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          Zeus

        

      

    

    
      The moment Brigit’s hand drops away from my face, I know I’m fucked.

      We’re both fucked.

      She is especially fucked and the hot blood on my hands and sleeves underscores the point. My eyes burn. Tiny shards of glass? I have no idea and I don’t care. I don’t care about anything anymore. I was wrong to ever care.

      Up ahead, in the dark of the street, a shadow runs away from me dressed like Reya. For a moment I feel a wild, pulsing hope, but it’s gone in a flash. I know what I saw. She’s dead, and Brigit saw it too. If dead Reya had only been a hallucination then Brigit wouldn’t have tried to save her.

      Brigit tried to save her, and then I walked her back to her death.

      My ears ring, a flat tone that won’t go away no matter how much I shake my head. It won’t go away until it does and then the air around us is a riot of noise. Wind kicking up through the city blocks. Sparks flying on the air. Ash, painting the sky. Something explodes behind us and I know it’s the building. Whatever took out the back half will be lighting the rest ablaze. More fire catches with every step I take.

      The sirens begin at the end of the block.

      What happened to the rest of them?

      My body tries to turn. To find out. There are so many women at Olympus and I only saw three, three in the ballroom. Three and my dead secretary. I don’t know where they are and my bloodied, thrashing heart has ceased to function in a way that will let me think. Think.

      How long is the walk to the hospital? Twenty minutes, if I hurry, but the horrifying truth is that Brigit is getting heavier.

      She was helping before, in the way that a person will help you carry them if they’re conscious. I saw her eyes. Her face was left untouched by the apocalypse we lived through. But now her head has dropped back.

      I steal a look at her eyes and all of me jolts in an embarrassing involuntary startle because it’s not her, it’s Katie, it’s Katie, bleeding out all over my shirt in her red dress. A blink transforms her back into Brigit but my gut twists, my heart stops. Cold grief digs its nails into my spine. I would give anything for Brigit to hold on that tightly. But she doesn’t move.

      She doesn’t move.

      I’m crossing intersection after intersection, hardly looking, and no one is looking for me. Three fire trucks speed by, sirens screaming, lights painting us in red and white.

      I don’t have a plan, other than to get to the hospital.

      And then what?

      What, if she’s dead? I make a vague decision to throw myself off the roof, if that’s the case. It’s a mindset issue, really. I will never be in the mindset to live past this, if Brigit is dead.

      A familiar black SUV jumps over the sidewalk curb in front of me. It misses the brick facade of the store we’re in front of by inches. The door opens, kicked out by James, who sprints toward me with both hands up. I don’t stop walking. If I stop, I’ll crumple to the ground and none of us will get where we need to be.

      He puts himself between me and the road. “You’ve got to stop.” He’s breathing hard and scared, the whites of his eyes showing. “You’ve got to get her there faster. Get in the car.” He points, a slow gesture meant for an idiot. Is it possible I’ve gone into shock? I doubt it. I’m not capable of shock. But I am finding it difficult to perform the unique calculus of walking from the curb to the SUV.

      James puts a hand on my shoulder. “Get in the car.” His voice cracks. “Please.”

      “Hurry, then.” I sound so casually irritated, as if I’ve been asking him to appear all along and now he’s done it, a few minutes off schedule. He pushes in front of me and throws open the back door. We get in.

      I get in. Brigit flops lifelessly into my lap and the red of her blood in the lights of the SUV is so bright that it pulls me headfirst into somewhere else. My knees on the carpet. Katie’s red dress.

      “We found the charges in the back,” James says. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “Charges?”

      “The explosives.” He stomps on the gas and reverses into the street, the SUV rocking. Brigit rolls against me and a fresh gush of blood soaks my shirt. I hold her closer to try and mitigate the bump from the curb but I don’t want to push the glass farther into her back. It’s an enormous shard for her small body. It’s going to kill her. “We found the explosives and I cleared out as many people as I could, but—”

      “The tower always falls,” I tell him sagely, some bullshit I heard from one of the women who works at The Fates. “I’m not giving you a glowing reference.”

      James’s face is pale in the rearview mirror. “I won’t blame you if you kill me.”

      “Kill you?” I laugh, automatic and heartless. “You’re my head of security. Why would I start with you?”

      “I’m the closest.”

      The way James is driving, it’s only a few minutes to the hospital. He guns it into the emergency entrance, throwing me shoulder-first into the door. Fine, it’s fine. I stop Brigit’s head from making contact and pull the handle, spilling us onto the sidewalk. James tries to get out but I kick his door shut. “You go to my place. You have the address?”

      He does. He’s the only one at the whorehouse who knows the place I’m talking about, and he confirms it with a nod.

      “Go there and wait for me. If I don’t come back, you know what to do.”

      His hands are on the wheel. “You have to come back.”

      I ignore this and go toward the lights.

      The hospital is blinding at this hour. Its glass and metal front is an ocular assault. Maybe my retinas were burned by the explosion. Don’t look down. I look down regardless and the red threatens me a second time. Red on red. An ambulance howls its way along the side of the building and this sharpens my resolve. Not a single fucking person is going to get help before Brigit. I’ll get them to help her if it’s the last thing I do, and it might be the last thing I do.

      The first thing I see when I get into the lobby is a woman, running.

      Her hair is another red flash. Blue scrubs, sprinting in the opposite direction. Is she running from my father?

      She’s running from me.

      The waiting room is a collection of statutes, people frozen in chairs. They’re faceless, unimportant things, expressions frozen in shock.

      Say something. No words come to mind. Or—the words that come to mind won’t mean anything to these people. My building exploded. Someone tried to kill me but Brigit was in the way. There’s glass—

      A voice over a speaker is a muddled mess of codes. For her? For me? I don’t care if they clear the whole building, as long as someone comes to help.

      Someone is coming.

      A flock of blue scrubs and white coats, running, running. I discover I’m standing in some liminal space between the waiting area and a wide hallway, big enough for crash carts and stretchers. The redhead from before reaches me first.

      Then she reaches for Brigit.

      And—

      I can’t.

      I wrench her away from them, from the grasping vultures. They’re all talking at once, too many of them, and the rush of blood in my ears shreds the words into an unrecognizable mess. Panic body-checks me with enough force to crack several ribs, and fuck these people. I brought her here but it was a mistake, a terrible mistake—

      “Don’t touch her.” I sound feral, and some detached part of me wonders what hell this desperate man crawled out of. “Don’t put your hands on her—”

      I’m searching for an exit, though an exit is the last thing I need, when a familiar face elbows her way through the crowd. I’m the person with the poker face in every situation. Carina Jain wears one now. Shoulders relaxed, hands in view, she gestures the others back. They’re all on edge, tense and waiting, and if even one of them steps close again I will pull this building down around us. “Zeus, she’s losing a lot of blood.”

      A lot of blood folds in on itself and then explodes like the back wall of my building. “She’s dying.”

      “You have to let us help.” A hand on my arm, near my wrist, and I take a big step back. Don’t touch her. “Put her down. Right here. I promise you, no one will do her any harm.” Carina snaps a stretcher into being at my side. “Just lower her. Carefully, carefully...”

      It feels like death, like being cut open at the core and flayed alive, but her voice seems so reasonable. This is what I came here to do. I did not anticipate that it would melt my skin off, but I lower Brigit down to the stretcher nonetheless. Carina moves to the other side and blocks the rest of them so that I can get my arms out from underneath her.

      “Let’s go,” says Carina, and if I was burning alive before, now the flame has reached my bones and taken them all out.

      Because this bitch has double-crossed me.

      She motions in the others and there are too many for me to stop. Three of them tangle up with my feet while they start to wheel Brigit away.

      “Sir,” one of them says, an insolent gnat begging to get his nose broken. “Sir. You can’t come this way.” The stretcher disappears through a set of swinging double doors and I am still being harassed by these assholes. The door gives way beneath my hand and sets off an alarm. Four of them, in front of me now, a fifth diving in to join the fray.

      I can’t let her out of my sight.

      It’s controlled chaos back here, much like the main floor of the whorehouse on a party evening, and I see its patterns like I’d see the whores turning in their neat circles around me. Brigit, surrounded by scrubs so that all I can see are her feet, is getting farther away.

      “We have to stop you,” one of them says, a tremble in his voice. “Sir, we have to stop you.”

      Another set of doors.

      They take her through.

      The last part of my carefully constructed facade turns to ash. The ashes burn.

      “I’ll kill you,” I warn the one who’s bold enough to put himself between me and the doors. “I’ll kill you now.”

      “You can’t go back there, sir. It’s against hospital policy to let visitors go into the operating suite—”

      “Get out of the fucking way.”

      “Sir—”

      I sweep them all to the side with one arm, with more power behind it than I intended. One goes flying into the side wall. The double doors open again and Carina comes out, running again. “Let me see her.” I grab for the front of her white coat. She lets me have it, but she’s not the only one coming. The controlled chaos is turning to actual chaos, and I know, I know, that I should sit down and let them do their jobs. I know. But I can’t let it happen. I can’t die like this. I can’t die with my heart stopping in another room, not for the second time. Not tonight. Not now.

      I drop Carina and push through, a laugh bubbling up and escaping. It’s everyone in this emergency room against me, and I cannot hear a thing they’re saying. None of it matters. Let them keep coming forever. Let them keep pulling at my arms, my clothes.

      A door with a window looms up in front of me and through the window I can see her feet again. Where are her shoes?

      I wrestle an arm free to open the door.

      My palm never makes contact.

      A hand comes down on my shoulder and wrenches me straight backward. Who the fuck—

      “Back up, fucker.” I hate the voice in my ear, hate it with every bit of my soul. “Let them help her.” Hades gets one arm across my chest and this time, this time, I’ll kill him. This time, I won’t let him go back to his precious little mountain.

      I go for his hands first, but he’s in his right mind and I’m not. It’s a wrestling match in the middle of the hall, all the hospital staff backing up. I stomp on one of his feet but he only swings me to the side, one arm pinned under his. We collide with a short man in scrubs and I reach for the guy’s throat—I’ll kill him too, every one of these people keeping me from Brigit—but Hades slaps down my hand.

      “She’s dying,” I shout at him, at everyone. “I’ll kill all of you if you don’t let me see her, you fucking animals, I will raze this motherfucker to the ground with all of you in it—”

      “A coin for the ferry,” Hades says, his hands moving quickly. Lightning speed.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, you piece of—”

      He puts something between my teeth and clamps his hand down hard over my mouth. A pill. He’s given me a pill. Panic explodes, shattering what’s left of me like glass, and I fight him like a man possessed. But the fucker is prepared this time. A tray with medical instruments goes over, each slice of metal ringing like a bell on the floor. In my attempt to scream at him I’ve swallowed whatever it was, and with every passing moment his arms lock down harder. I can’t even break his wrist.

      I can’t do anything but let him drag me backward down another hall, kicking at the floor, trying to rip his arms from his body, but he’s too strong and getting stronger. We’re through another door, a smaller room, and he hauls me bodily over to a corner where there is a bed. He tips me into it like he’s just kicked me out of a third-rate bar and fuck me, I fall. “Who told you I was here? I’m going to kill you too.”

      He adjusts his jacket and puts his hands in his pockets. It’s fucking infuriating, how possessed he looks, while I’m—

      What the fuck? I’m drunk. Or—

      “Do it, then.” Hades has the nerve to throw me an impatient look. “Get up and kill me, Zeus. I don’t have all night.”

      I’m a very good host, so I try to oblige him.

      And I can’t.

      Because a clean, sweet darkness is closing in, and closing fast.

      “I hate you too,” I tell him. “I hate you so fucking much.”

      “You really are an ungrateful bastard, aren’t you?” I can’t answer. Too dark. Too tired. “Sleep it off. You can thank me in the morning.”
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      The world turns upside down.

      One minute, Zeus is saying something to me. Something I can’t hear, because something has happened to my ears. A terrible thing. Only a terrible thing would dull the world this much. The beat of my heart is the only sound, but after a while it stutters to a halt. A clear, bright pain at my back spreads out and wraps me in its wings until everything is white, white, white. White like driven snow. White like the burn of the sun.

      It’s so white, so unbroken, that it takes even longer to realize it’s still turning. A deeper white glow turns over head. Sunrise, sunset. I try to laugh but it hurts. There was a joke—what was the joke? I’m expensive. I don’t feel expensive now. I feel nothing, a blissful nothing interrupted only by firework bursts of pain from my back.

      What happened to me?

      I breathe in clouds and exhale ice. If this is heaven, then it’s not very exciting. Who ever thought the afterlife would be like playing in a giant white parachute, without the playing or the parachute? There’s nothing here. My mom should be here with me if I’m dead.

      The flat white divides itself neatly in two. White and black. Like Zeus and Hades. The darkness rises, covering up the white until there’s only a thin line left, and then...

      Nothing.

      And then...

      Hands.

      On my face.

      Big, strong hands.

      From far away, there’s a rhythmic beep, as if someone on another continent has forgotten to replace the batteries in a smoke alarm. Smoke alarms are important because that way, you know if there’s been an explosion. An explosion—yes. I remember orange flames and a ragged hole in the ceiling.

      I remember stars.

      “—with me,” he says. Those are the words I was tracing on his lips before I came here, to this nowhere place. Please stay with me. “Brigit.”

      That voice. A golden voice. I can feel it behind my eyelids the way a person feels the sun even as they sleep.

      “Wake up.”

      I’m not asleep.

      But.

      I’m not awake until I open my eyes. It takes another eternity to figure out how to move my lids, which are weighted down by some outside force.

      The voice insists. “Wake up, Brigit. Come back.” It’s fervent, like a prayer, half-commanding and half-beseeching. It makes me wish I was the churchgoing type just so I could hear someone pray to God like this. Unfortunately I’m not the churchgoing type. Unfortunately I’m a total sinner. A whore, if you will. Yes—that’s what I was doing. I was working. I was working—

      I open my eyes and look into the face of God.

      Not God—just a god, and he is so beautiful it makes the machine off in the distance beep faster. What little I can see of the room is white like my dreams, white like the world I was just in, and Zeus is a stretch of living color. Black slacks and a white shirt and golden eyes that shock me back to life. Giddiness races up my veins and pours into my brain, stirring up all the memories there. Waiting in the dark of the alleyway. Seeing him for the first time. The way he circled me, stalked around me, looked. Much like he is now, eyes hard on mine. “If you’re going to look any longer, you could at least pay me for my time,” I rasp.

      He makes a noise that I would mistake for a sob if I thought he could cry and tips his head to mine.

      I thought I was alive before, when I opened my eyes, but when his lips meet mine—that’s when I live. The rich, clear taste of him. It’s a hot, searching battle. I found you. I was right here, waiting for you. My heart breaks, comes back together, and he shoulders himself closer. Yes. Get closer. Never leave me again.

      A door opens and the air in the room shifts to admit a lady in a white coat, dark hair and dark eyes and a quirk to her lips. She holds a clipboard with a thick stack of papers. “I expressly told you not to wake her up.”

      Zeus draws my bottom lip between his teeth and bites, one last gift before he pulls away and stabs a finger in her direction. ”I expressly told you not to fuck around with me.”

      “You were a danger to yourself and others,” she says calmly, coming around the side of the bed and squinting at the machines. “How are you feeling, Brigit?”

      “Fine, I think.” More than fine, really, as long as he’s touching me. A distant nervousness tolls in the back of my mind. “What happened?”

      “You sustained some injuries in an incident at Olympus,” says the doctor, eyes settling on me. “How much do you remember?”

      A mirror on the top of my head. Zeus, looking at me, horror in his eyes and a smile on his face. “Not much.”

      “Not your arrival at the hospital, then?”

      Zeus glares at her. “The point, Carina?”

      “That’s Dr. Jain to you.” She adjusts something on one of the machines. “We’re finishing the last drip now.”

      “And then what?” He smiles now, and a shiver rocks my shoulders. This is the only man in the world whose smile is more dangerous than his frown. “Unless you’re planning to drug us both and do away with the bodies.”

      Dr. Jain—she sounds familiar, somehow—puts a hand to her chest. “I took an oath, Zeus.”

      “And you took my money,” he reminds her. “I’d stay within the terms of our agreement.”

      I get the sense they’ve been bickering for quite some time, but I’m missing a piece of the puzzle—bickering about what? “I was well within the terms,” she shoots back.

      “It was against my express wishes, Dr. Jain, and you—”

      “And you signed a form.” She’s come prepared with the form and whips it off the clipboard, dangling it in front of Zeus’s face. “In the space reserved for an emergency contact, you wrote, and I quote, Call my brother Hades and tell him I’d rather die.”

      He gazes toward the ceiling, long-suffering and gorgeous. “A blanket statement for—”

      “For the eventuality when you came in here on the verge of an overdose, covered in blood, and scared six people out of the waiting room?” My face gets hot thinking about it. “People don’t rush the emergency operating room, Zeus. It’s not done.”

      He slides a hand down and takes mine, squeezing it lightly, almost as if he’s afraid he might hurt me. “I own this building,” he says. “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.”

      “Yes, well.” Dr. Jain lets out a long sigh. “Someone had to stand up to you.”

      “Where’s the form I sign if I don’t want you to ambush me with my bastard brother?”

      “Let me reiterate that you were about to interrupt a surgical environment, and you signed a document that specifically requested his presence.”

      Zeus’s eyes narrow. “It was a joke, Jain. I would never invite him anywhere unironically.”

      “Fine.” She tosses a blank page in his direction. “Sign whatever you want. But it’s not the painkillers or either of your brothers we need to talk about.”

      Zeus’s face darkens. “What, then?”

      Dr. Jain leans against a countertop and rubs at her forehead. “I ran the tests you wanted.”

      He straightens up. “What did you find?”

      “Both of you had relatively high concentrations of a substance we can’t identify. Someone in your house—”

      “Not possible.” He moves again, putting his body between me and her. His doctor.

      “Someone who might have had access to the food?” She shrugs. “I can’t guarantee it’s Demeter. Have you located her?”

      Zeus turns back toward me and blinks. I’m still here. “No. I have no plans to find her.”

      “Someone has to find her,” the doctor insists.

      “Do I know you from somewhere?” It’s a bizarre question to ask, but her voice is so familiar that I can’t let it go.

      Her dark eyes meet mine. “The two of us haven’t technically met.”

      Zeus pushes a hand through his hair. “Brigit, meet Carina Jain. Jain, obviously this is Brigit, but conscious.”

      She extends a hand and we shake. “The poison incident,” she says.

      Oh. Someone had to rescue me from that, I guess. It makes sense that it was her. The next heartbeat forces worry into my veins and dread curls itself around my throat. I lived. Zeus brought me here, and I lived.

      But what else is burning to the ground?

      “Zeus,” I whisper, and he brings his golden eyes back to mine. The relief I saw there moments ago has been hollowed out. All of him has been hollowed out. I didn’t see it before because it was so bright. Because I wasn’t really awake. “What happened?”

      He pushes my hair back from my face. His pulse ticks at the side of his neck. “We’re leaving within the hour, Carina.” Not a single glance in her direction. Not a one. “I’ll sign whatever you want.”

      She moves around the room, checking equipment with a brisk silence that says we’re not done with this conversation.

      “Where are we going to go?” I ask him. For a long, unsettling moment I’m not sure there’s anywhere to go. If his building is gone—

      “Home,” he says. “We’re going home.”
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      Zeus says nothing on the way home.

      He bundles me into the car, clicking the seatbelt into place himself, and climbs in next to me.

      And then...

      Silence.

      He’s so still that it makes each of my thoughts seem louder. For instance: where are we going? Where is home? I’ve never once heard him talk about a separate house. He owns a building the size of a city block.

      Now he owns what I assume is a field of rubble the size of a city block. We don’t pass the whorehouse on the way to where we’re going. I have no idea what to look for. A glassed-in penthouse? The whorehouse in miniature?

      The SUV comes to a stop in front of a brick building set back from the street. Most of the front lawn—if there was ever a lawn here—is covered in concrete tiles. A paved entrance, I think it’s called. A swoop of stone bordered by manicured grass. The shape of the building is all wrong for a house. It couldn’t have been a house in any of its past lives. It must have been—

      “A theater,” Zeus says, like he’s read my mind. “It used to be called the Ephesus.”

      “You live in a theater?”

      “One of my residences. I own several properties around the city.”

      I don’t buy that this is one of many indistinguishable properties—not entirely. Zeus might own the hospital, he might own half the city, but something about this place is different.

      There’s no luggage to carry inside. No clothes or “get well soon” balloons from my very-short stay in the hospital. I’m the only cargo. He helps me down with a hand on mine and leads me distractedly to the front door, which opens before we’re finished climbing the steps.

      His head of security, James, waits inside.

      I hold my breath.

      I knew what to expect at the whorehouse. Everyone did. I don’t know what to expect out of this place—or out of Zeus. It’s unsettling, seeing him so singularly. There were times he was alone in his office, yes, but never like this. He’s always at the center of a crowd.

      James closes and locks the door behind us, and I get my first look at the lobby in what Zeus calls his actual home. Home, he said in the hospital.

      It sounded like he meant it.

      Could this be the place that Zeus really belongs?

      The lobby has been left mostly intact, with original wood paneling and two ticket windows. Behind the windows coat racks have replaced the ticket counter and attendant shelves. No one can buy a ticket to the show anymore. A set of poster display cases opposite the ticket windows have been stripped of their posters. Instead, they have—

      “Brigit. Come.”

      There’s a set of intriguing double doors I’m forced to ignore for the time being. Zeus puts a hand on the small of my back and leads me up a wide, curving staircase. This would be mezzanine access if we were in a real theater.

      It’s only the illusion of a theater.

      At the top of the stairs, the floor opens onto a balcony, but there’s only one set of doors. Zeus pulls them open and gestures me in. Everything still and dark and...peaceful. It’s strange after the blinding glamour of the brothel.

      “You’re very quiet,” I tell him, because I have to say something. How many nights did I watch him hold court at Olympus, and now he’s like this?

      “I don’t… I don’t bring people here.”

      My cheeks flush. I want to say something snappy and brave, but this doesn’t feel like the first night at the whorehouse. The stakes are so much higher now. So I say nothing and go where he leads me.

      Which turns out to be a foyer with a plush rug and a three-legged table. Zeus reaches in his pocket for something—his wallet, decorated with my teeth marks. The wallet goes into the bowl. He kicks his shoes off into a narrow closet off to one side and holds the door open for me to do the same. It’s so particular and fussy that I have to swallow a laugh. The act of suppressing it hurts my back.

      From the foyer, we step into a living room.

      It is the most incredible living room I’ve ever seen. The ceiling is high and round. The original art—

      He’s left the original art intact. It’s a springtime scene divided into panels framed in cream and gold, and the whole thing looks down over a sunny den writ large over the space. A set of armchairs rest by a fireplace with exposed brickwork. A giant sofa, big enough for even Zeus to sprawl out on, takes up one corner and faces a paneled wall that probably hides a television. Huge windows reach up toward the ceiling, and below those windows are rows of built-in bookshelves coming to waist height.

      I have never once imagined Zeus reading a book. But the shelves are dotted here and there with cushions that make their function clear—to sit on them while you read. Round rugs in neutral colors form islands in a sea of hardwood. I would never, not in a thousand years, think to put all these things in here.

      Zeus would. Clearly.

      His shoulders let down as he crosses the room to the other side, then turns back to beckon me along with him. “The living room.” He gestures with one hand, then steps into a hallway. “Kitchen.” I get a glimpse of the kitchen through the interior doorway. Stainless steel. More hardwood cabinetry. I add cooking to the list of things I’ve never imagined Zeus doing. Past the kitchen there’s a bathroom, and then we turn another corner. This hall runs along the back of the theater, with big windows that look over a view of the city I’ve never seen.

      From here, there’s no sign of the whorehouse.

      “Bedroom,” he says, and for the very first time since I almost got blown up, there’s heat in his voice. Zeus pushes open double doors—a necessity, for a man his size—and goes in.

