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      For Angel…

      Thank you for everything.

      — Meredith

      

      For Thomas…

      Because you are written in my cosmos.

      — Angel
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      “Take heart. Nothing can take our passage from us

      when such a power has given warrant for it.

      Wait here and feed your soul while I am gone

      on comfort and good hope, I will not leave you

      to wander in this underworld alone.”

      — Dante Alighieri, Inferno Canto VIII
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          KARA

        

      

    

    
      “Quite the view, isn’t it?”

      Hades murmurs it in a much too silky tone as I dig my fingertips deeper into my bare arms. I refuse to look at him and gaze blankly out the window instead.

      I’m beyond numb. I think I’m dead. All I can feel is endless icy pain. Knives of despair stab at my insides, all the way down to the invisible depths of me. If I still have one, it’s never been clearer who it belongs to—the devil whose soles click slowly across the bloodred marble toward me. The god whose voice echoes seductively off the massive room’s stone walls and gothic arches.

      I shudder hard at his slightest touch, the hand of the devil himself, warm and gentle over the ball of my bare shoulder.

      “Oh, Kara, my love, you’re freezing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      It’s not like I can freeze to death, but I’d rather feel like I am than accept his comfort.

      Despite this, the fire in the room’s wide hearth roars to life. I keep my teeth clenched tightly, but the sudden heat melts some of my raging resolve. Until now, I’ve held on to it like a death grip, watching the hours pass with no change, no hope.

      There’s no time here. No sunrise or sunset. Just a never-ending landscape of misery. The grim, formless city lies beneath a gray roiling sky, both seeming to stretch over eternity.

      “There…” He presses his lips tenderly against the place where his hand was.

      When I tense, he grips hard enough that I feel the pinch of his rings and the edge of his nails into my warming flesh.

      “Now, now. Don’t be difficult. We don’t have much time. Let’s not waste it.”

      I whip my stare to the ruthless blackness of his. “What are you talking about? All we have is time.”

      He releases his hold on me to stroll the few paces to the fireplace. The fire’s amber glow deepens. Its flames blaze beyond the hearth, as if reaching for their lord.

      “Not so,” he mutters. “Only a couple of weeks. After that, you’ll no longer be the lady of my house.”

      I piece his meaning together quickly. Time may not exist here, but back in LA, hints of autumn were already beginning to show. “Persephone.”

      “I long for her half of my days.” There’s a faint but discernible crack in his voice. “Once she returns, I intend to give her all of my attention.”

      A hard gulp swells in my throat. “Then what happens…to me?”

      He shrugs, and the light shimmers off his expensive crimson jacket. “Then you’ll go where you should have gone all along. Before Maximus’s memories of you called to me so strongly, I wouldn’t have given the matter a second thought.”

      I fix my focus on the canals snaking around the base of what I can only assume is the castle of this terrible kingdom. Below us, nothing’s changed. The distant drone of souls in pain—the indistinguishable but unmistakable sound of pure agony—is only interrupted by the boats thudding against the moors and their gaunt captains bellowing at each other in every imaginable tongue.

      Hades draws near again, following my gaze below, then higher.

      “I really do enjoy the view from here,” he says lightly.

      I don’t want to share words with him, or a moment more in his presence, but curiosity wins out.

      “Where are we?”

      “The capital, of course. Every kingdom has one.”

      “Dis,” I supply.

      He shrugs again. “Judecca. Dis. This place has many names. I call it home. For now, you will too.”

      For now…

      “And the rest?”

      “Oh, there’s much more.” With his finger, he traces the visible edge of the city where the miles of canals and structures break with a wide river. Beyond it, barren land stretches endlessly in varied states of emptiness. Trees rise out of charred fields like smoking sepulchres. A broad expanse of black mud appears alive with the tired crawl of Hades’s subjects blanketed in its filth. In the far distance, mountains of jagged rock cut into the bleak sky, and without being able to see those ridges up close, somehow I already know some degree of torture is being carried out in those places too.

