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      I stared at the domed bubble that protected Atlantis, watching the unsettling glow of deep-sea creatures while Atlantean guards marched us toward some unknown destination.

      Maybe they’ll eject us into the ocean and let the anglerfish eat us…

      Other guards had surrounded my trusty gargoyles. With Esprits at the ready, they’d whipped out blue glass containers shaped more like elegant vases than the Mason jars adored by hipsters worldwide. But the effect would probably be the same. Murray’s tongue slopped around everywhere, his fangs glinting as he lunged at anyone who approached.

      I hope you get in a bite or two before they stuff you in that jar, buddy.

      “This is bad, isn’t it?” Melody whispered as she walked beside me.

      I snorted. “No, I’d say the fanfare is coming any minute. We might even get a parade.” Seeing her frightened face, I softened the sarcasm. “Yeah, this isn’t great.”

      “The Chaos here is intense. I’ve never felt anything like it.” Melody jittered, lifting her hands to try to loosen the grip of the Atomic Cuff clasped around her neck. All of our necks.

      I cast a look around our miserable group and lingered a moment longer on Ryann. She looked unnervingly calm, even with the Cuff the guards had clamped on her neck, just in case. Lux must’ve had the reins. And if she wasn’t stressed out about this, that begged the question… why? At least, to some degree, Ryann had the protection of her hijacker. But that didn’t give me much comfort, since I wanted to protect her from the very thing that was protecting her.

      Nearby, Huntress pawed at her Cuff, trying to get it off as if it were one of those cones of shame. But she had about as much chance of removing it as the rest of us. She stuck to Nash’s side, continuing to paw, while Luke remained as near to Melody as he could. Everyone in their pairs. Only Ryann-slash-Lux walked alone, a little ahead of me, straying closer to Erebus than to me. A definite sign of who was in charge of that body.

      “It makes sense that they’d hide this place, since it’s full of crazy-powerful fishy folk.” I wanted to put Melody at ease, but it didn’t seem to help.

      “We are not fishy folk.” Princess Kaya’s voice drifted back, sharp and disdainful. “Do you see fins or tails? Or gills, for that matter?”

      I shrugged. “Who knows what you’ve got under those robes.”

      “I would urge you not to be insulting, considering your life is in our hands,” she warned.

      “Who says that’s an insult? I’d love a set of gills. And it seems dangerous to live under all this water if you don’t have some kind of backup. You know, in case this place comes tumbling down.” I mustered a smile as she turned over her shoulder to glare at me. It withered beneath her obvious lack of humor.

      “Finch! Not the time!” Nash hissed. Luke slammed me with a warning look, too.

      “I hope that was not a threat.” Kaya’s gaze flitted toward Erebus for a moment, a gesture that piqued my curiosity.

      I shook my head so hard I almost detached a few tendons. “Not at all! Hell, until about five seconds ago, I had no clue why we were even coming here.”

      “You should not have come.” Kaya fixed her gaze on me, but I got the feeling her words weren’t directed at me. A strange tension bristled between her and Erebus, with him showing her his best puppy-dog eyes. I wouldn’t have guessed Erebus had puppy-dog eyes. But there they were, all wide and full of longing. These two had history, that much was obvious, but I didn’t know how far back it went.

      I did know that this old dog wanted to marry Kaya. This old, already-married dog… whose actual wife was using Ryann’s body as a front-row seat to his philandering. I didn’t know how cosmic unions worked, but marriage was marriage. And Lux and Erebus had always referred to one another as husband and wife. Were Children of Chaos allowed to be bigamists? I had no clue. But Lux definitely didn’t want to share.

      “You should show respect to our honored host, the most radiant Princess Kaya,” Davin piped up, giving it every ounce of schmooze he had.

      “No offense, but I don’t really feel like we’re being hosted. Hostaged, yes—if that’s even a word. But not hosted.” I shot him a dark look. He’d also made a play for Princess Kaya, but knowing Davin, it likely had something to do with gaining power. That, and thumbing his nose at Erebus. Their brotherly, frenemy relationship disturbed me on many levels.

      “Perhaps you should stay silent if you cannot say anything that does not sound like an insult.” Kaya hit me with another exemplary scowl. She really had that down pat. “You are not hostages. We do not take hostages. We take prisoners.”

      “I am only a prisoner to your love, Kaya,” Erebus purred. I wanted to hurl. Cheesy Erebus was a new headache I couldn’t handle right now.

      “Then be silent,” Kaya shot back, evidently unimpressed by his pick-up line roulette.

      “Agreed,” Davin piped up at his love rival. There was a phrase I never thought I’d say, at least in regard to those two. Davin and Erebus—enemies in the pursuit of Kaya’s hand in marriage. They could join forces again at any moment, but, at least for now, it seemed they were content to stay in their own lanes in their race to the finish line in Kaya’s heart.

      “That goes for you, also, whoever you are.” Kaya took no prisoners when it came to sassy clapback. “And frankly, I am not interested in either of your proposals.”