      This room is nothing like the other bedroom—the whorehouse bedroom. Nothing. No black furniture, only the same polished hardwood I’ve seen in the rest of this house. A massive bed. Two bedside tables. One of the tables holds three books.

      And the walls are covered in paintings.

      They’re uniform in size, but otherwise the subjects are completely different. One is a beach scene—a single wooden chair, half-buried in sand. One is a portrait of a woman in profile, sitting in a window seat. Dark hair, pulled up into a bun on the top of her head. She has a book in her lap and an apple in one hand. “These are like the paintings in your closet.”

      “Funny. I don’t recall giving you permission to go through my closet.” Zeus steps behind me and pulls me into him. It’s a simple, unguarded motion, and my brain kicks into high gear. Remember this. There might not be many of these moments left. My heart races, but I’m being paranoid—I’m being foolish. He doesn’t bring people here, but he brought me. There’s no reason to think this will end.

      “I didn’t have permission,” I admit. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Nothing,” he whispers. “Yet.” And then he picks me up and takes me to the bed. Zeus tugs the shirt over my head, leaving me bare from the waist up, then eases me against pillows with great care. It hurts. I feel like I have incipient wings. But there’s nothing, honestly, nothing more I want in the world than to stretch out on soft covers and let him have his way with me.

      I’m not sure what his way is—not here. For the moment he’s working the pants down over my hips, and then the silky underwear, and then I have nothing on at all.

      When he’s finished with the clothes, he stacks them on a chair next to the window and comes to sit on the edge of the bed.

      It’s only then that he lets out a long breath, eyes lingering on mine. Zeus reaches out a tentative hand and strokes my hair away from my face. His fingertips trace a path over each cheekbone.

      There’s a sheen over the gold in his eyes.

      I have never imagined Zeus crying.

      He doesn’t cry now, but I close my eyes against it anyway. It’s too much to look at. Too much to feel. I still don’t know what happened to his building, in the end, and I have the sense that we’re in the eye of the storm.

      That something else is coming.

      But for now, nothing bursts through the door. He left James waiting in the lobby without a backward glance. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that the place is surrounded with people I can’t see.

      Doesn’t matter now, not when he’s guiding the back of his fingers down each side of my neck.

      I have never imagined Zeus being gentle. It’s happened before in a perfunctory sort of way, but never like this.

      He works his way down over my breasts, over each rib, over the plane of my belly. Over my hips. The outside of my thighs. Lower, to my knees, my shins, my feet, my toes. When he tests those with his fingers, a feather-brush of a touch, a sob escapes me.

      Because.

      He’s making sure nothing is wrong. Something is still wrong—my back is still healing—but for all his money and all his confidence, he hasn’t been sure that I’m really all right.

      “Almost done,” he murmurs, and this is a lie if I’ve ever heard one. Zeus is not going to be done with me any time soon. He rolls me over onto my belly, tucking a pillow under my arms, and arranges my hair so it’s not falling in my eyes. Then he repeats this process on my shoulders. Every notch of my spine. Back down until he’s assured himself of every inch of me. I let tears spill from under closed lashes while he does it.

      It’s like being splayed out on an altar in some holy building. I don’t bring people here, he said. This is private worship. My mind wanders back through his rooms, all sunlit and comfortable.

      “This place is you.” I don’t mean to say it out loud, but now it’s out there in the open. Zeus’s hands are down by my ankles. “You made yourself into a house.”

      “A theater,” he corrects. “It was abandoned, and now it’s mine.”

      He was abandoned, and now he’s mine.

      More tears. I’m so tired, so floating. The pills they gave me at the hospital are no joke. They’ve made a mockery of my inhibitions, at least now, when we’re behind closed doors. His closed doors. “Your brother came to the hospital?”

      “He did.”

      Questions come hard and fast and I pluck one out of the river of my thoughts. “Was the doctor kidding when she said you were dangerous?”

      “What do you think, sweetheart?” There—there’s the man I know. “Was she kidding?”

      “No.” My mind turns this over. “But she meant that you were more dangerous than usual.”

      “I was out of my mind.” His voice drops to just above a whisper and it cuts into my heart, a million knifepoints. “I was out of my fucking mind.”

      “Because of Olympus?”

      “Because of you.” I press myself against the covers. The pad of his thumb travels a lazy circle around the bone of my ankle. He’s just holding it. If he tightened his fist he could drag me across the bed, and I like the thought of that. I like the thought of being consumed by him. “They were taking you away from me.” There are fractures in his voice. Fractures in the shape of a broken heart.

      “Your brother—”

      “I’m not sure why he was still in the city,” he muses. “He tackled me like the crazy bastard that he is.”

      I can imagine that scene. “How is the hospital still standing?”

      “Because he didn’t fight fair, sweetheart. He gave me one of his painkillers.”

      I’ve stopped crying, but only because this is the most fascinating story I’ve ever heard. “And you took it?”

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      I can’t help it—I laugh. “You always have a choice about everything.”

      “Not that.”

      “And then what?” Another circle around my ankle. “You were high and cooperative?”

      “I might have been high, but there’s no way of knowing, because it took me out completely.”

      “One pill?”

      “One.” His tone has turned thoughtful. I’ve heard all the usual rumors about Hades. But when Persephone said that he has an extreme sensitivity to light, I still didn’t know what she meant. Not truly. This piece of information joins the others. Zeus’s brother is in so much pain that even one of his pills is enough to level Zeus, who is a match for his size. I don’t know how he does it. The dull throb in my back is already driving me crazy.

      “And it took him to stop you from getting to me?”

      He moves his hands again, up toward my knees, and higher. “There’s no one to stop me now.”

      My legs open for him and I hug the pillow. Sparks, flying. All of me is so desperately greedy and alive that by the time Zeus’s fingers meet my private flesh I’m wound tight enough to moan.

      “Ah,” he says, pushing two fingers into me. I’m so slick there’s no resistance, only a familiar stretch. “You’re very wet, sweetheart.” A hot breath on the curve of my back. “Is there something you need?”

      “A kiss,” I breathe, and he freezes—a heartbeat—and then he laughs.

      Then he turns me over and teases my clit with his lips and his teeth until I come all over him in a burst of pain and pleasure and relief.
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      I wake up sometime in the afternoon, still naked but tucked under covers that are so fresh and clean and un-hospital-like that I could die. Except I’d like to avoid that, very much. The first breath I take feels almost normal, but the second—

      Ouch.

      The door to the bedroom opens and Zeus comes in with a glass of water and a pill bottle, which he pops open with one hand. “Can you sit up?”

      Tensing my abs to think about it hurts. Everything hurts, actually. “No.”

      “Don’t try, then.” He puts the water and the pill bottle on the bedside table and leaves again, reappearing a minute later with a straw. He drops it into the water and folds it over, then sits down on the bed next to me. “Time to turn over.”

      I groan at the thought. It was a different life in the hospital, when they had IV painkillers and nurses on call at the push of a button. This hurts significantly more.

      “I know, sweetheart. No choice, though.” He runs a hand over my hair. “I can do it for you, if you want.”

      I open my eyes and glower at him. “Turn me over? I’m not dead, I’m just—” I try to do it to prove my incredible strength and end up frozen in place, panting small breaths through the pain.

      Zeus watches this with raised eyebrows.

      “Fine,” I tell him, as soon as I can stand it. “Do it.”

      He stands up and leans over, slipping his arms easily underneath me. “Breathe out,” he coaxes. “Not hard, or fast. Like a sigh. Until all the air is gone.”

      I do it, feeling like a fool, and as soon as the breath is finished he turns me, sitting me up the slightest bit against the pillows. It takes some of the burning pressure off the place between my shoulders. “How did you—”

      He holds up a hand. “Pill first.”

      “I don’t want it.” I want to see this house. I want to think things through. I want to do a hundred things that I can’t do with my brain shut down by heavy painkillers.

      “I don’t care.”

      I narrow my eyes, preparing for a standoff, but all the fight goes out of me when reality sets in. There’s not going to be a standoff. I almost died. And it really does hurt. So I swallow the pill and drink the rest of the water. This, absurdly, takes an enormous amount of energy. I close my eyes for a second—for a second—and when I open them Zeus has a small notebook open on his lap and is writing something down.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Keeping a record so I know what time you took your last pill. You have to have one every four hours.”

      I snort. “You’re writing it down?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re the most ridiculous person.” My mouth feels thick and heavy around the words. There’s no way the pill worked that fast, is there? Of course there’s a way. Where there’s a will there’s a way. Where there’s a pill there’s a way. I laugh out loud at my own joke and Zeus closes his notebook. Then he reaches over and swipes his hand down over my eyes. “You can’t just do that,” I tell him. “I’m not dead. Or a bird.”

      “I didn’t cover your cage.” A light kiss on my forehead, and then he’s gone, or I’m asleep, and it doesn’t matter anymore.

      The next two weeks are divided into four-hour blocks that begin and end with Zeus. Zeus shaking me awake with a glass of water in his hand. Zeus lifting me off bed and back in. Every four hours exactly, even in the night. I never hear an alarm. Does he stay awake the whole time and sleep only when I do? I don’t know. Do I say anything embarrassing? I’m sure of it. Over and over. But by the time he wakes me up again I’ve already forgotten.

      After the first week I find a new ability to stay semiconscious between pills and Zeus carries me out to the sofa and puts on movies. We only watch mildly dramatic movies for the first three days because laughing hurts and so does crying, but by day six, the pain is starting to fade.

      On day seven, I’m high as a kite during a movie about a dog that gets lost in San Francisco, but at least I’m awake. It’s progress. “I have to ask you something.” My tone comes out grave and determined. Serious as hell. Zeus shifts next to me. The only way I can sit for the length of a movie is if he props a pillow behind me a certain way and then puts his arm behind the pillow. It sounds stupid and it is stupid but it’s also true.

      “Ask me.” His eyes search my face.

      “Is this...” I trail off, looking at him. It’s not fair that he looks the way he does. A man who does bad, evil things should not look like an actual angel descended from heaven.

      “Brigit,” he prompts. “Do you need to go to bed?”

      “No. This is important.” I take a deep breath. “Is this the worst movie you have ever seen?”

      He shakes his head, letting out a breath, and works his arm free. “No,” he says dryly. “It’s my favorite movie.”

      Zeus lifts me off the sofa and I let him, because what other choice do I have? “Are you putting me to bed? I said I wasn’t tired.”

      He ignores me. The worst part is that when he tucks me in, I fall immediately asleep and don’t wake up again for another two hours and forty-two minutes.

      On day nine, he stops bringing me child-size snacks and we start taking dinner on the sofa like civilized people.

      On day thirteen, I’m in the middle of a bowl of stir fry when the most urgent question of my life springs into being. It’s been a long time, what with the painkillers, and the less my back hurts the more I stay awake. This does not make them any less potent. “Are there other people here?”

      Zeus answers this with a level look. “Do you see other people here?”

      “No, obviously not.” I take stock of the room again. “But you have people here.”

      “Like who?”

      “Like, people. Like staff.”

      “Occasionally.” He sticks his fork into his own bowl. “Not since you’ve been here.”

      My mouth drops open. “Then who’s cooking all this?”

      There’s a long silence. “Brigit.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You can’t be serious.” He flicks his eyes toward the ceiling like a praying man might. “You’re not cooking anything. Does that answer your question?”

      “You? It’s you?”

      “For Christ’s sake. You’re lucky you won’t remember this later.”

      “I will. I vow to remember it.”

      I don’t remember it. I only remember that he spends the rest of this time applying patches to the wound, proprietary treatments developed by some army somewhere that make it heal faster. I only remember the way he curses softly under his breath every time he removes the bandage and how gently he touches me when he replaces it.

      “I believe you,” Zeus says, clearly lying. “Watch the movie.”

      That night he helps me walk back to the bedroom and when we reach the door I find that he’s long since let go, and there was no pain. The last of the painkillers is starting to wear off. I test it a little more by walking into the bedroom by myself and sitting down. Zeus folds his arms over his chest and watches me from the threshold.

      “I’m getting better,” I tell him.

      He looks grim as he comes to stand in front of me. “Only a little.”

      “Are you going to write this down?”

      His eyes burn with a secret I can’t name. “Brigit, 11:48 pm. Exhausted. Hurting. Only slightly farther away from death than she was last night.”

      I reach up a hand to cup his cheek. “You don’t feel guilty, do you?”

      It flashes through his eyes, fast and fierce, like a comet. He does feel guilty. “Why should I? It was only my building that came down around you, that almost pierced your spine.”

      “I’m getting better,” I say again, my voice softer this time.

      He pulls another white pill from the orange bottle and places it on my tongue. A bottle of spring water washes it down. Then he helps me recline onto the bed. Soon my eyelids feel heavy. He pulls up the blanket to my chin. Then his large palm passes over my forehead, and it is like I’m a bird being put away for the night. Like I have a blanket over my cage, but I’m not going to rail against the bars. It’s cozy here. It’s safe.
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      Thankfully, the painkillers don’t last forever. The morning after they run out I start the day with a newly cleared head. My back is healed enough to be able to roll over without thinking much about it, and I do it several times in the empty bed.

      His side is cold. He’s been gone for a while.

      The smallest excitement kindles in my chest. I don’t want him to be gone, but I do want to look around. Ever since we arrived, I’ve been so curious about this place. About him. I thought Zeus and the whorehouse were the same.

      Surprise.

      Not only are the two things not the same, but this is an inner secret of his, carefully guarded. He’s never mentioned it. No one at the whorehouse ever mentioned it. If the rest of the girls knew, they would all be vying for an invitation. There wasn’t even a whisper of this during the hours we spent getting ready for the evenings.

      My heart squeezes at the thought of them. Where are they now? What happened to all of them? My memory of that night is fragmented but I know they weren’t in the ballroom. I hope they weren’t in their rooms when the ceiling came down. I hope none of them were. Not even turncoat Savannah, who is still fairly mysterious, even now.

      He’s left me clothes for the morning in a neat stack on a chair by the bed. Soft shorts, underthings, a tank top, and a silk robe. On top of the stack is a note.

      He writes notes.

      My heart kicks itself into a run.

      Brigit—

      I have a meeting. Stay on the second floor.

      I’m coming back

      —Z

      I fold up the note and slip it into the pocket of the silk robe the moment it’s on, and then—because I’m only human—I go to snoop in Zeus’s house.

      The first thing that’s immediately obvious? It’s not just a second residence. This place is lived-in, which makes no sense to me. He was always working, always in his office, or on the floor, or upstairs.

      Or I only thought that he was. I believed the illusion because he wanted me and everyone else to believe it. The real truth is that he’s been here. The three books on the nightstand have dog-eared pages at different points. I bend down to read the titles. The first is a space western I’ve never heard of. The second is a hardcover called The Two-Mile Time Machine, about an ice core from Greenland. A giant, frozen chunk of ice that scientists use to learn more about the distant past.

      The third is Anna Karenina by Tolstoy.

      Everyone knows the line about happy families, and unhappy families.

      I let the books fall back into place and pad out into the living room. I’m coming back. That’s probably the most romantic thing he’s ever said to me. And he put it in writing, too.

      I spend the first hour in the kitchen. He keeps enough silver and dishware for a dinner party of six. He drinks pulp-free orange juice. He keeps three boxes of seashell pasta. One shelf in his fridge is entirely taken up with berries in glass containers. Raspberries. Strawberries. Blackberries. No blueberries, though. Odd. In a glass Tupperware by the microwave I find a covered basket of small pastries and steal one. It turns out to be an airy cinnamon roll.

      The list of things I can’t imagine him doing is shrinking. In the kitchen, I’m forced to imagine him doing things like drinking pulp-free orange juice and eating cinnamon rolls and leaning against the island and washing his hands in the sink. Every drawer I open lights him from a different angle.

      The second hour I spend in his bedroom closet. It’s big enough for him to change in, like his former closet, but this one doesn’t have any paintings. He doesn’t hide them here. They’re out where he can see them. In Zeus’s home he keeps a collection of his usual suits, plus a larger selection of casual clothes.

      He owns three pairs of swim trunks.

      It’s the swim trunks, more than anything, that makes me fall into another dimension of the swooning, painful crush I already have on him. I’ve imagined him on a beach so many times. A brief scene involving me asking him to go swimming sends heat rushing to my cheeks. Such an ordinary thing.

      When I’m finished with the closet I come out to scrutinize the paintings. They all have the same name scrawled in the corner. Erich something.

      I spend the third hour looking at his huge collection of books, pulling them out at random. In a few of them I find places he’s underlined.

      By the end of the fourth hour, he’s still not home.

      I need to stretch my legs.

      I walk back and forth across the living room but I want more than that, I want a little lift in my heart rate, so I make sure my robe is secure and stride to the main doors.

      No one is on the other side, or on the stairs. The lobby waits in silence while I consider the double doors.

      His note didn’t forbid going in here. It only said to stay on the second floor. And my impatience is starting to get the better of me. I need a distraction for the worry that’s lapping at my mind with growing waves.

      The doors are unlocked.

      One of them swings open with a whisper.

      I’m expecting complete darkness inside, and once again, I’m wrong.

      Zeus has divided the theater in two. The sunken floor creates another high ceiling, with tall windows. They’re closer to the ground, of course, so the light isn’t as intense as it is upstairs. He’s also taken out all the theater seats, because this is his office.

      He has a round meeting table to one side, surrounded with chairs. It’s covered in neat stacks of paper and clear at first glance that he wasn’t lying—people don’t come here. It’s a work table. A wheeled chair sits at an angle to a low-slung desk. I can see his pose from that angle. Feet up on the desk, a book propped in his lap. And the book waits for me in the center of the desk.

      If I weren’t paying attention, I might mistake it for one of the whorehouse ledgers. It’s not one of those ledgers. I circle the desk and look down at it. A blue cover. The cover has his neat print on the front—about three months ago.

      Goose bumps erupt down the length of my back. This whole place has a very forbidden energy about it.

      It’s irresistible.

      Zeus has been gone for more than four hours. He’s just as likely to be gone for another four. I step around the chair with extreme caution and open the cover of the book on the desk.

      It’s more than a ledger.

      It’s more than a notebook.

      It’s a journal.

      The very first page has a date in the upper-right corner—the same date as the one on the front.

      I should not be looking at this.

      I can’t help myself.

      I pull the robe tighter around me. I’m only going to read one. One page, and then I’ll close this and go back upstairs, like he told me.

      I saw her again this morning. Her/you. A figment of my imagination in that dress. M never wants to leave until I take him to the door and these women cannot get through a night without having a crisis. Three-drink minimum from now on. Five, and she’s just around every corner. You have got to get out of my brain, Katie. It’s been too long. And not long enough.

      My throat closes up. He still thinks about her. Writes to her. I’m not jealous of her, not exactly, but I do ache for him. For the person he used to be. He still is that person, in a way.

      I’m due for another pill soon, but I don’t want to fog up my mind with it. Not now. Not when my heart is beating so fast.

      The next entry is from three days later.

      Demeter is paranoid this week. The courier message was particularly unhinged. Her daughter is not going to run away to the fucking city. Maybe we’d all be better off if she did.

      Three days after that:

      Anna Karenina: this book is bullshit

      I laugh out loud. Who is this person, who sneaks away from his entire life to write these things down in a secret notebook? I wonder if Anna Karenina has been sitting beside his bed all this time while other books cycle around it.

      That’s the end of the first page.

      God, I want to read another one. Just one more page of his writing. One more sentence. I turn it over, breaking my promise to myself, and I’m about to look down at the writing when another bookshelf catches my eye. It’s close to the desk, wide and tall, and the middle shelf—

      The middle shelf is full of notebooks just like this one.

      How long has he kept these journals? A pain at my back warns me that I’m due upstairs. The note in the pocket of my robe warns me. But a soft glow at the center of my chest keeps me pinned in place. It’s a wild, heady love.

      I’m so lost in it that I don’t hear the footsteps on the stairs. They’re very muffled, likely due to great insulation. The voice upstairs seems far, far away.

      Until it’s not.

      Until the footsteps are thundering outside the door.

      Until it slams open, and I’m caught in a slash of light from the window, caught by the golden anger of Zeus’s eyes.

      He steps into the room and the door closes behind him with a hard echo. I can feel my heart in my fingertips, feel every hair on the back of my neck as he stalks toward me—dangerous, dangerous—and I can’t move.

      I don’t move.

      I let him come all the way across the room, to his enormous desk, and plant his hands on its firm surface. My own fingers are frozen on the page I’ve turned. I wish I could freeze this moment, rewind it to before I was such an idiot, and run back upstairs. “You were gone a long time,” I say, a tremble in my voice.

      “I don’t fucking care, sweetheart.” The deadly edge in his voice makes my knees weak. “I told you to stay upstairs.”
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      Zeus glares at me across the desk, his shoulders rising and falling with each breath, and a cold certainty pulls my belly tight. The page of the journal is so flimsy between my fingers. I’m just as insubstantial compared with him.

      There’s no one else here. No one else in the entire building. I read in a book once that the act of being observed changes people. We have no audience now, no other whores, no clients.

      No one to make him into an illusion.

      This is who he really is.

      Zeus has taken off his mask, and I can’t look away. It was so real. It was so real. But this? An unguarded, angry god? This is who he is, no mask, no distance. He’s breathtaking in his rage. He’s obviously paid for it dearly.

      His hand flies out faster than I can track and knocks mine away from the page. The words fall away from my fingertips but the book stays open and my animal heart panics, tries to flee. I make it two steps, to the corner of the desk, before I’m met with a solid wall of muscle and fury. Zeus’s hand tightens on the back of my neck, his fingers twisting through my hair, and he pulls my head back to see the cruel twist of his lips. “Running,” he scoffs. “As if I would ever let you leave without payment.”

      “I didn’t—” Another hand, tight on my jaw. He teases at my throat, the message clear. His power over me sings through my neck and down to the tips of my toes. I lift my heels, trying to get closer, trying to get away. I don’t know what I’m trying to do anymore. “I didn’t take anything.”

      A space inside of me melts down inside his lethal, precise touch. It’s one thing to be caught in an explosion, glass shoved through your back. It’s another to find the hard man you’ve fallen in in love with has been turned soft. That was an illusion, too. He’s not soft. Not at all. He dips his head to mine and steals a kiss that’s more of a bite. Yes. This is the man I know and the one I want.

      If that makes me sick, if it makes me depraved, if it makes me a whore, then I’ll be one for him.

      “You stole my secrets from me,” he says against my mouth.

      And here, only here, I can be that woman from the alley, the one who pretended not to feel my fear even while I felt it. “Then steal something back.”

      He laughs, a sound with a razor’s edge. “Don’t play revenge games with me, sweetheart. You’ll lose.”

      I would love to lose. “We’ll see.”

      Zeus lowers his head and sinks his teeth into my collarbone, another laugh marking my skin with its heat. He’s filled every stretch of vision, my whole body attuned to his, and that’s how I hear the hurt behind the laugh. A twisting fear. The struggle to take control over it.

      I’ll offer myself up instead. And even if I didn’t offer, he would take me. It’s only right.   I’m on fire for him, cut with glass down to the bone, turning soft and pliant in his hands like the whore I can’t help but be in this moment. I bite my own bottom lip to keep from begging.

      He turns me, hand still on the back of my neck, and bends me unceremoniously over the desk. The robe slips off, silk skimming my shoulders, and falls somewhere out of sight. Zeus shoves the tank top up above my breasts and yanks the shorts down to my knees. I’m disheveled, humiliated, and panting.

      Panting.

      I can’t stop, can’t get my breathing under control. Don’t want to. Take me away from that burning building. Make me a part of this house. A part of you. Steal it from me if you have to.

      His only concession to the fact that I semi-recently got stabbed by an exploding window is that he doesn’t tie my hands behind my back, but I can tell he wants to from the way he circles my wrists with his fingers and squeezes tight.  Zeus releases them with a low growl, and then his hand is back in my hair, jerking my head up from where my cheek was pressed against the notebook. It’s a painful arch. I could fly away in it, but another mean kiss steals my breath and the rest of my composure.

