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      For Aedan, my little fire

      — Meredith

      

      For Thomas, who sees all my blazes and still isn’t afraid of the heat

      — Angel
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      Just so my wilted spirits rose again

      And such a heat of zeal surged through my veins

      That I was born anew. Thus I began:

      — Dante Alighieri, Inferno II
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MAXIMUS

        

      

    

    
      “Here begins a new life.”

      My rough whisper is absorbed by the still air of Kara’s bedroom, which has become a perfect haven for the last twenty-four hours.

      It didn’t feel right, let alone safe, to hang out at my place downtown after the man claiming to be my long-lost father—and, oh yeah, the allfather of Olympus and every immortal being in it—came for a casual drop-in last night. Not long after, the paparazzi were spreading like an oil spill along my street, making the view of the Hollywood Hills a pastoral scene by comparison.

      The stars over the sleepy slopes are slowly consumed by the approaching dawn as I repeat the line once more. Dante’s words have always felt like those of a soulmate, but not once in the hundreds of times I’ve read from La Vita Nuova has the sentiment resonated so strongly. Or inspired such a yearning to fight it.

      But fight what? I’m where I’ve begged fate to bring me, for days and months and years. But I was never specific about those pleas. Maybe that was my slip. I never said the truth had to be sane. Or logical. Or believable.

      Because it’s absolutely none of those.

      I blink hard, expecting to wake up and laugh off this bizarre fever dream. When I do, it’ll still be yesterday morning at my place, when my naked body was warmly wrapped around the woman who’s taken over so much of my heart, mind, and soul. No stranger will knock at my apartment door, saunter in, and make a claim so wacky I should be wondering what flophouse he’s wandered in from and how much crap he’s pumped into his bloodstream before doing so. Because that’s the logical thing to think when a guy tells you he’s the king of the gods. Worse, that you and he have twenty-seven years of Father’s Days to catch up on.

      Then Z had to drop his third bomb—a smaller explosion by comparison but a stunner all the same. Even now. Perhaps even more so, considering how small, innocent, and soft Kara seems in the big bed behind me. That peaceful tilt of her lips. The sprawl of her dark, thick waves against the luxurious white linens. The wistful way she curls her hands. Even the symmetrical, slender ovals of her fingernails.

      She looks like an angel.

      But she’s my perfect little demon.

      And I’m beginning to truly believe that she’s all mine.

      I turn back to the window, my mind wrestling with the possibility. It’s bad enough that the claim is so dominant in my senses and my blood…the blood that shouldn’t want her. Thanks to my DNA, I crave nothing but her.

      And there’s fate, toying with me again. Because any second now, I could lose her because of the DNA that’s her curse and the destiny to which it’s bound her. Spitting on that covenant hasn’t won us any favors, despite how my father—or whoever the hell he is—has offered to intervene on our behalf. Yesterday morning, I was desperate enough to trust the man. I didn’t have any other choice. I still don’t. Unless…I do. Unless all of this really isn’t happening. Unless Z really is just a tweaker in a Skid Row trash bin right now instead of negotiating with Hades like he promised.

      But do I really want to test that theory?

      “Maximus Kane, please tell me you aren’t awake before the birds.”

      There’s the answer to my query. Right here on the air, in all the sweet edges of Kara’s sleepy rasp. In the sight of her, filling my hungry gaze, silky and curvy beneath the sheet as she stretches. Most of all, in every exquisite angle of her inquisitive stare, conveying that she’s missed nothing about my brooding silence.

      Beneath the track pants I slid into a few hours ago, things start to stir. Needless to say, I don’t feel like brooding anymore. Not by a long shot, now that she’s awake and focusing on me again. That expression makes yesterday’s rushed escape all worth it. True, as safe houses go, I could ask for a lot worse, considering the sprawling patio, good-sized library, every conceivable modern amenity, and this killer view. But at this moment I’m not referring to the trees, the hills, or the Hollywood sign.

      Being here, with this breathtaking beauty, is like a dream. Right down to this very second, in which I’m as excited as the first time she ever touched me, then changed me.

      I shrug, attempting a show of casual charm. “More worms for me. I’ll even share.”

