of sun catch the crystals hovering above the ground. It’s not the first time I’ve seen this trick of water and light. It’s not the first time I’ve thought of disappearing into it, and never coming back.

      But then...what would I do?

      Another cough, deep enough to splinter wood and rock.

      She’s been like this for days. Red-faced and rageful at the cough. Grinding her teeth whenever she’s not coughing. And I think—I know—that what makes her most furious is that I saw her struggling to get out of bed.

      It was when I brought her the last cup of tea. I took her wrist to help her back under the covers.

      She’s burning up, even now.

      Worry grips me in spite of myself, digging its fingers into the spaces between my ribs. What those women in that shop told me, with their cards and their prying eyes—it won’t come true.

      Not today, anyway.

      “Persephone.”

      Our house is quiet enough, always, for me to hear her when she calls. Her voice has gone hoarse. I take the stairs two at a time, landing light on my feet, heart beating fast. Maybe, if she’s sick enough, we’ll go into the city to see a doctor. I’m not hoping for that, of course. I’m hoping she’ll be fine. I’m really, really hoping she’ll be better when I get up to her room. To prove it I cross my fingers tight and go quickly down the hall. I catch the doorframe with one hand and slow my momentum coming into the room so it looks like I’ve been walking with urgency and not recklessness all along.

      “Mama—I was about to get more tea for you.”

      Her eyes narrow, red-rimmed with exhaustion. My mother breathes slowly and carefully, like that could make it stop, but she clutches the blanket tightly on her other side where she thinks I can’t see.

      “There’s no time for that. I need you to go out to the platform.”

      She has my full attention. This room could be full of that same frozen fog, for all the hairs on the backs of my arms stand up.

      “I’m sure I can’t get there before the train comes.” I make my gaze go soft, like I’m working out the timing in my head. I know exactly how long it takes to get from here to the fence, even in the snow. I know exactly how long it takes to get to the platform where the train stops. For a long time, I thought my mother controlled the train’s comings and goings, but the look in her eyes right now confirms that someone else has their hand on the switch.

      “You’ll get there.” She doesn’t bother to conceal the threat underneath the words. With her free hand she motions toward the low dresser across from her bed. It’s an antique, with a vanity mirror and bail pulls on the drawers. I used to come in here when she was working and run my fingertip over the ridges in the brass of those pulls. “That has to be on the train.”

      That is a small wooden crate. I’ve seen her carry enough of these to know that it’s light, and inside the wood is a styrofoam cooler. The small wooden slats are for the express purpose of hiding the styrofoam. It wouldn’t fit in with my mother’s brand, which is all-natural, everything sprung straight to the earth. I go over and lift it carefully from the dresser. My heart thrums, the beat fast, like the quick run of melting snow. “A last-minute wedding?”

      Weddings make up most of her business. That’s what she says. But part of me thinks that if I were to turn the latch on the crate and cut through the tape that secures the styrofoam cooler, I wouldn’t find a wedding bouquet. The size of it—it’s slightly off. Not quite long enough for a bouquet. I’ve picked enough flowers to wonder.

      “Patrick will be waiting for you at the fence.” Patrick. Old and wrinkled, skin battered by the sun and the winter wind. My silly flare of excitement wilts and dies. “Give him the...delivery. And come straight home.”

      Usually my mother meets him—all her people—alone. Usually, I stay in the house, as far away from the fence as possible. But she’s sending me there. Today. Now.

      I could go.

      There would be time. Time to press the box into Patrick’s hands. If he left the fence open, I could wait by the edge of the trees.

      Escape calls to me like the train’s whistle, far in the distance.

      She flicks her gaze to the window, grips the blanket tighter. “Go.”

      “You know, mama, if you needed me to, I could go into the city—”

      “No.”

      “I could get Doctor Lowery—”

      “Get your coat.” This time, she barks so hard that it sends her into a fit of coughing. My mother throws her elbow over her face and bends forward with it. When it finally stops, her eyes shine with tears. But she doesn’t look like someone on the verge of crying. That would be even worse. She’s not the kind of woman who cries. “Get your boots. And get to the train before it gets here.” My mother sits up, and even under the covers, the sight of her drawing herself up so regally makes me take a step back. I bump into the dresser, rattling the knobs.

      “I’ll be right back, Mama.”

      “I’ll be waiting for tea.” In other words, don’t screw around by the fence. Don’t talk to the person who’s waiting. Whatever you do, don’t get on the train and flee to the city. “And you know what I told you about the mountain.”

      “I shouldn’t look.”

      She nods. “Looking attracts attention. And if you attract the attention of Luther Hades, he will kill you.”

      “I won’t look.”

      I run for the stairs, scramble down, and throw myself into the mudroom off the kitchen. My fingers fumble on the zipper of my winter coat. It’s a fur-lined thing that’s meant for somewhere in the Arctic, not here, but I’m desperate to get out of the house. To get to the train.

      To leave?

      Yes. Even that.

      Away from my mother, who is clearly beside herself if she thinks that looking toward the mountain could cause any harm. She has a high fence. It’s miles away. Luther Hades will never know.

      I step into insulated boots, yank the laces tight, and gather up the box. Then out into the bracing cold. I pull the door shut tight behind me and take a deep breath in. The sharp edge of the wind hurts compared to the stuffy warmth of the house.

      I don’t hate it.

      Every lungful of air makes me feel brighter. More adventurous. Less the person who lives in fear of her own mother at the age of eighteen and more the person who might step onto the train and never look back. The thought of it sends a delighted shiver down my spine, chased quickly after by a wash of anxiety that shoves the air back out of my chest. The heat from my breath hangs in the air. I can’t go.

      But I could.

      She’s watching.

      I know she’s watching, up there in her bedroom, while I hustle across the snow in a quick cadence. The possibility of it spools out in front of me like a trail of breadcrumbs. One step up onto the train. My bare hand on the exposed metal of the door handle, a moment of glancing pain, and then it will carry me away.

      To the library.

      To the library in New York City. I could be standing outside that library in a matter of days, if everything went according to plan.

      I snort a laugh into the bitter air. According to what plan? I fold the box under one arm and move faster. A stitch pulses in my side. I’m out of shape from being inside so much more during the winter. In order to flee, you have to be able to run. I test it out, a few steps here, a few steps there.

      Not in these boots.

      Not today.

      And not with Patrick waiting at the fence.

      A cloud covers the rest of the weak sunlight. Patrick is, above all else, loyal to my mother. He’ll have his eyes pinned to my back just like she does. He’ll spare himself a few glances other places, too.

      The empty tree branches scrape against the sky in a creepy imitation of Patrick himself. I should be grateful that I got to come outside at all. That’s what I should focus on. Meeting that old man at the fence. And definitely not tucking myself into the last train car and leaving this place behind forever.

      If I did it, what would happen to my mother?

      An old memory, of that woman turning over a worn card in front of me, swims up in front of my vision. The words she said hadn’t matched with the expression on her face. But I don’t want to think about that now. My feet sink another inch into the snow, and I pull my boots out of its grasp one by one, keeping an eye on my feet.

      The fence comes into view, the gate standing open, and Patrick, the old man with the stare, barely my height and dressed in a coat so patched over it’s a mockery of itself—

      —isn’t there.

      It’s someone else.
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      My heart jumps up into my throat, the reaction so sudden and strong that I miss a step and stumble, catching myself at the last possible moment. My mother’s order propels me forward even while my brain struggles to keep up. It’s not Patrick. It’s not Patrick. It’s another man. My head is filled with the sound of a siren, blaring.

      No—not a siren. The train whistle. It’s getting closer. Just like I’m getting closer. To a man. Another man. A young man. A beautiful man. Standing at the open gate.

      He’s tall, much taller than Patrick, and even though it’s the middle of winter he looks sunkissed somehow. Maybe it’s the cold bringing color to his cheeks. A smile flashes across his lips and lifts something inside of me. His army green coat hangs over broad shoulders. What would it be like to run my hands over that cloth? I press one fingertip against the corner of the crate to try and get a grip on my pounding heart.

      It doesn’t work.

      The smile on his face widens and settles, reaching all the way to his eyes. Is there something else I see there? A flicker of assessment? I don’t know, because I’m too focused on the wild green color there. It reminds me of high summer and the whip of my hemline against my shins while I tear across the field, out of sight of my mother. A strange heat fills my lungs, like breathing in a dewy morning.

      I want to stare at him forever, from just this distance. We’re ten feet apart, maybe fifteen. Any closer seems dangerous. Like I might get a shock just from the empty air around him. Only it doesn’t seem empty now. That glittering fog sparkles and shines, transforming the gray of the sky into something adjacent to magic.

      “Hey.” His voice shakes the crystalline fog, shifting the light. “I won’t bite, you know.”

      I’ve stopped completely. It occurs to me in a flash. Snow nips at my ankles. It’s deeper than I thought, and for a moment I can’t get myself to take another step.

      But I have to. I don’t have any other choice. I have to deliver this box into his hands. The train whistle sounds again, a little closer this time. He doesn’t look away from me, but something changes in the way he stands.

      “I was supposed to meet Patrick.” There—one step first, then another. Why are you here? Why are you here, meeting me? I hurry forward, close the gap between us, and thrust the crate at him.

      He doesn’t take it at first. His eyes slip down to my ungloved hands gripping the sides of the crate, then flick back along the buttons of my coat and linger at the exposed hollow of my neck. Can he see how hard my heart is beating?

      “My name’s Decker.” His green eyes meet mine again, and he reaches toward me with a confidence that makes me take a half-step back—not far enough to get out of his reach, but just far enough that the touch doesn’t happen yet. “Would it be better if you put the crate on the ground? That way I won’t have to get so close.” He lets out a low chuckle that has heat racing to my cheeks.