      What are you waiting for, Lux? I’d have thought discovering her husband wanted to marry someone else would’ve been enough to displease her. But as of yet, there’d been no hurling Erebus into the center of the earth. Maybe she didn’t want to reveal herself while Kaya was around, so she could have the satisfaction of punishing Erebus in private. Who knew what went on in that Child of Chaos’s noggin?

      “You should be careful,” Melody chided me softly. “I know you’re only saying funny things because you’re nervous. Who wouldn’t be, marching toward an Atlantean prison? But these people… they’re… how do I put it? They feel magically… superior. Even if we didn’t have these Cuffs, it’d be a very bad idea to fight back.”

      “And they’ve just stuffed your gargoyles into jars.” Luke nodded back at the glass bubble we’d left. Sure enough, the gargoyles were nowhere to be seen. Just a bunch of swirling wisps inside those jars.

      Oh, joy… We were totally defenseless. And if we wanted to survive, we clearly needed to play along like good little boys and girls.

      We pressed on along the seemingly endless tunnel, drawing closer to the city. From here, I got my first true glimpse of its beauty. I may have been afraid for my life, and for the lives of my friends, but holy crapballs this place was incredible. The silver and mother-of-pearl and opulence and impeccable architecture, made to resemble natural entities of the ocean, should’ve been overkill. But instead, it left me in awe. This might’ve been the most beautiful city I’d ever seen, and I’d seen a fair few on my missions for Erebus. You couldn’t find anything like it above the waves. If Kaya had told me we were on a different planet, I’d have believed her.

      Nash dropped back to walk with the rest of us while Ryann-Lux stayed a short distance ahead, keeping closer to Erebus and Davin. Meanwhile, only a couple of guards walked along the glass walls to our left and right, while the rest brought up the rear, and a pair strutted on either side of Kaya. It gave us enough distance from them, so we could have some room to breathe.

      “What’s our play?” Nash whispered.

      I shrugged. “We don’t have one.”

      “Do you think you should give Erebus away?”

      “What, at his and Kaya’s wedding?” I smirked at the thought.

      He rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

      I lowered my voice even further. “You think I should tell her that he’s weaker in a human body?” I decided to be serious, even if wisecracking was the only thing stopping me from losing my mind right now. Erebus had screwed us all by bringing us down here. We were cut off from everyone and everything, entirely dependent on the Atlanteans’ scant goodwill. No signal, no communications, no open lines to the outside world whatsoever.

      Nash nodded. “It might be a way out.”

      “Or a quicker way to get us all killed,” I replied.

      “Why are you treating me this way, Kaya?” Erebus’s voice distracted my attention. It brought Kaya to a sudden halt, and the rest of us, too. “Don’t keep me at arm’s length, my love. I have gone through a great deal to reach you. There is no need for all this security. I have no intention of harming you; you must know that. I only want to be near you. Let us talk privately and put aside this unpleasantness.”

      Kaya rounded on him. “You are not serious, Erebus. You stand here and talk about what you’ve endured, when you were the one who left me in the first place! If you expect to garner my sympathy, or inspire some sort of softness in me, you can forget it. You lost that a long time ago.”

      Ooh, the plot doth thicken…

      “My sweet, you know why I had to leave you. It was not my choice!” Erebus protested.

      Kaya waggled her hand at him. “Don’t you give me that, Erebus. Do not pretend to be the victim in this.” She sighed in exasperation. “Why did you even bother to return? Truly, I wish you had not. More to the point, how did you get past the spell that expels Children of Chaos, which was created specifically to stop you from ever returning?! Did you not understand the hint, Erebus, that you are not welcome here anymore?”

      Erebus turned into the picture of sadness. “You wound me, Kaya. Can’t you see how sincere I am? If I sought to defy that spell and succeeded, surely that is a sign I am serious? I will not leave you again. I didn’t want to leave you the first time.”

      The cogs whirred in my mind. If the Atlanteans had custom built a spell to boot out Children of Chaos just for him, something massive must’ve gone down the last time he was here.

      Kaya ignored him and stormed on ahead, leaving the rest of us to follow. I focused my gaze forward, gaining my first glimpse of the Atlantean population milling about at the end of this tunnel. Most of them had the same silvery locks. Some were closer to snowy white, some had a bluish tint, and others were gunmetal gray, but all the shades came from a very similar color palette. Not much in the way of diversity, that was for sure. That made sense, considering they’d all been trapped down here together for thousands of years with no new blood coming in.

      “Hey, Nash—is this why you’ve got silver hair?” The realization came to me. I mean, he was in his late thirties at most, yet he had a full head of totally silver hair.

      He frowned. “I guess so.”

      “You never bothered to wonder why you’ve got the hair of a sixty-year-old?” I chuckled halfheartedly.

      “I thought it was just a genetic thing with my immediate family.” Nash gazed out across the magnificent city. “How could I have known it was an Atlantean thing?”

      “Fair enough. Still, you’d think these folks might’ve had a word to say about it. Then again, if your descendants were ‘deserters’ or something, maybe it’s beneath the princess to remark on it.”

      Nash shrugged. “Or they don’t care enough to say anything.”