      Kara sits up, curling her knees into her chest. “Trade you the worms for what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours.”

      Another shrug, making up for more flustered vibes. I can lecture to hundreds of students at a time, but this sole female can undo me with one damn look. “Sleep and I have never been best friends,” I finally say. “Few hours a night, and I’m good to go.”

      “Hmm.” She tilts her head. “That makes sense, I guess.”

      “You guess? Why?”

      “Well, considering everything.”

      “Everything like what?” My intention isn’t a confrontation, but I need to hear it from another source besides the inside of my mind. “Just say it again, Kara. For me.”

      She jogs up her chin. “Everything, like you being a demigod.”

      Her gaze glitters now, reminding me of the sparklers Jesse and I played with during our boyhood summers. I want to smile, slammed by memories of happiness and hope, but right here and now, the memories are disjointed. Different.

      “You can say it too, Maximus. And if you need to talk about it…well, I won’t be freaked out.”

      “No.” I lower to the mattress with an audible heave. “I’ll be freaked out.”

      “Why?” Her confusion is sincere. I feel that as fully as her warmth, spreading through me as soon as she uncurls and presses against my side. “You had to have an idea. At least a small one. You were already asking questions. You openly shared them with me.”

      I wrap a hand around her wrists. “From now on, I share everything with you.”

      She sets a sigh free, heating the ball of my shoulder. “Even now?” she presses. “Even knowing what I am?”

      I’m compelled to turn, dragging her in at the same time, until she’s nestled in my lap and engulfed by my embrace. The sheets, which are the texture of spun butter, gather even tighter around her. “Especially now,” I tell her, stroking my knuckles along her cheek. “Knowing who you are.”

      Though she quirks her lips, the spark of levity doesn’t make it to her eyes. “Right,” she mutters. “Who I am. Kara Valari, spawn of the demons who royally messed up your existence.”

      “No.” I extend my grip to her nape, squeezing gently to demand her attention. “You’re Kara Valari, the brave and brilliant creature who defied her family and the fate they were dooming you to. You’re the demoness who dared to say that wasn’t okay, but you’re also the human being who stood up for so much more. You stood up for us.”

      At last, her big eyes and full lips get warm with confidence. Not a lot but enough to make me relax my grip.

      “So…you really believe it? That we’re—that I’m—”

      “A demon?” I smile at once, then lift my upturned lips to her smooth forehead. “I was halfway to figuring that out already, beautiful. I’m the guy who read all your grandfather’s screenplays to get to the bottom of it, remember?”

      I’m rewarded for that with a musical Kara giggle. “Now that deserves a medal of valor. Or a knighthood. Perhaps both.”

      “Do either get me a few more hours in bed with you?” I flash a roguish smirk. “Maybe a few days? Weeks?”

      Her own gaze flares. “I doubt Alameda will approve a Kara sabbatical, Professor.”

      There’s the flirtation killer. Still, I work to keep my tone light while replying, “Oh, I strongly doubt they’ll refuse.”

      Her eyes widen more. “Wait. What?” she charges. “What’s going on?”

      I grunt and twist my lips. “It’s probably nothing. Just an email that came in overnight.”

      “An email from who?” she demands.

      My grunt turns into a low, protesting rumble. Still I reply, “Chairperson of the university’s board.”

      “Who said what?”

      She’s quieter about that one. I abhor being the cause of her overly cautious tone.

      “They think a few days away from my duties might be a good idea.”

      She gasps. It’s not quiet. Or cautious. “Why?”

      “It’s just a suggestion. Not an order, per se. But I’m not in much of a position to challenge them at this point. Not if I want to keep my job.”

      She pushes up and away, out of my lap. She doesn’t go far but gets in enough inches to show me all the energy of her frustration. “You love your job.”

      I resist the urge to kiss her. This woman…how she knows so much of me already. How she values what she sees too.

      “Yeah,” I say gently. “You’re right. I do love my job.”

      “And they’re issuing this decree, keeping you from it.”

      “Not a decree.” I push out a heavy breath. “A suggestion. Remember?”

      Kara’s having none of it. “What the hell are they thinking? This isn’t the first ‘celebrityship’ that campus has seen. Don’t you remember them rerouting the cafeteria lines when that Microbio grad student had her boy-band lover in for a visit? And when they closed the locker rooms when everyone thought he’d dumped her for the volleyball team coach? You want me to go on with the examples?”