      My hunger to know more is insatiable now. I can’t escape the disgusting but pressing need to understand this new place. “Are there circles?”

      Hades crosses his arms and leans casually against the window’s edge, bringing himself into my view. “More like districts—each one designed for the brand of punishment that fits the crime of the damned.”

      “Which one will I go to?”

      He hums quietly again, a sound that seems too thoughtful for the devil himself. “Well, your ancestors help oversee the third district. But since your true sin is betraying fate to your lustful appetites, perhaps district two is more fitting. I understand you’re quite the expert in this field, though, so perhaps you could tell me.”

      He studies me for a long moment. I decide not to take the bait or entertain him with my academic theories that are just that—theories. Loose concepts and retellings of an odd dream of hell. Nothing compared to the real thing, which he knows with terrifying intimacy.

      With that same eerie surety, he tilts his head. “You must be more curious than that. Come, Kara. Ask me your questions. Show me your mind. Let me into all of your thoughts.”

      In any other place and time, I’d actually be seeking out the same thing. But I don’t want to know the feelings of even one of his fingernails, let alone his whole being. Though some instinct, crawling from the darkest parts of me, whispers that might be exactly what he wants.

      I tense more and clutch my arms with painful desperation, as if I can somehow keep him out that way. But at once I recognize it’s foolish. I’m powerless against him and the ruthless invasion of his will.

      I’m alone here. I have no allies. No friends. No hope.

      But I do have family. That could count for something, or nothing at all.

      “You said my ancestors oversee the third district.”

      A long moment passes. It’s like torture, and I hate feeling like he somehow knows it. If he does, there’s no outward gloat about it. His expression tightens with concentration as he gazes out over his vast dominion.

      “It may seem like chaos here, but we’re rather organized. I can’t maintain order single-handedly, so I rely on those who’ve proven themselves to be worthy leaders in each district. Of course, only the most shrewd and merciless creatures can rise in the ranks here.” He smirks a little. “Hierarchy has a way of bringing out the worst in everyone. There’s nothing quite as satisfying as watching a mob of miscreants claw their way over each other for such meager advantage.” After a long moment, he shifts his gaze back to me. “You look rather like her, actually.”

      I frown. “Who?”

      “Charlena. Your grandmother. She’s been very valuable to me for a very long time.”

      I’ve always known my grandmother’s name, and that, demon or not, my mother, my siblings, and I were brought into the world because she deceived my grandfather. Reconciling my memory of a few old photos of her with this new information inspires more strange, unsettling feelings. And significant doubt that she could be anyone who might care for me enough to help me out of this fate. As cold as my mother has always been, I fear Charlena is likely far worse. If she’s as heartless as Hades says, I could never count her as an ally.

      “If she’s so valuable here, why was she selected to trick and punish my grandfather?”

      He shrugs. “She’s served me well. Getting to leave this realm for any length of time is a little bit like a vacation.”

      “A long vacation…” Long enough to produce my mother and her siblings.

      “Indeed.” He pushes off the wall and walks toward me. “But she was eager to return once her duties were fulfilled. Enough time on earth can feel like hell after a while. Trust me.”

      I turn and clamp my eyes shut when he reaches for me, but I can’t escape the warmth of his touch along the line of my jaw. “I consider you my subject, but I do appreciate how your humanity preserves your earthly beauty here. You are as lovely as you are fascinating.”

      I exhale a shaky breath. From his touch or the chill leaving my bones, I’m not sure.

      “What do you want with me?”

      He draws his finger in shrinking circles over my shoulder, slowly, patiently. “You’re a sin I’ve yet to taste… I can hardly wait.”

      I recoil then, taking a step back and daggering him with a glare. “That’s what you want? To take advantage of me and throw me away?” I gesture angrily toward the grand four-poster bed that’s draped in velvet and silk, its warm colors contrasting against the otherwise cold and largely empty space. I’ve yet to sleep, dedicated as I’ve been to staring dismally into eternity. Now the opulent centerpiece of the room is even less appealing when I think of sharing it with the king of hell.