      Maybe that was true. Kaya certainly had her hands full with other things. She and Erebus were still bickering up ahead, while Davin looked on with smug amusement. He was being uncharacteristically quiet. But there had to be something going on behind that silent façade. Observation, most likely, to get a better handle on his would-be prey. I hoped Kaya gave him hell.

      A plan began to form in my mind. Erebus and Lux had found a loophole in the protection spell by inhabiting human bodies. If those bodies were destroyed, the Children of Chaos got a one-way ticket out of here. That meant I needed to come up with a way to destroy Erebus’s body. Obviously, that was a no-go for Lux, considering she was piggybacking on Ryann. But if I could figure out a way to force Lux out of Ryann’s body, then the protection spell would hoof her out of Atlantis without hesitation.

      And then I’d have to face their wrath back on the surface. Or rather, if I got back to the surface. The Children wouldn’t forgive me if I managed to get them kicked out of Atlantis. Besides, as much as I hated to admit it, Lux was my biggest hope of freedom right now. If she could actually lock Erebus in the center of the earth, I might be freed of my contract by circumstance. After all, if Erebus couldn’t reach me, he couldn’t kill me or throw any more deadly missions at me.

      If he was in there for a couple of centuries, that’d give me enough time to live my life, get all gray and old, and die in the usual way, huffing out my last breath surrounded by the people I loved. Maybe a kid or two. Maybe even grandkids.

      I looked at Ryann, and I felt my heart aching. We’d been so close to kissing and taking a decisive step in our… relationship? Was that the right word? Were we in a relationship? I wasn’t sure we’d reached that point before Lux took over and ruined everything. But the potential still lingered in my mind, with the hope that we could pick up where we’d left off once Lux got the hell out of there.

      I can’t say anything about Erebus, not until Lux has decided what to do with him. It pained me to wait, but I hoped it’d be worth it.

      Besides, I sensed we were only being allowed to live because we were part of Erebus’s entourage. Or maybe I was making assumptions about these people. They seemed civilized, so maybe there’d be a trial, or a chance to explain, before execution got put on the table.

      Whatever kind of people these were, the Atlanteans clearly feared Erebus, even in his human form, which offered some protection. Sure, they’d dared to arrest him, but he was the one holding the cards. He was playing along, making them think he was only behaving because he chose to. If we gave his weakness away, it could screw us all. We didn’t have enough power between us to fight our way out of Atlantis. Not with friggin’ Primus Anglicus wandering around.

      “Why not be honest?” Kaya snapped, bringing my attention back to the sniping between her and Erebus. “Why must you always lie and deceive? Do you think that improves your case?”

      “Kaya, I have not lied and deceived. I told you the truth and was punished for it,” Erebus replied.

      Kaya scoffed. “You did not tell me the truth. You were found out. And if you do not tell me how you managed to gain entry, then I will find you out again.”

      Erebus sighed. “Your father’s protective spell could only work for so long, Kaya. Nothing can stand in the way of true love.”

      Ryann-Lux stiffened. I saw her in profile, with a face that would’ve stopped traffic. Had Lux not been a spiteful cow who stole my almost-girlfriend’s body for her own benefit, I might’ve felt sorry for her. It couldn’t have been easy to hear directly from the horse’s mouth that you weren’t your husband’s true love. Chaos, and the universe, had bound Erebus and Lux together in cosmic matrimony. And his wandering eye had found love elsewhere.

      “Besides, he eats spells like that for breakfast,” I chimed in, wanting to bolster the whole “he’s still super powerful, I swear” thing. “As his long-suffering servant, I can testify to the fact that Erebus always gets what he wants. Right now, he has the entire contents of the Fountain of Youth brimming inside him.”

      It irked me to sing his praises, especially as he seemed to be lapping it up. But if it saved our asses and bought us time to plead our case, I would crouch down and lick all the boots I had to.

      “You… drained the Fountain of Youth? For me?” Kaya stared at Erebus, giving me a fleeting sense of relief. She looked awestruck and scared, as if he might combust with Chaos mightiness at any second. The Atlantean guards, naturally, followed their leader’s lead. Fear glimmered in their unusual eyes.

      “Melody. Can you sense their emotions?” I whispered. I needed to be sure I’d hit the mark by waxing lyrical about my boss.

      She nodded discreetly. “They’re frightened. Really frightened.”

      “Good.” As long as they feared Erebus, we had some protection against these people.

      “I agree.” Melody’s voice was hushed. “If they’re scared of him, then they might listen to his demands. Including letting us go free instead of locking us in an Atlantean prison.” She gulped. “I’m not sure I can handle being stuck in a cell.”

      “I still think we should be honest and use that to get leeway,” Nash added. “Kaya just said she wanted honesty. Maybe if we give some to her, we can win her trust.”

      Luke huffed out a nervous breath. “Who’s to say she’d believe us? Even if she did, she could just as easily keep us locked away after Erebus gets kicked out. We know this place exists now. That makes us a security risk.”

      “Way to put a dampener on things.” I sighed.