      “I could probably do the same thing,” I return. “Hell, I’ve been on staff at Alameda for a bunch of them. But this is different and we both know it.”

      “Because of me.” She pushes back even farther, taking the sheet with her like a protective force field. “Because of my getting sloppy about watching for cameras and thinking we were flying under the radar.”

      “All the things that make it just as much my fault.” I turn and crawl up the mattress until I’m resting on my haunches in front of her. “You get that, right? There are two of us here, Kara. Two halves of the magnet. Two bands of the storm. Two people who were in the control booth that day and not being more careful…about everything.”

      She regards me with an incisive expression. “You’d still do it all again?”

      I run my fingers up the outside of her leg and celebrate the tremors I cause beneath the luxurious sheet. “I wouldn’t change a goddamned thing.”

      “Funny… You’re the god they should fear.”

      I sit back again, shaking my head, betraying the chaos in my head. I can’t fully wrap my mind around her words, despite my intuition that they’re true. “I mean, even if half of this insanity is real, that’s not what I’m about.”

      Kara cocks her head once more. “If this insanity is real?”

      I tighten my jaw. “You know what I mean. We have to admit that maybe I’m not…” I falter for half a second. “That Z isn’t… Well, that he won’t come back. That he was just some cleaned-up bum off the alley, looking to case out some of the apartments in the building.”

      “Right,” she rebuts as the tension climbs up her face. “Because bums off the street wear bespoke Italian suits and smell like their cologne cost just as much.”

      “Sure. If they’ve recently rolled someone, it’s a possibility.”

      “A possibility you’re going to believe, other than the truth that’s staring you in the face.”

      “Not exactly in my face,” I reply and sweep an arm out toward the peach and green mosaic of the hills. Across the ravine, a few early-riser joggers make their way along the Montlake Drive trail. “It’s been twenty-four hours, Kara.” Not that I’m keeping track or anything. “And we still haven’t heard from him.”

      Maybe that’s me being judgmental. And unreasonable. It’s not like I could text the guy, telling him I’m here instead of the apartment. But if he’s really Zeus, does he need an address?

      “Which gives you the perfect excuse not to believe a word he told you?”

      “Well, I don’t disbelieve him.”

      “But it’s easier for you to write him off as a random crazy instead of believing his claim. It’s even easier for you to believe I’m a demon than to admit his truth about your heritage.”

      As soon as I lower my hand, I encase her other knee with my palm. Without giving it another thought, I push back on her legs, giving me room to occupy the space between them.

      I keep going until the fit is flawless. Until it’s all so, so right again. Until I can feel her heartbeat with my own, our pulses perfectly matched. Until she’s circling her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist and her core against my erection.

      The DNA in my blood doesn’t matter anymore because there’s nothing in it but her.

      My silent assertion from before? About her being all mine? I was wrong. So wrong. So twisted around.

      Because I’m all hers.

      “I think the only truth that matters is right here,” I tell her. “And right now.” I dip in, meshing her mouth beneath mine with slow, adoring rolls, until we drag apart with reluctant sighs. “I also hope nobody comes looking for us. Not ever again.”

      “Hmm.” Her breaths take on a dreamy lilt. “What a nice thing to wish for.” She delves her hands into my hair, kneading my scalp with steady languor. “We could be hippies. Live on the beach. In a yurt.”

      With my face pressed against her neck, I chuckle. “With our dog named Bubba?”

      “Well, of course. But Bubba will have to get lost when I want to have my way with you.”

      “Who says we’re doing that inside the yurt?”

      “Ohhh.” Her laugh is high but husky as I bite and nuzzle my way to her ear. “So, right out on the sand? I enjoy how your mind works, Maximus Kane.”

      Her praise inspires me to new action. After a decisive yank and a forceful swoop, I roll us both all the way over, off the mattress and onto the floor. My wicked laugh mingles with Kara’s stunned shriek, and we kiss with deeper passion as the white fabric billows then settles around us. Her mouth is warm and wide, ready for me to explore and savor. Her body is bare and beautiful, ready for me to touch and tantalize. But the best part of it all is her passion, returned to me with fullness and fire…especially the flames that call to me from her eyes.