      “I’m not afraid of you.” What is my face doing? Is this what they mean in books when they talk about batting eyelashes? It’s a completely involuntary movement on my part. I take a big, brave step forward and press the crate into his chest. He glances down at it but doesn’t take it, eyes dancing. He leans backward so I have to take another step toward him.

      My boot hits the cleared earth on the other side of the fence and goosebumps rush down the back of my neck. Decker grabs the crate, laughing louder, the sound echoing off the trees. His voice curls into the wind and cuts straight through my jacket and my jacket and my dress until it meets skin.

      “Uh oh,” he teases.  “You’re on my side of the fence now.”

      It’s such a pure, bracing exhilaration that it steals my breath. There is the platform. There are the tracks. And I’m one step past the fence that’s kept me hemmed in all my life, aside from one stint at a boarding school in the city. I’m caught neatly between Decker and everywhere else in the world. Questions tumble through my mind one after another. Why him and not Patrick? Whose side is he really on? Would he chase me if I ran?

      The look in his eyes says yes. If I ran right now, sprinting through the snow and following the tracks to the city, he’d catch me in no time. And then he would have no choice but to throw one of his arms around my waist and press me against him, both of us breathing hard. The thought of it blows apart all of my other plans for the future, all the vague fantasies I allow myself while I’m lying in bed at night, staring at the ceiling by the light of the moon. I’ve always pictured myself alone, when I get out of here.

      And I still do.

      I take a step back, carefully crossing to the other side of the fence. “I have to get back.”

      Decker looks down at the crate in his hands. I don’t know what to do with mine anymore. They ache to touch the sides of his face. He’s tall, so I’d have to reach up to get to the lines of his jaw. He’s so lean and sharp, all of him muscled angles. I have a thousand questions. A million. A current of danger runs underneath all of them. If my mother knew, if she knew—

      His eyes catch mine again, green like the summer leaves, shot through with sunlight. “You sure about that? Don’t you want proof?”

      “Proof of what?”

      HIs mouth quirks in a smile, and I can’t help but wonder, wildly, what it would be like to kiss him. To kiss any man. Which I absolutely cannot do. I can’t do that, and I can’t stand here by the fence for much longer. How sick is my mother, really? Too sick to follow me? Of course she is. I’m being paranoid. But the urge to look over my shoulder is so strong it makes my neck ache. There is no one behind me in the woods, least of all her.

      “Don’t you want to wait for the train with me? Make sure everything gets where it needs to go?” The words sound filthy coming out of Decker’s mouth, a winking kind of filthy that makes me blush. I twist my hands into the pockets of my coat and take them out again. “The way you were holding onto this thing, I can tell it’s precious cargo.”

      “It’s an errand from my mother. Everything she sends is precious cargo.”

      Decker arranges his face into a serious expression, though the light in his eyes gives him away. “Yeah, of course it is. Even you.”

      The giggle that comes out of my mouth is so unrecognizable and embarrassing that I find myself turning away from it and from him. A flash of movement in the corner of my eye is the only hint that he’s stepped closer, but when I drag my eyes away from the snow, he’s right there, close enough that the heat of his breath cuts through the cold air and brushes my face.

      I can hardly stand it, this intense vibration, like my heart has gone haywire and might burst with excitement at any second. The ground seems unstable under my feet. I have no idea what to say, or what to do—

      The train barrels into sight in the nick of time, right as I’m about to do something truly wild, like dive into Decker’s arms and tell him to take me away, anywhere, anywhere. Instead I jump back, clear of the fence, and try not to let on that I mistook the train’s approach for my own stupid heart.

      “Thank you.” I turn and go, moving fast, laying another set of tracks beside my own. Disappointment pricks at the corners of my eyes. If I was braver, I could have gone. I could be gone. But instead I made a fool of myself in front of the only man I’m likely to see for months. Maybe years. Maybe forever.

      “Persephone.”

      Decker’s voice cuts cleanly through the air, sinking into my back like an arrow, and I whip around before I can stop myself. The train rolls to a stop behind him, but he’s not at the fence—he’s halfway to me, coming at a run. He has to turn around—the train never stops for long, and this delivery is important—

      He jogs to a stop next to me. “Meet me here. Three days from now. At midnight.”

      “I can’t.” I could. I could. I could do it just like this. I’m a human firework, and I bet he can see it. What a risk. If my mother ever caught me, she’d be apoplectic. I wouldn’t see the outside of the cottage for months. Maybe years. Maybe forever. But I want to. The train hisses behind him, another warning. He has to go. I have to go.

      He catches my wrist in one free hand—the crate is nothing to him. He looks down at me, all green eyes to match his green coat and long limbs to match his playful voice. The pad of his thumb slips beneath the sleeve of my jacket. He’s warm. He’s so warm, even out here in the freezing cold. Even though he’s been waiting for me.

      “Meet me. I’m not done talking to you.”

      The train’s whistle howls, a siren that splits my brain and sends shivers from where he’s touching me down to the tips of my toes.

      I wasn’t brave enough to leave today. Maybe I could still be brave enough to meet him—under cover of darkness, when my mother is fast asleep. When there’s nobody around to see. My muscles tense with the need to run. She’ll be keeping track, no doubt. She’ll know how long it takes to hand a package to a man and come back for the house. And though Decker’s hold on my wrist is light, practically nothing, I know it will take magic words to get free.

      I’m not sure I want to get free.

      “I’ll be here.”

      His fingers linger on my wrist a second longer. “You will?”

      He steps back toward the train.

      “I will,” I call after him, like a woman out of the olden times, waving a handkerchief to a train pulling away. He reminds me of a soldier. A cute, forbidden soldier. Only I have no handkerchief, so I settle for a wave, quick and furtive. There’s no way he even sees it. Decker is already turning, jogging for the platform. At the train a man swings out of one of the cars onto the connectors and glares out at Decker. The man on the train shouts something I can’t make out over the hiss and metallic clangs of the machine. “I’ll be there.”

      I leave the words in the snow like a talisman and go back into the trees. The snow feels heavy around my boots, each crunch and snap beneath my feet reminding me of the distance between here and home, where my mother waits for me. I ignore the tree branches chiding me from their place in the sky and hurry. Fast. Faster.

      I barely see the snow or the field stretching out ahead of me. I’m too focused on Decker’s face. His smile. The anticipation sparkling in my veins. The delicious taste of a secret on my tongue. It’s almost as good as getting out of here. Almost. Our conversation, if it can be called a conversation, loops over and over again in my mind. I catch myself forming the words on my lips, like I’m playing out the scene for an invested audience.

      It’s not until the house is in sight, the sun sinking toward the horizon behind it, that something occurs to me:

      Decker never asked for my name. He already knew it.
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      On occasion, I like to get my hands dirty.

      It’s not every day I go down into the mines, but today is a special case. Even a man of my wealth needs an outlet from time to time. My outlet is underground. Away from the fucking sunlight. In the mines, there is always something in need of correction.

      Or someone.

      It’s dusty work, mining diamonds. And bloody work, keeping people in line. I normally leave those kinds of things to Oliver. But tonight I needed to stretch my legs.

      My dog, Conor, pads next to me as we resurface onto the factory floor. I don’t often walk here, either. It’s a special treat to watch all of my workers tense up as I pass. Not one of them looks up. They’ve learned well.

      Heavy footsteps up ahead draw my attention away from the work at hand. Oliver, coming at a run, his mouth set in a determined line. It gets my blood up. Not enough to react to him, but enough to anticipate action. My hands are still dirty.

      He comes to a stop inches in front of me and draws back, pressing a hand to his chest. The hand, I’ve come to realize over the years, is only a clever distraction. Oliver breathes normally. I’m almost certain he could run for a hundred miles without breaking a sweat.

      “Mr. Hades. You have a call.” Oliver takes my phone from his pocket and puts it into my hand. I left it on the desk when I decided to go down to the mines. Some things are rather less enjoyable when I can’t give them my full focus.

      I clap him on the shoulders and haul him along with me across the factory floor.

      “You didn’t have to run on my account, Oliver. Whoever it is will wait for me.”

      “It’s your brother. He said it was urgent.”

      “He called the office first?”

      “He called everywhere first.” Oliver’s eyes never stop scanning the factory floor, though there is no threat here. There isn’t a person around us that Conor couldn’t kill with one bite. And if they had the courage to go after me, well, I might just hire them to be Oliver’s protege. A joke, of course. No one has any hope of turning out to be anything like Oliver. That’s why he works for me. He cuts a glance down at the phone, then back to the people around us. “I didn’t want his call to take you by surprise.”

      In other words, Oliver is hoping that the contents of this call don’t send me straight back into the mines for another round. He’d rather be up here, where the air is lighter.

      “I’ve only been surprised once in my life. I doubt it’ll happen again from whatever my dear brother has to say.”

      I catch a flash of apprehension in Oliver’s eyes, which is rare enough as it is. He doesn’t second-guess himself often. And if he does, he doesn’t let it show. I could do him a kindness and tell him that this is fine. He didn’t interrupt me in the mines for that motherfucker Zeus, which would have been a mistake. But I’m not interested in coddling the man.

      My phone rings in my hand.

      “Run along.” I wave Oliver off and he turns abruptly at the next workstation. He blends in with everything else in a matter of moments. I have no doubt he’ll be in position to shadow me when I reach the end of the floor. I give it a few moments before I answer the call. Let Zeus think I don’t care. The truth is, of course, that I don’t. Sometimes he has interesting news, but more often than not, he’s only calling to rehash details of the arrangement that makes all of our lives tenable. Most of all, I want to disabuse him of the impression that he can order my people around. At the last possible moment I hit the button to connect us. “There’s no use calling, Zeus. I’m not in the mood to chat.”