      “My priority is Melody. I need to keep her safe. You brought us here, Finch. You’ve put her in danger—I’m just trying to make sure she gets out alive,” he retorted.

      Melody stepped in before things got anglerfish ugly. “Finch didn’t bring me here, Luke. I decided to come on this mission, against your advice. I’m grateful you’re looking out for me, but don’t blame him. This isn’t his fault.”

      Luke’s expression shifted through surprise, then sadness. “Then Erebus put us in danger. He forced us all into this with his threats. But my point stands: I’m getting you out of here, one way or another. And if that means we have to keep up appearances and kiss Erebus’s ass to protect ourselves, so be it.”

      “Then I suggest you pucker up.” I glanced back at Erebus, who was grinning like the Cheshire cat. He had everyone exactly where he wanted them.

      “Even the Primus Anglicus could not banish me forever, my darling. I came back because I love you and I cannot be without you. And I plan to prove how much I adore you, so that you have no more cause to doubt me,” Erebus proclaimed. “I will not abandon you again. I swear it. I am here to stay… for you. All of this has been for you. My love, my light, my reason to endure.”

      I didn’t need to be an Empath to feel the fire blazing inside Ryann. Her glare could’ve killed an elephant. Erebus had just called Kaya his “light.” And, being the Child of Light herself, that couldn’t have sat well with Lux. It was clear as day that Lux’s wrath was struggling to contain itself within Ryann’s human vessel. But one look at Melody made me wonder if it was just because I had insider knowledge. Our resident Empath didn’t seem to notice anything amiss at all, aside from the fear of the guards marching with us.

      If you blow up Ryann with your anger, I’ll skewer you, Lux. We were all playing our parts to keep up appearances. Lux needed to do the same, or she’d risk blowing this whole thing wide open. Apparently, Erebus had that effect on women—making them want to strangle the life out of him.

      “You can say all the pretty words you like, Erebus, but it will not change the last fifty years of grief,” Kaya snapped. “I do not care what you have been through to get here. You were cast out for a reason. You almost destroyed this city with your selfish actions… and you almost destroyed me. That will not be easily forgiven, if ever, so save your breath. I am tired of your voice.”

      “Kaya, I—” Erebus tried to speak again, but she cut him off.

      “Another word and I will leave you at the entrance of my city.”

      I believed her. She had enough bitter rage in her eyes that even Erebus had the sense to shut up.

      One question stayed with me as the Atlantean guard shoved us toward our future prison. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, but what the hell did he do to incite hers?
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      When we finally reached the end of the long, glass tunnel from the entrance bubble, Kaya opened the door to let us into the city proper. Warmth washed over me from the artificial sun orbs that hung from the ceiling, casting their glow upon this underwater world. A balmy temperature—not too hot, not too cold, just the way Goldilocks would’ve liked it.

      Atlanteans gasped and darted into doorways as we passed, staring at us as if we were sideshow monsters come to terrify and amaze. I doubted any of them had seen a terranean magical before.

      Enjoy the sight, lads and lasses, because this might be the last time you see us… If Erebus didn’t somehow scratch our backs for getting him down here, we had a long sentence in an Atlantean prison ahead of us.

      “I couldn’t have even imagined a place like this.” Melody gazed wide-eyed at the city surrounding us. It stretched for miles, the fake suns bringing warmth to the underwater realm. “I haven’t seen a single building that isn’t beautiful. Do you think they’ve got areas that aren’t as opulent, or do you think it’s all like this?”

      “Maybe they drowned the ugly parts,” I replied. The houses around us looked like they had been crafted by some top-drawer architect, the white walls hand-painted with delicate designs—flowers and vines interlinked with labyrinth-like markings that felt like a crossover between Greek and Celtic cultures. The roofs were all tiled with mother-of-pearl and the windows appeared crafted from sea-glass, with shutters embedded with beads of blue and green and frosted white.

      “How about we stop gaping at the architecture and try to remember the path these folks are leading us down?” Nash hissed. “We’ll need to remember if we want to get back out.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah, because they’ll just let us waltz out the front door.”

      “I never said anything about anyone ‘letting’ us do anything.” Nash gave me a knowing look while he patted Huntress’s furry head. She seemed to be drawing the most attention from the Atlanteans we passed, especially the children—of which there were, weirdly, not that many, considering the number of people living here.

      Two tiny girls with startlingly bright white hair streaked with blue sat on the pretty marble sidewalk, their knees tucked up to their chins. One dared to put her hand out to Huntress, who tilted her head at the child. Nash gave his Familiar a subtle nod, and the husky padded up to the outstretched fingers and booped them with her nose.

      “Call off your beast, or it will be thrown outside the city!” a guard barked, his expression alarmed.

      Have they really never seen a dog before? The mind boggled.

      Huntress snarled at the guard but did as she’d been told. The child looked sad as she drew back her hand and stared at the spot where Huntress had nuzzled it. Meanwhile, a woman rushed from a nearby house and stood horrified for a second before hurrying to the children. She snatched them up by their arms and dragged them inside before they could get another dangerous nose-booping from the harmless husky.