      Another long, cruel moment passes before he breaks into laughter. It’s a booming, condescending kind of thunder, making me feel even more insignificant in his presence.

      “Oh, Kara. I assure you I’m nothing like my lecherous brother. Indulging the temptations of the flesh is a tired sin. I grew bored of it ages ago. You’re a beautiful creature, but the other things you’ve inspired in Maximus are what truly draw me to you.”

      Strangely, his declaration doubles my shivers. Giving him my body would’ve been much simpler than this, I’m sure of it.

      “The feelings you can capture…” He shakes his head like a kid beholding his first fireworks. “So many of them. And so rich and rare and vibrant. It’s no wonder he’s addicted to you. Now, I’m greedy to experience it all for myself.”

      I drag in a ragged breath. “But you’ll never have it. Don’t you understand that? What exists between us, exists between us. Maximus and me. It’s never happened with anyone else.”

      His stare flares wide with intrigue. “I welcome a good challenge. Perhaps my touch alone won’t kindle this anomaly the way it has with him, but I’m sure we’ll find a way to recreate it. And once we do…once I reach inside your mind, we’ll have something I’ve never experienced before.”

      I shake my head violently. “What? What could I possibly offer that you haven’t already seen through him?”

      He licks his lips. The flames flicker on their wetness and inside the coal of his eyes.

      “That infinite loop… That circuit of connection. I want to see the colors myself through your experience. What a fascinating mirror to look upon. To see it through rapture would be divine, but if you won’t give that to me, I can inspire so much more in you. There’s fear…sadness…anger. So many unpleasant possibilities.”

      I take another step back, knowing the small retreat is futile. Everything is. I can’t fight him. I can’t hide from him. All I can hope is to disappoint him so he’ll leave me be. Send me off to whatever awful, unending fate awaits me. It’s going to take building some walls inside. As high and as fast as I can. I slam my eyes closed again, hoping I can start this very second.

      “Perhaps you can think on it,” he adds gently. “We do have a little time. It could be a wonderful surprise to have you choose. I try to advocate for a little free will wherever I can.” Then, extending his arm, he offers me his upturned palm. “Come, Kara. I’ll give you the tour.”
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          MAXIMUS

        

      

    

    
      For the third time in less than an hour, car tires scream on the soaked street below my apartment’s window. This time, the chaos is followed by an angry horn and a loud crash. Nearly at once, the drivers are slamming doors and ranting at each other.

      I click the TV remote, cranking up whatever’s on to drown the din. Jesse’s had the box on all day, claiming to like white noise despite dictating that the volume stay at zero. I’ve readily obliged because right now I need him. More than I ever have before.

      My best friend, seated in my dining nook, jogs a brow in my direction. “Think you can shut down the celestial water works for a little while so I can concentrate here?”

      I frown toward the stormy sky and wince at the deafening thunderclap that follows. “It doesn’t have an off switch, okay?”

      Thankfully, the collision below seems to be nothing more than a fender bender. The drivers and their volume levels have dimmed to half-civil tones. I mute the TV once more, trying to ignore how my blood’s consumed by ice, my gut’s on fire with dread, and my thoughts are repelling magnets.

      Jesse seems to pick up on all that already. “Damn, dude. Too bad I’m in the know about Rainageddon now. Otherwise, I might be having some actual fun with all this wild and crazy weather.”

      I shoot a scowl over my shoulder. Jesse remains diplomatically placid, his gaze glued to his laptop screen. The man and his computer have had barely a moment’s rest since last night—all in the name of helping the friend who spilled a barge’s worth of tea on him and then begged for his help.

      He has a point, though. The distraction of the freak storm I’ve caused being rabidly covered by every news team in the city isn’t helping either of us focus. And I need every brain cell Jesse has to spare right now.

      And luckily, my front door hasn’t yet been pounded in by a half demon in head-to-toe Prada yet.

      “You’re right,” I mutter. “Last thing I need right now is a face-to-face with Veronica.”