      “Maybe if you were, you’d have more friends.” There’s a dull murmur in the background of the call—voices and silverware, a heavy glass being put down on a thick table.

      “If you’re lonely, just borrow an hour from one of your girls. That would waste less of my time and you’d get a decent fuck out of it.”

      Zeus laughs. “Aren’t you in a pleasant mood.”

      I reach the end of the workstations on the factory floor and keep going across the wide empty space beneath my balcony. A doorway at the end of a long hallway responds to my handprint and it slides open, revealing an elevator that only goes to my public office. Well—as public as it gets.

      “If you’re not calling to beg for my company, then what is it, Zeus?” Conor follows me into the elevator and sits at my feet, ears perked, waiting. I have no idea what goes through that dog’s mind as a matter of course, but I especially have no idea now. It’s not like anything is going to attack us in my private elevator. “I’m working.”

      “So am I.”

      “You’re sitting in the lounge of a whorehouse, watching the merchandise. I don’t think that counts as working.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Ice clinks against glass in the background of the call. I could use a fucking drink. But drinks, like everything else in my life, are a balancing act. A careful balancing act that bends toward the far more delicious pleasure of denial. “I think keeping accurate inventory is an essential part of any business.”

      “Hire an accountant.” Enough of this. He’s only calling to fuck with me, as usual.

      “Don’t hang up.” For the first time in this conversation I sense...urgency. It’s not on the surface with Zeus. It almost never is. But I’ve known him long enough to hear the notes behind the larger melody of his bullshit. “Are you still there?”

      I give him a heavy sigh. “I only have a few more moments left to waste, so if there’s something—”

      “Demeter’s...not well.”

      The elevator opens and I step out into my office. The seat behind my desk welcomes me back. Conor paces around the room before he returns to me and puts his head in my lap. I scratch between his ears, but it doesn’t dispel the pinpricks at the back of my neck, the hairs rising.

      “Did you hear what I said, Hades?”

      “I’m trying to discern why you’re bothering with this kind of lie. Frankly, I find this kind of exercise boring.”

      Now it’s his turn for an exasperated sigh. “I mean she’s sick. I’m told it’s bad enough that she’s not leaving the house.”

      “Have you had too many drinks tonight? Demeter never leaves her property. She’d rather die. You know that.”

      “I’m not talking about the grounds. I’m talking about the house. She’s missing deliveries now. Sending...other people in her place.”

      I am not the kind of man who entertains fear. There is very little in the world that scares me at all—that makes my heart beat faster out of self-preservation. If Zeus is telling the truth—and I think he is, by the sound of his voice—then the delicate balance between the three of us is in danger of being upset.

      Part of me would relish watching Zeus’ business collapse, but I’d only get to enjoy it for a short while before my own went down. He’d be able to recover, since he trades in the world’s oldest profession.

      As for me?

      I drum my fingers on the surface of my desk.

      Without Demeter, it would be a much harder climb. Fuck—I don’t want to think about it.

      “What do you want me to do, Zeus? I have someone waiting to speak to me.”

      A pause. Is he being tentative? My god. “I was thinking I should send a doctor on the train. Will you let him through if I do it?”

      “I’m shocked that you’d think I’d kill a doctor for sport.”

      He lets out a cold, calculated laugh. “I think you’d do worse.”

      “Not to our dear sister.” Conor nuzzles my hand. He’s hungry, and so am I. “If there’s nothing else, I would dearly like to end this conversation.”

      “Always a pleasure,” says Zeus. “And if—”

      I hang up before he can finish his sentence.

      I might not entertain fear or the kind of anticipation that feels like fear, but my body does. My heart thunders in my chest. Even the small hairs on the backs of my hands leap upward.

      “Come, Conor. It’s time for dinner.”

      My dog follows me out of the office and stays by my side all the way to my private quarters. He’s a good dog. Well-behaved. He gives me the time I need to think.

      Because of course I lied to Zeus.

      Oh, I’ll let the doctor live. That was true.

      But I intend on taking something much more valuable from Demeter.

      In fact, I already have.
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      I thought the fields were silent, but there is no silence compared to the one that engulfs the house. It’s a hot, close quiet, and my own breathing seems loud and ragged. I pinch my lips shut and try to even it out while I hang up my coat and step out of my boots. Nothing in the kitchen is out of place—why would it be, unless my mother had come down? But she’s not in the small living room, with its two chairs pointed at the fireplace, and the door down to the cellar where she works on her flower arrangements is locked up tight.

      Back at the sink, I stare at my reflection in the mirror and try to look innocent.

      I am innocent.

      How could anyone be anything other than innocent in a house like this? It’s all painted to look like whitewash and polished hardwood floors, like something out of a fantasy novel. My heartbeat is loud in my ears while I climb the stairs.

      I don’t hear her coughing.

      I’ve spent a lifetime in this house, so I risk going silently down the hall. My mother hates when I sneak up on her, so I normally won’t do it. It’s just that the silence is so heavy it makes worry bloom at the back of my mind.

      I’ve been warned before. About...something happening to her, because of me. I won’t think of it directly, because that seems like tempting fate. Instead I do the calculus of my trip to the fence. To Decker. And the extra minutes I spent there, talking to him. It couldn’t have been long, because nobody came looking for me. Still—something could have happened while I was out of earshot. Something terrible could have happened.

      I put my hand on the doorframe and pull myself level with with it. My body resists looking. I don’t have time for that. I only have time to peek around into the room and see what there is to be seen.

      Which is...

      Nothing.

      My mother is in her bed, curled on her side, facing away from me. Her shoulder rises and falls with each even breath. A tension uncurls from the center of me and falls to the floor. She’s okay. At least, I think she’s okay. And that means I don’t have to decide anything right now.

      I pad across the bedroom and snug up the blanket around her shoulder, then turn off the lamp on her bedside table. A cool moonlight settles over everything, soothing my skin. It feels good to be in the dark.

      So I keep it dark. My room is down the hall, and there’s nobody else here—nobody else for a long distance. My mother keeps her security guards at arms’ length. Or at fence’s length, I suppose. People aren’t supposed to get close, unless they’re approved to work in the fields. They’re not supposed to be close, but that doesn’t mean I’m ever alone. Except for right now.

      My bedroom door swings on its hinges with the softest creak. Two steps into the bedroom and I close it—quiet, quiet, don’t wake her up—and fall against it in a burst of cold clinging to the skirt of my dress.

      It’s not safe in here, even if it feels like it—not really. Nowhere in this house is truly safe from my mother. But I can’t help but close my eyes and let it all tumble through my mind again.

      I met a boy at the fence. A man. And he asked me to meet him.

      And I’m going to do it.

      My pulse thrums hard through my veins, all the way to my fingertips and my toes, and I trace two fingers over my wrist where he touched me. He touched me. He must have known how much of a risk it was, because...he knew my name. I didn’t tell him, but he knew. I should be...terrified. I should be trembling, and I am, but not because of how afraid I am. Or not only because of how afraid I am. It’s also because nothing this exciting has happened to me in years. Ever. Not since my chance at school.

      I fumble for the light switch next to the door and the room bursts into bloom around me. The walls are covered in flowers, a garden all on their own, every one of them hand-painted. I’m almost certain she had them freshened up, painted over, while I was at school. Peonies and poppies and roses crowd every inch of the walls between strips of white trim, resting on a bed of green leaves and vines.

      It all looks so different now. My four-poster bed with its hard mattress sits squarely in the middle of the room, facing a low-slung dresser. If Decker stood in here, all of these things would be tiny compared to him. They look tiny to me now. Girlish. Would he still want to meet me if he knew I lived here? And slept here, in bleached-white sheets, with nothing interesting around me except the watchful eyes of a thousand flowers?

      Another thought bursts from beneath the soil and sprouts into the center of my mind. Maybe he does know about the flowers.

      My hand goes to my throat before I can laugh it off. Nobody gets this close to my mother’s house. Nobody would climb the walls to see the inside of my room. They might want to—according to her, all men are evil and will do almost anything, given the chance—but Decker? There’s no way. He was just...nice. He was interested. And I can’t ruin this—this chance, this spark—by losing my head. I squeeze my eyes shut and pretend with all my might that it’s not my garden of a room watching me, but him. If we had a moment to ourselves, he could let his e yes linger where he wanted. Maybe even his hands. We could...hold hands.

      I snort a laugh at myself, because the heat in my cheeks would give me away if there were anybody else in here. Holding hands? I’m going to go to pieces over the thought of holding hands with a man I’ve met once? It’s time for a deep breath and a nightgown.

      The one concession my mother has ever given me to any sort of privacy is my tiny attached bathroom. The flowers follow me in there in small bouquets, each one centered on a white bathroom tile. They swim away when I splash cold water onto my cheeks, trying to stop the excited burn. If she sees me like this, she’ll know. And I can’t risk that tonight. So I put myself back together, standing over the sink. What I want is a shower, long and hot and luxurious, but the sound of the water might wake her up if it goes on too long. Instead I brush my teeth and strip out of the dress I wore today. And then I turn the lights off in the bathroom, hit the switch in the bedroom, and walk naked in the dark to my closet.

      The dark slips over my skin under the glow of the moonlight from my window and I drag my fingertips through it like the surface of a still pond. It feels so good to be in the dark. Terrifying, in its way, but cleansing, too. I especially need it tonight, when I’m trying my best to hide something from my mother.