      The old me wouldn’t recognize who I am now, with my toes skimming the floor and my hips rocking into empty air, trying to get contact, any contact. Zeus punishes this with two rough slaps to my ass that do nothing to diminish the heat between my legs. I’m on fire for him, aching for him, and he scrapes his nails down to the crease between ass and thigh and teases a fingertip close to my folds.

      But he won’t touch. He circles again, his other hand pressing my cheek back into his secrets, and a needy whimper escapes me.

      He moves behind me, one foot planted to keep my legs apart, holding himself back so that I can’t even rub myself on the front of his pants. I can’t do anything but squirm in his grip. It’s fucked up, anyone would think so, but it reassures me that I can’t get away. A desk drawer opens and shuts, hard, and I jump but there’s nowhere to jump. There’s nowhere except him.

      “What do you—what are you—what are you going to take—oh.”

      Thick, lubed-up fingers breach my ass and burn my useless babbling into an ash of shame and want. “What will I take?” Zeus sounds thoughtful, as if he is not finger-fucking my tight hole with rough strokes at this very moment. Adding to the stretch and embarrassment until I’m writhing away from the fingers with tears in my eyes. “What will I take, without asking, like a fucking thief? What do you think, sweetheart?”

      It demands an answer so I give him one. “My ass.”

      “More than that.” He leans down to drop a kiss between my shoulder blades, just above where the cut is still healing. “I’ll steal your pain and your tears and what else?” Zeus twists his fingers and the ache blooms outward until it’s all the way to my knees, all the way to the beat of my glass wings. His breath brushes the shell of my ear. “I’ll steal your pleasure, too. It’s mine, you little slut, it’s all mine, and you can’t have any of it unless I say.”

      My pussy clenches in response to this and a fresh shame pulls a moan from my mouth. It almost covers the sound of his zipper.

      “Not yet,” Zeus says, and pulls his fingers out. My knees knock against the desk, mind fracturing. What can I say to get him to let me come? What can I say? Nothing. There are no words to convince him, and anyway it’s too late, far too late, because with no more preamble he notches his cock to my aching hole and thrusts in deep.

      My scream echoes off the ceiling and his laugh catches it on the way down. It hurts. It hurts so much. He’s so big, too big, and the scream curdles into a relieved sob. He drives in mercilessly, my pussy weeping with neglect while my hips crash against the desk. It should rattle, but it doesn’t—it’s solid, like him. Made for him. Like everything else. I’m not solid but I can bear him.

      That thought transforms the brutal fucking into something new.

      Proof.

      I won’t die. I won’t shatter. If he thought so, he wouldn’t do this to me, not with his secrets on display.

      This is the most intimate fuck we’ve ever had.

      Heat rolls through my muscles and I grip him hard. “Fuck,” he says, his voice breaking.

      It’s a power surge. Trip the breakers. Reset everything. There are no lights on but I see them flicker anyway as he grinds his hips against my ass, taking every inch. A hand palms my throat, pulling my head up so I’m arched for him. It brings my nipples into the air and they’re pulled tight, so sensitive that if he pinched one I’d scream again. “Tell me another secret.”

      The demand is shuddering, shaking, but he hears it nonetheless and fucks me harder. I’m going to feel this for days. I hope I feel this for days. “I wanted you the moment I saw you.” His own breathing is sharp, pointed, and yes, I’m having an effect on him. He’s not the only source of gravity. “I decided you would be mine.”

      On mine he shoves the full weight of himself against me and I cry out, nearly delirious with the force and tug of it. Every thrust makes me hotter between my legs, more desperate, and I know this is supposed to be a punishment but I can’t help wanting more of it. “Your turn, sweetheart,” he prompts.

      “I like—” I choke on another cry. “I like it when you call me a good girl.”

      “That’s not a secret,” he snaps, but then his hand is gone from my throat and his big palms run down my lower back until they reach my ass. He spreads me even wider and slows his pace. “But look how good you’re being for me.” It’s half-mocking, half-real, and it doesn’t matter. My body doesn’t care. It tightens around him and the feral growl he makes is the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever caused. “Such a good girl.” I’m on another plane, somewhere close to a filthy heaven.

      I try to move back against him but there’s no room. He has me pinned. Trapped. I love it. Pleasure tightens down low, a glow that intensifies more with every movement of his hips. A tear drips down to the page below me. “Say it again. Please?”

      “You’re stretched so big around my cock,” he murmurs. “I’m fucking this tiny hole of yours so hard and fuck, Brigit, you cry the prettiest tears.” He sweeps one away with the pad of his thumb. “Tears like diamonds. And you’re being such an angel, a little slut of an angel, you are being such—” He punctuates this with a vicious thrust. I see the stars. “A good—” Hard. Harder. I’m right on the edge. “Girl.”

      He empties himself into me with long, hot spurts, an animal growl in the back of his throat and his hands still spreading me open, my hips bruised on the desk. I’ve become a feral thing myself, toes scratching at the floor, blinded by lust. He pulls himself out of me and steps away. I’m hanging off the edge of a cliff, a void yawning below, and I just need him to touch me, I need one touch and this ball of pent-up orgasm will burst and I can ride it out—

      His zipper scrapes into place and I push myself up in time to see him round the corner of his desk. “No,” I whisper, and then a frustrated, wordless shout tears from my throat.

      Zeus turns his head, his profile elegant and amused. “I said I would steal your pleasure.” He opens the door and goes through, hooking his hand on the frame at the last moment. Golden eyes, golden man. So cruel. So mean. I’m throbbing for him, dying, and he takes me in one last time before he disappears. “I didn’t say I would give it back.”
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          Zeus

        

      

    

    
      I’m wrung out, a lightweight, and the minute I’m out of Brigit’s view I have to stop and lean against the wall. Her howl follows me out, as if she’s screamed into her own hands, and I have to stifle my own laugh.

      Or is it a cry?

      I don’t cry. Fuck that.

      I’ve been circling the city all morning in one of my unregistered cars. I’m not looking for the women. Not exactly. And even if I was, there’s no sign of them anywhere. Or at least there wasn’t when I arrived. I felt the message come in while I was fucking Brigit and to hell with stopping in the middle of that.

      She deserves a little frustration, after what she did. What I did not tell her was that seeing her with one of my journals open on the desk in front of her flayed me alive.

      I did not expect her to disobey me immediately.

      Then again, she loves it when I punish her. In fact, her punishment continues even now. I saw the state of her pussy. I wanted to lick her until she melted into the desk, but we all have to make sacrifices.

      One of mine is continuing to go on living while my heart feels like a burning building. I saw it today—the whorehouse. The flames did more damage than the explosives. The roof is missing, and my entire apartment. Whoever did this—and I am convinced it was Demeter—wanted my personal space destroyed. She doesn’t know that my personal space is here because she thinks I’ve become my father.

      That’s up for debate.

      I leave Brigit in my office and climb the stairs, taking my phone out as I go.

      “—a travesty of a contract,” Hades is saying, to someone else, obviously. “A fucking travesty. Bring another one of these to me and I’ll tie you to the front of the train for your ride back to the city. If you wanted to thank me, you could have done so by never calling me again.”

      “You love me,” I tell him. “You love me so much, you sweet thing.”

      “Have Poseidon drop you in the ocean. I’ll gift him cement for your shoes.”

      “Don’t hang up.” He doesn’t, but I can tell he was going to.

      “I have business.” A clipped tone, yes, but curiosity, too. I did, after all, make him very nice food while he was staying at the whorehouse.

      “Did you notice anything different when we ate dinner?”

      “I noticed that you’re obsessed with a whore.” A muffled voice in the background breaks in. I think it’s Persephone. “I noticed that Brigit has had quite an effect on you.” Ah—there’s the strain. If she’s telling him to be polite, then she’s more cunning than I thought. “How is she?”

      “Alive. We were drugged.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      It comes back to me then—the strange conversation we had in my office. About our father. He touched my face so he could see my eyes. “And you said nothing? That’s so like you, Hades.”

      “I told you I thought you were high, and as usual, you disregarded me.” A lengthier pause. “Was it everyone?”

      “Brigit and me at the very least.” The mood in the whorehouse that night was so happy. So celebratory. But there was nothing to celebrate. “I think it was everyone, but I can’t be sure.”

      “Is there a point to all your senseless rambling?”

      Claws around my throat, digging in hard. “How is Persephone?”

      This is a loaded question and my heart responds as if there might be consequences to asking it. I’m not afraid of asking it. I haven’t been afraid of Hades ever in my life, and I’m not afraid of him now. I just feel...something. Different. It’s unfamiliar and appalling.

      “She—” He clears his throat, and I can see him behind his desk, a fist up to his mouth. “She didn’t eat the day we had our discussion. Neither did I.”

      “So she’s—”

      “She’s fine.” End of discussion. “Is there something relevant you want to discuss?”

      Relief sweeps over me. I have sworn every day of my life that I don’t care what happens to him, to any of them, and Demeter’s daughter has always been nothing to me. But I know, in a distant, calculating way, that hurting Hades’ wife, even inadvertently, would be the end of the city and possibly the planet. It’s the relief that makes me push him some more. “Are you going to marry her?”

      “I don’t believe it.” More voices in the background, an ebb and flow. “You’re worried you might not be invited. Is that it?”

      Not once, not ever, have I considered the possibility that Hades would throw a wedding and invite me. “You promised I could be the best man.”

      He laughs, a splinter of ice, and what the fuck is this emotion? Pride, I think, at making him laugh at all. And then—hope. Not for his wedding, no. Because the other thing I’ve never considered is attending my own, with a pink-cheeked bride. A white dress. Not any bride. Brigit. Thinking about weddings in this context makes my stomach turn. The laughter peters out into a sigh. “Fuck off, Zeus.”

      “I thought you were leaving the city.” This is beyond the boundaries of any conversation we’ve had in recent years, and I know it. I wait for the answering silence of a disconnected call. “Did you not?”

      “Persephone couldn’t travel.” The defensive, protective edge is still in his voice, but there’s the smallest crack in the door. “For a while, it was block by block.”

      I curse under my breath.

      “Yes,” Hades says. “And then I received an exceedingly irritating call from some woman at the hospital who was so frantic she could hardly speak. It’s lucky for her someone level-headed took the phone from her hand.” A brief pause, to let this settle in. “Your emergency contact, fucker?”

      I’m blindsided by a belly laugh that wrestles itself out of me and won’t let go. Tears come to my eyes. I collapse onto my sofa, my abs protesting. “Well, you came, didn’t you?”

      He replies in a string of profanities that’s only interrupted for him to order someone out of his office. “Did you find her?”

      Her—Demeter. “I can’t even find my whores.” Laughter takes over again in a painful grip. “I’m down to a skeleton crew.”

      This time, he waits so long to speak that I think he’s ended the call. Then—a sharp breath. “The trains are still running.” By this, he means that there is an escape from the city. My crazy bastard brother, offering me safe haven. It’s enough to make a man ill. “Send a messenger next time. Your voice is like an ice pick to the brain.” Then he really does hang up, and I toss the phone onto the sofa and stare at the ceiling.

      It’s a fucking beautiful ceiling.

      My phone buzzes again and I slap a hand down to pick it up.

      Can I come up

      James.

      Yes.

      His footsteps approach a minute later. He has a proximity sensor in his phone, like I do. Like Brigit will, when I get her a phone. If we both survive this interlude.

      James enters and closes the door behind him.

      He turns to face me and his shoulders sag.

      “You found them.”

      The door opens again and Brigit breezes in, honey hair a gorgeous mess and a righteous anger painting her cheeks red. She’s tied her robe tight, but abandoned the rest of her clothes, and despite the horrendous news written on James’s face, my cock stirs at the sight of her. My needy little slut plants her feet in the center of the room and folds her arms over her chest. “Go ahead,” she says.

      “Perhaps you’d like to lie down,” I tell her, adjusting myself on the sofa, my heart a bird with twisted wings. Demeter used to leave them all over the forest at my father’s house. “Rest before our conversation.”

      “I’m not leaving.” She lifts her chin. “Continue, James.”

      He cuts a glance at her, then at me, and then he swipes both hands over his face.

      “Stalling won’t make it easier.”

      “I’ve located the women.”

      Dread curls at the middle of my chest, slowing my heart and choking off its blood supply. “All of them?”

      “As far as I can tell. They’re together.”

      James won’t look at Brigit. Brigit watches me, her green eyes clouded with worry. Or perhaps she’s still furious with me for not letting her come. Perhaps both. It occurs to me that this isn’t the place I want to hear this news, not where I’ve made it so pleasant for myself, but there’s no stopping him now.

      “They’re with Demeter.”

      A twin explosion to the one that took down most of my building goes off behind my eyes. Fire rushes out from its epicenter to the far reaches of my brain. The last of the laugh-smile runs away. I reach for a smirk and can’t find one. A frown—also no. Because James isn’t finished yet.

      “With her,” I prompt, because this is a thing I often have to do. Prompt people to speak when I want them to. Though now I fervently wish that none of this was happening.

      “A building on Front Street.” Front Street is in a dark part of the city, even darker than the brothel. A place where no light penetrates. My people are there more often than I am. James swallows hard, his shoulders drooping another inch, and oh, fuck me. This is the part he was afraid to tell me. He lifts one knuckle to dab at his eyes. “They’re working for her now.”

      A whispered breath in my ear. Why would you let this happen? It’s Katie’s voice that asks the question. Such a small sound in a riot of imagination.

      If I’m going to know, I have to know all of it. My mind is already retreating from the scene. The shell of me is folding in, closing up. Lights out. “And how is she keeping them there? As far as I know, she’s not a particularly large woman.”

      James’s eyes are so sad that it’s difficult to look at him. “Some of the police officers who frequent—”

      “Leave now.”

      “I have people working on a tentative plan.” He looks like a kicked dog, hands in his pockets, head bowed. “I’ll let you know when—”

      “Don’t bother. Let her have them.” His head comes up. Brigit’s mouth has dropped open, a round, astonished O. “It’s the family business, after all. Let her run it for a change.”

      “She won’t run it the way you did.”

      That makes me laugh, a hollow sound. Letting them choose their men for the night. What sort of crazy fucking business practice was that? No wonder the women were taken from me. “She’ll probably run it better.”

      “You don’t mean that.” This from Brigit.

      I give her a searing glance. “She’ll use them harder. More often. She’ll make more money, and that’s the whole point of a business, isn’t it?”

      Tears glisten in her green eyes. “That sounds terrible.”

      “It’s a terrible business.”

      “Sir.” James frowns, glancing between us, almost as if he wants to defend her from me. From me. As if I would ever let him touch her. As if anyone could take her away from me now. “We can get them back. If we mount an attack—”

      “With what fucking army?” He tenses, though I haven’t raised my voice. “I don’t want them back. I’m done owning a brothel. Done with the business. Now get the hell out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Brigit

      I don’t think Zeus sees James turn and run for the door.

      I don’t think he sees anything.

      His eyes don’t follow me when I turn to go, and I don’t feel the heat of his gaze on my back when I pull open the double doors and run out onto the landing.

      James is halfway down the stairs, taking them two at a time, and I feel so ridiculous. So stupid, to be naked under this robe. I was going to take what I wanted from him, come hell or high water or head of security, and now I’m half-naked and bursting into the sunlight outside the house.

      “James. Stop.” He does, but I can tell he’s reluctant. He tugs at the rumpled front of his suit, swiping at his eyes. I don’t know anything about him, only that his husband arrives in a champagne-colored car to pick him up from the whorehouse every morning. I only know that from an awed whisper at the spa. The earth shivers beneath my feet. This shadowy, elegant figure doesn’t cry. He hovers at the margins, occasionally appearing at Zeus’s side to tell him something. James doesn’t wear anything other than a neutral expression. A frown, maybe, if things are especially bad.

      “Brigit.” Now he’s wiping his eyes with his sleeves, and when he lifts his head the tears are gone. “I can’t stay.”

      “He didn’t mean what he said.”

      He tilts his face toward the sun and takes a deep breath. “In this instance...” A hand to his chest. “It doesn’t matter what he says. It only matters what he does.”

      The other girls at the whorehouse were largely faceless to me, a glittering crowd of expensive clothes. But now, looking at James, I can see them all. Savannah and Reya and Alicia. All the other names fall away but their faces, their faces. Everyone there, even the most egregious bitches, had a story.

      And now, judging from James’s red eyes, they’re living in a nightmare. How am I supposed to sit by and let it happen? I can’t. My head against that mirror, again, again, again, can’t be for nothing. I won’t let it.

      Depending on how Zeus reacts to the fact of me chasing his head of security outside, our time could be short. Out of a hundred conversations, I pick the one that seems most important. “Zeus’s sister. Demeter.” James closes his eyes at the name, face pale. “Why—” Why is too broad a question, too broad by far. Why is a question for Zeus, or his brothers, or even her daughter, not for James. “What does she want?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t know.” He hisses through his teeth and puts a hand over his mouth. “I don’t fucking know. People say—” He shakes his head.

      “Tell me.” It feels urgent. My heart beats like it’s urgent in the extreme.

      “People say that their father—their father. He’s told you about his father.”

      “Foster father,” I correct. Or confirm. I don’t know what I’m doing. The building is watching, Zeus could be watching. Make it quick.

      “Not Demeter.” James actually turns to look over his shoulder. “I’ve heard that she was his born daughter.” He shudders, and it’s a sunny day but the chill goes bone-deep. He takes a step back, shaking himself out of his thoughts. “I have to go. If you’re brave enough, ask him about Cronos.”

      “I know about him.” I catch James by the elbow. “Please. What does she want? What can I do?”

      He looks sick, almost green, but his eyes meet mine. “I’ll send you a message. If there’s hope of getting them out,” he says. “Zeus—”

      “I’ll talk to him,” I promise, but I know it’s probably a losing bet. I saw Zeus’s face when James gave him the news. It was like shutters over a window.

      James leaves without another look back, jogging down the street. He’s probably parked a few blocks away to keep the location a secret. But we were standing outside for a long time, and now the concrete pathway doesn’t feel hidden. It feels bare to the world. I run barefoot back to the double doors in front, praying silently that they’re still unlocked. They are, but as soon as I’m inside there’s a deep click.

      I want to sink down to the cool floor and lay there forever, but there is a broken man waiting upstairs. And women in danger. And Demeter, Demeter. I’ve never seen her, except in that painting. Except in Persephone’s face. And now what?

      Now what?

      I lied when I said I knew about Cronos. I only know him as a shadow in Zeus’s eyes. As a pained admission: look at me, and tell me if my father killed women. Zeus pretends to be like him, but he’s not, not at the core. He’s spent his life trying to make up for those losses.

      Which is why it’s so strange that he would refuse to do it now.
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      I seethe for several days, and Zeus spends most of it in his office. The bedroom is incomplete without his presence. The living room is the same. But there’s only so long I can stalk around and root through his bookshelves.

      Stay on the second floor.

      I learned what happens when I go to the first floor, but I have to know if he’s there. His eyes, all hollowed and blank like that, were terrifying.

      Back down the stairs.

      Back to the double doors.

      Please let them be unlocked. Please.

      They are.

      Golden light from outside, already fading, catches in Zeus’s hair. He sits at his desk with his journal open in front of him to a page midway through. The pen in his hand moves easily over the paper. He does not look up when I let the door shut us in.

      My blood heats with the memory of what happened here. I want more of it, selfishly, desperately, and I know that if I put on a show—if I acted like a self-absorbed brat—I could get it again.

      There are more important things.

      “You can’t leave them with your sister.” I summon all of my courage and cross the room. There are no chairs on the other side of his desk, so I’m left standing there like a student at the principal’s office. “You know that.”

      “I can.” The pen pauses, then carries on. It is outrageous that a huge part of me still marvels at him like he’s a wonder of the world. But he is, isn’t he? He could be a king, riding a white horse out of a historical painting with his elegant nose and full lips and the mean, powerful set of his jaw. Streaked with sunset, he is even more beautiful.

      “You can’t do that.” The possibilities are too horrible to consider, at least now, when I’m trying to win this fight. Turn the statue back into a man. “You care about them. They need you.”

      “I don’t care.”

      I slap a hand down on the desk, and this gets his attention. Golden eyes come to rest where my hand meets the shining surface. “I promise you, sweetheart, I don’t. It’s not good business to care about the merchandise.”

      “Oh?” An aching lump takes up all the space in my throat. “Am I merchandise, then?”

      He puts down his pen and closes the journal in such a practiced, graceful moment I could slap him. It would be easier to sink to my knees than stay standing under the force of his gaze when he meets my eyes. My gut recoils. Empty eyes. Unfeeling. “I don’t care about you, either.”

      If he can lean on the desk like an omnipotent asshole, then so can I. The sting of his untruth is a bright line behind my sternum as I crowd his space. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are lying.” I climb up on the desk, directly over his secret journal, too far gone to care how I look in this silk robe. Zeus’s eyes widen a fraction of an inch. Yes. There. It’s a start. “You’re lying, and I’ve had enough of it.” I gather all my frustration with him, all my fear, and crush it tight into a ball at the center of me, push it all down until it’s a source of energy instead of bonds around my wrists. On the other side of the desk I put my feet against his chest and push him back. He only moves a few inches, but it’s enough to stand in front of him.

      To touch him.

      I get one palm against one of his high cheekbones and his eyes flutter closed.

      Oh, Zeus.

      They’re open again in the next heartbeat and his hand snaps around my wrist, squeezing tight, his teeth grinding together. He’s trying, I realize. He’s trying not to let anything show. It’s usually a matter of habit for him. Not now. The sun sinks faster, casting him into a gold-tinged shadow. “You care about them.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You care about me. You love me.”

      “I—” I interrupt him with a kiss and yes, yes, he can’t help himself. He slips one arm around my waist, his hand spreading out over the small of my back. He does not pull me in, but his ragged breath tells me all about his resistance. What else is he hiding? He can’t hide the taste of the drink he had—whiskey—or the harsh pull of the air in his lungs.

      A man on the edge. I straddle him, working my hips down until my naked pussy brushes against the front of his pants. He could lie all he wanted about this, but there’s no hiding what’s there—his hard cock, barely contained by the fabric.

      Fine. I’ll make myself come this way. He doesn’t have to be part of it.

      The only way to start is to start, so I test his grip on my wrist. He releases it to maneuver both hands around my waist. It’s enough freedom to graze my nails down the back of his neck, light light light, and he tips his head back into the touch and groans, his body arcing up into mine.

      Be brave.

      An electric charge moves between us, hot like lightning, and god, I’m wet, wanting him. My heart flutters and turns and pounds but there’s nothing for it but to hold on, hold on. He puts a hand to the back of my neck and kisses me with bruised ferocity, so hard he draws blood. I push myself into it, into the pain, because this is all I’m going to give him.

      For now.

      He brushes his fingertip around my hip, and this—this is a dangerous game, because I want him to touch me. I need him to touch me. My clit aches for him and I could cry, I could cry with a heated, foolish longing.

      This isn’t that kind of contest.

      So I grit my teeth. I’m still caged by him, his hand on the back of my neck, his teeth and tongue as dominant on my mouth as he is everywhere else. But when his hand reaches the front of me I play my only card and press myself flat to the front of his pants, denying him the access he wants.

      He pulls me back from him with his fist in my hair, creating a superheated space between us. If his eyes could start fires I would be ash on the wind. Zeus jerks my head back another inch as if to remind me whose house I’m in, whose lap I’m in. As if I could ever forget.

      “Sweetheart.” His voice the same dark curl, the same edge as slut. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
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      Her eyes are a complicated green, black holes in the center where her pupils are huge with lust. She’s angry. Needy. She’s red-faced with it, her hair tangled, her pussy a bare inch from my cock. I hate my pants. I hate myself. There’s a distant tremor, like an earthquake drawing closer. “We’re not doing this.”

      Fuck, she’s intoxicating. I could listen to her struggle not to beg me to fuck her for days. For years. Unfortunately for me, determination rolls through her gaze like thunderclouds.

      I know what she’s determined to do.

      I’m proud of her.

      That doesn’t make it less uncomfortable, doesn’t take the knives out of my chest any faster.