      He chuckles. “Do you really think she hasn’t found out by now? You know she’s likely gotten the spill from Z. Hades is his brother after all. Moreover, Zeus is the All-father. He’s probably got little spy minions all over hell reporting back to him with game-changing scoops like this.”

      “What makes you think this is a game changer for my father?”

      “Eh?” Jesse snaps. He pushes the laptop aside, all ears for me.

      A twinge of guilt hits. I’d really hoped to keep Jesse far away from this wild tangle that’s become my life. Now, he’s in the thick of it like kindling in a bonfire. I couldn’t yank him free if I tried.

      “Even if Z does know about this, he’s not going to just jump in and play benevolent savior. Not even for me. Not anymore, at least.”

      A dozen furrows appear in Jesse’s forehead. “Dude. He’s your dad.”

      “And I honestly think he’s burned out.”

      “How is that a thing? I mean, for a god.”

      “He’s been alive for a long time, Jesse. There’s not a lot he hasn’t seen or done, including acts in the name of doing some good. Not to mention, the human race writes him off as a myth. His wife is jealous, bitter, and demanding. His brothers are headstrong bastards in their own rights. The subjects of his own kingdom are all creatures with their own unique powers and likely the egos to match. Now try thinking about managing all that, day after day, with no end in sight.”

      “Yeah. Damn.” Jesse nods. “Guess they can’t impose term limits for the king of the gods.”

      “Don’t think that’s a thing in Olympus—or probably ever will be.”

      One side of his mouth hikes up. “Why, Maximus Kane. Are you defending your pops?”

      “I’m defending the fact that everything in the Olympians’ world isn’t greener grass and sweeter nectar,” I rebut. “But that’s not an excuse for him. It’s an explanation for me.”

      An inconvenient one. Even when I can imagine no greater crisis than this, Z’s top priority will never be his family.

      True enough, until last week, he wasn’t a speck in my world, and I’d been perfectly happy. Working hard, surrounded by good friends and family, and falling in love like I never knew I could. My father hadn’t been a necessity in my world. Not even close.

      But without Kara, I have no world at all.

      No fire for my shadows. No torch to show me the way through an existence that will never be normal again.

      With Jesse’s help, I’ll find the way to her. And as soon as we find that path, I’m going to march straight into hell. Unlike Dante, I’m not headed there for exploration. Once there, I’ll crush every stone I have to. Topple every wall. Fight every damned soul that gets in my way.

      As more thunder rattles the city, I rise to pace the room, my fists coiled. “So you’re really buying all of this?”

      My friend lifts a brow. “That you’re a demigod?”

      Unfortunately, I’m long past thinking that insanity might not be real. A couple of trips to Labyrinth and a mind probe from Hades knocked those hopes right out of me. I wouldn’t wish that experience on my worst enemy, let alone the best friend hunched at the table in front of me. Contemplating this new reality through his eyes is another lash of anxiety that I’m barely able to handle right now.

      I pivot in front of the kitchenette. “Sure. And the rest?”

      He peers at his laptop screen again before scribbling a few lines in one of the spiral notebooks he’s rarely without. “Science studies facts so fiction is believable—even yours. There are just parts of the story, like Kara going all woo-woo empath to calm your stubborn ass, that are easier to swallow.”

      His declaration brings the temptation to smile. The ache tugs at every corner of my chest, along with the edges of my mouth, but outright strangles the whole mound of my heart. “That’s fair,” I concede. “She has a good heart, but she’s always been tenacious when she wants to be.”

      “That—and her being a demon—is either going to make your relationship a cosmic game changer or the most insane reality show on record.”

      With hearing him refer to our relationship as a future thing, I finally give in to a smile. But the moment is quickly swallowed by a tsunami of rage when the full weight of our hopeless circumstances crashes over me again.

      I have to find her.

      No matter what it takes.

      No matter how impossible.

      No doubt Jesse can see that much as I push forward and drum a couple of fingers on the table.

      I nod toward his notepad. “What have you got? Tell me you have something. Anything.” Now I’m tapping so hard, the tabletop gets a few dents.