      Oh, god. It’ll never work. My lungs squeeze out the remaining air in a whoosh as I step into the pitch dark of the closet and feel for a nightgown. I recognize one by the hem of its sleeve and the fact that it’s a little softer than the rest. Worn cotton instead of linen. My heart squeezes, aching and tight with a sudden fear. It will never work. I don’t know what I was thinking. What am I going to do, just walk out of the house in the middle of the night without any excuse? Three days from now, my mother could be well enough to follow me. She could see.

      I burst out of the closet and scan the room like she might be standing there already, having crept silently down the hall in the few moments I was in the closet.

      But the room is empty.

      It’s just me and the moonlight.

      Meet me. I’m not done talking to you.

      Decker’s voice is in my ear, as plain as if he were standing here right now with the cold on his skin, clinging to his hair and his eyelashes and his lips. At my bedroom window I press my forehead against the glass. Maybe I’m getting a fever, too. Maybe that’s why the thought of him is setting me on fire.

      The yard is empty down below, with no sign of anyone except me. The wind is already blowing over my footprints in the snow. The whisper of it against the glass beckons, a more subtle call than Decker’s invitation. his order, really. The wind would cover for me. She’d sleep through the whole thing. She would never be the wiser.

      And I would get something out of this, too.

      Not too much, because I’m not that naive. Men like Decker don’t just want to talk. I know that. But the wild beat of my heart says that this could be different. Everything could be different, if I could just stop being so afraid.

      I didn’t run for the train. But I’m not going to cower in my room. I won’t. I won’t.

      I press my hands flat against the glass, letting them soak up the cold.

      I won’t.
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      My mother catches my wrist while I’m in mid-lean, trying to collect her used teacup. For a second her hand is locked around my bones, tight enough to crush, but she lets go and her arms fall back down to the blankets. Her gray eyes bore into mine, and my heart stalls. This is it. This is when she announces that she knows about my plan.

      She takes an unsteady breath. “You’re distracted.”

      I’ve been distracted for three days. How did I act before I had an actual secret I was trying to keep from my mother? Obviously not like this. I balance her teacup on the saucer and straighten up. “Do you think we could get some new books?”

      My mother frowns, eyes still on mine like the very act of staring at me will make me crack open and reveal everything. She’s not entirely wrong. If this goes on long enough... “How do you propose I do that, Persephone?”

      I bite my lip and look at the floor. “I thought you might know someone who could put them on the train.” Like every other thing that comes to us. All of our food. All of our other necessities. Everything comes on the train. There’s no doubt in my mind that my mother can order whatever she wants. “There are bookstores in the city...”

      This could go wrong, and my heart knows it. Beneath my ribs it beats hard and fast. Standing this close to my mother is always a risk. A calculation, on my part as much as hers. At least the fact that I want books is the truth layered over a lie. I have not been thinking about books for three days, except so far as having something new to read would take my mind off meeting Decker. If I’d had something new to read, maybe I wouldn’t have gone back and forth on my plan every other minute. All of my old favorites weren’t enough to keep my mind off him.

      I’m ready to leap out of my own skin. Only her careful breathing breaks the quiet. She must’ve found some plant, some combination of things, that makes it easier not to cough. That’s a good thing. I wasn’t hoping she’d get sicker—no, of course not. I was only hoping that she’d be more interested in her bed than in me. Stop lying, she’ll say any moment now. I know all about your plan to meet that boy. I know all about what you think you can do with him. Did you think you could hide it from me?

      “I could make a call.”

      My eyes snap up from the floor to read her face. “You don’t have to do that. I was only—I was only wondering. I know you don’t feel well, so—”

      “Do you want the books or not?” Her voice reaches out to slap me. “You’ve been sulking for days now. Unless...” There it is, suspicion creeping into her eyes. “Unless you’re not being honest with me.”

      “I do want new books.” And clearly, clearly, I have been doing a terrible job of acting. I was going for upbeat and dutiful, but obviously I missed the mark. “It’s just so cold outside.” I add on a shiver. Too much? Too late now. “I’m ready for spring.”

      I hold my breath.

      My mother’s face softens.

      Relief spills over me, warm and clean.

      She gives a soft nod. “Aren’t we all.”

      We both look toward the window, where snowflakes fall in lazy spirals past the glass. Each one sparkles in the light of the waning sun, a tiny reminder that it’s cold enough to freeze.

      It’s not just me waiting for spring. It’s the entire world as I know it. We are all ready for melting snow and green fields and fresh air.

      Decker feels like fresh air. He is the spring, isn’t he? I could get a taste of it right now, before the winter breaks its hold.

      “What can I bring for you?” I’ll bring my mother anything she asks for, just not the secret I’ve managed to keep for three days now. I only need to hold out for a few more hours. “More tea?”

      “No, I’ve—” Her eyelids flutter and she closes them for a long beat. “I’m going to rest.”

      She doesn’t even wait for me to leave the room before she turns over, pulling the blankets up as she goes. I stop at the threshold to gauge her breathing. Deep and even. She’s asleep, unless she’s especially good at faking it, which...she might be, for all I know. This cough, this sickness, whatever it is—nothing like this has ever happened before. Not that I can remember.

      The timing is perfect.

      It’s a horrible thought to have about your own mother, and guilt eats into my belly on the way down to the kitchen. She does so much for me. And here I am, thinking that it’s good for her to be sick. A familiar dread scratches down the back of my neck. Best not to remember those tarot cards or what those women said to me. I only meant that it’s good timing because I’ll be able to meet Decker tonight. It’s a sign, almost. My mother is never sick, not like this.

      Maybe it’s because of you.

      “Oh, come on.” I fill the sink with water as hot as I can stand it and tip the teacup and saucer in, then add the teapot I used to boil the water and my own plate from dinner. The heat bites into my skin—too hot, too hot—but it calms me, too. The act of tolerating a little bit of pain clears my head. And in that clarity, excitement barrels in.

      I’m almost there. If I can keep it together for a few more hours, and if my mother sleeps, then I’ll be out there with Decker again. All the hot water in the sink can’t keep away the memory of the cold air between us. Winter isn’t usually my season—it makes me too sad and introspective. It fills me with too much longing for things I can’t have. But a part of me is already transformed just because he’s here. A part of me is a little braver.

      A little more reckless.

      My eyes skip over the glass containers with tea ingredients. My mother prefers to mix her own blends. It’s hard to live in the same house without picking up some of this knowledge. If you really want to rest—and I mean really—then skip the chamomile. You want something stronger. My hands tremble in the water and the saucer knocks against the teacup. Not much stronger, and the timing has to be right. Is right? I don’t know.

      I shake out my hands and whip out a dishcloth. I have to get it together. I can’t just stand here at the sink, shaking like a leaf. If she wakes up and comes downstairs now, she’ll know what I’ve been planning. How could she not?

      “I’m going to meet him,” I whisper to my reflection, only half-visible in the kitchen window. “Nothing is going to stop me.”

      So while the warmth from the water works its way up over my wrists and to my elbows and spreads from there over my skin like a new blush, I picture it.

      Drawing my coat tight around my shoulders and pulling up the hood to cover my hair. The first shock of cold outside the warm house. The dark coming down to put its arms around me and pull me toward the edge of the forest. Seeing him there, standing tall and thin like one of the trees—only he’s not dormant and frigid. He’s warm and alive and waiting for me.

      Has anyone ever waited for me like this?

      No.

      But he’ll be waiting soon.

      I snap my eyes open, half-expecting to see Decker standing in the middle of the yard. A shock goes through me, a burst of adrenaline like he actually is—but the yard is empty. For the moment, nobody is watching.
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      He’s not here.

      This is not what I pictured at the kitchen sink—not what I pictured by far. For one thing, the dark is not my friend outside the house. It’s more than cold, it’s freezing, and standing here doesn’t keep me as warm as running for the train. My teeth chatter so loud that the sound nearly drowns out the clatter of the wind in the branches. A bitter wind, unsoftened by the moonlight.

      The forest is empty. He’s not here. Shame twists at the pit of my gut. How could I have been this stupid? How could I have been this naive? He only wanted to play a trick. See if I would fall for it. Well, I did. And now I’m out here shivering in the dark. I’ve been so foolish. Too foolish to even bring a flashlight with me, or anything else. I just trusted him. And why? Because he said he wanted to talk to me.

      The gate isn’t even open.

      There’s no way to get to him, and he did say to meet me here. I was the one who assumed he’d have a way to open. I assumed he wanted anything to do with me. My cheeks go hot. But why would he? He could have any girl that he wanted. He can get on the train anytime and meet anyone. Why freeze his ass off in the middle of a deserted forest owned by my mother for me? I’m nothing special.

      Obviously.

      Obviously.

      Why did I ever think I was?

      The hopeful feeling is the most embarrassing part. It just won’t give up, even though there’s nobody at the fence. Or anywhere else. I have to leave. I can’t stand here and listen to the branches breaking above me, because if I stand here for a minute longer, I’ll stand here all night. Hope is hard to kill. Hopefully it will freeze to death soon.

      But before it can—and me along with it—I turn on my heel and stalk back toward home.

      I make it one step before a hand wraps around my wrist and tugs.

      Fear crashes into me like a lightning bolt, and then another hand claps over my mouth. My own bloodcurdling scream dies against someone’s big palm. Oh my god, oh my god.

      “It’s just me.” The hands drop away, except for a light touch at my shoulders that turns me in place. And there Decker is, a grin on his face like he hasn’t nearly ended my life just now. My heart races, painfully out of control, and I put a hand to my ribs to try and get it to settle. “You think I’d stand you up?”

      My breath twists and catches, pounding at the door of my throat before it finally breaks free and escapes. “I didn’t see you. I was looking, but I didn’t see you.”