      “We’re not doing what?” To emphasize my point, I pull her hair, and she pinches her lips closed over a moan.

      “You’re not going to lie to me.” She fists the front of my shirt and the tension ratchets up until it pulls all my muscles tight. I fucking refuse to let her crawl away from me. She’s not going to do it. And the panting little whore won’t let me touch her. “That’s not what I am.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      “I do.” Brigit puts a hand on my face and presses the pad of her thumb to the corner of my lip. “When you’re thinking about what a slut I am, this corner turns up. And maybe it’s true.” She grinds her pussy harder into my pants, and it’s torture, it’s torture. I hiss my displeasure but she doesn’t care. “I am this way. For you. Because—” A hard swallow. I want to use her throat. “Because I love you.” She shifts her hand and covers my mouth entirely. “Don’t say a single goddamn thing unless it’s going to be I love you too, Brigit.”

      She lets out a breath and drops her head, moving her hips in a slow circle, and perhaps this is the way I finally die.

      Brigit takes her hand away and lifts her face into the dusky half-light of the room. “We’re going to start over. Zeus, you cannot leave all those women with your sister.”

      I can already feel her wetness soaking through my pants. That’s how hot she is, how ready. Still, the words she wants me to say stick in my throat.

      Why?

      A pair of huge hands over mine. A throat in my grip, a pale, narrow throat. Those larger hands squeezing until I couldn’t tell who was really in charge of cutting off the air supply, me or him, me or fucking him. Whose fault is it really, if your hands are against the flesh? That was the moment a part of me broke, snapped, shattered. I can’t care about them. I cannot. Because if I care, then the rest of my life is heartache and guilt, so heavy it can break bone.

      It happened anyway, whispers Katie in my ear.

      A great pressure around my heart. Fuck—it hurts. Like my ribs really are about to give way. Like the musculature holding my organs in place is rupturing. “I’m leaving them.”

      Her hand stills on my face. The rockslide tumble at the pit of my gut continues. My foolish cock bucks against my pants and Brigit responds, adding a grazing pressure that will shortly murder me. From a place outside myself I recognize this fucked-up test for what it is, recognize it for what I want, but I can’t make it stop. Not now. It has too much momentum.

      For all my fingers are fisted in her hair, I would let her go. I’m the coward. Me.

      “I’m leaving you, too.”

      Brigit’s eyes flash, an almost unearthly green in the low light. “No more lies, Zeus.”

      “It’s the truth. I don’t care about you, I don’t care about them, I’m leaving all of you—”

      She slaps me.

      I’m out of the chair with a roar, the handprint sting a burn on my cheek. How fucking dare she. I’m going to fuck some sense into her, I’m going to make her understand what she’s trying to do, I’m going to force her—

      I shove her ass onto the desk and pull her body into a taut arch, shoving myself between her legs. The robe falls off one shoulder and I bite her there, then lower down, anywhere I can find exposed flesh. It’s a scuffle, nails and teeth. She kicks out and gets me below the ribs but I don’t feel it, I don’t feel anything, I don’t feel anything—

      “Do it,” she taunts. “Do it, Zeus. You’re just like him.”

      Just like him slams into me like a runaway train and the air goes out of my lungs. I have one fist around her thigh and I lever it open under a wall of white noise and pain.

      “He would leave all those women to die. He’d kill them himself. Just like you said. Were you his favorite, Zeus? I think you were.” She’s still got a grip on my shirt and I can’t understand why she’s pulling herself closer, closer to the storm that I’ve become, that I can’t shake. “I think you are your father’s son.”

      “No.” The word bursts out of me, a truth I can’t believe, a truth I don’t want to believe, I can’t allow myself to think it. Can’t.

      “Oh, yes,” Brigit says, and she has tears in her eyes. I sink my fingers into the flesh of her other thigh. Her ass. Anywhere I can. “You are.”

      “No.”

      “He would be so proud of you.”

      One moment I have her thighs in my palms and the next moment, no, no. Her face is in my hands, her hair threaded through my fingers. So close. I’ve pulled her in close, too close, it has to be hurting her. She is not in any state to withstand this, not the precarious angle on the edge of my desk, not the too-wide spread of her legs around my hips, not me. “I’m not the same.” My voice is too rough to be a shout, too shredded, like the rest of me. “I’m nothing like him.”

      She has both hands up, both hands on my wrists, and I can’t tell if it’s to fight me or pull me in closer. “And why not?”

      “Because I love you. Is that what you want to hear? Is it? Is it?” I’m way too fucking loud, way too rough on her head, and Brigit gasps. I’ve done it. I’ve broken her neck. I’ve killed her, I’ve killed them all, every one. Something comes loose in my chest, near my lungs. It wrestles its way out of my throat and Brigit touches my face. She’s still alive. I didn’t kill her. I was never going to. I’ve been trying all my life to keep her alive.

      The wretched storm of my thoughts is interrupted by my phone.

      It’s ringing.

      Brigit freezes.

      There’s only one person with that specific ringtone. For emergencies. This is the only reason I take my hands off Brigit and step back, chest heaving. My business is in ashes. The women are in the clutches of a psychopath. This call has to be about something worse, then, and fuck it. I’ll find out soon enough anyway. It might as well be now.

      I take my phone out of my pocket while Brigit wriggles down from the desk. She ties the belt of her robe with a dignified lift of her chin and leaves, the robe taunting me with every step she takes.

      Emergency or not, I wait until the last moment to answer. “If you’re calling to apologize, I can spare you two minutes.”

      Carina Jain is breathing hard on the other end of the line. My stomach turns over. “I have some new information,” she says, and then there’s a soft creak like she’s dropped into an office chair. Probably she has.

      “If it’s about one of my people—”

      “It’s about Brigit,” she interrupts.

      “We discussed this in the hospital.” I feel an irritated relief at this.

      “There were additional panels—”

      “I don’t know how Demeter got inside the building yet, Jain. It’s irrelevant now, because the building no longer exists.”

      “There were additional panels. I didn’t get the results until after you left.” She sighs. “I need to speak with her, Zeus. Is she there?”

      My stomach turns over. I consider demanding that she tell me, but Carina obviously isn’t in the mood. Neither am I. I have been denied a cleansing post-argument fuck, and my cock is displeased. “Give me a minute.”

      When I renovated the theater I had it carefully insulated between floors, so her footsteps are light as air. I only hear them because I’m listening with my entire soul. The doors to the upstairs are closed when I get there, with no sign of Brigit, only a single lamp on in the corner.

      I find her in the master bath running a brush through her hair. Our eyes meet in the mirror and I hold out the phone. “For you.”

      She puts the brush down. “Who is it?”

      “Dr. Jain. She wants to talk to you about results from the blood test.” It makes less sense as I say it. What results would she discuss with Brigit but not with me? Demeter’s reach had to cover most of the whorehouse.

      Her face pales, all the color bleeding out. “Is it cancer?”

      “No.” Maybe it is. I don’t let on that the floor is tilting beneath me. Brigit takes the phone when I press it into her hand. She holds it like a grenade, turning slightly away from me.

      “Hello? Yes, it’s me.”

      I wander back out to the living room like a ghost and turn on more lamps. The light from each one pools on the floor. It’s excruciating, this love. Bruising. I can’t believe she goaded me into saying it, into admitting it out loud. Again. The dark tendrils of the past slither along the floor and try to hook themselves into my ankles. It’s all very dramatic, these imaginings.

      The act of sitting and waiting impatiently is a joke so I go into the kitchen and take out a bowl from the freezer. I’m leaning against the countertop and letting the bite of the cold dig into my palms when Brigit comes in.

      Reading her expression is an exercise in futility. She looks surprised. Shocked. The corners of her lips turn down, firmly pressed together. I get a breath of her shampoo as she slides the phone onto the countertop, eyeing the bowl cradled in my hand. “What are those?”

      “Frozen grapes.” I crush one between my teeth and swallow it, my heart a wild thing throwing a tantrum to know what’s happening, tell me what the fuck is happening. “What did Carina say?”

      Brigit plucks a frozen grape from the bowl and puts it in her mouth. I have a small heart attack watching her roll it around on her tongue and bite into it. In all my years of experience I have never considered frozen grapes to be erotic.

      There’s a time for everything, I suppose.

      “They’re good,” she says, not looking at me.

      I put the bowl on the countertop. “What did she say?”

      Fuck. Was it cancer? She wasn’t supposed to be testing for that. By the time I woke up from Hades’ misguided attack, they’d already run preliminary screens on Brigit and found—whatever it was they found. Demeter’s latest experiment.

      What else?

      She still won’t look at me, and I can’t stand it. Brigit’s focused on some point out the kitchen window. Touching her will reignite what happened in my office, so I do it, turning her face to mine. “Sweetheart, tell me what she said, or there will be consequences.”

      A short, sharp laugh bursts out of her, and she raises a hand as if to cover her mouth but puts it over mine instead, her fingers holding on tight. “There have already been consequences, I’d say.”

      I know what she’s going to say before she says it. The truth is a pit in my gut, an icy denial that shoots out to the tips of my fingers. Impossible. What she’s going to say is impossible. I don’t fuck up like that. I don’t make those kinds of mistakes.

      But I do, don’t I?

      I have a flash of Brigit sobbing into my shoulder, the blood from the remains of her virginity on her thighs. She’s not crying now. She’s clear-eyed but nervous, her heartbeat fast under the pale skin. “I’m pregnant.” Brigit licks her lips, concentration locked on my face. “She said I’m pregnant.”
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      My lips have gone numb. What part of the body’s fight or flight response includes numb lips? It seems like a bad idea. A trick of evolution that didn’t work out. It’s as if the small lizard part of my brain thinks that telling Zeus this news is a dangerous thing.

      Rationally, it can’t be that risky. He has contingency plans for just this circumstance. He told me about them himself, and he meant it. Never mind that I was naked at the time, bent over his place setting at a fancy table, his grip relentless on my wrist.

      We’re statues now, me facing his kitchen sink and him with his hand on my face, thumb resting on my cheekbone. He wanted me to look into his eyes and now his face is all I can see.

      Did I imagine understanding flickering there in his golden eyes before I said the words? His pupils contract and blow out. The darkly gorgeous expression on his face doesn’t change. It’s only his stillness that belies his shock.

      My belly tightens. Maybe it’s not shock. Maybe it’s resignation, or disappointment, or horror. Maybe he is horrified by this news. All the possibilities run through my mind on a flickering reel. He could cover his face, grab at his hair. He could walk out of this room, out of this house, and never come back. He could rage.

      Somehow, the wash of terror I’m expecting in this moment sputters out. Feeling comes back into my lips while I wait in this eternity of silence. I can’t feel it. The animal mind knows better than to let me feel it.

      The weight of his silence grows with every passing moment. I can hear my own heartbeat.

      He blinks.

      He draws in a long, slow breath, then lets it out.

      He does not take his hand from my face.

      Once, only once, he closes his eyes, letting his eyelashes meet his cheeks. Then I’m caught in the gold fire of his eyes.

      “You—” His voice doesn’t break but it’s a near thing. “You have a number of options.” He straightens up, planting his feet, bringing his other hand up to touch my face, to run the tips of his fingers through my hair. “You should know that they’re all available to you, at any time of your choosing. I have people on call to—”

      “Stop,” I whisper.

      “No, Brigit—” His jaw clenches, and I see how hard it is, I see the strain he’s under, giving me this practiced speech. Because it is a practiced speech. This isn’t the first time he’s given it. “No. Let me—Christ, let me finish.” Zeus’s hands tense. “I have people on call to consult with you at any time of the day or night. I personally guarantee your access to medical care including—”

      “Don’t.”

      “Including the option to—”

      “Don’t.”

      “—end the pregnancy.”

      His eyes shine, and when he’s done speaking he runs his thumbs over my face again. The numb shock I’m wrapped in begins to unravel. One of us is trembling. I’m sure it’s me. He’s as solid as the earth. I’m a gust of wind, curling into myself and back out again every other minute, but he rules this room. This house. This city.

      Me.

      Even if he doesn’t want to. Even if he pretends.

      “I don’t want to end it.”

      He swallows, and the air between us shimmers. I have the strangest sensation that I can see beneath his skin to the jagged heartbeat underneath. The calm face—always a mask. “I would understand if you did.”

      Now it’s my turn to touch him, the strong lines of his jaw. I run my thumb over his lips and he turns his head and presses the palm of my hand into a kiss. It feels ancient somehow, ceremonial, and my breath catches. I would understand if you did.

      “You’re not like him,” I promise.

      “You seemed sure of it earlier.” Fear flashes through his eyes and disappears so fast I’m not convinced it was ever there. “I wouldn’t blame you if—” He glances away, then back. “There’s still time to decide.”

      “I don’t need time.” Certainty floods me like a drug, like a burst of adrenaline that doesn’t subside. I swear the room gets brighter. “I don’t need time to decide.”

      “Brigit, there’s no need to rush—”

      “I’m not rushing. Stop trying to convince me when I’ve already decided.”

      “I have to,” he says, and he’s so close that the pain from behind his eyes spills over into mine. Well, let it. Other things have hurt worse. “I have to, sweetheart, because you can’t go into this blind to the person—”

      I shake his head, pulling him in another inch. Get close to the fire, close enough that it burns. “I see everything,” I say into his mouth, the heat of him chasing away the last of the chilled shock. “I’m pregnant with your child, and I’m having the baby.”

      He closes the final inch between us and kisses me, hard and deep, both of his hands wrapping around behind my head. It’s the kind of kiss we might have shared if we’d met in another world, where no one’s mother had died a tragic death, where no one’s father was evil incarnate, where he had all his beauty and all of his money and none of his pain. It’s reverent and deep and romantic and I fall into it headfirst.

      Zeus breaks the kiss in time for me to take a deep breath that’s filled with him, absolutely filled with him. We’re inside but the air is new and fresh and sparkling, like the first snow. He kisses me again below my jawline, kisses the side of my neck, the curve of my shoulder at the edge of the robe, and then he sinks to his knees in front of me and pulls me close.

      I’m glad for the air now because I can’t get a full breath with how astonishingly intimate this is. He’s never done this before. The last time I saw him kneeling was to fuck me on the floor of the lounge, and even then, I was under him. He lets his forehead rest against my still-flat belly and I run my fingers through his hair.

      My skin tingles. Time travel isn’t real. Past lives aren’t real. God, maybe. But this god is kneeling at my feet, his breath warming my skin, and he presses a kiss below my belly button like he’s bestowing a blessing. Or receiving one.

      Then he kisses lower. The holy moment breaks apart. Only a devil would kiss me this way, teasing, taunting. He’s a god and devil both.

      Zeus, it turns out, is in charge even when he kneels. Maybe especially when he kneels.

      He keeps kissing me while he shifts us in subtle but powerful moments, his hands on my hips, on the swell of my ass, everywhere. He’s been waiting to do this since I provoked him in his office, I can tell, but he’s agonizingly measured about his kisses. I drop my head back and close my eyes. No reason to be afraid of falling. He wouldn’t let me. He’d just as soon take me over the kitchen counter and—

      A breath edged in ice gives me a heartbeat of warning, and then a deep freeze wrapped in heat meets my clit.

      It’s too late to squirm away but I try it anyway, my hips going nowhere in his hands. He laughs around the grape and I feel his tongue dance underneath it while he sucks my flesh in. My embarrassing moans are punctuated with cries.

      “Cold,” I manage, though the rest of my sentences are nothing but heated babbles. I have no idea what I’m saying. “So cold.”

      He doesn’t answer except to use his tongue to roll the grape around in tiny circles against that supersensitive bundle of nerves. Pleasure runs up my spine in an electric melody that makes my hips circle with it, anything, anything to relieve the pressure. But it’s a pressure that only he can take from me. I’ve been waiting so long to come that I could scream and finally I do. My hands find the edge of the counter and I hold on. My limbs won’t work together. My hands are trying to pull me away but my hips are trying to push into his mouth.

      I thought grapes were innocent.

      I thought they were just fruit.

      He rolls it down between my folds and holy shit, oh my fuck, how is he doing this? “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” I cry. “Just let me come.”

      The grape is starting to melt but he pushes into my clit again with the flat of his tongue. It’s too much. The cold. The heat. Pain. Pleasure. Stars explode behind my eyes. New universes form. Flowers push up through new earth and two people dance in the middle of a crowded room, whirling, whirling, whirling. My toes are the only parts of my feet touching the floor but there’s no escaping him, thank god, there’s no escaping him. All the scenarios I pictured scatter to the ends of the void. He didn’t leave. He didn’t leave. He didn’t leave.

      He keeps his lips on my skin, sucks the grape into his mouth, swallows it.

      And then his breath skims over my clit again.

      “Why did you think it was cancer?”

      I’m too busy trying to get contact with his mouth to care that he’s asked this question. “What?” One of my hands finds his hair but he won’t give me what I want.

      “You made an offer, sweetheart.” Fingers brush up the inside of my thigh and tease at my opening but he won’t put them in, the bastard, the bastard. “Now tell me. When the doctor called, you thought it might be cancer. Why?”

      A grief bomb explodes somewhere in the distance. “My mother died from breast cancer.” Tears of frustration and want slip out from under my lashes and drip down the edge of my jaw. “It’s why my dad made the agreement that he did. He wanted—” He licks me, long and slow, and it’s a good thing I’m holding onto the counter because my legs give out. “He wanted access to her family trust.”

      “I’ll kill him,” he whispers, and then his tongue and teeth and lips are everywhere, everywhere. He’s holding me up, supporting most of my weight, and by the time he’s tongue-fucking me with abandon he has both hands under my ass, spreading me open. I don’t know how he does it. It’s a demanding position but it doesn’t bother him at all. He’s good at this, so good at this it hurts, it makes me come on his tongue, so long and hard that the robe slips off my shoulders and gets trapped between me and the countertop.

      The last wave of my orgasm is the biggest one. It shakes me to the core, it shakes the building off its foundation. The city falls. Kingdoms crumble. The sky collapses inward and who knew that the end of the world would be so beautiful?

      When it’s over he pulls me into his lap, rocking back on his heels, and I drop my head onto his shoulder, aftershocks tearing through muscle and lung. He wraps his arms around me with a studied gentleness. “Your baby,” I whisper feverishly in his ear. “I’m pregnant with your baby.”

      “Yes,” he says, and he sounds satisfied. Pleased.

      A knock at the door crushes the moment under its heel.
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      Zeus lets out an irritated hiss and gets us both to our feet. I could collapse into bed right now and sleep the rest of my life, but no. Not now. Not with someone at the door. In the hall he nudges me toward the bedroom and I go, but only so I can step into fresh clothes and splash water on my face.

      Straighten my shoulders.

      Go back out.

      Zeus has one hand brace on the wall, his head bowed over something in his hand, and my stomach curdles.

      “What is it?” Both of them straighten up like they’re caught hiding something illicit, but that’s not the baseline for a man like Zeus. Part of me wants to turn around and retreat back to the bedroom, but I don’t. I go to the foyer and cross my arms over my chest. “Which one of you is going to tell me what you found?”

      It’s a picture Zeus holds now, and he hands it over to me with all the heat and light gone from his face. “James has been snooping around Demeter’s business.”

      Then he turns and walks away, a leisurely stroll through the living room.

      “Someone had to do it,” James calls after him.

      “Not you, if you’re hoping to keep your job.” Zeus disappears into the kitchen. I hear the freezer open and close and meet James’s eyes before I look at the picture.

      “You keep going back, but—”

      “I’m not turning my back on them.” His jaw ticks. “It’s getting worse.”

      I’m afraid to ask what he means, and it turns out I don’t have to. The glossy photo in my hands is proof.

      It’s taken with a zoom lens through a window. A nice one, I think, since it’s not very grainy, even though you can tell it was taken from a distance. One of Zeus’s women is centered in the frame, her hands up against the window. And the man behind her, with his hand around her throat—I recognize him. He watched Zeus finger-fuck me in his lounge my first week at the whorehouse. I’ll never forget his eyes.

      And the girl—

      I don’t know her name, can’t remember it, and that makes me feel the most guilty. She’s hurt, a bruise painted across her face, and the way she’s standing looks painful. It’s difficult to tell from the picture, but there’s a suggestion of marks around her neck, peeking out from behind his hand. I fold the picture in half and try to ignore the sting of tears in my eyes.

      “This is really bad,” I tell him. James nods, face solemn.

      “Are you staying for a drink?” Zeus steps out of the kitchen and back into the living room, a glass in his hand. “Or are you going to leave me in peace and keep your job?” He’s smiling, but it’s filled with warning.

      “I’ll go.” James takes the photo out of my hands and shoves it into one of his pockets. He pauses at the door and opens his mouth like he might say more, but leaves without another word.

      My chest aches with the knowledge that I’m here, safe, and the rest of the women are being hurt. Possibly maimed. She could kill them, and I know it. Zeus knows it. And yet he’s just in the kitchen—

      I stalk over to find out what’s so absorbing in the kitchen and find him at the stove, putting a pot of water on to boil.

      “She’s hurting them,” I announce. I’ll pretend he hasn’t seen the photo. I’ll give him this chance. I wish he would take it instead of taking a box of pasta shells down from a cupboard. It’s so ordinary, so deliberate, and I’m not hungry. “I told you they needed you, and now she’s hurting them.”

      “I saw.” He finishes his drink and abandons the glass on the counter. “She’ll have to walk a fine line if she wants to keep them in working order.”

      I swallow what feels like pure acid. “And none of that bothers you?”

      Zeus shrugs. “Why should it? I’ve already taken the loss.”

      The loss. Like they’re furniture or food supplies and not people. I stand up tall and plant my feet in the doorway. “You’re just scared, then. You’re a scared, pathetic man. Too scared to face your own sister.”

      A grin lifts the corners of his mouth, giving me a slow view of perfect teeth. One moment he’s a man in a kitchen and the next I can’t fathom how brazen I’ve been. “You think so little of me, sweetheart.”

      Then he turns back to his pot of water and the box of noodles.

      Fine.

      If he won’t save them, I will. How hard can it be? Demeter is one woman, and if these men would just act, they would figure out a way. People’s lives are on the line. I stalk back out to the living room and flop down on the sofa.

      For a moment.

      And then I tiptoe to the door, step into my shoes, and slip out. The darkness is interrupted every so often by streetlights. Front Street. James said they were on Front Street. I’ll find Front Street, I’ll find the building, I’ll do something. It’s better than nothing.

      My bravado fades the farther I get down the street. Is it better than nothing? I have no phone, no purse, and no weapon. I have no plan.

      Well, neither does he.

      The night wind wraps around me. The city buildings shape the whisper of the breeze, making it echo back and multiply, which is why I don’t hear him coming until it’s too late.

      I’m off the ground before I have a chance to turn around, up in Zeus’s arms. “Put me down, asshole.”

      He laughs, loud and cutting.

      “If you wanted to make me a prisoner, you should’ve given me to your sister.”

      “Do you honestly think, sweetheart, that I would let the mother of my child wander around the city at night on some suicide mission?”

      “I don’t know,” I shoot back. “One minute you’re so understanding, you’re giving me options, and the next you’re refusing to do your job.”

      “I no longer own a brothel,” he intones, and I snap my lips closed and grit my teeth. There’s no point. There’s just no point.

      We reach his house and go in, and he insists on carrying me all the way up the stairs, which would be romantic in any other circumstance. I’m still seething when the inner doors close behind us.

      He lets me go ahead of him.

      Or else there’s something I’m missing. What am I missing?

      I stop in the middle of the living room and whirl around to face him. “What’s wrong with you? I can’t—” The rest of my sentence withers away.

      The space he left, I realize now, is for the oversized push of his anger.

      He’s not calm. He’s furious. At me. For even trying to put myself in harm’s way. I can’t understand it, not really, because all those other women are constantly at risk and he just doesn’t care.

      The set of his jaw says how dare you.

      His eyes say run.

      I bolt the second before he does and if it weren’t for all the time he spent forcing me to lay around and heal I wouldn’t be able to do this at all. As it stands there’s a faint pull in the center of my back. Not enough room to run. Not nearly enough room.