      Surrounded by that awesome blaze, I’m able to find words to fill my parched throat. “I think we should pretend this is the sand.”

      “And now I adore how your mind works.”

      I pull her close, guiding one of her thighs around mine while cushioning her head with my bicep. I need another kiss, and I take it. Her mouth is as hot and succulent as ever, matching the decadent dew between her legs, telling me she’s more than ready for me. And holy hell, am I ready for her.

      She moans as if she’s received every detail of that message from my psyche. Yet again I’m grateful for the woman’s hyper empathy. Go, little demon, go.

      No.

      Stay, little demon, stay.

      She smiles against my lips. “Well,” she whispers, pushing incessantly at the waistband of my pants. “If you insist…”

      I don’t get the chance to answer her. A pronounced slam of the front door does it for me.

      I go still. Kara tenses too, but not in the same who’s-barging-in-at-six-a.m. way.

      “Take it down a notch, Olympian,” she chides before kissing me softly. “It’s just Kell. She’s clearly been out canoodling.”

      I kiss her back but keep my eyes open, kicking up a brow. “‘Canoodling’?”

      “It’s what she does. But back to what we were doing. Something about pretend sand…and having my way with you…”

      I let her kiss me once more, but I still can’t relax into her desire. Something—instinct, sixth sense, premonition, whatever—eats at my libido. Something about the rhythm of the footsteps out in the living room. Footsteps that don’t track toward Kell’s bedroom…or even the kitchen.

      “Kara? You awake?”

      I breathe a little easier. Okay, it is Kell.

      “Kara.”

      Holy shit. That’s not. But I recognize the voice instantly.

      “Kara!” Veronica Valari’s repetition seems to push at the walls themselves. “I need to see you out here. Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          KARA

        

      

    

    
      The best thing about seeing my mother at this hour is that Z is standing right beside her. For all Maximus’s doubts, for everything he’s feeling about this man that’s far from resolved, Z’s presence here gives me hope. My mother’s icy stare adds to my surety that he’s found a way out of this mess. She wouldn’t look so miserable otherwise.

      Her arms are folded tightly across her chest, accentuating her heavy bust through the leopard fabric of her blouse. Silence hangs in the room like the early morning fog. Except this is more eerie than peaceful.

      Kell shifts on her feet, her gaze fixed on some imaginary point of interest outside. Everything about her posture betrays her guilt.

      “You told her I was here,” I utter with bitter resignation.

      Her eyes are wide and dark, nearly a mirror of my own. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “I only asked for a little time to lay low,” I remind her.

      “Lay low? After the warhead button you’ve pushed?” my mother scoffs, hiking one of her etched black brows. “Besides, there were only so many places to look, darling.” She utters the last word with sugary sweetness that doesn’t match the rest of her tense posture. “You haven’t been answering my calls, which simply isn’t like you.” She lifts her gaze, narrowing it on the man beside me. Her regard slides south of Maximus’s waist before her nostrils flare slightly. “At least you have discriminating tastes, Kara. He could have been human.”

      Z answers with a low chuckle as he casually paces the living room, curiously checking out the decor. “That’s my boy.” The perusal and the remark feel like an invasion.

      I don’t know whether to feel defensive or downright embarrassed by the conversation. “I don’t see how it matters, all things considered.”

      “Oh, darling. It matters.”

      “Why?” I bite back.

      “Maximus is a demigod,” she says, unfolding her arms haughtily. “It’s not good, but it changes things.”

      “What things?” My voice wavers, giving away the worry that’s been plaguing me every hour since I broke my vow. “Are they coming for me?”

      Maximus catches my hand in his, warm and possessive. I yearn to tuck in closer to him but don’t dare.

      “I’ve managed to work something out with Arden.” My mother tucks her short black hair behind her ear, her expensive bracelets tinkling with the motion. “Though you left him in quite a mood when you ran off the other night. I had no idea how taken he was with you already.”

      Maximus tightens his grasp, shifting himself in front of me a fraction, as if he can protect me from the mere mention of my betrothed.