      Under the ever-watchful eye of the armed soldiers, we continued through seemingly endless streets, each as pretty as the last. The soldiers had spread out slightly, which gave us a bit more room to talk in private.

      None of the houses were squished close to each other, and each one had a front garden where curious plants grew—flowers whose petals had formed in the shape of conch shells, tufts of purple foliage with plump green succulents emerging from within, and slim trees with pale branches bearing unusual-looking fruits. They were round, like oranges, but their blood-red skins stood out against the otherwise oceanic color scheme.

      “Oh my days!” Melody chirped, clasping her hands together. “Look, Luke! Finch, look!”

      I turned my gaze up the street and understood her sudden excitement. Where the street came to an end, a vast piazza opened out, which the guards ushered us into. Atlanteans wandered around at their leisure, pausing beside the windows of shop fronts that lined the sides, peering at the latest robes and jewelry on offer. There seemed to be cafés and restaurants, too, with chairs and tables set out on the pearlescent stone that covered the square. The chatter that echoed across the open expanse fell eerily silent, as hundreds of eyes rested on us.

      “I guess we don’t exactly blend in, huh?” I whispered, looking at Nash. “Well, except for you. Throw on a robe and splash some paint on your face, and you could fit right in.”

      “I’ve been wondering about that paint.” Melody bristled with bookish enthusiasm. “Everyone seems to have the same four markings, with few exceptions. The teardrop, I think, represents Water. The frond, or whatever it is, must be Earth. The three thin lines might be Air, and the star is probably Fire. Like I said, almost everyone seems to have those four, though I’ve seen a couple of people with two or three instead. But it’s the others that have me intrigued. The one closest to their eye seems to be their ‘other’ ability—the one not tied to an Elemental ability.”

      I glanced at a terrified local who shuffled backward as subtly as possible. Sure enough, he had the four patterns Melody had described set in a square underneath his cheekbone. But there was another just below his left eye, shaped like a lightning bolt. That had to be the universal symbol for electricity, meaning he had to be an Electro.

      “Couldn’t someone just paint one on, though? Like, if they were a Shapeshifter and wanted to hide it, couldn’t they put something else there?” I asked, curious.

      Melody paused. “They could be magically imprinted there, somehow, to stop that kind of thing from happening. This way, everyone knows what everyone is, to avoid suspicions and deceptions. It’s quite clever, really, if a little… hmm, what’s the word?”

      “Fascist?” I cut in.

      She shook her head. “Not quite what I was going for.”

      “But probably what they’re going for.” I flashed a mischievous smile.

      Luke made a noise of agreement. “You’ve got to admit, there’s something off about this place.”

      “Harmonious societies always have the darkest secrets.” I could think of several sci-fi series where they’d come across peaceful peoples only to find out they were drugged to their eyeballs or killing people for the “greater good.”

      “Exactly.” Luke narrowed his eyes at a group of Atlantean ladies who had been ogling us, prompting them to shriek and scurry away.

      “And what if the Atlanteans are the exception to the rule?” Melody suggested, eyeing Erebus and Davin to make sure they weren’t listening in. Fortunately, they were sticking close to Kaya a short distance ahead. “What if they’ve mastered the art of a truly peaceful society because they’ve had the time to make it that way, and they haven’t had any outside influence or threats to mess things up?”

      “Then I’d say they’re living in a fantasy world.” It certainly felt like a dream, or a city that had been carved from pure imagination. Willy Wonka would’ve gone nuts for it.

      On the farthest side of the piazza stood a towering building of exquisite beauty, with coral-esque spires covered in orbs of glass and gemstone. It reminded me of La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, while the smaller buildings surrounding the piazza had a flavor of the Casa Batlló. Instead of stark lines, the stone took on a curved, fluid quality that suited its watery location.

      I sped up to fall in step with Ryann-Lux, away from the others. “Everything okay?”

      “I do not want to talk about it,” she replied sharply. Yep, definitely fine, no problems here, what are you even talking about, Finch?

      “I mean with Ryann. Is she okay? Is she… in one piece in there?”

      Lux smirked coldly. “Your precious mortal is safe. As I promised.”

      “If anything happens to her—”

      “You will what?” Lux cut me off. Silence hovered in the air between us.

      “Just… protect her.” I clenched my jaw, hating every second of this—of Ryann being trapped by this Child of Chaos.

      She strode off ahead of me, leaving me in anguish.

      We pressed on across the piazza, parting every group of people we walked toward. The guard led us past the beautiful building, which looked like a city hall or something, and marched us along a road to the side of the structure. Another square extended behind it, with more of the same remarkable architecture, though this piazza was almost empty of people and had four of the majestic buildings on each side. The men we saw were dressed more formally, in what looked to be the Atlantean equivalent of suits, with blunt-collared jackets that reminded me of Indian formal dress and loose satin pants that flowed with their movements. The women wore a similar get-up, though some chose sweeping dresses with the same blunt collar at the neck. Instead of wariness, these folks looked at us with a mix of concern and disdain.