      I take the corner at the back of the house too close and my shoulder hits the wall, a bright burst of pain, and then I’m heading for the bedroom.

      It’s a dead end.

      I know it is, but there’s a tiny piece of me that thinks if I beat him there I can claim sanctuary, I can find an escape hatch, I have options.

      My options run out at the foot of the bed.

      Zeus catches me around the waist and I shriek my surprise at how easy it is for him to swing me fully around so that he’s the one who lands on the bed first, me on top of him, his body taking all of the limited impact of the bed. As soon as I’m close he scrapes his teeth along my collarbone. He doesn’t seem to care if there’s a chance he might draw blood. Doesn’t seem to care if it hurts.

      Good. Neither do I.

      What I do care about is that he is always so clothed. I wrestle away from him and claw my way underneath his shirt, which is a different shirt from before, dark and expensive. He lets me tear open three buttons before he lifts me off of him and turns me onto the bed.

      Zeus kneels over me and strips off his shirt and I am so transfixed by the reality of him that I don’t bother paying attention to what he does with his pants, only that they’re gone.

      That he moves over me and thrusts in hard, and damn it, damn it, fighting with him, provoking him, makes me wet. So wet. It makes me live for him. He fucks me like a punishment and that only heightens the pleasure I get from being taken like this. Possessed. Like I belong to him so completely that he can do no wrong.

      Which might be true.

      “Come,” he commands, and I’m ready to laugh at him, ready to throw it back in his face that he can’t make me come just by telling me to.

      Except.

      My whole body has wrapped itself around that word, around his need, and my laughter gets choked off by a rolling tension in my muscles. Zeus slows his pace and whispers it into my ear again. I might as well be a puppet on strings. I’m on the edge. I’m so close.

      I fight it off.

      “Why are you doing this?” My words are broken up by deep thrusts. “You can’t do this.”

      “Oh, I disagree.”

      “Go after them, and I’ll come.”

      A dark laugh. “That’s not a bargain you want to make, sweetheart.”

      “I do,” I insist, but I’m struggling to focus on anything but him, but the pulse between my legs. “I want to—to—”

      But he’s moved, somehow, repositioned himself so that my clit is under the direct assault of his body and in the end I’m too weak to stop it from happening. The winding tension breaks like a wave and Zeus catches my cry in his kiss and fucks me until I’ve come down, all the way to the pillow, all the way under the covers, with the heat of him on my thighs.

      I’m midway to sleep, halfway into a dream, when the memory of how he moved me, how he caught me, floats delicately into my consciousness.

      He was so careful.
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      In my dream several nights later, Zeus’s office is changed. He’s left the theater largely intact and his desk sits at center stage, slightly angled so that if he sat down to write he would be in deliriously perfect profile to the audience. There are no chairs but I’m trapped in the main aisle anyway. A light comes up over the desk and he ambles in from stage left and sits down. Opens his journal. His hand moves over the page in steady strokes of the pen. Then he lifts his head. “I told you to stay on the second floor.”

      I open my mouth to answer, but I’m already there—already in the scene. The woman who emerges from the shadows has my face. She comes to the front of the desk, and unlike me, she’s showing. Her hands rest on her belly as she considers the man at the desk. I’m on tenterhooks, I’m on tiptoe, waiting to see what I’ll say.

      But something jolts me out of the dream and back into the bedroom.

      To the sound of Zeus breathing evenly beside me in the bed.

      I prop myself up on one elbow and watch him for several minutes. He’s really asleep. I put my hand out to shake him, hesitating at the last moment. Get up, I would say. We’re not done talking about this. There has to be something I can say to convince him to go after his people. I just don’t know what it is, and I can’t stand it.

      The covers seem like a prison in miniature so I throw them off and pad to the bathroom. The dream I had about his office is already fading. The image of the stage is the only thing that lingers. They gave the suggestion of his office with only three pieces of furniture. The desk. The chair. The bookshelf.

      The bookshelf.

      My heart climbs hand over hand into my throat, pounding there in a last-ditch attempt to get me to see this obvious, obvious thing I’ve been ignoring.

      I pull my robe off the chair on the way out and wrap it tight around my waist. Zeus doesn’t stir as I leave the room. I linger in the living room for a minute to see if he wakes up and follows me out, but he doesn’t.

      The office feels cavernous and haunted in the middle of the night. Goose bumps prickle my skin on the fast walk to his desk to switch on the single lamp there. It does nothing to calm my nerves. With the light on, he’ll see me right away if he comes down.

      “He’ll see you anyway,” I say out loud. “Stop being a coward.”

      It’s only a few steps from the desk to the bookshelf.

      Yes.

      I was right.

      The very top shelf is another row of random books like the ones upstairs.

      The rest of the shelf is filled, end to end, with other journals.

      Older journals.

      If the doctor drew my blood right now she would find it sparkling with anticipation and guilt and hope. There has to be something in one of these books that will tell me what to do. There has to be a key to unlock him, to throw back the shutters that come down over his heart whenever anyone makes the completely reasonable point that he should rescue the people he’s promised to protect.

      Please, let him have organized them by date. He is a businessman. He keeps numerous ledgers, all kinds of ledgers, and these have to be the same in this one way, otherwise—

      I don’t let myself think about what will happen otherwise. The tops of the journals are uniformly hardcover on the second shelf. I skim my fingertips over them, feeling the dips to the pages.

      This is forbidden and wrong, to dig into him like this without permission. I shake the struggle off my shoulders. He’s never going to give me permission to read these. We’re never going to huddle over them and search for clues.

      I saw his face the last time he caught me here.

      About halfway across the shelf I pull one out at random and open it to the middle. I’ve gone back a long time. I desperately want to read everything, every word in his neat handwriting, but I summon all my self-control and skim.

      Who names a person Aurelia? It’s a bad omen. Her son will end up getting stabbed in cold blood by his colleagues, if she has a son. This Aurelia is too much of a wreck to work the floor, much less have sons. I don’t find this irritating, however. I might come to regret giving her the job. We’ll see if she keeps insisting on her nickname. Reya—ridiculous.

      I pause with a hand over the page. Ridiculous. But he didn’t find her ridiculous, not at all. He hasn’t mentioned her once in all the time since we’ve left Olympus.

      He hasn’t mentioned her out loud.

      This isn’t what I’m looking for and I put it back on the shelf, but it nags at me so painfully that I move quickly back to the desk and flip open the journal on the top. Oh, god, even now I want to look for things about me. I want it so much my eyes burn. But I don’t. I look for Reya’s name instead. And I find it, a few pages from where the writing ends in this one.

      Arrangements for Aurelia Colette Blake

      Catholic service at Cathedral of St. Mary

      Burial at Holy Cross

      The dates next to all these are from ten days ago, when I was adrift in a sea of painkillers. Did he go? The list continues.

      Private viewing for family only

      Did she have a family? Most of the women at Olympus weren’t in contact for one reason or another. Or they were trying not to be in contact, like me. Maybe it doesn’t matter once you’re dead. Maybe people come to your funeral anyway, even if you were royally pissed at them. I don’t know what’s worse—imagining him there, trying not to command all the attention in the room or not there at all.

      I get my answer at the bottom of the list.

      Anonymous donation by proxy—courier note to parents re: stated wishes for service and burial

      This is included above the name of a bland-sounding shell company.

      I close the journal and collect myself.

      Before this. Whatever I’m looking for, it has to have come long before any of this. Before Reya came to Olympus. Before Zeus lived here. I’m looking for his childhood, and that could take a long time.

      Time I might not have. I skip down to the next shelf, where the journals become smaller and less uniform. At some point he started buying the same one over and over again—or, more likely, having them made personally for him. This shelf is a mountain range of book covers, rising and falling. The one I pull out is medium-sized with a beat-up red cover. The only red cover.

      Demeter is killing birds again. She thinks it will get his attention. Nothing I say will convince her that he won’t care.

      I read the entries on the page again. Zeus almost never mentions his sister in the present day, other than to plan for her next attack. I thought they’d always been sworn enemies. But here he is on the page, trying to convince her of something. Would an enemy do that?

      I flip forward a few months, to the summer.

      She’s a terror with blueberries now, in addition to whatever she’s been doing in the greenhouse. I found her with a basket of them in the barn conducting a science experiment on Hades. How many blueberries will kill a person with an allergy? She hissed like a cat and scratched at me when I took the basket. He was still unconscious when I sat him up and scraped the blueberries out of his mouth. Lucky us.

      There’s something here, something close. She’s a terror now. That means she wasn’t always, doesn’t it? I can’t tell how long I’ve been reading, but the clock is ticking. Any minute now he’s going to wake up and come looking for me, and I need to be upstairs when that happens.

      Another journal.

      Hid Demeter in a closet today when Cronos found the missing food. He was so pissed I think he believed me.

      Hid her.

      How old was he?

      Not that old.

      My heart is beating too fast by the time I go for the very last journal in the row. The oldest, most battered one. It has a dingy cream cover and yellowed pages and it cracks when I open it. On the inside, the ink has started to fade, but it’s still unmistakably Zeus’s writing. This one isn’t so much a journal but a collection of lists.

      1/2 box of shells, 1/2 cup cheddar

      Peanut butter, 2 pieces of bread

      1 oatmeal cookie

      The food is grouped like this with neat lines dividing the lists. What is this? Tracking what he ate?

      Cronos noticed the shells today, switch to rice

      It’s such an off-handed note at the bottom of the page, but afterward, he notes down the rice he uses.

      D doesn’t want oatmeal this week, find shells

      Oh my god.

      In one of the margins he’s left an even smaller note.

      D up 1:30, set alarm so she doesn’t cry

      The last page is torn in half but the top half reads:

      Get her out ?

      He would have been eleven, maybe twelve, when he was writing these lists. I think they’re lists of the things he would cook for her, at least sometimes in the middle of the night.

      A small, folded paper slips out from the spine of the book. It’s older than the journal. The paper is thin and worn and I get the sense it will crumble into dust if I touch it. But I hold my breath and do it anyway. It’s been folded and unfolded so many times that the folds have worn little cracks in the page.

      It’s a child’s drawing of two people and a house. One of them is slightly smaller, the other one bigger. One in a long dress with long hair. One with pants. The figure in the dress holds something in one hand—a bowl? Both of them are smiling. A wavy line suggests a hill and on top of the hill is a house drawn with the rough, uneven lines of someone very small.

      But it’s the letters that break my heart.

      It’s obvious how painstaking she was and they still end up curved. Demeter, it reads above the girl in the dress, with one backward E and an M with a too-long downstroke. Did he have to tell her how to spell it?

      Above the boy’s head she wrote Z and a wobbly but obvious heart. She must have asked him to write the date, because in the lower left corner there’s a sprawl of numbers that would make him about eight.

      His voice cuts straight through me. “I told you not to come here.”
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      Brigit’s eyes are wide and sad, tears glistening across the green but not falling. She doesn’t look particularly surprised to see me. Heartache is written all over her face instead. Heartache, when she’s the one who stomped on all of my ribs to expose the vulnerable organs. The drawing she holds is extraordinarily brittle by now, which is the only reason I don’t snatch it out of her hand and crumple it in my fist. It wouldn’t survive.

      I would end it. Why do I care? It should be nothing to me. A useless artifact from a life that no longer exists.

      A relic from another time.

      “I couldn’t—” She turns slowly to face me, the journal tucked under her arm, and shifts it into her hands. The paper and the journal are the smallest ones, the easiest things to hide, and Brigit smooths the drawing carefully on the journal’s cover. “It can’t be a shopping list. You were too young to go grocery shopping, weren’t you?”

      It’s the middle of the night. Sleep still clings to the edges of my brain but it’s getting torn apart like the rest of me. No one was ever supposed to see these things. I thought I punished the urge out of her. And to add stinging insult to injury, it’s too late. Brigit’s side of the bed was cold when I woke and found her missing. She’s been here long enough to ransack the vault that holds all these insidious, aching things. These things I try never to think about. I write them down, I put them away, and fuck. Fuck.

      I can’t have this conversation. I won’t have it. I can already feel my face slipping into the expression I have spent years of my life honing to a fine precision. Mild interest. I could kiss you or kill you. That’s what it means.

      “Get out of my office.”

      Brigit straightens her back. “No.”

      “Fine, sweetheart. We can do it this way.” I take a step toward her but she jumps back, shifting the note into both hands. It’s just a note. I try to tell myself that I don’t give a shit about it, about Demeter, about anyone. My fists open and close at my sides and it’s not entirely in my control. I don’t know what’s in my control anymore, now that she’s done this.

      “It’s not a shopping list,” she repeats.

      “It’s not a fucking shopping list.” Anger, familiar and friendly, bubbles to a boil. Yes. Good. That will make it easier to keep breathing, though I don’t necessarily want to. “What could it be, then? A puzzle for my little bird to figure out.”

      It’s so fucking hot in here. My heart and lungs are going to be burned to a crisp.

      “Why were you keeping track of the food like this? In such small amounts?”

      No—no. Cronos, rifling through cupboards, through the antique refrigerator that was always on the verge of burning his farmhouse down. He had an excellent memory but not a perfect one. That’s why I could get away with doing what I did. That’s why I could create plausible deniability. That’s not what I called it then. Cronos, with his fingers in Demeter’s hair. He made her keep it long and at some point she stopped wishing she could cut it.

      “It’s not relevant.” Take another step forward. I can’t take the step. “This is nothing to you. It’s not for you. It was never meant to be read by anyone.”

      “Then why did you write it down?” Brigit’s voice is an inch from trembling. “I think this… this list… is important. It’s everything. God, Zeus. I think this is the reason you haven’t taken your people back.”

      I laugh at her, putting all the cruelty of a lifetime behind it. “Because I kept lists as a child?”

      “Because you loved her.” Christ, it’s like she has her hands in my chest cavity and she’s squeezing the life out of me. “You loved your sister.” Brigit glances down at the journal as if she can see through the cover to the lists and notes I made at incredible risk to myself. If he’d ever found it— Her eyes come back up to mine. “I think you still love her.”

      Hot air, fire down my throat, fire licking the walls of my chest. “I hate her.”

      “What happened?” She steps forward, into the ring of light from my desk, and as much as I loathe this, as much as it’s killing me, there’s a part of me that wants a painting of her with the warm light in her hair and that awful book in her arms. “You can tell me, you know.”

      “You?” Brigit actually flinches at my tone, though I have a death grip on it now. I need her to stop asking questions, to stop burning me from the inside out. I need something to make the pain go away, even if that means hurting her. “You’re nothing but a whore, and a mediocre one at best. Why would I tell you anything?”

      A tear slips out from her lashes and she brushes it away, setting her jaw. “You’re only saying that to push me away. You don’t mean it.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, but I do.” I put my hands in my pockets so she can’t see that they’re shaking. With rage. With hurt. Hard to say. “I mean it down to my fucking bones. You are nothing to me. You’re worse than nothing.” Brigit closes her eyes. “You’re a waste.”

      She opens them again and takes a deep breath. “This isn’t you.”

      I smile at her, making a big show of it. “This is all of me.”

      “No, see, that’s the thing, it’s not.” The light skims across her eyes and reflects out to me, and suddenly she’s an avenging angel with the sweetest voice. “It’s not you. This is a show. Stop putting on a show, Zeus.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      It’s her turn to laugh, and somehow, some fucking how, it’s soft at the edges, not serrated. “I know everything.” She tosses the journal onto my desk and I don’t care at all but I hold my breath. “I don’t have to read all of these to know who you are. It’s right here. It’s been here the whole time. You’ve been here the whole time.” Her eyes grow darker, bolder, and I’m swept up in them the way an old piece of paper would be swept up in a hurricane. “You would cook for her, wouldn’t you? She liked shells and cheese. That’s something even a little boy can cook. But you didn’t make it for yourself. You kept a record, the way you keep a record of everything, because he would notice—” Understanding flashes through her eyes and sears through me. “There was someone else to replace the food for you.”

      “The nanny,” I hear myself say, “when she could. But it doesn’t matter, Brigit. I hate her. I’ve always hated her. I have always hated my sister.”

      “Bullshit.” She works the note down into its original form. “You are so full of shit, Zeus, and you don’t have to be that way. You don’t have to lie. You don’t have to hide. I can see you.” Brigit inches closer, closer and closer until she’s in arm’s reach, but I don’t touch her. If I do, it will be a killing jolt. “I see you.”

      Being witnessed in this way chokes off my access to oxygen. I grab for it, a singular panic washing through my gut, and force a breath down. “It means nothing.”

      “You don’t want to go after her because to you—” A smile ghosts over her face and disappears. “To you, she’s still that little girl. Shells and cheese were her favorite. And you would make them for her, because—”

      “Because she was afraid of the stove.” Memories crowd in, their cage decimated, the bars ruined twists of metal. Demeter, six, her hair a tangled mess and her face red, crying at the foot of my bed in the middle of the night. She couldn’t reach the cupboard where he kept the bread and all she ever wanted were those fucking noodles. I don’t want to burn my hands. Her eyes were a luminous silver then, pleading and innocent, and what else was I supposed to do? “She was hungry, and she was afraid of getting burned.”

      Cronos, holding her hand flat above one of the burners, not close enough to scorch her skin but close enough to feel the heat. He let her get close.

      “So you made her food.”

      “I taught her to read.” Demeter would whisper the words to herself, one of the three children’s books we had propped on knobby knees. I don’t recall learning how to read but I must have because I taught her. “I taught her how to write.”

      “You weren’t much older, were you?”

      “No, but she needed me to be older, to be stronger and more sure, so—” A spike through the throat, through the heart. “So that’s what I became.”

      “Other people need you now. The women need you.”

      The walls I’ve so carefully tended bow inward, the pressure intense. I’m dying from it. I’m dying, and at least when I’m dead this will be over. Brigit takes a last, calculated step forward and tucks the note into my pocket. Then she puts her hands flat on my chest and I can’t fucking help it, I can’t help but put my hands over hers. It takes the restraint of a hundred people not to bend her over the desk for this. I laugh in her face instead.

      “Sweetheart, you’re out of your mind. You’re out of your fucking mind.” The foundations of the world are falling away. It’s a miracle I can stay upright.

      “What happened?” she whispers. “What happened to make her go so wrong?”

      “The same thing that happened to all of us.”

      “Your dad?”

      “Don’t call him that.”

      She blinks. “Your father?”

      “He corrupted everything he touched, and she—” Her eyes followed him wherever he went. “She idolized him. All she ever wanted was for him to be proud of her. At any cost.”

      “She turned on you?”

      It hurts and there’s no pat explanation for why it hurts so much. It’s a planet-sized wound, and it aches, it fucking throbs. “Demeter was jealous. She hated the fact that he would take me with him when he left. Hated it. She wanted to be his favorite, and she thought it was a prize worth winning.” It was Demeter in the hall the night Katie died. It was her poison on Katie’s lips. “She killed Katie,” I whisper. “And I hate her for it. I hate her so much.”

      “You’ve had lots of chances to take your revenge,” Brigit says softly. “You haven’t yet.”

      The last cornerstone in the wall blows apart into a thousand fragments, burrowing into skin and bone. My jaw snaps shut, teeth grinding, and it’s the most wretched moment of my life. “I hate her.” The truth tastes bitter and sweet, like poison. “And I still love her.”

      Brigit’s even closer now.

      “I don’t want to kill her. I can still see her eyes—” The words twist themselves up and refuse to come out. “A hero would kill her and end this. A hero would shoot her between the eyes. But I’m not a fucking hero, sweetheart, I never have been.”

      Her eyes shine. “That’s not true.”

      She rises on tiptoe and kisses me, and everything stops. The agony subsides, the wound closes, the bleeding tapers off. My mind clears. Brigit knows all of this and her mouth is still warm and yielding against mine. Her body responds to mine like I’m someone she needs.

      I am someone she needs.

      I’ve been playing a decades-long chess match against my sister’s worst impulses. And I can’t stop now. I’ll play our old game and bring my sister back from the brink.

      “Not until I’m finished with you,” I murmur into Brigit’s mouth. “You still haven’t learned your lesson. You need to be punished, sweetheart.”
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      We’re halfway across the living room when someone knocks at the door. Someone—James is the only person who can get in. What the hell is he doing here in the middle of the night? I set Brigit down on her feet with a furious kiss. “Wait in the bedroom. I’ll be right there.”

      I try to settle my heart back into its customary place and stop my cock from throbbing and fail at both. I need to fuck Brigit. She’s mine, and I need to remind her of that—need it like I need air.

      James is shouting now.

      His fist is in midair when I pull the door open with a sharp jerk. I know intellectually that he would never do this unless it was urgent. He shoulders past me into the living room, not seeming to notice or care that he has interrupted me on the way to an essential engagement.

      “—go in through the back, but we would need more people. Morris has his in shifts, so that’s a problem, but we can bribe enough of them to make it a non-issue.”

      “James.”

      “If he’s brought in others, then that becomes more of a mathematical problem. We’ve had decent luck liaising with Hades’ men in the city, so—”

      My brother’s people? What the fuck? I put out a hand and stop James in mid-stride. “Care to let me in on this conversation?”

      James is a handsome dark-eyed man but right now the whites of his eyes are so large, his pupils so black, that he reminds me of Hades. Not Hades now—he wouldn’t let this sort of fear show on his face. Not even when I toyed with killing him on his own mountain. “We have to go in for them. We can’t wait. Tell me you’ve changed your mind.” His hands fly out and he grabs the front of my shirt. He almost has enough strength to move me. “Tell me you’ve changed your mind, you bastard.”

      I brush his hands off and corral him to an armchair near the bookshelves. “What is this?” I gesture vaguely in his direction, old habits dropping into place to keep my posture at ease and my face neutral. “No—wait.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “You obviously need a drink.” I go back to the kitchen and pour him a glass of the first whiskey to hand. When I return he takes it without meeting my eyes and tosses it back. It’s clear he doesn’t feel the burn. I sit down across from him. James’s fist opens and closes on the glass.

      She’s pregnant, a voice whispers. It sounds less like Katie, and that makes me want to dig into the dirt above her grave and demand that her voice come back to me. You shouldn’t leave her alone.

      I’m in the next room, I remind the voice, though being one floor down didn’t save Katie. The hairs on the back of my neck bristle.

      “The situation—” James turns his head, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and there is something else here, something I’ve neglected to notice in the midst of my own irrelevant feelings. “We have to make a plan, and we have to make it tonight.”

      “This isn’t like you.” I lean forward in my chair. My entire body howls to be with Brigit but this is a calculated pose, meant to draw him in. “You don’t go to pieces over issues with the women. You don’t go to pieces at all.”

      “She’ll kill them.” His eyes are on the floor, gaze stuck near my shoes. “She’ll kill them, Zeus. One by one. I wouldn’t be surprised if she made videos, if she—”

      “This isn’t about the women.” It’s a sickening guess, a sickening thought, and he thinks he has to keep it from me. “It’s not just about them, is it?”

      This is the man who had to sit in a room with me while I watched the footage of Brigit being taken. He does not scare easily. This is personal.

      “No.” The word makes no sound.

      “James—”

      “She has my husband, too.” He stands up abruptly and shoves his hands into his pockets. “You need to come with me. Right now. She’s getting more brazen. You need to see it so you understand.”

      I lean back in my chair. “Is she? How do you know?”

      James glares with his usual precision turned up a thousand degrees. “Because she sent a photo. To the main brothel email address.”

      Christ. “What? A selfie? A picture of her lunch?”

      “This isn’t fucking Instagram. This is real life, Zeus.”

      That makes me smile, though it isn’t kind. “Let’s see the photo, then.”

      He pulls something up on his phone and holds it out. In a way I’m not wrong. There’s my sister grinning her maniacal smile, her hand fisted in another woman’s hair. Savannah. Her mascara runs down her cheeks. It is a selfie, after all. And it’s what she’s having for lunch. The women I used to care for and protect. The women I used to use. My relationship with them has always been complicated. Most of them are afraid of me, but they’d still rather work for me than anyone else. At least I make sure they’re fed and bathed. I reward them well. They’re allowed to choose their clients. No beatings. No scars. It’s a cold comfort for a whore, but a comfort all the same. My sister won’t give them any of that. She’ll hurt them. She’ll kill them, the same way she killed baby birds she found in a nest. It would be so much easier not to care. It would be so much easier to be like my father.