      “He’s not coming anywhere near her.”

      “Why would he? She has nothing to offer him. You made sure of that,” she snaps.

      If this topic wasn’t so awkward already, I’d correct her. Maximus didn’t seduce me, unless the weeks in his class listening to him passionately read page after page of Dante counts. Of course, it was so much more than that. A thousand little moments that twined our souls, tighter and tighter, until I couldn’t imagine giving myself to anyone else.

      But none of it matters if I don’t survive our relationship. Before this moment, I doubted that I would. But now, there’s something about my mother’s stance, something defined and different about her attitude, that infuses my spirit with real hope.

      “So what does this mean? Are we safe?”

      “As for Maximus, I pulled some strings at the university. They’ve agreed to let the matter go.” She levels an even stare at the man I adore. “You should be able to start back on Friday, Professor.”

      A whoosh of air spills from me. While the threat of having to pay the ultimate price for our affair has weighed on me, so has the prospect that Maximus would lose everything he’s worked so hard for because I couldn’t stay away. His livelihood. His passion.

      “Does that mean…” I’m afraid to even ask, but the relief singing through my veins and flowing into my hopeful heart is too much to resist. “Can I go back too?”

      My mother’s nostrils twitch again. “You can. For now.”

      I can’t help the broad smile taking over my face.

      “For now?” Maximus’s question cuts through the elated moment.

      My mother interjects before I can explain. “Kara agreed to quit her studies at Alameda. To protect you and your career, of course. We couldn’t have the two of you creating any more newsworthy scenes. Someone had to go. It was her or you.”

      Maximus’s expression is torn with confusion. “Kara, why didn’t you tell me?”

      I turn in to him, mold my palm over his pectoral, and stare up into his tortured gaze. “It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered,” I whisper. Nothing but Maximus and the night I thought would be my last.

      “Kara.” My mother’s sharp tone severs our connection, pulling my attention back to her. “This isn’t sentimental. Sending you back to Alameda has nothing to do with my approval or lack of it—and everything to do with your ultimate safety.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Being seen together before threatened to destroy the path you were born for. Had Maximus been a mere mortal, I doubt there’s anything I could have done to protect you. You could say we’re in limbo until this is sorted out, but we might be able to use the visibility to our advantage.”

      Maximus laughs roughly. “Visibility? As in, having a relationship in the public eye?”

      Z halts his pacing. “That’s exactly what she means.”

      “But…isn’t that dangerous?” I ask.

      Z shrugs. “Call it PR. Call it politics. And sure, while you’re at it, you could call it a Hail Mary.”

      My eyes bulge at that. “Excuse me?”

      “Think of it this way,” he goes on. “Disobedient subjects are easier to dispose of when very few know they even exist. Extinguish the problem. Poof.” He snaps his fingers, causing tiny snaps of electricity to leap from them. “You, Kara, are a Valari—which means you have the unique ability to position yourself directly under the limelight. And until this is resolved, the limelight is the safest place you can be. If anyone makes a move, all eyes are on you. On both of you, in fact.”

      I disconnect from Maximus’s embrace and step toward Z. I’m struggling for words. While I should be grateful for the advantage fate has given Maximus and me, I’m still reaching for some reasonable argument that will let us go about our lives peacefully. Something better than the media spectacle I’ve grown up in. “Please. There has to be another way. Can’t we just stay under the radar for a while longer? Until you work things out?”

      Z tugs on the collar of his pale-blue shirt, which perfectly matches the brilliance of his eyes. “Like Veronica said, we’re in limbo at the moment.”

      “You said you’d make calls,” I remind him more accusingly than I probably have the right to.

      “I have and I will. My brothers and I, we’re due for a family reunion. There’s a reason why people organize these dreadful things. Too much time goes by, things get lost in translation. Grudges go deeper. People take the rules a touch too seriously. We just need to clear the air is all.”

      “If it’s that simple—”

      “It’s not simple at all,” he replies with the quick confidence of a god who knows everything. “But nothing ever is. In the entire history of time, not a single thing has ever been simple. This I can promise you.”

      I release a tense sigh. “And you really think this will work?”