      “It’s not that I don’t have anything. I’ve got things.” The gullies across his forehead get deeper. “But this is more like…everything.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “It means finding the door to hell isn’t going to be a flicker in the dark. More like…a pinhole in a corkboard.”

      During the declaration, Jesse slides his notepad across the table. Eagerly, I peer at the theories he’s got detailed on the page—as well as the twelve or more after it.

      “Where do I start here?” I mutter.

      “There’s not an easy answer for that, I’m afraid. For every biblical or literary reference you’ve unearthed, I’ve got scientific counterparts in the double digits,” he explains.

      “But some are debunkers,” I counter. “Right? So we can rule those out at once.”

      “The obvious ones, yes. Area Fifty-One, Stonehenge, Roswell, Eye of the Sahara, Loch Ness, the Blood Falls…”

      I cock a brow. “Someone really thinks Loch Ness is a hellmouth?”

      He shrugs. “Oh, you know Nessie and her secrets.”

      I flip the page, scanning his next jumble of notes. “I don’t think anything is glaringly obvious when it comes to Hades. Last night, we simply thought we were at an extra-chill beach party.” There’s a stab in my chest matching the new growl in my throat. “Until we weren’t.”

      “And that’s where your mope ends.” He pounces a hand back to his mouse like a lion tamer cracking a whip. His rapid clicks through the screens are just as methodical. “No time for brooding in the labor camp, buddy. I need your brain front and center if we’re going to figure all this stuff out.”

      “You’re right.” My nod is just as much a mental shakedown. I repeat it, making sure I’ve hurled out as many dark memories as possible, before offering up the full force of my attention. “Walk me through this. What’s your theory?”

      “Theories,” Jesse corrects. “Dude, we’re nowhere close to just one yet.”

      “So how fast can we narrow it down?”

      He has to know by now, nonstop rain or not, that my hope is already threadbare.

      “Left my crystal ball back in the other mansion,” he deadpans. “But hopefully, we’ll catch a break soon.” He carefully eyes me again. “But first… You’re absolutely positive there was no possible egress through Rerek Horne’s living room? No other statuary to shatter and break open a dimensional door?”

      I force a full breath in then out. “If there were, I wouldn’t be here now.”

      He starts clicking again. “Stands to reason it was probably a king’s-only portal. Even palaces in this dimension have them. Or Hades is so damn special he doesn’t need a door. He’s powerful enough to make one wherever he wants to go.”

      “There’s got to be another way in.” I stab a few more dents into the tabletop. “Something more substantial. Something physical. Or even metaphysical.” I’m not going to be picky about this. I don’t need a neon sign and golden entrance stairs. I just need a direction in which to look.

      “Twenty-four hours ago, I would’ve laughed at that idea,” Jesse says. “But yesterday, I also didn’t believe in demons and demigods.”

      “So what do you think? Where do we start looking for this…gateway?”

      Kara’s fate rests in the answer.

      “Well.” Jesse sits back again, letting one of his favorite sticky stretch toys come out for an appearance. He flicks out the long rubber length, letting the little hand on the end flatten to my patio window before yanking it back. “I took your mythological and sociological references on the subject and aligned them with what present-day science and geography can halfway confirm. Your first suggestion, about Hades ruling over a basic but bleak underworld at the outer edge of the sea, matched up to a healthy handful of islands across the globe.”

      He shows me that specific list by using the rubber hand to lift the top page of the notepad. My first look at the thing is nothing short of an eye-bulger.

      “Healthy handful?” I sputter.

      “All right, all right.” He rolls his eyes. “How about a robust roster?”

      “How about something we’ll come back to later?” After trying to skim the extensive list, I hurriedly flip the page. “What else?”

      “This is the stuff I connected to Elysium,” he supplies, “which is technically a section of the underworld but likely not under Hades’s direct jurisdiction. Your boy Dante was one of the few who believed otherwise. It’s also called the White Island and is commonly known as a paradise exclusively for war heroes and virtuous soldiers.”

      “So we can probably put this one in the skip file.”