      I feel a thousand years old as I stand from the armchair. “I’ll take a look.”

      Hope rings painful in James’s eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t leave them there.”

      “Don’t mistake me. I’m not making any goddamn promises. Maybe I’ll join her. Maybe I’ll become her best customer, paying to fuck the women that used to be mine.”

      James looks shocked. How long has he been working for me? He should know better than to hero worship me. Even the women sometimes do it. They believe that I’m better than I am. But I’m really my father’s son, after all. He taught me. I learned from the best.
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      James pulls into a shadowed spot in an alley. Front Street is three blocks from here. It’s a warm night, and the humid air seeps into the dark shirt I put on before we left. We follow the alley until James stops at a recessed doorway. He has to shove it open to lead the way into a basement. It’s an office storage building, covered floor to ceiling in file boxes. The stacks hover over my head while we pass by to the stairs. One landing. Two. And then we’re in a disheveled legal aid meeting room, looking over my sister’s stolen kingdom.

      One thing is immediately clear: this is a show, and it’s a show for me. The building she’s chosen has a restaurant on the first floor and a ballroom or meeting space on the second. It has huge windows to let in natural light. A wedding venue of some kind, with a closed-in third floor.

      Demeter is on the second, where the windows are, with the curtains thrown open.

      In the dark, the inner lighting puts everything on display.

      Except that it’s empty.

      “Where—”

      “Wait.” James looks down at his watch. Seconds tick by.

      I’m about to ask him what the fuck we’re waiting for when the doors of the ballroom open and a man walks in, carrying a wooden box. James makes a strangled noise. This is his husband, Cal. In all the years James has worked for me, Cal has never failed to pick him up at the end of the night. Not once. At first, I think he’s all right, but halfway across the room he stops and winces.

      “Broken ribs,” says James. This is his faux dispassionate voice. I use a similar one often.

      “Why—”

      “Wait.”

      All this waiting makes me want to throw myself through the windows of both buildings and end this now.

      Cal goes to the back of the room, where a table waits next to a chair. It’s not as big as the ones I have in the whorehouse—had in the whorehouse—but the symbolism is obvious. He puts the box on the table and takes a spot next to the chair. Hands in his pockets. Trying his best to stay upright.

      Demeter herself is the next person in the procession. She pauses at the door, looking down at something on the floor, and jerks her arm. Something tumbles into view behind her.

      Someone.

      It’s Savannah, and Demeter has her leashed. She’s trying to crawl and failing miserably, but Demeter has no patience for this. She drags her across the floor with all her strength, over to the chair. When they arrive, Savannah crumples against the side and Demeter wraps the leash around her fist.

      “What the fuck,” I hear myself say.

      “I don’t know,” says James. He knows what happened with Savannah. He knows Demeter got to her before. Savannah should be her most treasured pet. “Zeus—”

      Whatever he’s going to say is lost, because the rest of the girls come in. They look right—expensive, beautiful—except for their faces. Their faces, and Savannah’s sprawl on the carpet, makes bile rise into my throat. These are not the expressions of women who are about to negotiate. Who have any choice at all in the matter.

      And then—

      The men.

      Led by Xavier Morris and none other than Brigit’s father. Xavier looks like shit. His eyes are glassy and he casts around, looking over his shoulder, like he’s afraid one of his people might betray him.

      Or like there’s a bigger monster in the room than Demeter.

      Brigit’s father looks like shit, too. His nose still hasn’t healed from when I broke it. I can’t tell if he’s high, like Xavier, or just salivating at the chance to be playing a starring role in the horror show.

      I concentrate on the rest of their faces. Demeter didn’t get all of my previous clients, just quite a few on the police force and the other sick, rich fucks who couldn’t be left to their own devices without a girl getting hurt.

      It’s not real, that voice says into my ear.

      It’s very real. I think Savannah might have at least one broken bone—one of her ankles. That’s not fake.

      All the men line up in front of Demeter’s chair like it’s time for collection at church. Cash comes out of their pockets, one by one, and they stuff it into the box. If I wasn’t so near to being sick in a wastebasket I’d roll my eyes. Such useless theater. James takes one step closer to me. I don’t see why until the men clear out and the next part of Demeter’s entertainment begins.

      She beckons Cal forward and says something, and right in front of me, her face transforms into the very image of my father’s. Her eyes are lit with cruelty. Even her smile—fuck, her smile.

      Cal shakes his head.

      Demeter cocks hers to the side.

      I can’t look away, but I fucking want to. I had to watch my father do his worst to my brothers without flinching, without reacting. It’s harder now. Demeter gives a signal to someone off to the side, and one of the girls gets pushed out into the center of the room. Xavier steps up next to her and spins her in a slow circle. She’s a million miles away. I hope the emptiness in her expression is from a drug that will let her forget. Two other cops hover near Cal, who is still refusing.

      The thing about Cal is that he’s not a fighter. Not like James. So when the beating starts, he doesn’t so much as raise his hands to cover his face.

      I put a hand on James’ shoulder. He’s not moving, hardly breathing, but he won’t close his eyes. Bearing witness is its own special hell.

      It continues.

      Cal is the beginning of the chain. His refusal of the girl in the middle of the floor means she suffers, too. Xavier unzips her dress and forces her out of it. She stumbles to the side and I can see that Demeter is saying something to her. Alicia—her name is Alicia. She shakes her head, the movement slow and uncoordinated. The result is that Alicia goes to a group of cops.

      And Xavier gets Savannah.

      Demeter unwraps the leash from her hand, slowly, slowly, and then she hands it off to Xavier. Savannah has lost all composure now and she tries to stop it from happening. Yes, it’s her ankle that’s broken or badly injured at the very least. This does not stop Xavier from dragging her back out into the center of the room.

      Alicia is hidden behind a wall of blue. One of them moves aside to reveal that she’s tied to a chair now. The rest of the girls are pretending not to notice.

      Xavier circles Savannah, then pulls her roughly to her hands and knees. Demeter claps like she’s at the fucking ballet, full of glee.

      I turn away from the window like a coward and James shoves a metal wastebasket into my hands with only seconds to spare. I see Demeter’s full plan now, see it backlit on her little stage. She has Cal to signal that she knows my people. She’s putting on this nightly scene as an appetizer. Soon, they’ll be dying one by one by the window. It’s a trap, meant for me, and it’s a good one. A tried-and-true hostage situation.

      She knows I can’t leave them there.

      She knows I can’t leave Brigit to save them.

      I spit into the wastebasket and wipe my mouth. Look back through the window. Demeter has lifted her eyes from the scene in front of her.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was looking at me. Accusing me.

      “What are you going to do?” James asks, voice wooden.

      “Exactly what she expects me to do,” I say with a huff of breath. “I’m going to walk into her trap. I fought it for so long. Years, really.”

      James looks at me like I’m crazy, but it’s not only about the women and men being held captive by her. This is a long game. A family affair. It started with dead birds and pasta shells. It started from the moment we were born broken gods.

      “We’ll mount an attack,” I say, my voice hoarse.

      Relief washes over James, but that’s only because he doesn’t understand. He believes we’ll win. He’s never seen what Demeter can do. Through that window? It’s an appetizer. The battle we’re heading toward is the main course. Demeter. My little sister. I love her. I hate her. And only one of us can survive.
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      The sky has begun its slow creep toward dawn when James pulls up behind the building. “Three people,” I tell him. “Downstairs. I need—” I need Brigit first. “I’ll be right there.”

      He disappears into the office and I take the stairs at a run. Throw the doors open. At the far end of the hall I see a flash of white—her robe. She hardly makes it into the hall before I’m there. Advancing on her, drinking in her wary, hopeful eyes.

      “Did you see—”

      I cut off this question with a kiss meant to end all kisses. I’m so tired of pretending. I’m so fucking tired of waiting. James still has his job because despite everything he is still capable of pulling together a meeting without handholding and I—

      I need this.

      Brigit climbs up onto me and hitches her legs around my hips, every muscle so taut she’s almost vibrating. She mumbles something incoherent into my mouth while I walk us into the bedroom and I have to pull her back by her hair to hear what she’s saying. “Don’t leave me here again.”

      “Please. I’m leaving you here, sweetheart, where it’s safe.”

      I put her down on the bed and undo her robe, pull down her leggings, strip her off her panties. Rid myself of my own clothes. “No, you’re not.”

      This earns her a bite to the shoulder and at the last moment she turns her head and bites me back.

      It’s an electric pain, sharp and sweet, and it makes a long tense line out of my body and holds on tight. Brigit’s eyes are moonlit and huge and she pulls me down over her, hips bucking to meet mine. “I bit you,” she breathes.

      “You naughty fucking thing.” I maneuver her off her back and over my lap for the sheer thrill of it and arch her back by her throat. My instinct is always to push her, to make neat stripes of pain on her skin, but this time, tonight—

      I sink my fingers into the wet heat of her and fuck her with them like we’re running out of time.

      She digs her toes into the floor, low animal noises escaping her, and Christ, I could do this every night for the rest of my life. Every morning. Every day. A life with her would mean constant attendance to my filthy little whore who is so wet and swollen for me that she’s already on the edge and I am purposely avoiding her clit just to be a bastard.

      It gets her off. Brigit comes over my lap, the way she likes it, and lifts her ass to be spanked. I run a palm over her perfect skin and deny her that, too, turning her to face me so she has to balance on me, on the edge of my bed. I want my own feet on solid ground. My cock is hard and proud between us and I guide her up with both hands and position her over me.

      Her flushed, hot cheeks remind me viscerally of the whorehouse, of sitting in this same position and making her bring herself off in front of the party. She’s remembering it, too. I know it by the way her eyelashes flutter. It’s almost keening, what she’s doing, so full of longing. Brigit likes an audience. She’ll have to make do with me.

      The realization must come to her at the same time I think it, because she opens her eyes and blushes magnificently. I brace myself on the bed with one hand flat on the covers, using the other to guide her hip, to dig my fingers in, to remind her in a thousand ways that she will only ever belong to me.

      Brigit sinks down onto me with exquisite, trembling care, taking the first few inches along with short, shallow breaths.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” I tell her, rubbing a circle on her hip with my thumb. Her own hips mimic the movement. “Look at you. A shameless slut for my cock.” Brigit blushes a deeper color and takes more of me in, and more, until finally I’m as deep inside of her as I’ll ever get. “Such a good girl, taking that cock.” I lean in and teaser her earlobe with my teeth. “Make yourself come and earn your pay."

      Her hand moves quickly between her legs, fingertips seeking out her clit, and I have to catch her from falling backward, she’s working so hard to obey me. She’s been waiting for this, clearly. The fluttering pulses of her pussy are immediate and strong and I can’t stay still for this, have to fuck her. Brigit’s first orgasm sneaks up on her and sends her reeling into me, balanced precariously on the edge of the bed, but she doesn’t stop rocking her hips, fingers working, and it’s her second orgasm that tugs mine out of me and into her body.

      She shudders out all of her pleasure and rests her head against my shoulder, catching her breath. This hurts. Not the act but how fleeting it all is. I could run my hand over her hair for a thousand years.

      I cut myself off after two minutes and use what’s left of this moment to wash her hair in the shower and towel her off. When she’s finished dressing she follows me out into the living room and all the way to the door.

      “Are you tapping your foot at me?”

      She pouts a little, and it very nearly breaks my resolve not to take her back to the bedroom right now. Or—fuck it, the sofa. “I’m waiting for you to open the door for me.”

      “Ah—did you think I was a gentleman?” I guide her in front of me and slip a hand down her shirt to pinch one of her nipples. “Remember, sweetheart, I’m not.”
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        * * *

      

      Down in the office James has the three people I requested and all of them are talking quickly, in turns. Moving against Demeter is obviously different from the playful way we attacked Hades’ mountain. The mountain is more difficult to access geographically, but it was relatively straightforward—shoot early, shoot often.

      Guns are far too inelegant a proposition for the situation with Demeter. For one thing, we might shoot her. I would rather avoid that, though she would deserve it.

      She’s still my sister.

      “Have you discussed the trains with Hades?” James asks me as I sit down, Brigit standing behind me.

      “No.” But then— “Yes, actually. He’s prepared to house people if necessary.” This is true. He said as much to me during the last conversation we had at the whorehouse. I was drugged at the time but it didn’t impair my memory. It would have been better if it had. I could forget about Reya.

      “I think we need to use that option.” James is quite grim about it, which is unsurprising given what he knows of Hades. He was as shocked as anyone that my bastard brother managed to behave himself while he was my guest. “We could secure a hotel, but it will involve an outside firm and I don’t trust the police.”

      I laugh, because despite his serious expression, this last bit is a joke. “What else?”

      The three of them exchange glances. “Demeter knows all of our faces. We won’t be able to get in without her noticing.”

      We all know that if she does notice, she’ll lash out. “A distraction, then.”

      There are problems with all the various means of distraction, which is that they’ll cause chaos, and chaos will tip Demeter off, too.

      A hand on my shoulder breaks me out of the conversation. “I don’t think that’s the only option,” Brigit says. She steps up close, at my side, and the moment I see her face I know what she has in mind.

      “Absolutely fucking not.” I take her hand and squeeze. “Not for all the whores on the planet.”

      She looks steadily down at me. “If she knows their faces, she knows mine. She’ll know what I am to you.”

      My gut is in knots. “Sweetheart—”

      “Don’t sweetheart me. They would all agree with my plan.”

      “What are you suggesting?” James cuts in. “A bait and switch?”

      “Yes.” Brigit straightens up, and yes, it’s true, I should have tied her to the bed. “If I go there, and I pretend to beg her for a job, then it’ll buy time to get the other girls out. I would be a valuable hostage.”

      James gets up from the table to take a phone call in the far corner of the office, and I pull Brigit down so far she almost tumbles into my lap. “If you think for one instant that I’m going to let you walk in there alone—”

      “Not alone,” she insists. “You would be close by. You would be so close. Just out of sight. I wonder—” She raises her voice to include the two men left at the table. “Is there anyone we could bring in to help? If things get bad.”

      James returns and drops into his chair like he’s lost the use of his legs.

      His face is ashen.

      “We’re out of time,” he announces into the heavy silence. “She’s started killing them.”

      Brigit gets the question out first. “Who?”

      “Delly.”

      The name means nothing to me, and then her face comes to mind. A redhead. New. She was, coincidentally, the youngest of the girls.

      Or maybe not coincidentally.

      There’s a silence so thick it threatens to cover the planet.

      “There’s one person left,” I tell the room at large, then get up to call my other bastard brother, the crazy motherfucker, the pirate.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a process, calling Poseidon. The number I have connects me with someone who’s shouting curses in Italian. I have to bribe him substantially to get him to take the phone to my eldest brother, who sounds like he’s in the middle of a flock of bloodthirsty seagulls.

      “I already saved you once,” he shouts into the phone. “I’m not doing it again.”

      “I love your enthusiasm,” I tell him. “But you have the wrong man.”

      He laughs long and hard. “The two of you are damn fools. Always crawling up my ass with one dumbshit problem after another. What is it this time?”

      “Demeter’s taken a number of my people hostage.” This next part kills me to say. “I need your help getting them back.”

      I hear nothing but wind and sea.

      “No.” Poseidon’s voice has dropped to a growl even I find vaguely threatening. “Do you want to die? Is that it? You wanted to ask me that so I’d sail in and finish the job for you?”

      “I want you to sail in with some of your men and help me save women from a certain death, Poseidon. She’s already picking them off.”

      “And whose fault is that?” he says irritably, and it’s a slice to the soft part of the belly. “You taught her all that fucked-up shit.”

      I rub at my forehead and think calming thoughts about ledgers and balanced columns. “I didn’t, but if you want to blame me for her, then do it. Blame me all you want. Just—” Morning light glows in the office window. “When can you be here?”

      This is a long shot and my throat ties itself up into a hard knot. Poseidon hates Demeter in a clean, uncut way. I’ve never asked what she did to him.

      “I’m not stepping foot on land for her,” he says.

      “It’s not for her, it’s for me.”

      “That’s worse.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Gladly,” he says.

      “Don’t hang up.” He doesn’t. “I’ll owe you.”

      Another long pause. Long enough for my heart to pump a bolt of worry through my veins. “I can be there in nine hours.” The call clicks off after that, and I’m left with the crash of the ocean in my ears.
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      We decide that I should look disheveled, out of sorts. Desperate. I should look like I’m on Zeus’s doorstep. No cardigan this time. Zeus personally oversees applying the dirty makeup and ruining my hair while we practice a script for what I should say. It eats up hours. I can’t get the minutes to stop flying away. They refuse to be pinned down.

      James and the others are in and out but I can’t concentrate on what they’re doing. Zeus looks at me in the mirror. “This is a terrible idea.”

      “I think it’s a good idea. It’ll make her more willing to talk to you if she thinks she has something you want.”

      “She does have something I want.” He works his fingers through my hair again. “And if you go in there, she’ll have everything I need.”

      “It’ll only be a few minutes,” I tell him. That’s the plan. To draw her attention without getting everyone else killed. To stall for a short time so that Poseidon’s people can get the girls out. “And then you’ll be there.”

      “Ah, yes. Because my psychopath of a sister is going to see me and immediately agree to go back to her fields and live happily ever after.”

      I catch his eyes again in the mirror. “I don’t think she has to agree. You’re way bigger than she is.” His hand tenses in my hair, the calm mask slipping again. “But you don’t want to hurt her.”

      A sharp laugh. “I don’t want to hesitate if the moment calls for it.”

      But he might hesitate. Because after all this time he’s still awake in the middle of the night measuring half cups of noodles for the little girl she used to be.

      James sticks his head into the bathroom. “He’s here,” he says. “It’s time.”
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        * * *

      

      There’s a small convoy of cars to take us to meet Poseidon by the city docks. He’s obvious the second we get there—the tallest man on the docks by far. He has a swimmer’s body, muscled and lean, but he looks more storm than man. Zeus and I go with James in a very bizarre welcoming committee. Poseidon narrows his eyes as we approach. “Who’s this?”

      “Brigit.” Zeus stands very close to me, one hand on the small of my back. He wears an easy smile and I recognize it from the floor of the whorehouse on a bad night.

      “Bait?”

      Zeus’s fist clenched behind my back. “A distraction,” he says.

      Poseidon looks at him now. “I’m not touching her.”

      “I’d kill you if you did,” Zeus says lightly.

      “I’m talking about Demeter.” Poseidon’s eyes flash. “I’m not going into the room.”

      “And you won’t have to.” Somehow, Zeus turns reassurance into a mocking taunt. “I’ll make sure you’re all right.”

      Poseidon glares at him, eyes almost black, and then he bursts out laughing. “You unbelievable fuck. No wonder Hades hates you.”

      “That’s not true. He recently joined me for dinner.”

      “Who swung first?” Poseidon punches Zeus on the shoulder, and Zeus rocks back on his heels. A subtle motion, but—I didn’t think that would ever happen. “You or him?”

      “Persephone,” Zeus says. This has a noticeable effect on Poseidon. It’s like watching a light go out in his expression. But then it’s back on, and he’s shoving past Zeus on the docks.

      “Let’s go retrieve the whores,” he says as he goes. “And remember—you owe me, you bastard.”
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        * * *

      

      The wait until nightfall is the longest wait of my life. Zeus doesn’t love it, either. He can’t stop touching me. Rearranging my hair. Checking to make sure the slim knife he’s given me is in its holster. The knife is a last-minute addition. No one thinks Demeter has metal detectors, so I should be able to make it inside with one option for getting back out.

      It ends in the back of an SUV, with Zeus kissing me carefully so he doesn’t screw up the makeup. We’re down to mere seconds when he presses his forehead against mine. “Don’t do anything reckless,” he orders. “You have to come back to me.”

      “You won’t even notice I’m gone.”

      James knocks on the window and my body springs into action. Time to go. But Zeus catches my wrist. “I love you. Every second you’re gone is fucking agony.”

      “I love you, too. Close your eyes and count to ten.”

      He doesn’t do it, but I get out of the SUV anyway. Zeus has to wait for the signal from Poseidon before he comes in.

      I can see Poseidon’s people waiting in the shadows, all around the building, and a pricking awareness makes my gut go cold. How can she not have noticed them? Zeus’s men are there, too, divided into different teams. One to search the girls for trackers or bombs. One to take anyone who wants to go to the train station. One to take the rest to a small safe house in the city. And one for me. There are enough people to fight, if we have to.

      She’s just one woman, I remind myself as James walks me to the corner of the building, kisses my cheek, and points me toward the front entrance.

      It’s time to put on a show.

      I stumble a little outside the front doors, but no one’s waiting inside to see. The first floor is empty, the light dim, and my heart races. One foot, then the other, up the stairwell to the ballroom upstairs, where Demeter’s show is already in progress. Zeus told me what he saw from the building across the street. I’m prepared for it.

      Right up to the moment I get to the second-floor landing and see the men clustered at the door to the ballroom.

      In one sense, this is a good thing. It will let Poseidon’s people blend in with the crowd and extract the girls one by one. Slowly. With great care.

      But I don’t see how we can do it slowly, because the sounds coming from that room are inhuman.

      At Olympus the parties looked like parties. They had music and dancing and food and wine. For the most part, they were civilized.

      The only music now is the twisted melody of someone crying.

      Not just crying—sobbing. It’s edged in a scream.

      I put a tentative smile on my face anyway, which feels sickeningly wrong. Horribly wrong. My legs threaten to buckle but I will that feeling away and approach the group of men. The only thing to do is to get close, to slide my body near theirs and wriggle through the empty spaces. “Excuse me,” I murmur. “Excuse me. I’m so sorry.”

      They barely notice me.

      They’re focused on the show.

      And—I can’t take another step, once I’m inside the doorway.

      I expected it to include my father—I was warned. But I didn’t think he would be doing this. Horror turns my stomach.

      He’s standing in the middle of the room, a leather strap in his hand, looming over a girl on the floor. It’s Savannah. She’s naked, and bruises bloom all over her body. A collar around her neck is attached to a long leash that ends in Demeter’s hand. I fight off the urge to cover my face with my hands. He’s been beating her for quite some time, but Demeter has recruited Alicia, my former roommate, to pin her wrists to the carpet so she can’t get away.

      I’m supposed to go straight to Demeter, fall to my knees, and cry.

      Change of plans.
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      “Daddy,” I cry, and I’m in motion again, raising my arms for him, letting tears fill my eyes. They’re real tears. This is a fucked-up, awful place, and the energy from the men in the room is menacing at best. They’re all just waiting for their turn with these women and Demeter lets them do it. “Daddy, I’m so sorry.”

      He turns his head toward me, blinking. His nose is still bruised from when Zeus punched him. It gives me a flicker of satisfaction, which is quickly shoved away by revulsion.

      I hate him.

      I’m disgusted by him.

      But phase one of my new plan doesn’t involve throwing up on the carpet.

      It involves this.

      I pick up speed and run into my father. We actually collide. He’s not prepared for the hug and I’m not prepared to give it but I wrap my arms around him anyway. He reeks of alcohol and it doesn’t help that he gets his act together and pulls me in tight. “Daddy,” I say into his shirt. I haven’t called him that since I was five, but I can feel his delighted surprise. Over his shoulder, I can see James’s husband in the corner, his back against the wall. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

      “What are you doing here?” He sounds genuinely shocked to see me, and for the first time in my life I realize that my father is a terrible man, but he is also very stupid. “Brigit, honey, you’re dirty.”

      He takes a step back from me and brushes at his jacket. I let my lower lip tremble. On the floor, Savannah is frozen. Alicia, too. And slowly, very slowly, Alicia starts to inch to the side. “I can’t help it.”

      “That man did this to you.” He inspects his jacket for any trace of filth. “Is that what happened?”

      “Yes,” a voice says. “What did my brother do?”