      Looks like we found the elite, everyone. No matter where you went, that brand of haughtiness always indicated the upper echelons. These had to be the politicians and businesspeople. I’d recognize the scent of wealth anywhere.

      “What does your mind palace tell you about this place? Has anything come up now that you’re actually here?” I asked Melody as we continued on our way through Atlantis. It was wishful thinking more than anything.

      This wasn’t exactly the tour I’d have liked, but at least we were getting to see some of the city instead of being carted through it in their equivalent of a squad car. Which, oddly, begged the question of why we hadn’t seen any mode of transportation. Did they walk everywhere? In a city so big, that didn’t seem feasible. Maybe they had a subway or something, deep below ground. Or maybe they used those bubble pods to whoosh around between docking stations across the city—the kind Kaya and the guards had arrived in to arrest us.

      Melody frowned. “No, it’s still concealed from me. I thought that some secret pool of knowledge might open up once I actually set foot here, like a trigger, but it hasn’t.”

      Nash grumbled under his breath. “Well, if the Atlanteans were able to hide themselves from the Children of Chaos, it probably wasn’t too much of a stretch for them to conceal their knowledge from other entities of Chaos, too. Like a Librarian.”

      “But why?” Melody wrung her hands in frustration. “Why would they conceal themselves from the Librarian? It’s not as if I’d go chattering about them to anyone. I know I get in trouble for talking too much about people’s emotions, but I don’t say anything about my knowledge.”

      “Maybe they distrust Children of Chaos, especially after whatever Erebus did,” Luke said. “Good for them.”

      Nash nodded. “They’ve probably been hiding Atlantis from Chaos entities for way longer than that, but Erebus just happened to weasel his way in.”

      “Seems like a bit of a leap.” I eyed him thoughtfully. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, there’s no knowledge of Atlantis anywhere in Melody’s ‘mind palace,’ as you insist on calling it. Which suggests that Atlantis has been hidden from Chaos entities from day one—from the moment they submerged, up to now. If it’s not in Melody’s head, chances are it’s not in any Chaos heads either. So not that much of a leap,” he replied.

      “That makes a lot of sense, actually.” Melody gaped up at the astonishing buildings. “It would’ve been more difficult to erase all knowledge of this place after the fact than to start off keeping it secret from ‘Chaos entities,’ as you called them… from people like me.”

      “Yeah, but you’re way more than a Chaos entity. Don’t forget that,” Nash said softly. It was strange how easily he’d slotted into our unit of new Muppet Babies with his paternal authority, to the point where I couldn’t imagine this group without him.

      “I try not to.” She smiled at him sadly. “I guess I’m still coming to terms with the idea that I’m no longer in charge of myself and my life, if that makes sense. I’m Chaos’s property now, when I used to be… just me.”

      Nash put his hand on Melody’s shoulder. “You’re nobody’s property, Melody. And you’re still you. You just have to view your Librarian knowledge like an ability, the way you would my Sanguine ability or Finch’s Mimicry. It doesn’t define you. It simply adds to what you had before.”

      “No touching!” one of the guards barked, apparently remembering they were supposed to be watching us.

      Melody’s expression shifted to one of gratitude as Nash removed his hand. “Thank you, Nash.”

      “My pleasure.” He gave a single nod, while Huntress nuzzled Melody’s calf.

      Heading away from the government-like buildings, we carried on through another labyrinth of residential streets before exiting to a long, stark road that led up a low hill. At the top stood a building forged from a darker stone, with near-black spires and a melee of dark blue glass and black pearl embellishments. It loomed like a grim sentinel, the dark windows acting as cold eyes staring out at its next victims.

      “Kaya, there is no need to incarcerate me. Why go to such lengths when I can walk free whenever I please? I would prefer to have your permission, so we can speak as equals, but if I have to break loose and find you, then I will.” Erebus had started up his charm offensive again, though he’d switched tactics. His assertion that he could wander as he pleased might’ve been the biggest bluff I’d ever heard, and I’d been around a few poker tables in my time.

      Kaya hit him with a look that could’ve frozen the ocean. “You will do no such thing, if you know what is good for you. I have already told you that I will speak with you in due course, but I will decide when that happens, not you.”

      “I know that you still love me.” He gave her a sly smirk. “If you didn’t, you would have stuck a knife in my heart back there at the entrance.”

      If only she had… Then his body might have gone poof and we could’ve begged to be kicked out, too.

      “Perhaps I would have, if I believed it would do any good,” she retorted. “Even so, the thought is tempting.”

      “My radiant angel, I know you must be angry, but if you would just allow me to explain myself. I didn’t have the opportunity the last time I was here, as you well know, but I have thought of all the things I should have said in the interim. Come now, don’t act like this.” He sidled up to her, prompting a guard to shove a spear in his face. Erebus just laughed at the weapon. “Skewer me if you like, Kaya. Bring all your Atlantean weaponry. Nothing can be as painful as being so close to you and having you push me away.”

      I was glad I hadn’t eaten anything in what felt like a millennium, or I’d have spewed my breakfast all over Atlantis’s pristine streets. I looked to Ryann for distraction and wished I hadn’t. She stood halfway between us and Erebus. All the color had drained from her face. Lux clearly wasn’t happy about Erebus’s romantic proclamations.