      “Figured you’d say that.” As I turn the page, he sighs. “Au revoir, Bora Bora. Aloha, Kapalua Bay.”

      “Saving it, not burning it,” I defend. “I’ve just added it to the bucket list.”

      In my own head, I think about stretching out with Kara on one of those exotic stretches of sand—with our clothes conveniently stowed somewhere else. It’s the motivation I need to face the next page, a crowded mess that matches the first.

      “Next, Tartarus,” Jesse goes on. “The bottommost wasteland of hell. Aka, the great cosmic pit. It’s lightless and deep, supposedly deeper down than the pit of hell itself. It has either iron gates or ironlike reinforcements, with snakes as guardians. Scientifically speaking, that means it’s a—”

      “Cave,” we state in unison.

      I feel my face tighten as a mirror of his scowl.

      I lift the sheet and groan when surveying the second page of his list.

      He tics a fast nod. “Those pages are only the caverns above sea level, though I broke out the criterion in two ways. The deepest that are naturally formed take up a good portion of the list. But the iron factor gnawed at me. If it’s ore we’re looking for, Australia’s the obvious leader on that board. There are also extensive pits in Brazil, China, Russia—”

      “So what’s this second list on these other two pages?” Moving him on is the only way of saving myself from the research avalanche. “The reject pile?”

      Jesse shakes his head. “Those are the underwater caves.”

      A heavy sigh rolls out of me. Despite all my best efforts, my mind’s already fissuring like mud in the sun, and there’s still more content to go.

      I remind myself, in lecture-stern terms, that I was the one to call Jesse in the first place. I asked for this, knowing my friend was going to go full nerdcore on all the research. I’ll be thankful for all this…eventually.

      “So what’s on all the rest of the pages, then?”

      “Miscellaneous theories,” he supplies. “Various places and a few phenomena that don’t fit the other labels but might actually be what we’re looking for. Like the Maracaibo lightning patterns, the Darvaza Gas Crater, and the Kamchatka volcanoes. Worth noting but too obvious, right?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I’m mockingly indulgent, already knowing he won’t care or notice. Sure enough, he doesn’t.

      “But the others should be considered. The Danakil Depression…that’s a special kind of environmental nasty. And Snake Island, Madidi National Park, the Gomantong Caves? Interesting, but likely in the trying-too-hard column, as well.”

      “And you thought volcanoes were too obvious?”

      He fwips the rubber hand at the window again. One of the fingers glows for a second, picking up a sliver of sunlight. I can’t promise a full cloud break yet, but just talking about all these potential plans has cleared my mind to a better place.

      “This is all amazing, man.” The words come straight from my heart. “Honestly.”

      The words feel, and are, pathetically thin for expressing my gratitude. First of all, the guy didn’t speed out of here the second I hit him with the truth about Kara and me. Secondly, he’s not relented on his research since then. We’ve literally been at this all day. Though the sun is finally making a shy appearance outside, it’ll be setting in less than an hour.

      “Pffft.” His dismissal is thick with sarcasm but diluted by a limp-armed stretch. “Make it even. Order me some pizza and wings, sugar bunch.”

      “Done deal, sweet cheeks,” I drawl, pulling up the delivery app on my phone.

      While we wait on dinner, Jesse reaches over and again spins the notepad around. “How are you proposing we winnow all this down?”

      “You think I know?”

      “One of us will have to make the call. Investigating every one of these will take years.”

      “And we don’t even have days.”

      Irritation and impatience are new nips at my heels. What do we do? How do we start to figure this out? Where do we separate reality from mythology?

      Where the fuck has Hades taken half of my heart and soul?

      Jesse’s face contorts as if he’s heard my inner tantrum. He leaves the table, rolling slowly across the living room. For a few long beats, he stares at the blank TV screen. “Just when I thought there was a tutorial or travelogue for everything…” A deep sigh blows in then out of him. “Then you had to go searching for an impossible roadmap to hell.” He mutters it while wheeling back around.

      As soon as his words sink in, my head snaps up. My throat seizes tight. My heart kickboxes both my lungs. Just like before, Jesse’s picking up on every shred of it.