      For the first time, I summon the courage to look at Demeter.

      My heart skips a beat.

      She looks exactly like Persephone. Slightly older, but the same hair, same eyes. Even their voices are a near match. But the expression in her eyes—

      I have to suppress a shiver. I have to plant my feet to keep from running.

      All the humanity has been burned away from her eyes. They’re a stunning silver shade but utterly empty. Devoid of warmth.

      And then she smiles, and I see the illusion of it—the way she convinces people to go along with what she says. A person who didn’t know better would mistake it for something genuine. There’s something off about the way she’s sitting. “He hurt me,” I tell her solemnly, and her eyes widen in a parody of shock. “He ruined me for everything that’s good in the world.”

      Good—this is going well. This is a longer conversation than I thought we would get. My father hovers close by, but not close enough to touch me. He doesn’t want to touch me. I drop my face into my hands. Please, please, let the rest of the plan be in motion. They should be working their way from the outside in. I don’t dare turn around to see if any of the movement has entered the ballroom.

      “That’s why I’m here.” I let the tears fall now, trying my best to cry prettily. Cal is moving now, too, working his way to his feet. To the exit. “I have nowhere else to go, because I’ll never be anything but a whore. Please. Help me.” I step over Savannah and fall to the carpet in front of her like she’s a queen. A mad queen.

      “Brigit,” hisses my father. “What are you doing?”

      I ignore him. “Let me work for you. Please. It’s the only thing I can do.”

      “No.” My father shouts this, bringing the low chatter in the room to a sudden halt. The next moment he’s standing over me, his face almost purple, lips twisted in disgust. “You’re not a whore. Don’t act like one.”

      “But I am, Daddy.” More tears, more sobs. “I am a whore. I’m a slut for it, and I just—I need to do this. It’s all I want.”

      He brandishes the strap at me, holding it high in the air, and I scream. The tension in the air is razor-sharp, and I scramble along the floor to Demeter and throw myself at her feet, wrapping one arm tight around her leg. “Don’t let him do it,” I howl. “Don’t let him.”

      She drops a hand onto my head and it’s all I can do not to wrench myself away. “Darling,” she says. “How else will you prove yourself to me?”

      I turn my face up to hers and she beams down at me. I can see her surrounded in flowers. A monster in a flower wreath. “What do you mean?”

      “If you’re not willing to accept your father’s consequences, how will I know you really want to be here?” The corners of her mouth turn down. “For all I know, my brother sent you.”

      “I came here by myself,” I say fiercely. “And I’ll do whatever it takes.” Alicia and Savannah scramble out of the way now, because I’m coming, I’m hiding the rolling terror with decisive action. In the center of the space I get down on my knees. At the last second I wrap my arms around my body and let out a choked sob. “Can the girls help me? Please?”

      “No.” Demeter waves a hand. “Clients only.”

      They’re wolves, and they’re ready, and in seconds a tight circle of men has surrounded me, leaving only a small space for Demeter to look on. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alicia looking back the way I came. She starts shifting in that direction, inch by inch. Savannah is still attached to Demeter by the leash.

      It has to be working.

      This has to be worth it.

      Behind me, my father hesitates.

      I look up at him with my chin quivering, tears running freely down my cheeks. What the hell is he going to do?

      “You’d be doing her a favor,” purrs Demeter. “If you showed her what it costs to be a whore.” My father jerks his head up to look at her. “Punish her now,” she says magnanimously, “and when she’s learned her lesson with me, I’ll return her to you. She’ll be better trained then. Worth more.”

      I’ll be dead, is what I’ll be. He can’t possibly agree to this.

      My father gives Demeter a slow nod.

      I’m falling through the floor, dropping straight down as far as I can go.

      My father steps around behind me, and Demeter gives another signal.

      And then there are hands—so many hands, reaching for me. I’m going to be sick, and die. Or I’m just going to die. The first pair of hands makes contact, and my brain shuts off. Don’t remember this. Don’t remember any part of this. Don’t think about how they’re going to arrange you, don’t think about anything—

      A laugh stops them dead. The hands on my body freeze and lift away. “Oh, Demeter,” says Zeus. “What have you gotten yourself into?”
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      The crowd melts away, taking flight, and I mark the tight clutch of cops who have gathered around Brigit and ignore the seething urge to break their necks one by one. It can wait. They back away from her and press themselves tight to the wall, blinking. It’s only men in here now. Men. Brigit. Savannah.

      It was too easy to get the rest of them out. Poseidon’s men only had to incapacitate three guards outside and the men at the door scattered when they realized what was happening.

      My heartbeat slows as I step over Brigit. It’s been a wild animal all this time. No more. I could never allow myself to get rattled on the floor at the whorehouse and I won’t allow it now.

      I step over Brigit, who’s kneeling on the carpet, her own body appearing calm.

      Demeter turns her huge, silver eyes on me and cocks her head to the side. A little smile plays across her lips. It’s the smile that freezes the pit of my belly. Yes. It was too easy. The real danger is in here, with her.

      “Gotten myself into?” The giggle that escapes her is the corrupted version of the way she used to laugh as a girl. She pulls the hand with the leash close to her chest. “I’m not into anything, Z, just having some fun. Like you.”

      I roll my eyes and scoff at her, good-natured, amused. “No people, Demeter. Only birds. Give me that.” I’m close to her chair now, holding my hand out, watching her every move. A place in my chest collapses at the sight of her. She’s pretty, the way she always was, but her eyes are dead things, animated with a spark that looks like a fever. She’s sick. She’s fucking sick.

      And I couldn’t stop it from happening.

      She giggles again and unwraps the leash, throwing it petulantly into my palm and dropping back into her seat. “Happy now?”

      I return the smile and her own gets wider. “You have no idea how pleased I am.”

      Demeter flushes at this, savoring it while Savannah crawls unsteadily toward me, past me. I hold the bundled leash behind my back. Come on, Brigit. See it. They’ll have to take it off out in the hall. It’s more important to get out of Demeter’s sight. The leash lifts out of my hand a moment later and I catch a glimpse of Brigit in the corner of my eye. They’re the last two people.

      “I’m so mad at you,” Demeter says, her eyes unfocusing. “You made me do this.”

      I get to one knee in front of her chair, the way I did when I would tie her shoes years ago. There was a time when I could do it but she struggled with her small hands. “Demmy, wouldn’t you like to go back to your fields and your plants?” The very last part of this hasty plan is to replace the clients with our own people. “I can take you there now.”

      Her eyes clear, and she shakes her head, curls rustling over her shoulders. “I won't go.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I want to kill you.”

      “You've killed enough people, don’t you think? One of my girls, even.” I furrow my brow. “Where is her body?”

      “Downstairs in the walk-in refrigerator.” She frowns, blinking hard, and another piece of clarity slots into place. She’s been experimenting, and whatever she took last is wearing off. “You came here for her, but not me.”

      “Of course I came here for you,” I lie, scanning her for her next move. “You’ll always be my best girl.”

      The last word out of my mouth snaps in the center and breaks off. I’ve found it, next to her foot.

      A silver switch for a bomb.

      Her hand shoots down, lightning quick, and she snatches it up.

      Not a switch—this is a bomb. It’s compact, lightweight, and easy to hide. I recognize it because Xavier Morris has been bragging about getting them for his SWAT teams.

      They’re all still too close.

      If she sets it off in here, Brigit could die.

      There’s no time to look around, no time to think. I put my arms around Demeter and lift her out of the chair, pinning the bomb between us. What the fuck. It digs into my chest, against hers, and I have no plan. I should have had a plan for this. I always have a plan.

      In the absence of a plan I reach between us and pinch it between my fingers. “Tick tock,” Demeter says. Her hands are pinned down by mine, but not for long. She’s small. Slippery.

      I throw it.

      Demeter twists her body and drops out of my arms. I rush her, trying to corral her away from that fucking thing, but she runs, light on her feet. Brigit and Savannah are at the door. There’s nowhere to go but out, so when Demeter stops and wheels I block her path and herd her out, too. I can’t pin her to the bomb without going with her. And I’m not going with her.

      I find Brigit's eyes. “Run,” I say, or shout, and she bends down and puts her arms under Savannah’s.

      Demeter’s between me and the door now and I move toward her. She startles and jumps to the side, laughing, and I see what she’s planning to do—lock me in here and waste me with a fucking bomb. A graceful twirl, and she dances across the threshold, reaches for the door—

      And screams.

      She tears back across the floor, toward me, and I get her around the waist.

      Poseidon streaks in the door and jumps like he’s going to catch the rigging of a ship. “Window, window, window,” he bellows, and I drop Demeter in a heap on the floor and run. The windows along the side of the room have latches. There’s no time for latches. I grab the top of the frame and kick one out with both feet, then fall, onto my back, onto the floor.

      The bomb sails over my head and through the window. It has three red lights. All of them are blinking. From the way it’s spinning, he skipped it like a rock through the broken glass.

      The impact comes a moment later, rattling the walls of the building. It’s not so much a sound as pressure, intense, unflagging pressure, and I turn over onto my hands and try to get up. Except there’s been a short-circuit. An overload. The room flickers and goes dark and in that space I’m trapped in a film reel of memories that feel like broken glass.

      A small, waiflike Demeter standing in a slice of moonlight in my attic bedroom, tears running down her cheeks. “I don’t want to get burned.” She’s still so young that her R sound is muddled. “I can’t reach—”

      Her tongue between her teeth in concentration, a chubby grip on the pencil. She swipes her hair out of her eyes. “D,” she says, face lighting with pride. “What’s next?”

      “E,” I tell her. “M. E...”

      “Don’t look!” she squeals. I’m not fucking around—my eyes are covered by my own hands. But she puts hers over mine. “Count to twenty. Count to a hundred!”

      “Ninety-one,” I say, and she laughs, her footsteps receding while her giggle hangs in the air. “Ninety-two.”

      “One loop,” she repeats after me. “Two loops. Cross—it’s not working.”

      “Try again. One loop—”

      A whisper in the night. He’s coming. I’m out of the bed before I know what I’m doing, shushing her, taking her to the piece of shit closet in my room. It’s only large enough because she’s thin, small. I’m sorry, she mouths, and I close the door on her white face while heavy footfalls shake the attic stairs. I have the words ready. It was me.

      Demeter, knees to her chest on the lakeshore. “Do you think he’ll ever like me?”

      “I like you,” I tell her.

      The room blinks back into existence, a frustrated scream pulling me back and up to my feet.

      Poseidon has her. Her feet don’t reach the ground and her white dress looks ridiculous, incongruous. She’s already scratched deep lines into the flesh exposed by his rolled-up sleeves. With one big hand he turns her head to the side.

      “Say the word.” Hate burns in his eyes. The bomb didn’t take out the building but Poseidon might. His mouth is a twist of disgust.

      He’s going to snap her neck.

      I hold out a hand. Wait—wait. It would be simple. It would be clean. She’s killed so many people, she’s maimed so many people, she’s destroyed my heart. She looks at me from the corner of her eyes and there’s real fear there. No hiding it from me. I’ve seen it too many times.

      How can she ask me to save her now?

      After everything?

      “If you kill me,” she rasps, her voice raw. “You’ll never find it.”

      At first I think she’s talking to me, but it’s Poseidon’s face that heats, rage stoking higher in his eyes. “I don’t care,” he says.

      “Yes you do.” It’s almost a melody. “You do, you do—”

      “You’re such a bitch,” Poseidon growls. “A hellion. I can’t stand the sight of you.”

      “Then let me go.” She’s not scratching him anymore, just hanging there in his hands, her face pale.

      “Pick one of them.” His hand tightens on her face and she stiffens. “One of your little police buddies. They can trade you for a place on the force. Can’t they, Zeus?”

      Demeter blanches. “No. No—don’t.”

      It’s in this moment that the full depth of her brokenness is finally clear. She was having women raped in front of her, but now, the suggestion of a prison sentence has turned her into a trembling rabbit. God knows what she did to Savannah. What she would have done to Brigit.

      “Put her down.”

      Poseidon has never hated me more than he does in this moment, but he does it—probably because he hates touching her the most. Demeter trips on the hem of her dress and recovers. And for the second time today she hurries toward me.

      For a single instant I can see her outside, in the woods, running toward me just like this with a smile on her face instead of a complicated, terrified relief.

      That girl in the woods is gone. She’s dead. This one—I don’t know who she is.

      With one step to go she throws herself into my arms. “I knew you’d come,” she says, and it is so fucked up.

      Belt, I mouth to Poseidon over her head. He takes it out from the loop of his pants in a fluid movement and tosses it to me without breaking his glare.

      Demeter blinks. “What—no.”

      But it’s too late. I have her arms pinned, I have the belt around her wrists, and I pull it tight. Then I kick her feet out from under her. It’s gentler than she deserves.

      “James,” I call, and he rushes in with two of our people and two of Poseidon’s. He surveys the situation, checks me for blood, and finds nothing. “Take her to the train station.”
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      Someone—one of Zeus’s people—has us in the hallway before the bomb goes off and then there is a general chaos. Emergency vehicles arrive to do what they do when there’s a sudden explosion on a city street. Savannah can’t get out by herself so we sit in the hall until one of Zeus’s teams comes to take her to the paramedics. James kisses his husband in a far corner of the hall, whispering to him at every possible moment and directing people the rest of the time.

      I want to go back to Zeus—need to go back to him—but Savannah won’t let go of my hand. “Don’t leave me with these people,” she says through gritted teeth.

      “They’re just taking you outside. It’ll be okay.”

      She doesn’t believe me and she has a death grip on my fingers so I’m the one who goes with her to the sidewalk.

      “Why are you like this?” Savannah asks me from the stretcher. “I tried to poison you.”

      “Yeah.” I can’t help but laugh. “You did.”

      “You’re so weird.” Then she’s gone, loaded into the back of an ambulance. Its red lights turn the shadowy street into a blinking funhouse.

      I turn around to run back into the building, but I’m blocked by four men who are carrying a kicking, screeching Demeter out the front doors. James jogs ahead and waves down one of the thousand black SUVs Zeus must own, and it pulls up to the curb.

      Zeus follows them out, his hands in his pockets, his golden eyes distant and dark. I don’t know if I should be relieved for him or give in to my lingering fear that something could still go wrong.

      As soon as I’m at his side he puts an arm around me and pulls me in close. It’s only once he touches me that I feel it.

      His hands are shaking.

      I lean into him, watching the scuffle at the back of the SUV. She doesn’t want to go. “Zeus!” Demeter screams, the sound mostly contained by the car. “Don’t let them do this.”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Where are they taking her?”

      The sigh he lets out is laced in suffering and old pain. “Home.”

      I blink up at him. “You’re letting her go home?”

      “I’m putting her under house arrest.”

      “Zeus.” An even louder voice barrels into us from behind. “You’ve been fooling us all these years, pretending to be competent. What a show.” Poseidon strides up next us, dragging my father along with him in a headlock. He doesn’t seem to register the man fighting weakly at his side. “I just gave you the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      “You could have let the bomb go off.” Zeus strokes a hand down my side, brushing my ribs. “It would have accomplished the same goal. She’d be dead.”

      “But so would you, and I’m not about to give the bitch that pleasure.”

      “You are—” Zeus shakes his head. “You are infuriatingly inconsistent.”

      Poseidon frowns. “Your words wound. I’m not inconsistent.”

      “Do you not remember working with Hades, then?”

      “Of course I remember.” Poseidon refastens a button on his shirt. “He called me first.”

      Zeus’s mouth falls open. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him look genuinely surprised. “Oh my god,” he says. “That’s why you think you’re an honorable pirate? Because you side with whoever calls first? What if it had been Demeter?”

      Poseidon laughs, a deep, rolling belly laugh. “I hate her. I’d sooner have dropped her in the sea.”

      “But she has something you want,” Zeus points out. What is it?

      His brother’s face darkens, and he pushes two fingers into Zeus’s chest. “I hate you. Don’t forget it.” Then he pauses. “Any preference?” This, to me.

      “Preference?”

      He jerks my father’s head back and forth. “This is the one who sold you off to the uncle, isn’t it? I can leave him in the open ocean. Deserted island. Your choice.”

      My father tried to force me into an arranged marriage. He was working with Demeter. I feel no pity. “I’d rather not know,” I tell Poseidon. “As far away as you can get.”

      “Sir,” James calls from the SUV. “We’re ready.” Another one is pulling up behind him. The street is beginning to clear. No one seems to notice that a group of men have essentially kidnapped a woman and put her in the trunk.

      “Are the police coming?”

      Zeus looks down at me, amusement lighting his eyes. “For what?”

      “I don’t know—to help?”

      “No.” He laughs. “No, they’ll be busy at headquarters.”

      “Busy with what?”

      “Reorganizing,” he says. “They know I’ll be in soon to clean house, so they’ll try their best to do it for me.” I feel it then, for a minute—the balance of power shifting all over the city. He caught them here, with Demeter, and I don’t doubt that Zeus has collected evidence. It’s not just money that gives him power. It’s all the combined knowledge of everyone who comes through the doors of his businesses. He gives my hip a final squeeze. “Let’s go.”

      “Home?” I’d give anything to be in his bed.

      “There’s something I have to supervise first.”
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        * * *

      

      We follow the SUV in a separate vehicle all the way to a train station. It’s a secondary one, close to the city limits, and a dark figure waits there for us.

      Zeus climbs out of the SUV and calls to him. “Did you miss me this much? I’m only a phone call away, Hades.”

      Hades rolls his eyes. “I’m not letting someone else put her on the train.” It’s stopped by the station, idling there. “I’ll take her the rest of the way.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Zeus widens his eyes. “For me?”

      “Not for you, you self-absorbed prick. For Persephone.”

      We ascend to the top of the platform. “She sent you here?”

      “For some reason, she didn’t think you were capable of following through. I’m inclined to trust her judgment.”

      A muffled raging from inside the first SUV breaks into the open air. It takes three men to drag Demeter out of the trunk, even with her ankles tied, and when she sees Hades her face goes red. She thrashes so much they drop her and she hits her head on the sidewalk.

      No one seems very concerned about it.

      When they lift her again she’s slightly more subdued. They carry her past us and she spits at Hades, who takes this in with an unflinching gaze.

      “A gag was out of your budget?” he says to Zeus.

      “I didn’t want to waste the fabric.” But I see the way Zeus looks away when he says it. Away, and down.

      Hades has a special train car for when he wants to transport a difficult passenger. A quick glance through the only visible window shows reinforced walls. I’m sure it has other features, too. Hades steps forward at the last moment and presses a hand to a panel by the door, which slides open in response. The three men put her inside and back away, their faces slack with relief. He puts his hand on the panel again and the door closes with a definitive thud. The train hisses, the wheels making a slick protest as it reverses.

      “Are you staying in the city?” Hades asks.

      “Obviously.” Zeus brushes his hands together as if he’s completed another task in the office. “I have a business to run.” Hades takes this in with a dip of his chin, and then Zeus is leading me down the stairs, back to the SUV. “Home,” he says. “There’s something we need to discuss.”
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      I mean to tell Brigit when we arrive at the house, but in a patently unsurprising twist of fate she falls asleep on the way there and bats my hands away when I try to get her to resurface.

      It’s just as well. Because the clarity that arrived after that bomb exploded—so many bombs, these days—included a realization about the future that I’ll have no choice but to share with her. I bundle her up into my arms, conscious that this could be the last time I carry her up the stairs. James steps out of the first SUV in our little procession and pushes his hands through his hair.

      “I need you in the office,” I tell him. “Bring Cal inside.”

      As if the man would leave him behind.

      When I’m finished tucking Brigit into bed I find a blanket and toss it over Cal’s prone form, stretched out on my sofa and dead to the world. James waits for me in my office, his hands covering his face. When I come into the room he sits up and clears his throat. “We’re finding placements for all the women tonight,” I tell him.

      “Placements?”

      “You saw Olympus burn, did you not?”

      James huffs. “I saw.”

      “Match each of the women with a temporary residence. Homes where they can recuperate. Families that will take care of them. They’ll need at least three months, maybe six.” I take a seat at my desk, leaving him at the round table. James takes out his phone and starts tapping at the screen. “Nice places. Shelters are an option, but if they even hint at being underfunded, I want donations in bank accounts by the end of the week.”

      “Until you’ve rebuilt?”

      “Until they're ready.” A mild sidestep never actually murdered anyone.

      The process of vetting available families and shelters in the city takes the better part of two hours. James drops sheet after sheet crowded with information onto my desk. I have one stack of women’s names, another stack of places for them to live, and matches to make.

      “Go home.” James is standing—swaying, really—in front of my desk. “Tell Cal he can keep the blanket. Update me tomorrow evening on the insurance paperwork.”

      They will need my signature to begin demolition and the process of rebuilding. They’ll need several of my signatures, in fact.

      But it’s not fear of paperwork that keeps me at the desk, sorting and matching and making agonizing phone calls, until the sun comes up.

      It’s been up for nearly two hours when Brigit appears at the threshold, looking pink and flushed and fresh. She wears soft leggings and a top that looks like it would tear easily in my hands. “Have you been here all night?”

      “I had business.” At some point during our working hours, James pulled a chair up on the other side of my desk. I wave Brigit into it now. It doesn’t escape me that we’ve been on opposite sides of a desk like this in far more delicious situations.

      “Is that what you discuss with me?” She searches my eyes. “I meant to ask you about it last night, but—”

      “You were tired. I don’t hold it against you.”

      I smile at her, but she doesn’t trust it. “What are all the papers?”

      A strange prickling begins behind my eyes. “These are placements around the city for all the women at Olympus. James is already putting calls out to confirm the matches. Everyone will have a safe haven and enough time to find new, secure employment.”

      Brigit frowns down at the stacks on the desk. “That’s good. Right? I mean, they can’t all stay on the mountain forever.”

      “Just for the week. Hades is sending them back on the train and I’m arranging transportation to wherever they need to go.”

      “Okay. Will you come back to bed now?”

      My chest is one giant bruise and Brigit’s question punches a hole through it. For a moment my lungs refuse to take in air. I force the issue. “I’ve also found a placement for you.” I lift the last match I made from the stack, the papers held together with a silver paperclip.

      Brigit doesn’t hear what I’ve said, and then she does, and she jerks back in her chair. “What?”

      I push the paper across the desk to her and she puts a hand on it as if to push it back. “One of Dr. Jain’s friends is a major donor to the hospital. She’s agreed to do me a personal favor. You’ll have the complete use of a private guest house and car. She’s assured me that she can find you a position in managing her donations or, if you’d prefer, in one of her nonprofits.”

      “If I’d prefer—what I’d prefer is for you to stop.” Brigit’s eyes are sharp as razors, wounded as a broken heart. The quaver in her voice is almost enough to make me lose my nerve.

      Almost.

      “It’s the best possible outcome.”

      “What the fuck are you saying?”

      I’m saying I would die for you. I’m saying this will kill me. I’m saying this is already a fatal blow.

      “You’re better off without me.” I fold my hands on the desk to keep from bunching them into fists. “You and the baby will both be better off in a different life.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It’s absolutely true.” This requires a hard swallow to get through. “Whether you believe it or not, I’m too much like my father. He’s embedded himself too deeply for me to cut him out. Of course, you already know this. You’ve met me before.” I try to smile at her and my face doesn’t cooperate. “I can’t allow you to stay, knowing the risks.”

      “The risks of what?” She’s gripping the arms of the chair now, her nails digging in.

      “The risk of repeating the cycle of abuse, sweetheart. Cycles don’t just stop because a man has a few good deeds under his belt.”

      “I don’t want this.”

      I stand up.

      “You can’t do this.”

      I go around the desk and bend down to kiss her. Brigit is stiff, unresponsive, and I hate it, I hate every part of this so much that I wish the bomb had finished me where I stood. It would have hurt considerably less.

      I offer her my hand to help her out of the chair and she pointedly avoids it. “This is a mistake.”

      “I disagree.” Brigit goes along when I usher her to the office doors, but when she heads toward the stairs, I catch her by the elbow to redirect her. The color disappears from her face. “We’re going this way.”