      Decker slips his hands into his pockets and steps closer. “I couldn’t help but see you. You’re brighter than the moon in all those white clothes. How do you do it?” He lifts one hand from his pocket and traces it along the edge of my hood. Decker’s fingertips are perilously close to my skin, but not touching. Not yet.

      “Do what?”

      “Absorb all the light and reflect it back.” He frowns. “Even your skin does it. You’re practically glowing.” Now he does brush one of his knuckles against my cheeks, and a shiver of shock moves over my skin at the heat coming off his hands. How can he be so warm when it’s so cold outside. “Tell me your secrets, pretty girl.”

      “I don’t have any secrets.” Did I say it too quickly? Will he know?

      “I don’t believe that for a second.” Decker’s eyes meet mine, and somehow they catch every bit of the available moonlight. I can’t look away from that green. “You can flutter your eyelashes and say you’re not hiding anything, but we both know that’s not true.”

      “I’m not,” I insist. “What would I be hiding?” My secrets burst from the soil where I’ve buried them, popping up side by side like plants I never intended to bloom. How much does he know?

      Decker leans in close, his breath hot and minty on the side of my face, and whispers: “Me.”

      A laugh bubbles up from between my lips, half relief and half delicious anticipation. “You’re—you’re right about that.”

      He leans against a nearby tree. The sharp, clear chill in the air doesn’t seem to bother him at all. He might as well be standing here at midsummer, with the gentle humidity caressing his skin. I ball up my hands into fists and shove them into the pockets of my coat so I don’t do something truly foolish, like reach up and touch him. God knows what would happen if I did.

      Decker considers me. “You don’t have to stand so far away, you know. It’s cold out here.”

      The wind whips up again, curving through the trees and gliding between my coat and my dress. “I don’t think we’ll be any warmer cuddling with a tree.” It’s perfect, the perfect nonchalant thing to say, but of course I can’t just leave it. “Will we?”

      “Only one way to find out.” Decker holds out his arm to me with a wink. I’m too old to be taken with how familiar a gesture it is. I’m too old for the swoop and dive my stomach does when he beckons with one finger.

      I take a deep breath and step closer.

      He folds me into his arms like he’s done this a thousand times, and my entire body lights up with it. It doesn’t matter that we’re separated by several layers of fabric. This is as close as I’ve ever been to a man. Can I breathe? I don’t know if I can breathe. But when I finally do, because I have no other choice, it doesn’t make it easier to think. It makes it harder.

      Because Decker smells...good. Not sweaty, not overworked, but good. His green coat is surprisingly soft, like it’s been washed lots of times, and I have the strangest urge to press my forehead into it and curl up for the rest of the winter. Underneath the bite of the cold and the cotton scent of his clothes is something soapy and clean with a hint of what must be cologne. I don’t know why I thought he’d come here fresh from the fields in high summer. It must have been his eyes that made me think of that. But it’s winter, and even so, he wouldn’t have been working the fields at midnight anyway.

      “You’re so clean,” I blurt out, because I have to say something—I can’t just stand here in his arms, up against a tree.

      He laughs as easily as he might if we were doing this outside one of the movie theaters in the city. “So are you.” He takes a deep breath and I freeze. It’s not until this very moment that I considered what I might smell like to him. Of course I washed my hair. Of course I let it dry, running my fingers through it as often as I dared without drawing my mother’s attention. But I don’t have any fancy perfumes, other than a small bottle of scent my mother had made from some of her flowers. “What is that?” He leans his head down and inhales, and all of the hairs on the backs of my arms stand straight up. “Do you bathe in flowers, too?”

      Talking about bathing with Decker is too much. The act of it—getting naked, slipping underneath the water in the tub, standing in the shower—it makes the frigid winter night feel hotter than the sun. My face burns.

      “I—I thought you wanted to talk.” I flash him a smile that I hope comes off as knowing and completely comfortable and disengage myself from him. “And not about baths.”

      Decker pretends to be shocked. “You don’t want to talk about baths?” He stretches his arms above his head. “But don’t you love the feeling of the water on your skin? I bet you’re like me. I bet you like a cold shower with a little nip to it.”

      “Hot.” Sentences. What are sentences? Words that you put together in a neat string, not like a person who just says one thing and trails off. My brain struggles to get going. It’s not fair, what he did, because now all I can picture is what he might look like in the shower. Working for my mother’s business isn’t easy labor, so I bet he’s...muscular. But not too muscular, because he’s still tall and lean. Tall and lean enough, maybe, to leap over the fence. Is that what happened? Is that how he’s here? “I like hot water. Hot as I can stand it.”

      Another full-body shiver makes it impossible to stand still, and Decker notices. “You’ve been out here too long, haven’t you? Probably frozen down to the bone. Here.” He shrugs off his coat and throws it over me. Even with my own winter coat on, it’s still enormous. “Does that buy me a few more minutes?”

      I should take the coat off and give it back to him, but I can’t. My hands burrow into the coat and pull it tighter in spite of myself. I was right about the muscles. It’s clear, even though he’s wearing a long-sleeved shirt, that they...exist. They more than exist. They perform. My mouth waters. This is wild. I don’t know what I expected when I came out here, but it wasn’t looking at him like this. Out in the snow, like he doesn’t feel the cold.

      “You don’t have to—to buy them.” I work to unclench my fingers, to open the coat. “We can just walk. Moving will warm us up. You can take this—”

      His hands come down on mine, separated only by the fabric of the coat. “Keep it on.” Decker looks into my eyes for a lingering moment, like he needs to convince me that it’s freezing out here. Let me save you, those eyes say. A smile plays at the corner of his lips, a teasing, familiar thing. “If you want to walk, we’ll walk. Lead the way.”
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      The world must agree with my plan, because the instant we turn back toward my mother’s fields the wind dies down. Or maybe I just can’t feel it because we’re moving. Either way, the tense knot in the middle of my lungs releases a little. I can breathe again.

      The sound of our footsteps crunching on snow is the only sound on the path back to the fields. We should probably go somewhere else, but there is nowhere else—the gate is closed and locked, and walking alongside the train tracks seems too risky. Too tempting. If the train were go to by, I might get on it with him. And I want to. But I feel almost lightheaded from having his coat around my shoulders. I feel like I’m perched on the edge of a deep pool, and one false move will send me plummeting into the dark center of it.

      I’m not ready for that.

      Or maybe I am ready, and that’s what scares me the most.

      How did you get here? I want to ask. Is my mother’s fence that weak? But instead: “Won’t you be tired in the morning?”

      Decker cocks his head to the side. “How intense is this walk going to be?”

      “Not—not that intense. Unless you need it to be.” What do I even mean by that? I have no idea. I have...some idea. But I’m not sure there’s a script for how to make small talk with a man you’re meeting illicitly in the middle of the night. The back of my neck prickles at the reminder that there could be consequences for this—and bigger consequences than a slightly awkward chat with Decker. If my mother finds out—

      She won’t. She’s sleeping. Deeply.

      “Let’s walk slower.” Decker catches me by the elbow and pulls me in closer to him. “Unless you’re leading me toward a trap.”

      “A trap?” I squeak. “I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t even know how to set a trap. For a man?”

      “I’m just kidding.” He nudges me, and every touch leaves a trail of heat down my skin. “I know you’re not here to trap me. We’re just here to talk, remember?” I do. I’m not done talking to you. “So tell me more about you. I already know some things.”

      My breath goes out of me again. This can’t keep happening, otherwise I’m going to get truly lightheaded and tip over into the snow, which would be the opposite of cool. “That’s not true. Nobody knows anything about me.”

      “I know you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. I know you only wear white. At least, the clothes I can see are always white.”

      “You’ve only seen me twice. Maybe I wear other colors when you’re not here.” I don’t. I don’t have clothes that are other colors, except for a couple of forest-green dresses for photo shoots. That hasn’t happened in a long time. I bet they don’t even fit anymore. I can’t bring myself to say something witty about the clothes he can’t see. It feels like holding my hand above a flame.

      “You don’t.” He says it with such authority that it sends a chill down my spine beneath both coats and my dress. People don’t see me. Decker has never seen me. Until this moment I was sure of it. He nudges me again, pushing me off balance just enough that he gets to be the one to right my balance again with a hand on my waist. Decker leans down. “I can tell you’re not the type to wear bright colors. Honestly, Persephone, the white looks good on you.”

      He straightens up and we come to a stop in the center of my mother’s wide-open field. In the summer, it’s green and lush and covered in flowers, bright pops against the grass. I’ve only seen it like this—stripped of color and life—a few times. It looks like a brand-new start. A blank page. A beginning, all of it fresh and new and clean. Our footprints are the only marks. The moonlight pours into them and covers them up.

      And something half-covers the moon.

      From the vantage point of the field, we can see the mountain. It’s outlined in stark terms against the white disc behind it.

      “Damn,” says Decker softly. “It’s like he’s watching you.”

      My heart goes still, letting in the complete silence of the field around us. The faint whisper of the wind is the only sound. My chest starts to ache, trying to force my heart back into motion, and eventually the need to live wins out.

      I have never, never, heard another person mention Luther Hades like Decker just did. The only person who ever talks about him is my mother. Her warnings amplify in my mind until she might as well be standing next to me now. If he finds you, he’ll kill you. He’ll do worse than kill you.

      “What did you say?”

      I try to keep my tone light, like I don’t particularly care or like I haven’t been highly aware of the mountain for as long as I can remember.

      Decker shrugs, keeping his eyes on the black precipice. “You can see the mountain so clearly from here. It’s almost like he can see you, too. It has to be impossible, but on a night like tonight I could almost believe it.”

      Talking about this makes me want to move away, but the bare expanse of the field seems threatening with his words hanging in the air. “What do you know about...” The man who wants to kill me? “You know. The mountain.”