      “What?” he charges. “Are they out of the good wing spice again?”

      I shake my head. “Damn it, no,” I blurt. “A travelogue to hell…”

      “You know where we can get one?” He snickers, half joking.

      I stare back without blinking—because I’m not. “Maybe.”

      “All right,” he says slowly. “Are we headed to Bora Bora or Hawaii for it? If so, count me in.”

      “Neither.”

      His face falls. “All right. Where, then?”

      “Beverly Hills.”
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      “Not right now.” I utter the refusal as softly as I can manage.

      I can’t deny the pieces of me that thirst for more knowledge about Hades’s vast domain, if only because I’m holding out hope for possible escape routes, but touring the capital is the last thing I want to do right now. And perhaps the last thing I can bear.

      Hades’s brows form a puzzled frown. “But there’s much to see.”

      “I’m sure there is, but I’m very tired. Please…”

      His voice softens a fraction. “Why have you not rested, Kara?”

      Trying to explain my taxed emotional state to the god who caused it seems pointless, but the new concern in Hades’s expression tugs on my deep need to be heard and understood, even by my enemy. Meeting the dark warmth in his eyes, I wonder if somewhere in those depths he might be capable of empathy. If, despite my betrayal, we could share a moment of kindred understanding. Even better, could gazing into the mirror of his own kindness be exotic enough to satisfy his fascination with my abilities? But all other traces of hope have slipped through my fingers since I’ve been brought here. Why would this crazy notion be any different?

      The bleak question throbs through my mind, wilting my impossible optimism with its cacophony. It compels me to release my arms from their panicked grip around myself. “You’ve torn me from the only life I knew and brought me into this strange new place. I’m…overwhelmed. And until just now, I didn’t know my fate. Needless to say, I’ve thought of very little else. Sleep has been impossible.”

      His lips curl into a grin that’s regal but predatory. “Your worry is to be expected,” he says with a condescending lilt. “But surely you must be excited as well? At least a little? This place has been the object of your fascination for so long.”

      I purse my lips, now relieved he’s unable to fully read me. At least for now.

      “Well, you’re here at last,” he goes on. “And I will satisfy all your curiosities. Every one of them. I promise.”

      That’s what terrifies me most. I swiftly shove the thought aside, focusing on returning a tight smile instead. It’s my pathetically strained effort to match his enthusiasm, but for the moment, I think I have him fooled.

      He takes my hand and brings it up to his smiling lips, kissing it slowly. “For now, though, we will let you rest.”

      This time, my smile is a lot more genuine. “Thank you.”

      “And I have just the place to soothe those tattered nerves of yours.”

      And there I go again with the premature sincerity. “But—”

      He tsks loudly and tugs me after him at the same time, ending my objection to our new journey. For the first time since arriving here, through what portal I still can’t figure out, I leave the prison of my room. The arched door swings open effortlessly as we approach it, revealing a narrow stone hallway. The cold floor shocks the bare soles of my feet. My flimsy robe, despite its long and sweeping train, is little defense against the chill. I do the best I can to manage the garment as my captor speeds up our pace.

      More than a few times, I nearly trip as I follow him along the endless halls and stairways that wind through the castle. Swiftly the sounds of the busy moors are replaced with the sharp chatter of the creatures who clearly do Hades’s bidding here in his home. I really am curious now, but we’re moving so quickly, I can only glimpse flashes of the scenes as we pass.

      There’s a harshly lit room filled with ghastly demon soldiers, shoving and shouting at each other past mottled maws with rotten teeth.

      In a room that offers a welcome blast of heat, a beastly wild-eyed demon berates a small cowering servant, a table of platters covered in decadent dishes between them.

      And there’s a library. At least I think so. The room looks like a hurricane blew through, with loose papers strewn about and books stacked messily all over the floor.

      Hades leads us to the frigid outdoors through an arch-lined breezeway. Far below, there’s a wide, fully frozen canal. Even from this distant vantage, I peer harder, curious about what’s giving it such a strange texture.
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