      “Darling,” my mother chimes in, “there’s nothing I do better than publicity. The good, the bad, and the ugly. If it’s a media frenzy we need to whip up to keep the gods at bay, I’m the best person for the job.”

      I pause to take in her promises and her determination, even wrapped in her arrogance. “Why would you help me?”

      She winces. “Are you seriously asking me that?”

      “The last time we spoke, your designs for my life were very different. You were pushing me out of Alameda, forbidding me from seeing Maximus ever again, forcing me onto Arden—”

      “My purpose here has never been to ensure your happiness. It’s always been secondary to your safety, to setting you on the path you were meant for. You defied me, but here I am once again, doing what I need to do to keep you safe. I’m not standing here in defense of love and romance. To hell with all of that nonsense. I’m doing this because you’re my daughter, and I won’t have you taken from me.” She exhales her breath with a soft hiss. “At least not without a fight.”

      I have to measure my own breaths. They’re nearly painful from the unexpected emotion sawing through me. All this time, I never thought she cared that much for me. But perhaps we’ve simply been seeing the world differently—focusing on such divergent things that I discounted her love. Maybe she couldn’t offer me the warmth and sweetness one might expect from a mother. But for all her biting words and self-absorption, there’s something about her ready stance now that I can’t ignore. Her teeth are bared slightly, and she has the distinct look of a feral creature ready to attack to protect her young.

      Though we’ve rarely seen eye-to-eye, I believe what I see now. I trust it. Enough to go along with this plan that defies all my instincts and shatters all my safety zones. A plan that will forever change Maximus’s life too, because being associated with a Valari for more than a single news cycle will have implications he can’t possibly understand now.

      But we have no other choice. If this is the only plan, then I have to show up for it.

      “What do we have to do?” I finally say.

      “Well.” My mother glances to Z briefly, then back to me. “You’ll be seen together, obviously. And casually, with the rest of us too.”

      “And Arden… He’s just going to let this go?” I hedge. “Just like that?”

      My mother’s lips purse slightly. “Not exactly.”

      “Meaning what?” I press.

      “He obviously had his sights set on you, but in the end, we came to an agreement. He was able to readjust his expectations, given some perspective.”

      In the few seconds between taking in her subtle glance at Kell and my sister’s nervous shifting, I piece it all together. With horror. With the teeth-baring fury that clearly runs through our demon veins.

      “No!”

      My mother’s jaw tightens. “It was the only way.”

      “No,” I growl it this time and step between the two women, taking a protective stance in front of my little sister. The moment I do, my shoulders are caught beneath her clamping hold.

      “K-Demon,” she rasps. “Please don’t make this any worse—”

      “Kell, this disaster isn’t yours to fix.”

      My mother rolls her eyes. “You’re being dramatic. Please. She could do far worse than Arden Prieto.”

      “He’s a snake!”

      “He’s a demon, and he was promised something he now can never have. He’s furious, and your existence hangs in the balance. What did you expect, Kara? That you could follow your heart and no one would have to face the consequences?”

      “I didn’t expect anything. I was born into this nightmare, forced to live under these laws against my will. So was she.”

      My mother huffs. “Well, if your grandfather hadn’t—”

      “If Gramps hadn’t done what he did, none of us would be here making him pay for it. Right?”

      She stiffens her spine, crosses her arms, all eyes on her. “We all have our part to play, don’t we?”

      “It’s fine, Kara,” Kell utters with a softness that betrays the lie on her lips.

      I whip my stare back to her. “It’s not fine.”

      “Yes, damn it. It is. I’m not like you.” She swallows hard. “I’ll do whatever I have to do. Especially if it buys you time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          MAXIMUS

        

      

    

    
      “Why don’t we take a drive?”

      I battle, unsuccessfully, to hide my lack of enthusiasm about the suggestion from the man standing next to me. Z doesn’t flinch, except for the higher tilt of his roguish grin. We’re on the deck outside Kara and Kell’s living room, isolated from the others, for now. The chilly morning fights to stick to the air, but in these hills, the Southern California sun is persistent. Its heat spreads rapidly across the stone slab beneath my bare feet.

      But that’s the only warm part of me.