      Neither was Kaya, who damn near burned her own retinas. “You. Betrayed. Me! How many times must I repeat myself? You whine about the injustices you supposedly suffered, but you lied, you deceived, and you did not act with any speck of decency back then. So do not expect anything from me now.”

      “Sweet, kind, beautiful Kaya,” he purred, undeterred. “You will forgive me in the end. A love like ours cannot be cast aside. I spent centuries looking for someone like you, and then I succeeded, fifty years ago, and every day since that last, unfortunate unpleasantness, I have regretted not clinging to you with everything I had. But let’s not allow that to ruin what we have. Let’s build something new, something permanent, that will make us both happy.”

      I looked over at Ryann-slash-Lux. She’d turned her face away, but her hands were balled into fists so furious her knuckles had gone white. Erebus was skating on thin ice, and I just hoped that when it cracked, it wouldn’t take Ryann with it.

      Kaya glowered with renewed anger. “You can’t fool me again, Erebus. You lied to my father. You lied to the people of Atlantis. You sought to trick us all. Even to contemplate the idea of taking you back would go against every moral fiber within me.” She gave a growl of exasperation. “For the love of Poseidon, I cannot believe I ever fell for this act!”

      “Who needs moral fiber when you have love? That can overcome everything.” Erebus gazed at her adoringly while Ryann’s chest visibly heaved with her breaths.

      Melody nudged me in the ribs. “She’s lying.”

      “Who is?” I whispered back.

      “Kaya.” Melody leaned in. “She still has feelings for Erebus. I can sense them; they’re sparking all over the place. But she’s hurt, too… really hurt. Whatever happened between them hit her hard, and it seemed to affect the Atlantean people, as well. Their pain is her pain, and her pain is their pain.”

      I scrunched up my face in thought. “Well, we know he betrayed her somehow and got kicked out. We just don’t know what he did.”

      “Try and overcome our superior cells, then. See how far love can get you against our wards and hexes,” Kaya sniped at Erebus. I didn’t know if that was a threat or a hope, after what Melody had said. “You will have all the time in the world to think about how stupid you were to come here while you rot in prison. As for the rest of you, I will decide how to proceed in due time.”

      Erebus chuckled. “I am only wearing this neck Cuff to appease you. I can remove it whenever I please.”

      “And if you truly love and respect me, as you claim with all your simpering, you will do no such thing. You will wait until I am ready to speak with you,” Kaya shot back.

      “I would never seek to defy you, Princess.” Davin swept in with his British charm. “My only hope is to pursue your hand in marriage in the proper way, as befitting a gentleman. I know I am not descended from the Primus Anglicus, but there is much more that I can offer you, given the chance—exactly as Erebus means to. Although, unlike him, I respect your need to think about this, and I am only too happy to wait until you are ready to grant me an audience.”

      Offer what, exactly? I had a few ideas, knowing him. But I didn’t even know if it was permitted for a non-Primus Anglicus descendant to enter this race. I guessed that was up to the royals here, if they let Erebus and Davin go ahead with their pursuits. Erebus had a slight upper hand, in that he was forged of Chaos itself, but Davin was crafty. And he evidently had a plan.

      Kaya observed Davin with curiosity. “You would do well to emulate this man, Erebus.”

      “Davin?” Erebus looked like he might explode. “He is the simpering one, Kaya. Do not believe a word he says.”

      “Now, that is telling, isn’t it? It almost makes me trust him more. After all, isn’t the enemy of my enemy my friend?” Kaya smiled darkly. “And he is not unpleasant to look at. Why, I should say he has shown me more courtesy in this brief time than you ever have.”

      Ryann-Lux stifled a snort, which fortunately didn’t draw Kaya’s gaze.

      “You are simply trying to wound me, Kaya.” Erebus pouted.

      “Or perhaps I might take a fancy to one of your… what should I call them? Your followers? Minions?” Kaya gestured at us. “The silver-haired one would fit nicely within our society and has a certain masculine energy that would make women go weak in the knees. Or that muscular fellow over there, though I suspect he already has an attachment. And then there is the somewhat amusing one. There is much to be said for humor in a partner. It can last long after the looks have faded.”

      My jaw dropped. Great… I’m the somewhat funny one. The last resort.

      “Not to mention, it’d really piss Erebus off if you chose me for a private chat,” I blurted, seeing an opportunity to get some kind of upper hand that might help us later. “I don’t know if you picked up on it before, but I’m his lackey. And we really have no idea why we’re here, so if there’s any way you could, you know, not lock us up, that’d be swell. He dragged us here, but we honestly had no idea about his plans. We didn’t even know Atlantis was inhabited.”

      Nash nodded. “And we definitely didn’t know he was coming here to propose.”

      “I’d have given him a talking-to about not harassing women who aren’t interested, if I’d known,” I went on. “I don’t know what he did to you, but we had no choice in coming here. I’m bound to Erebus, and he, in turn, threatened my friends so they’d have to follow wherever I went.”