      Decker breathes in, and I can see the evidence of it sparkling in the light in front of us. “I know the devil lives there. The worst man in this world or any other.”

      My mouth has gone dry. A nervous laugh gathers in my throat and dies on the tip of my tongue. “I was hoping that was only a story.”

      A stray cloud passes over the moon and the mountain, dimming the light. A fresh wave of goosebumps travels over my skin. It takes a moment to realize Decker is watching me with a glint in his eyes. “Who would be telling a girl like you stories about a man like that?”

      I shouldn’t say another word, because now we’ve strayed into territory that I know is dangerous. Saying her name might bring her here. I shake off the superstition and do it anyway. “My mother. She’s always warned me about—” Saying his name also doesn’t seem like a great idea. “About the man in the mountain. She’s terrified I’ll go outside the fence somehow and get caught up in his claws.”

      It’s a joke, meant to lighten the tension pulled tight between us, but Decker’s expression goes solemn. “She’s probably right. A guy like him, and a girl like you?” He shakes his head. “He’s bad enough to do it.”

      To do what? A strange desperation wells up at the center of me. I want details. If I’m going to be trapped here the rest of my life, I want to know why. But I can’t make the words fit together in a question that makes sense and will break Decker out of his weird stare and crack open the heaviness of this moment. I didn’t come here to talk about Luther Hades and his mountain. I just came here to talk. And here we are.

      “I heard he killed a man for leaving work with diamond dust in his pockets.” He looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “Not even a full diamond. His body didn’t even make it onto the train home.”

      “Diamond dust?”

      He turns to face me, to search my eyes for truths or lies or something else, I don’t know. “Your mother talks about Luther Hades but she didn’t tell you what he does?”

      My cheeks glow. I hope he can’t tell. “She’s—she’s never said.”

      Decker gathers me into his arms again, like he can tell I’m on the verge of blowing away in the breeze, and somehow, so easily, he shifts us so that I’m standing in front of him, leaning against him in the shelter of his arms. We both face the moon and by extension the mountain, and I have a flickering vision of him holding a knife to my throat. It’s a wild thing to think and my body stills in the face of the imagined danger. But there is no danger. I tell it to myself again, a second time, a third time.

      “Well, I’ll tell you. The inside of that mountain is a diamond mine. That’s how he gets all his money.” Decker’s voice has the tone of someone telling a ghost story. Only...owning a diamond mine doesn’t seem that bad. A person having money doesn’t make them evil. A seed of doubt embeds itself at the back of my mind. “But for the people who work there, it’s worse than a mine. It’s hell itself.”

      “Why?” I swallow hard and wrap an arm around Decker’s so that I’m at least part of this and not just standing here like a would-be captive. “Because it’s hard to mine diamonds?”

      “It’s especially hard when you replace all your machines with people. He doesn’t care how many men break their backs trying to carve precious stones out of the mountain. They’re all the same to him.” Decker takes a deep breath, his ribs bumping against my back. “I don’t know if I should tell you anymore. It might give you nightmares.”

      I turn around in his arms and he raises a hand to my cheek and strokes his fingers down the side of my face. “I’m not afraid of nightmares.”

      “That’s good.” I wish he would stop looking so serious. It was his wide grin that made me want to come here in the first place. The playful light in his eyes. In the moonlight, he looks...older. Darker. “Because real life is much worse than your dreams could ever be.”

      ”Don’t try to scare me.” I push against him, but he holds me in place. Finally, finally, he smiles again, and the fearful weight on my shoulders lifts. ”I thought you wanted to talk.”

      Decker laughs, his voice sinking into the snow. “It’s better now that you’re not looking at that damned mountain, isn’t it? Now we can focus on each other. Because I do want to talk.” He bites his bottom lip, which causes an echoing flush across my cheeks...and other places, too. “Can I tell you something else?”

      “Yes.” I sound breathless and girlish and I hate it a little, but Decker doesn’t seem to. And that’s good, because he’s the first person I’ve spent time with since I came back from school. Aside from my mother—and every conversation with her is a high-stakes game of don’t upset the person with the key to your bedroom. “Tell me. Tell me anything.”

      He leans down low, and this time his lips brush the shell of my ear. “I want to do more than talk.”
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      I should push him away, throw his coat at him, and run for home. That’s what I should do. I should have run for home a long time ago. This kind of thing—it’s dangerous, it’s reckless. My mother would be furious. The threat of that fury dances in the back of my mind, and part of me wants to give in.

      But the bigger part of me—the part that was brave enough to sneak out of the house in the middle of the night, snow be damned, and meet a boy to talk—wants to do more than talk, too. Delight knits itself together with anticipation at the base of my spine. I can’t imagine feeling cold in this moment. I’m hot. I’ve never been hotter.

      Decker hasn’t taken his hand from my face, and I lean into it, feeling positively feverish. The fact that he’s touching me, and I’m letting him, is so forbidden it’s hard to breathe. I don’t care.

      “Me, too. I shouldn’t,” I say firmly. “But I do.”

      He groans. “That is the sexiest thing I’ve heard in weeks.”

      I let out a laugh. It sounds good. It sounds...mature. “You don’t have to say that just so I—so I like you.”

      “I think you already do like me.” He raises one eyebrow. “But I more than like you.” His fingers move up to my hair, and he twists one of my exposed curls gently around his knuckle. “I wasn’t going to say this—you know, at our first meeting, but....I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

      “There’s not much to think about.”

      “Are you kidding?” Decker bursts out. “You’re gorgeous. You’re intriguing. Honorable, and innocent...you’re not like the other women I’ve met.”

      Something about it strikes a discordant note in the very back of my mind, but that prickling feeling is swept away under a tidal wave of—what is this, even? It can’t be love. It can’t be anything close. It just feels so good. So warm. Like I’ve won a prize, and the prize includes a one-way ticket to New York City. It feels like the rush I’m going to get when I’m finally standing outside the public library, when a pair of stone lions are the only things between me and the one place I’ve always wanted to go.

      He drags his gaze over my face, every inch of it. “You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met.” Decker shivers a little bit, breathing hard. “I just want to—”

      He leans in and kisses me.

      I can’t breathe. What do I do? Frozen shock shoots from where our lips meet to the tips of my toes. His lips are so cold and his tongue is so warm, demanding entrance to my mouth. He’s so confident. Like he’s done this a thousand times, and I can’t wrap my mind around this. His mouth. On mine. Kissing.

      I move in closer on some instinct, I don’t know what, and the tug of his hand on my face. He’s so tall that I rise up on tiptoe. Searching, searching. I’ve gone outside my body and now I’m looking down on us. Decker’s tall frame is bent over mine, one arm firmly around my back, a gentle grip that feels like iron anyway. I can’t get a breath, it’s so intimate and new.

      The newness fades almost immediately and I’m very much in my skin again. Too close. We’re too close. He’s too close, and he tastes fine, it’s just that his tongue is too big for my mouth and his hand is on an awkward spot in the middle of my back. We’re like the wrong puzzle pieces, bashing into each other again and again but never quite fitting. Not how I imagined. Maybe it’s me, maybe I just haven’t kissed enough people. Or anyone, aside from Decker. What am I doing with my mouth? Oh my god. What is he doing? I can’t, I can’t—

      I shove myself back and out of his arms, gulping in air like he’d been holding me underwater. Decker reaches for me and I take another big step back. “I’m sorry,” I gasp.

      “It’s okay.” He’s smiling, charming as ever, but he shoves his hands into his pockets. “It’s really okay. I got a little carried away.” He takes one cautious step forward and bends down so I’m forced to meet his eyes. “Being this close to you makes me lightheaded. Hard to think straight.” Decker rubs a hand across the back of his head. “Can you blame me?”

      Yes. No. I don’t know what to think, or what to do, against the rush of sensation. I still feel his mouth on mine, though we’re a couple feet apart. “I have to go.”

      Decker turns back toward my mother’s house as easily as if he’s been there a hundred times. He holds his arm out for me to take it. “Let me walk you.”

      “No, no, no.” A wild laugh bubbles out of my mouth. “You can’t come that close to the house. Not ever.” The gravity of what we’re doing here, in the middle of the field, strikes me like the hammer of a church bell. “We—we can’t do this again.”

      “Oh, don’t say that.” He reaches for my hand and pulls until I’m level with him. Until I have a clear view of the way he bites his lip and watches me. “Say anything but that.”

      “It’s not a good idea—”

      “It’s the best idea. Tell me you’ll meet me again. At least one more time.” He lifts my hand in both of us, almost like he’s going to kiss my knuckles, but he doesn’t. “It would mean the world to me if you would let me make up for my mistake.”  There’s that smile again, sheepish and somehow knowing at the same time. “Don’t let it end here, when there’s so much more we could...talk about.”

      He’s just so handsome. Anyone would think so. He has a fine jaw and bright eyes and nice muscles, all of it on display for me even though it’s the dead of winter. And we might not have fit together this time, but...we could, right? Given enough practice. Given enough bravery. I chose to stay here, didn’t I? I should at least have the nerve to do something for myself.

      And nothing bad happened tonight. Nothing except one stupid conversation about Luther Hades and his mountain. Maybe next time, it’ll be cloudy.

      “Okay. I’ll come.”

      Decker thrusts a fist in the air. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “But I really do have to go home.” A spike of wind draws itself across the back of my neck, even through my hood. Time to go. I get moving before I can stop myself. “Good night, Decker.”

      “Wait.” Decker makes a pretty picture in the snow with the moon and the mountain over his right shoulder.

      “What?”

      “My coat.” His white teeth flash in the dark. “I shouldn’t leave without it.”

      “Oh. Right.” I’ve been holding it so tight that letting go takes more work than I thought it would. He stands still and lets me bring it back to him. His fingers linger on mine for a second longer than necessary.