      I don’t anticipate a de-thaw anytime soon, since the deep freeze stretches into the marrow of my bones and cells of my blood. All the visceral parts of me that are waging a war worse than the battles of the wrathful in the marshes of Styx. My spirit should be welded with relief and gratitude, but I can’t stop thinking of Veronica Valari’s arrangement as an ultimatum instead of a solution. A mandate that—surprise, surprise—will likely brighten the gleam on her empire by a few million notches.

      But bitterness is no good to me right now. No matter how strongly I yearn to race back inside, grab Kara, and whisk her away to a corner of the world where we’ll never be found, I have to let logic prevail. That also means conceding to the reality of our situation. If we’re to survive the underworld’s backlash, maybe we do have to fight fire with fire. Even if that blaze is made of headlines, spotlights, and paparazzi flashes.

      In short, it’s my worst nightmare—though as soon as I look back inside, it’s eclipsed in the space of one breath. There’s a plate of glass separating Kara and me, but our gazes lock in sublime synchronicity. At once, I notice the reflection of my face staring at hers. I don’t recognize the man I see because he’s never existed before. I’m beyond smitten. I’m devoted. Entirely fixated on her happiness and her safety.

      Especially that.

      So for now, I’m all-in with Mama Valari and her bold strategy. That also means upholding my promise to Z. It’s time for quality father-and-son bonding time if I’m to believe what everyone around me seems to. That I’m the son of a god. The son of Zeus himself.

      At the very least, this reunion should be interesting.

      With gritted effort, I shift my regard back to the man who smiles at the burgeoning sunlight as if he created the giant fireball himself.

      “A drive,” I say. “You mean you can’t snap your fingers and transport us anywhere you want to go?”

      He lifts a hand and turns it over. With a wiggle of his fingers, silvery light forms iridescent webs between them. “Always an option,” Z returns. “But I’ve heard that taking a drive is a good excuse for talking things out.”

      “Is that what you want to do, then? Talk?”

      “You’d rather stay here?”

      “You’re mistaking me for someone who wants to do any of this.” I shrug. “Guess I just had different expectations.”

      His return expression also walks the line between serious and humorous. “Like what?”

      I eye him carefully and really debate just yanking the cork in the dam. To seriously tell him every thought barreling through my brain. But this isn’t the time or place. The sooner I get this father-son visit over with, the better.

      “Not important,” I finally say. “So where are we going?”

      “Also not important. Why don’t we just get in the car and go?” He hones his gaze, as if he’s trying to read me again. “Is there someplace special you want to go?”

      Yes. The most remote place on earth. With the woman I’m leaving behind. On a day when she needs me most.

      I shove the conviction aside. It’s not constructive right now. It only reminds me of the torment that my sweet little demon must be enduring. She’s escaped a lifetime beneath Prieto’s thumb, only to have catapulted her sister to the same awful fate.

      She’s heartbroken. Vulnerable. I shouldn’t be leaving her.

      But I must.

      I’m bitter about that, and it’s impossible to sift every note of that from my voice. “Someplace special? You mean like a park where you never played catch with me, or the schools where you weren’t around for ice cream social nights. Someplace like that?”

      Z curls his fingers back into his palm. The result isn’t exactly a fist, but his new tension is palpable. “You’re a little frustrated. I get that.”

      “Frustrated?” I shake my head. “I gave up on frustrated in fifth grade, okay?”

      “Fine, then. Angry. Confused. I get those too. As a matter of fact, I share them.”

      “Thanks. That’s so validating.”

      His soft, almost approving chuckle makes me feel strange things, but I push them away. I can’t afford to bask in his pride right now. The temptation is ludicrous. Frivolous. The sooner Z gets what he wants from me, the faster I can be back at Kara’s side.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he says with a warm lilt. “Why don’t you drive?”

      I always feel a little better behind the wheel of my truck. Several minutes later, the silence that stretches between us until we’re well into the suburban sprawl of Encino, Woodland Hills, and Calabasas is an added bonus.

      Z finally cracks the air with his musing. “Markets of ‘whole’ foods. As if they’ll be more complete with spirulina smoothies and grinding their own almond butter. Why don’t more of them realize a walk in the sun and an afternoon orgasm will do the same thing?”

      I want to laugh but don’t. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m serious, and I’m right.”
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