      “We’re going this way or I’m going this way?” She’s crying without noticing. Or maybe she doesn’t care. Her face only shows her horror at the situation. Her eyes are wide and disbelieving.

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      She snaps her lips closed, shoulders tensing.

      I take her outside, into the morning sun.

      A car waits by the curb. She doesn’t know this, but it’s been waiting there for more than an hour. I called for them as the sun rose.

      We all have to make sacrifices.

      Pain like a corkscrew burrows into my sternum and all the way through my body. Brigit walks to the street like she’s going to the gallows, her whole body trembling, steps out of sync. At the curb she whirls around, flattening her body against the door. She blocks it with both hands.

      “I won’t make you get in.”

      A flicker of hope. “You won’t?”

      “No. You can walk if you want to.” I press a slip of paper into her hand. “This is the address. If you need to access your money, you can go into any bank branch in the city and give your name. They all have accounts for you.” I’ll be dead soon, I’m already a dying star, so I take her face in my hands one last time and kiss her forehead. “I love you. Don’t come back.”

      If I touch her for a second longer I’ll never leave. My hands leave her skin and the loss of it is a fist to the face, a knee in the gut. It’s a whip. A cane. Glass through flesh.

      I turn my back on her and walk to the house.

      Behind me, a car door opens and closes, and the car pulls away.

      At the door I steal a glance at the street and find it empty.

      The burn in my eyes intensifies, my vision blurring, and I rush into the house and up the stairs. Where did I leave my phone? This tearing sensation in the vicinity of my heart has to be a medical emergency. It has to be the end of me. I’m choking on it. Dying. Dead already. My chest heaves, and the sound that comes out of my mouth is so alien I don’t recognize it as my voice at first. But then it happens again, and again, my lungs getting tangled, abs aching.

      Something drips onto the hardwood outside the kitchen and I put a hand to my face—did she cut me?

      My fingers don’t come away bloody.

      They come away wet.

      I don’t cry.

      It’s happening anyway.

      Warm salty tears running down my face.

      Kitchen. Alcohol—glass. Yes. I find the bottle first, then the glass, and the glass falls from my hand and shatters on the floor. I step over its remains and sit down hard in the corner, my back against the cupboards, and open the bottle.

      It burns. Not as much as the tears.

      “Can a man drown in whiskey?” I ask the bottle.

      I’m going to find out.
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      The answer is yes, and no.

      A man cannot actually drown in a bottle of whiskey, or even ten bottles of whiskey, unless he pours them all out into a bucket and sticks his head. I haven’t done that because I know my stubborn survival instincts would kick in and foil the plot. I have considered it.

      A man can drown out the world quite successfully if he has ready access to unlimited sources of alcohol.

      So I do.

      For days.

      Weeks?

      Six of them go by, then eight. I sign papers and pretend to care about the construction at the former site of Olympus. I force James to drive me there every morning so I can drink in the backseat both to and from. He hates me now. I don’t care. One afternoon he turns around in the front seat and levels me with his dark eyes. “You’re going to kill yourself.”

      “Good.”

      He’s been through a lot, and I feel a distant guilt. It’s hidden beneath the monstrous, all-consuming guilt I feel about Brigit, but I can’t ignore it. So I pour out the last of what I have and spend a miserable night cursing every god I can think of.

      Sometime toward dawn, I fall asleep sober for the first time in weeks. Well—perhaps that’s an overstatement. What matters is that I wake up sober for the first time in weeks.

      And it’s hell.

      My stomach is an aching void. I haven’t been eating lately—who cares about food?—but now I regret it. I regret it while I brush my teeth. While I force myself into the shower. While I put on clothes, knowing all the while that each of these actions is pointless.

      It’s almost eleven when I wander into the living room. All these books, and I can’t concentrate enough to read. It’s a miracle I can sign my own name.

      The bigger concern is that I’ve started hallucinating.

      I can hear Brigit.

      Softly, faintly, through the floor, like she’s in my office.

      Humming.

      I stand near the window and tip my face into the sun, rejoicing in this latest development. This isn’t a concern after all. This means I’ve finally broken with reality, and I don’t have to stay in it anymore. Good for me. I am crazy, but I am free.

      Maybe if I go down there, I’ll actually be able to see her.

      A laugh breaks away as I throw open the office doors. She’s not going to be in there, of course. Or if she is, she’ll be a ghost, an apparition, a product of my imagination.

      I step inside and let the doors close, surveying my office kingdom.

      Surveying Brigit.

      Who is standing in the middle of the floor, surrounded by what appears to be a deconstructed crib. A preconstructed crib. A pile of wood and screws that will become a crib. Her green eyes light up over the top of a folded instruction manual. “Hi. I wondered when you were going to get up. Help me with this.”

      I open my mouth. Close it. Try again. “I told you not to come back.”

      Brigit gathers her hair in one hand and tosses it back over her shoulder. “I didn’t listen.” She folds up the manual and looks around the office with an appraising eye. “For some reason, you don’t have a second bedroom, so this will have to do until we can make other plans. It’s actually big enough down here to divide off a new master and the nursery, and we wouldn’t have to go up and down the stairs when she needs feeding.”

      “This isn’t possible.”

      She peers at me. “Yes, it is. Are you drunk right now? There are rumors that you’ve gone to a dark place. I told them you’d be fine.”

      “I’m not drunk.” Thank Christ it’s the truth. “What I mean is, how did you get in here?”

      “James let me in, but that’s not what you really mean.”

      “I mean—you can’t be here. You know it’s dangerous. I told you, Brigit—”

      A slow smile. “Dangerous? Like you?”

      “Yes, like me.” I growl the words because she doesn’t seem scared.

      “I knew exactly what I wanted when I made a baby with you, Zeus. Maybe I knew it from the first time we met in your office, when I raised my chin and mouthed off to you. You could have beaten me. You could have hurt me in a million different ways, but you didn’t. You saved me, instead.”

      “Don’t make me out to be the hero. You warned me about that.”

      Her eyes glisten with unshed tears. “You’re a hero to every one of those women rebuilding their lives right now around the city. And you’re mine. My hero.”

      “Fuck, Brigit—”

      “Anyway, I need to find this certain kind of screw. So far I’ve found three other kinds, but not that one. I’m not entirely sure these directions are for this crib, actually.”

      The elements from dying stars are flung out into the universe and they form other stars. I’m certain that’s what’s happening to me. Nothing else could be this bright. Nothing else could rearrange my atoms the way her words have done. I’m remade. The first act of my new life is to close the distance between us. To end it forever.

      “Brigit—”

      She smiles, and the tears finally fall down her cheeks. “You’re the father of my child, Zeus. You’re the man I love. How can I not believe in you? In us? Against every single odd, despite everything, you made me hope again. Me, a whore.”

      A rough sound tears from me. “You were never that.”

      “I was. I am. It’s just that I’m your whore. I belong to you.”

      “I’m sorry. I should never have touched you.”

      “The whore and the Madonna,” she murmurs. “They’re inside all of us.”

      I sink down to my knees at Brigit’s feet. She’s wearing a soft pink dress that skims the curve of her belly. It’s not hinted at anymore, it’s there, she’s here, and I place my hands on her and press my forehead to the new roundness of her and beg, with all my soul, for forgiveness.

      Her fingers in my hair stroke me so gently, as if I’m made of glass.

      The Madonna, she calls herself, and yes, it’s true. Even as I want to cherish her, I want to fuck her again. It’s a terrible thing, this impulse to defile the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. But it won’t go away. Not ever. No matter how many times I fuck her.

      Maybe I can love her, too. Without hurting her. Without turning into my father.

      She’s warm and solid beneath my palms, small between my large hands. There’s only a small bump where our child sleeps, cherished by her body.

      “What if I hurt you?” I murmur, and I don’t know whether I’m speaking to the child, which must be the size of a grain of rice. Or maybe I’m speaking to Brigit.

      Maybe I’m even speaking to myself.

      “You won’t,” she says, her voice at once soft and sure.

      I look up at her, this woman I admire. Love. Obsession. They’ve burned together into an unholy brew. I tried to push her away for her own good, but she came back. “How can you have faith in me? I don’t trust myself with you.”

      Her fingers clasp behind my neck. She leans down and places her mouth against mine. Not exactly a kiss, more a touch of her lips. “I have enough faith for both of us. Enough faith to last a lifetime, Zeus. Now love me. Prove me right.”

      I swallow hard around the knot in my throat. Yes, I can love her. That’s the easy part. I take her there among the wooden crib pieces and bagged nails. I find every weak spot on her body, every strong link in her soul. She’s the only woman who could have faith in a faithless bastard like me, but she’s right. It’s strong enough for both of us.
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Brigit

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure about this?” It’s November, blustery and damp, yet Zeus is insisting on a grand opening for his new brothel. He’s been working with the contractors night and day. “I don’t think this is the kind of thing people want to celebrate.”

      He looks up from the small notebook he’s been writing in and a heat-lightning shock moves through me at the satisfaction in his eyes. “I’m forced to disagree, sweetheart. They do want to celebrate.”

      I keep thinking he can’t be serious, but he is. He’s very serious. This is the opening day of the new Olympus, and we’re both going to be there. I’ll go anywhere for him, including a whorehouse, but he’s so serene about the entire thing it unnerves me. Plus, I already have to pee. The sooner we can get this ceremony—celebration—whatever it is—over with, the better.

      The driver stops next to a freshly paved driveway in the back corner of the lot. Once upon a time, this was where the alleyway used to be. I waited out here in the dark, having a silent debate with myself, until Reya opened the door and everything began.

      Now the loading dock has been moved to the opposite side. I’m not sure how it makes a difference, but it must. Every small change makes a difference to someone, according to Zeus. He’s been spending the last months with his head bowed over construction plans like they’re the Rosetta Stone. I asked him more than once what code he’s trying to break, but every time I did, his golden eyes would darken and heat. The plans would end up abandoned while he reinforced his rules about prying questions. They’re a game, those rules—I can ask him anything. But the sweet sting of his hands and the post-orgasm high—those things are real.

      Zeus helps me out of the car and offers me his arm. Of all the things I imagined about my adult life, accompanying the most powerful man in the city to the grand opening of his brothel didn’t make the cut. I had an unexpected whore-to-princess story, I guess. If the price I pay is getting to touch Zeus whenever I want, I consider that worth it.

      He seems lost in thought while we stroll by the newly finished construction. The roofs have an entirely new gable pattern. Huge windows decorate the side of the building. At first, I think I can see in, but that turns out to be an illusion—they must be made from the same glass as he used to have in his office. The same glass as he’ll have again, I assume—we can see out, but no one can see in. It’s a strange decision for a brothel. A not-small percentage of the clients there like to add a little voyeurism to their sessions. How’s that supposed to work if people on the street can’t see a woman pressed up against the window?

      What’s the worst that could happen if I ask? He might take me to one of the rooms inside and punish me for prying in public. My skin sings at the thought of that. I open my mouth to ask just as we round the corner to the front of the building.

      “Oh my god,” I breathe. “What did you do?”

      The old facade, which rose three stories up from the sidewalk in an unbroken wall all down the block, is gone. In its place are two three-story wings that flank a courtyard landscape with a wide paved path. Raised gardens, prepared for next year’s bloom. Trees with their strongest leaves still clinging. I only get flashes of the main entrance. That entrance used to be a central feature for the clients who came here. Even if they wanted to be discreet, they still liked those huge doors.

      The doors are smaller now, less intimidating. They’re a cheery blue instead of the imposing, white things they were before.

      And in the courtyard, there are people. Bundled in outdoor clothes and busy. Their expressions are joyful and focused. They’re waiting for something.

      Zeus steps onto the paved path, and oh—that’s what they’re waiting for him.

      All of them break into applause.

      And I—

      What?

      Applause for a brothel?

      We stop at the curve of the path and Zeus waves down the applause. “Not necessary,” he says, “but thank you. Does everyone have their assignment?”

      “Yes,” a woman near the front says, and she looks like she wants to say more but bites her lip, eyes shining.

      “Then let’s begin.”

      They break into twos and threes and most of them hurry to the front entrance. The others scatter around the sides of the building. This courtyard is massive. There’s greenery where the old lobby used to be, and most of the main ballroom.

      Zeus raises my knuckles to his lips and kisses them, his eyes on the building and far away. We amble closer, careful not to get in the way. What are they all doing here? A cleaning staff or some kind? More people from the kitchen? We step up to the main doors, and that’s when I see the sign. Neat block lettering. Unassuming. But there nonetheless.

      The Aurelia Blake Refuge for Women and Children

      “It’s a long name,” Zeus says, “But I thought accuracy was important.” I can’t see the sign anymore. Too many tears. He takes out one of his ridiculously beautiful handkerchiefs and dabs at my face. “There’s one more thing, if you want to see.”

      “Yes.” I clear my throat and try to get a grip on myself. I should have known. “Show me. I want to see everything you’ve built.”

      He leads me away from the door to a corner of the courtyard. Here, the landscaping is painstaking and gorgeous. He’s created a grove surrounded by trees, right in the middle of the city. At the edge of the grove is a bench, and by the bench is a round marble pillar, waist high, with an opening toward the top.

      “A fireplace.” Zeus crosses over and puts his hand on the back. After a few moments it turns on, flames flickering through the opening. He presses it again and it turns off. “I rushed a few people through development for the switch so it can’t be accidentally triggered.”

      But that is a sleight of hand, because the real purpose of the fireplace is only visible from directly next to it. Engraved words decorate the top.

      FOR KATIE

      Zeus sits down on the bench and rests his hand on the letters.

      I sit down next to him, and he folds me into his arm. It’s cold now, but it wouldn’t be so bad next to the fireplace. A bird hops from the tree next to us to one of the tilled flower beds. It’s only possible to get the occasional glimpse of the building that’s all around us.

      An escape from an escape.

      The wind rustles at the season’s last leaves, and next to me, Zeus breathes in deep. He takes his hand from the carving. I touch his face. His eyes are sad, but his cheeks are dry. This grief is firmly in the past now. He’s built a new foundation on top of it.

      “Zeus, this is incredible.”

      He gives me a small smile. “It’s all you, sweetheart.”

      I make an incredulous sound. “What are you talking about? I’ve been hard at work napping and doing nothing else.” The pregnancy is taking its toll on my body. My hair and nails look more vibrant than ever, but I need to sleep late and take naps to make it through the day.

      “You’re the one who convinced me to build this. The women deserve more than a pile of rubble and a dark memory. They deserve a place they can always be safe.”

      A fist clenches my heart. “I knew you were a hero.”

      “Faith enough for both of us,” he murmurs, leaning down to kiss me.

      I pull him down farther, deepening the kiss. He makes a rough sound in his throat. There’s another change this pregnancy has wrought. I’m hungry for sex all the time. Always wet, always ready. Even more than before. It’s a benefit that Zeus has definitely enjoyed.

      “Let’s go,” he says, heat suffusing his low voice.

      “I want to look around some more,” I protest.

      “Later. I need to get you into the limo in the next ten seconds. Either that or you’ll find yourself on your back, skirt around your waist, my cock inside that sweet cunt right here in front of all the workers.”

      It makes me laugh even as I blush. Then I see his expression. He’s dead serious. And I know he’ll actually do it. I walk fast around the side of the building, heading for the limo, hearing him growl as he follows on my heels.

      “Ten,” he mutters. “Nine. Eight.”

      It’s outrageous, but then that’s the man I love. We make it into the back of the limo with only a few seconds to spare. Then he’s inside me, around me, consuming me.

      “Drive us around the city,” he says to the driver through the speaker before turning off the connection. This is a man who’s built a new legacy, a man determined to protect women. A man who is nothing like his father. But he’s still wicked. Still dirty. The things he does to me make me moan and blush. They make me scream my pleasure over the sound of tires on pavement. He keeps going until it borders on pain, but it’s a sweet kind of hurt.

      “Please,” I beg him. “Enough. I can’t take anymore.”

      Only then does he relent, dragging my body onto his lap. He’s still hard beneath me. He can keep going for hours. For days. For a lifetime. His hand rests on my belly, where it often rests these days. He seems fascinated with every change in my body, but especially that one. He marvels over the way I grow. “I love you,” he says on a long sigh. It’s a lifetime of shame and regret released in that one breath. Taking over his father’s business, even with the changes he made, wasn’t enough. Only now is he redeemed in his own eyes.

      “I love you, too,” I say, pressing my face to the muscles in his chest, breathing him in, the masculine scent of safety. He can save every woman in the city, but he still belongs to me.
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Zeus

        

      

    

    
      Springtime on the mountain is like every other season on the mountain—that much is clear. The two-story window set into thick rock looks out over the green valley where once upon a time I almost realized my lifelong dream of killing Hades. The scene out there changes. In here, it’s always the same. Hades, the sly fucker, has his own small hospital wing here. I suppose I should have realized it—he’s too far from the city in case of emergencies, and I’d put my money on him being the cause of most of them. This wing has three rooms, a small operating theater, and other rooms besides. My curiosity is dampened by the howling.

      She stopped for a minute, the hall going eerily silent except for the occasional low hum of Hades’ voice. I can’t make out what he’s saying. Brigit adds something else, and then both of them are talking at the same time.

      An animal groan ricochets through the hall, rising in pitch until it’s a sustained scream, and all the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Why did I ever agree to be here while Persephone gives birth? Brigit has convinced me of something for the last time. No more after this. No more.

      And then—laughter.

      Laughter?

      Another sound cuts through, raspy and pissed. Being born should be against the Geneva conventions, honestly. It’s a terrible business, and then afterward, you have to live.

      I turn away from the window just as Hades stumbles from the room, narrowly avoiding a nurse in blue scrubs going in, and steadies himself with a palm flat against the wall. His eyes are completely blown out, his face strangely pale. Ah, yes—the water.

      I hand him the glass I’ve been filling and refilling all this time and he gathers himself enough to take a small pill case from his pocket and tip one into his mouth. It’s shocking to see him do it. So unguarded. I snap out of staring at him and pound him on the back. “Congratulations. I trust everyone is alive?”

      He puts the glass on a ledge set into the wall—recessed artwork of some kind—and stabs two fingers into my chest. “You’re next.”

      Then he disappears back into the room. And I find myself drawn irresistibly to the door, a moth toward flame. I lean against the doorframe and feel the ghosts of other doors against my shoulder. The scene this time is different.

      Brigit, her belly big and round, leans over Persephone’s bed with a cloth, wiping gently at her forehead. The two of them are laughing. Both of them have their hair swept up in buns, Brigit’s sleek and perfect, Persephone’s a mess of curls. They’re all lit by a window that displays white clouds and miles of blue sky.

      Persephone has the smallest infant I have ever seen cradled in her arms, and her face—

      The expression on her face makes my heart clench with an old metallic fear. Not for her. It is, surprisingly, impossible to be afraid for her with Hades sitting at her side, looking at his new baby wearing something like awe on his face, running his fingertips gently over the tiny pink cap.

      I’m afraid for Brigit. For Brigit, and my child yet to be born.

      I stand up straight and shake it off. The fear is only a temporary thing. A thin layer of spring frost. Beneath that is a deep well of certainty. I feel it every time Brigit smiles at me.

      I’m never going to be my father.

      That cycle is broken. It’s a shattered wheel, buried in earth.

      The clouds shift in the sky, and a shaft of sunlight streams in through the window. It catches the curls in Persephone’s hair. Hades raises one hand to the side of his face to shield his eyes, a crooked smile on his face, and the baby lets out an irritated wail.

      “I know,” murmurs Hades. “It’s awful, isn’t it?”

      Brigit laughs, caught up in the baby too.

      I should go. I shouldn’t be intruding on this moment. There are other places I could be. Brigit will come get me when it’s time to go home.

      I’ve shifted backward, the smallest step, when Persephone lifts her head and stops me with her silver eyes on mine. I’ve never seen anyone look so tired and proud and happy at the same time. “Zeus,” she says. “Come meet our baby. You can hold her, if you want.”

      Hades tears his eyes from his new baby daughter, and for once there’s no old pain there, no wariness. “Yes. Come.”
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Poseidon

        

      

    

    
      The first time my phone rings in my pocket, I mistake it for one of the gulls bickering on the deck. There’s constant noise on the bow of this ship and every other. The rush of the ocean. Those fucking gulls, fighting with one another for scraps.

      And a phone, ringing.

      Wind whips around my head, the salt spray reaching over onto the deck. It just keeps ringing. People will cell phone numbers never give up.

      I watch two hands appear on the bulwark and my first mate, a guy named Nicholas, heaves himself over the railing and onto the deck. He appears to have caught himself before he fell all the way into the ocean this time. I didn’t throw him quite far enough. I’ve always said, if you don’t have a volatile relationship with your first mate, what’s the point? He’s good in high seas, anyway, and doesn’t mention the argument we just had that ended in him going feet-first out over the water.

      He watches me take the call with open suspicion, as he should. The phone is a recent development. It’s my usual custom to force anyone who wants to talk to me to go through several layers of whoever’s below deck, which is always a rotating cast. Better that way.

      But now, Zeus is busy claiming that in order to repay me for my services he needs what he calls “a reliable method of communication.” Fine, I said. But only because he owes me. This phone will probably go straight to the bottom of the sea when all that’s done.

      The voice on the other end of the line has news. A baby girl, born healthy. To Hades, of all the motherfuckers in the world. Whoever would let him near a baby has issues of their own. Hearing this, even from thousands of miles away with no land in sight, makes my gut twist for a reason I refuse to explore. I’m mainly shocked that Persephone had the stones to call me.

      She sounds just like Demeter did when she was younger. It takes more concentration than you’d think to stop my skin from crawling. But unlike her mother, Persephone doesn’t say anything psychotic or taunting or stinging. Maybe she’ll escape her mother’s curse. Jury’s still out.

      “—wanted you to know,” she’s saying.

      “Copy that,” I snap. Then I hang up.

      Nicholas tracks me as I shove the phone back into my pocket. The sun breaks out from the clouds, staining the ocean a deep, glittering blue. I resist the urge to tip myself overboard.

      “Was that the shipment?” He steps over leaving more than an arm’s length between us.

      “No. It was my niece. Seven pounds, twelve ounces.” The word tastes strange on my tongue, but what else am I going to call her without making it complicated? The last thing anyone needs now is to get drawn into a lengthy explanation of my fucked-up family tree.

      Nicholas squints at me. “I didn’t know you had a family.”

      I rub a hand over the bristle on my jaw. For a long time, I didn’t have a family. Not in any typical sense of the word.

      I guess I do now.

      Nicholas didn’t ask a direct question, so I peer out at the endless blue and ignore him.

      In the far distance, a shadow appears on the horizon. The sight of it heats my blood, dumping a shot of adrenaline directly into my veins. Nicholas doesn’t see it yet, but I do.

      And I know what’s coming.

      I put my thumb and index finger in my mouth and whistle, the sound floating off all over the wind, and answering shouts are buffeted by the breeze all the way back to me. The sun smiles down on us, the waves are tame, and the ship is sturdy.

      “You’re fucking terrifying when you grin like that,” Nicholas says, but I don’t bother wiping it off my face. Not out here. Not when there’s so much fun to be had.

      I slap him on the shoulder and he stumbles. “Let’s go to work, boys.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Darker Than Night! I hope you loved the sexy and romantic ride that Zeus and Brigit went on to find their happily ever after. But somewhere in the ocean, Poseidon waits for his own…
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      One-click The Devil and the Deep Blue Sea now!
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      Find out what happens when innocent Persephone makes a deal with lethally dangerous billionaire Hades in KING OF SHADOWS!

      This contemporary retelling of the Hades & Persephone story will keep you up all night.

      "Breathtaking, intense, and scorching hot, KING OF SHADOWS is the modern myth I've been waiting for." –New York Times Bestselling Author Skye Warren

      One-click KING OF SHADOWS right now!

      Need another forbidden romance right this instant? Try my epic best friend’s little sister romance with a scorching military hero in BEFORE SHE WAS MINE!

      Download BEFORE SHE WAS MINE, free everywhere!
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      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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