      Decker shrugs on his coat, shaking his head. “You do look amazing in white.” He pauses, like he might say something else. “Good night, pretty girl. Sleep easy.”

      I have the strangest urge to watch him—where is he going, after this? Where does he live? How will he get home? All things we didn’t talk about. But instead I turn around and head for the house. It’s a clear night, but I keep my eyes on the sky. I only need one more thing out of tonight—a fresh fall of snow, to cover my footprints. That’s all, that’s all, that’s all.
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      I had my first kiss.

      That’s the thought that rings in my mind, over and over again, all the way back to the house. The windows are reassuringly dark, which means my mother must have turned off her light at some point and gone back to sleep. For the first time in a long time I’m totally alone. Nobody’s watching.

      I always assume somebody is watching, because my mother is paranoid about Luther Hades, but I can’t see them now. I can’t feel them. That has to count for something.

      But what really counts is that I had my first kiss.

      Decker couldn’t help himself.

      And that feels...

      Intoxicating.

      I work the memory in my mind, trying to turn it into something perfect. Something with fireworks. Something soul-deep. But maybe one kiss in the middle of the night doesn’t have to be soul deep. I don’t know. I don’t know anything at this point, except that I can’t wait to get out of this coat and into my bed.

      One more happy sigh, and I reach for the door handle. Holding my breath won’t make it quieter but I do it anyway. For all I’ve thought about leaving it feels good to come back here now. Hopeful, almost. If there’s someone like Decker here for me...

      It’s too late to have such deep thoughts about it so I shut the door softly behind me and flip the two locks. Then I have to open them again and tap my boots against the single step outside. Look at me, planning like I know what I’m doing. I don’t, but I at least know that leaving snow-encrusted boots to melt on the floor is only going to give me away. Coat, too. I brush it off outside. I hope the cold lingers on my hands for a little while longer.

      I want the night to cling to my skin.

      A successful semi-escape. I did it. I went out, and I met a boy, and I was only terrified part of the time. I press my fingertips to my lips and move into the living room, then climb up the stairs. I’m as weightless as the starlight coming through the windows. She’ll never know I was gone.

      All of my senses reach out through the second floor. Nothing, nothing, nothing. No sign she’s awake. No sign of any disturbance. I have one more secret to hang around my neck like a charm, hidden beneath my dress where nobody else can see. Nobody could blame me for loving this feeling. Well—my mother could blame me. But she’ll never know. My cheeks glow with it.

      I push open the door to my bedroom and close it behind me with the softest exhale. Fatigue drapes itself across my shoulders like a heavy blanket. I’ll pay for this in the morning. In the dark I reach for the hem of my dress and turn toward the wardrobe.

      There’s someone in my chair.

      It stops my movement. My heart. Everything except a ragged breath. My hands clench tight around the fabric in my hands. Trapped. I’m trapped. In my clothes, in the room, in the house. Every horror story I’ve ever read rears up into my imagination—all three of them. About men who lay in wait. I think she let me read them on purpose because now, now, I can’t move.

      It moves.

      The dark shadows in the chair shifts. The moonlight catches the edge of her hair.

      Her hair.

      My mother.

      Terror rolls over me with all the weight of a boulder set loose from the top of Luther Hades’ mountain. Tears wet my cheeks. The warmth in the air evaporates, and I might as well be standing in the field several hours from now, trying to swallow the knifelike cold of the deep night. Get to the door—I need to get to the door. But my feet don’t follow my mind’s orders. And it wouldn’t help anyway.

      She rises from her seat and my brain forces the image to make sense, even though shadows press in on the sides of my vision. I can see her now. She wears her nightgown and pulls a quilt around her shoulders. Anyone else might see her as harmless. A sick woman, wrapped in a blanket. They would be wrong—what’s happening now is a nightmare.

      Be strong, be cool, for god’s sake. I manage to stand up straight but can’t fight off the urge to squeeze my eyes shut and count to four, hoping against hope that this will actually have turned into a dream when I open my eyes.

      It hasn’t.

      In fact, it’s gotten closer.

      I rip my hand away from the hem of my dress and wipe furiously at my cheeks. At least one wish came true—my knuckles are still cold.

      “Mama, I—” The words squeak out as a whisper. I clear my throat and try again. “Mama, are you—are you feeling all right?”

      A low laugh. “You’re worried about that now?” She moves fast enough to startle me. She’s inches away now, gray eyes blazing. The air superheat with her rage. The fever can’t be helping. “Where the hell did you go?”

      “Out.” The truth, if not all of it. “I went for a walk. I couldn’t sleep, and it’s hot in here. I’m worried that your fever is worse.”

      “And you thought going outside would help? Or did you think drugging me would help?”

      “I didn’t—”

      Her hand shoots out, a viper in the night, and pain lances through my skin. It doesn’t even matter that my dress has long sleeves, her nails are that sharp. She wrenches me toward her so she can speak directly into my ear.

      “I’m not angry that you put something in my tea.” Not true, not true. “I’m angry that you’d do this to me so you could go meet someone. Someone who’s broken the rules, just like you. Someone who will have to pay the price, just like you.”

      “I didn’t, Mama, I swear.” My arm is killing me. I also swear she’s drawing blood. I let the pain take over my expression. What else am I supposed to do? I can’t stop the tears. They’re a match for the clinging fear that fills my lungs and the ice tensing all of my muscles. “I only wanted to go for a walk. I was thinking.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” Her voice rises until it hits the ceiling and falls back down, cracking over my head. “Someone came to meet you. Tell me who it was.”

      The threat is there in her grasp and underneath every word she says. It’s not subtle. Tell me or else. Or else could mean so many things. Like a key turning in the lock on my door. Like a matched set of companions to watch my every move and report back to her. Dwindling food. She knows how to make tea, too. The walls of my bedroom sweep in, cramming the bed next to my shins and the chair into my chest and leaving no chance of escape. It’s bad enough, being in the house in the winter with nowhere to go and nothing new to read. It can only get worse. So much worse.

      My arm twists even though I’m trying my best not to move. She grabs harder and now I do feel the skin break. My dress sticks to the crescent cuts from her fingernails. Any cooling effect I might have had from being outside is crushed under her hand—the skin feels hot and painful and a whimper escapes me.

      My mother jerks her hand back, the dark line of her mouth twisted in disgust. “You’re a whore.” Her voice curves through the air like a slap. “I know you were meeting someone. I know someone came inside the fence.” She goes still for a brief moment and I match her, though all I want to do is run for the bathroom and run fresh water over my wounds. “That won’t be a problem anymore.”

      She brushes by me on her way to the door. A howling sound kicks up outside the window—no, it’s inside my head. Because if she shuts that door, if she locks me in here, if I can’t get any air to breathe—

      I lunge for the door at the same time my mother moves to slam it shut. I have nothing but my own body to stop it with and pain arcs up my arm when I make contact with the heavy wood of the door. There’s no other choice but to lean into it, hard, with everything I have.

      “Please, Mama. Don’t do this.” Grit your teeth. Convince her. “I didn’t meet anyone. I promise. I was only going for a walk because I was so worried about you. I was trying to think of a way to get a doctor. I didn’t see anyone.”

      The door shakes next to my body. Is this a sign of her giving in, or trying to shut it.

      “Please,” I say one more time. Fresh tears roll down my cheeks. It would be better if I wasn’t crying, but I can’t stop it anyway, and here we are.

      Here I am.

      And then—

      A sniffle.

      Not from me, from her.

      I should stay still, so I don’t distract her from...whatever she’s doing in this moment, which isn’t, surprisingly, shutting the door and locking me into my own bedroom. But curiosity gets the better of me. I shift slightly to the side, giving the door an inch and letting a sliver of light fall into the hallway.

      My mother has raised her hand to her mouth and as I watch, mouth hanging open, she drops her hand from the door and uses it to clutch the front of the blanket around her shoulders.

      She’s...crying.

      Not full-blown sobbing. I’ve never seen her do that in all my life. I would remember. But her shoulders shake, and tears gather at the corners of her eyes. She still has the echo of her cough from before.

      “Mama?”

      “I’m only trying to protect you.” Her voice has gone low and miserable. “Don’t you understand? I’m trying to save you. You don’t know what’s out there. You just don’t know.” She tips her head back, staring at the ceiling, shaking her head. I’m chilled to the bone. To the core. I’d rather face her as a shadow in the corner than this.

      I murmur something soothing and nonsensical and reach out a hand to touch her forehead. The heat is obvious even before my skin makes contact. The fever is back, and worse.

      Thank god.

      I think it before I can stop myself, and if that makes me a terrible person, then...I’m a terrible person. But I’m also a terrible person who puts my arm around her shoulders, never mind the pain, and takes her back down the hall to her bedroom. I help her back into bed. I tuck her in.

      And when I’m sure she’s sleeping I go back down the hall to my own room.

      I leave the door wide open.
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      Oliver Callahan sits across from me at my desk, his hands stretched out over the paperwork that’s fanned over every inch. “I don’t like...this part.” He stabs a finger at a paragraph about halfway down one of the sheets. “Seems off. Seems like he’s trying to fuck you over.”

      Conor lifts his head from his position on the floor next to my chair. He makes a huffing sound that could be mistaken for agreement with Oliver if you’re the kind of sentimental person who thinks that way. I am not a sentimental person.

      Still, Conor is right to agree with Oliver. The man’s been studying hard.

      The dog lets his head fall back down on his front paws and lets out a contented sigh. He must know the day is almost over.

      If I was capable of feeling affection, I might even feel it for a motherfucker like Oliver. Scars crisscross the back of his hands. Some of them are probably from when he almost killed himself trying to rob my diamond mine, but others are from stories he hasn’t told me. I don’t particularly care one way or the other. What matters to me is that he’s almost a caricature of loyalty.

      That’s why I send him to meet my brother’s men. Better him than me. I see Zeus exactly as often as necessary. Lately, things have been going so well that it hasn’t been necessary at all. Which is good for me. It’s fantastic for Zeus, however, because it gives me less opportunities to kill him.

      That was a joke. I wouldn’t murder my brother when there are far better options.

      I gather up the contract and review the paragraph Oliver has pointed out. He crosses his arms over his chest and leans back like he doesn’t give a fuck, but I know he does. One day, if he pays attention, he’ll be able to get out of this place and start a business of his own. He’s crazy enough to threaten just about anyone into investing. It’ll be better in the long run if he can manage things himself, however.

      Not that I intend to let him leave in the near future.

      I meet his eyes over the top of the paper. “Oliver.”

      He lifts his chin an inch, face showing nothing.

      “You’re correct. I’ll deal with Zeus later.”

      His lips twitch, which is as close to a smile as he’ll give at moments like these. Frankly it’s as close to a smile as I want to see. I’m not in the business of grinning like a fool at everyone who enters the office. It’s better if everyone who works for me thinks I’m incapable of that kind of weakness. Better for business. Better for control. Better for everything.

      “Now.” I let the papers fall to the desk. “Tell me about this month’s shipments and revenues.” He does a bit of everything for me. Security. Delivery. Management. Bodies and diamonds both need all three.

      “We’ve only had one shipping incident all month.” Oliver lets a hint of pride into his voice. “Sales are up by ten percent over last month and fifty percent over last year.”

      “Rough or cut?”

      “Fifteen for the rough, and—”

      A knock at the door cuts him off mid-sentence.

      Not just any door.

      The side door, cut into the wall in such a way that it’s nearly invisible to everyone aside from me and Oliver. His eyes sweep across the wall behind me, then come back to mine.

      “Go. We’ll finish this later.”

      He gets to his feet without an ounce of hesitation and goes, leaving all the papers behind on the desk. I shove them into a pile while he makes his way across the office. I’m not the kind of man who gets worked up about an expected report. There’s no need for my heart to be racing now. The body betrays.

      The door closes behind Oliver. Out of an abundance of caution I scan the office and the massive windows behind my desk. The factory floor is nearly empty at this time of night, between shifts. A couple of custodial staff move between the workstations below. Soon it will be alive with the sounds of people working to make me money, but for now an anticipatory quiet has settled over everything.

      “Come in.”

      The door opens noiselessly and the man I’ve hired for a very specific job—so specific I couldn’t give it to Oliver, because it might wreck him for all other jobs—steps into my office.

      He looks like a fucking fool. The green coat he wears is slightly too big, which has the effect of making him look like an overgrown teenager. And his hair is wet. Like he didn’t brush it off when he got on the train to come here. And the wide smile—fuck. He obviously has no sense of his own face. That’s unsurprising. He has no sense of how ridiculous his name is, or how I’ve chosen him because nobody, not even Demeter, would suspect him of anything. With a grin like that, how could you?

      Unless he’s more cunning than I thought.

      Doubtful.

      A man named Decker is exactly what he looks like on the surface.

      The grin makes me reassess him anyway.

      The high color in his cheeks could be a result of the cold outside. The explanation could be as simple as that.

      He shrugs his shoulders like he can shake off the night air. “Little cold in here,” he comments, eyes raking over everything in the office.

      At the sound of Decker’s voice, Conor shoves himself up off the floor, a low growl in his throat. Decker’s eyes go wide, and he holds both hands in the air. “I thought you said he’d get used to me.”

      I let Conor get a little closer, stalking the lanky asshole, slowly closing the gap between them. One of my favorite things about Conor is how absolutely massive he is. Even a man Decker’s size would be no match for him without some decent weaponry. Right now, Conor has all the advantages in the form of his sharp teeth.

      “Doesn’t appear that he has.”

      Conor snaps at the air in front of Decker’s legs, warning him, and another growl tears through the air. The dog’s hatred fills the room like an electric cloud. That’s the kind of emotion I like. It’s wiped the smile off Decker’s face. The growl progresses to a bark, then another vicious growl.

      Decker backs up toward the door, tension singing in every movement. It’s clear he wants to run. That’s probably the smartest instinct he’s ever had. He shoots a look at me with wide green eyes. His nerves are getting the better of him. I slip my hands in my pockets and watch.

      Conor keeps stopping, like he’s sure that I’m going to call him off at any moment. And I am going to call him off, if only so I don’t have to call for someone to clean up the body. But it would be thrilling to let Conor off his leash, as it were. I can only imagine how that would go. Very poorly for Decker, of course.

      I get a little lost in the fantasy.

      Conor snaps at Decker a bit too close, and he leaps back, pressing himself against the corner with a shout.

      “Conor.” I snap my fingers, and my dog is instantly transformed. He pads over to me with his own loyalty shining in his eyes and sits at my feet. I drop a hand to his head and ruffle his ears. “Good boy.”

      Decker straightens up, tugging his coat back into place. His face has gone completely red. I can see him trying to work up the balls to say something to me, but I don’t have time for that tonight.

      “Give me a status update.”

      He lets out a heavy breath. “I made contact with her.”

      And then he looks away, a smile flickering across his face so quickly that it’s gone in less than a blink. But I fucking see it. That smile? That fucker. He did more than make contact. A thousand possibilities flash through my mind. I can’t get ahead of myself. Not in this moment. Their options were narrowed by the fact that it’s winter, and it’s freezing. He couldn’t have made contact with her for long enough to do any of the filthy things I’m picturing now, against my will. Fuck that, and fuck him. I’d like to end him right now, but I deny myself the pleasure. Over the years I’ve become very, very good at denying myself pleasures. I can do it one more time.

      “So the plan is on track,” I say mildly.

      Another big grin from Decker. Ah—it is a gesture he uses to hide behind. I wonder if he used it on her. “I’ve got everything under control. The only thing you need to worry about is the payment.”

      The payment—as if I would ever worry about money in that way. Money is nothing.

      And compared with the furious need roaring through me, money is ashes. It’s less than nothing.

      Decker chews at his lip. “I have to get going.” He heads for the secret panel with a confidence I know he doesn’t feel. The wobble in his knees gives him away.  “The train’s leaving soon.”

      “Decker.”

      He turns back, caution in his eyes. Finally. “Is there something else?”

      Conor presses himself against my leg. Another warning. This will involve more denial than perhaps I can stand. But what’s a little torture if it means putting an end to Decker’s games? I look him in the eye, so I’m sure he understands it when I say: “Bring her to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading Prince of Chaos! I know you need more of Hades and Persephone. You can find their story in King of Shadows now!
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      "Breathtaking, intense, and scorching hot, King of Shadows is the modern myth I've been waiting for." –Skye Warren, New York Times bestselling author

      Luther Hades has always been my family’s sworn enemy. He’s the opposite of everything we stand for—ruthless to the core.

      I want my freedom, but Hades wants me. And I’ve walked straight into his trap.

      There has to be a way out of his fortress of a mansion. I’ll get away—I have to. Even if it costs me everything.

      And it will cost me everything: my body, my soul...and my heart.

      
        
        One-click KING OF SHADOWS now!
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY and Amazon Top 100 bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE, free everywhere!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with DIRTY RICH, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in SINGLE DAD’S WAITRESS, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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        Bliss Brothers

      

      

      
        
        Crush on You: Roman Bliss never saw Jenny London coming. This ugly duckling turned brunette bombshell could either save his resort…or destroy his heart.

      

        

      
        Stuck on You: Beau Bliss meets his worst enemy in this opposites-attract firecracker of a novel. Who’s going to win this battle?

      

        

      
        Hooked on You: Driver Bliss needs his freedom, but he might be willing to give it up for a mysterious one-night stand…

      

        

      
        Crazy on You: Charlie Bliss would be crazy to give Leta Quinn a second chance…

      

        

      
        Love on You: Huck Bliss should not fall for his best friend. Not now, not ever.

      

        

      
        Wish on You: The mysterious Asher Bliss returns…with a fake wife!

      

      

      
        
        Wounded Hearts

      

      

      
        
        Before She Was Mine: Dayton Nash survived the war, but he might not survive falling in love with his best friend’s little sister.

      

        

      
        After I Was His: War has torn Wes Sullivan apart. Whitney Coalport could put him back together…if they don’t destroy each other first.

      

        

      
        When He Saw Me: Bennett Powell never stops searching for the truth. So it makes sense when he falls for Eva…who is a liar through and through.

      

      

      
        
        The New York Billionaires Series

      

      

      
        
        Dirty Rich: Kate already had a demanding boss. Then she meets Jax Hunter, the new owner of her company.

      

        

      
        Dirty Scandal: Graham Blackpool is never getting married. But when a sex scandal forces him into a fake engagement, he finds himself wanting to say I do…

      

      

      
        
        Main Street Single Dads

      

      

      
        
        Single Dad’s Waitress: Ryder isn’t looking for love, but he can’t help falling for the waitress serving him pancakes in his brand-new town.

      

        

      
        Single Dad’s Barista: Dash isn’t in Lakewood to make friends. He’s here to crush the competition… until he meets his rival and things reach a boiling point.

      

        

      
        Single Dad’s Sweetheart: Wilder is the world’s biggest rock star and a desolate widow. All of that changes when he meets the girl behind the counter at Lakewood’s best candy shop.
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      © 2020 Amelia Wilde

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without express written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For more books by Amelia Wilde, visit her online at www.awilderomance.com
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