      Kaya squinted at me. “How can a person be bound to a Child of Chaos? They are not allowed to involve themselves in the mortal world, so you are either lying to try and save yourself, or… you know something that I do not.”

      Hmmm… It seemed Atlanteans had gaps in their knowledge, just as there were gaps in Melody’s knowledge of Atlantis.

      Davin snickered. “Finch knew precisely what he was getting himself and his people into. He would say anything for their sake. He is the Child’s servant, and I assure you, it is entirely possible for a mortal to bind to a Child. It must be done voluntarily, and it was indeed something Finch agreed to, despite knowing it would come with consequences.”

      You slippery little blobfish! “You would know, Davin, since you were in the exact same situation not so long ago.” I couldn’t resist pointing out his hypocrisy.

      “Two servants?” Kaya looked baffled.

      “I am no longer in Erebus’s service, as I was clever enough to find a way out. As such, I had nothing to do with this endeavor of his. I came here of my own accord, purely for you, Kaya.” Davin batted his eyelashes.

      “Only because I told you she existed.” Erebus glowered at his frenemy, apparently feeling less like a friend and more like an enemy at the moment. “Had I not told you of my love for her, and my past attempt to be happy at her side, you would never have known of Atlantis.”

      Davin grinned. “And I have not been able to stop thinking of her mysterious beauty ever since. Yes, you may have given me the idea, but my motivations are pure. I wanted to meet her. I wanted to see if she was everything you said she was, because I had already fallen in love with the fantasy of her. I knew the depth of my feelings the moment I laid eyes upon her. And they are as wonderful and overwhelming as I had hoped.”

      Ugh, give me strength… Although, this exchange shed a tiny light on the previous relationship between Davin and Erebus. If Erebus had told him about Kaya, there’d been some degree of trust between them. Man, it must’ve burned Erebus up inside when Davin double-crossed him with the amulet. People and Children kept trusting Davin, and it never worked out well.

      “Your Highness, if I may,” I cut in. “Davin is a slimy worm who’d say anything to get a ring on your finger and put himself in a position of power. He tried it with my mother—Katherine Shipton.”

      Kaya squinted. “I do not know that name.”

      Wow… you must be the only one who doesn’t.

      “She tried to take over the world by ascending as a Child of Chaos, and he tried to stand by her side, as her lover, so he’d get all the perks of her success. So he and I are nothing alike. Yes, I made a deal with Erebus that forced me into his servitude, but I did it to save my sister’s life, and to save the entire magical world from my psychotic mother. I have no idea why Davin made a deal with Erebus, but you can bet your ass it had something to do with gaining power for himself. That’s all he wants, all the time, at any cost.” The words rattled out like gunfire while Erebus and Davin stared at me in horror.

      Melody jumped in. “That’s why you can trust Finch, and you can’t trust the other two. He made that deal to save everyone, including Atlantis.”

      Kaya lifted her hands. “Stop! I have heard enough from all of you, and frankly, I do not believe any of you. Not Erebus, not Davin, and certainly not Erebus’s entourage. I have not heard of any Katherine Shipton, and if someone really had tried to take over the world, then we would have known.”

      I gaped at her, dumbfounded. “But if you just—”

      She shot me a death stare. “I said, ENOUGH!”

      My mouth snapped shut. She clearly had no idea what went on up top, and no amount of begging would make her listen. At least, not yet. Maybe she really did need time to process what she’d heard. But her unwillingness to hear us out put us in a tight spot. And I’d just irked Erebus for no payoff. That would come back and bite me in the caboose, that was for damn sure.

      “We will proceed to the prison, and nobody will say another word,” Kaya commanded.

      The Atlantean guard returned to shoving us, urging us up the hill toward the monolith of incarceration. As we walked, I stole a glance at Lux. She had her gaze fixed on the back of Kaya’s head, hatred burning in her eyes. She was seething at a raging boil, playing along for some unknown reason. It still seemed odd that Melody hadn’t picked up on any weird emotions, but maybe she wasn’t focusing on Ryann right now, or maybe Lux had installed some kind of emotional dampener. Either way, when was Lux planning to act, exactly? She could have swept in at any moment. That pissed me off royally, especially as I couldn’t unmask her without putting Ryann at risk.

      “Oh dear.” Melody trembled at my side.

      I glanced down at her. “What is it?”

      “This prison… it’s thrumming with Chaos,” she replied, looking terrified. “Deadly curses and hexes will consume anyone who tries to escape.”

      Great. Just when things couldn’t get any worse, we were about to enter the Alcatraz of Atlantis.
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      Oh goodness, oh goodness, oh goodness… Weirdest field trip ever, and it was starting to get dangerous. Well, actually, it had been dangerous from the moment Luke and I left the monastery with Finch.

      The idea of being trapped in a cell set my anxiety to maximum. I had no knowledge in my arsenal that could unravel so many deadly curses at once, not without risking my own decimation in the process. And despite the lack of control I’d felt lately, over my own body and autonomy, I rather liked this skin I was in.

      I cleared my throat. Perhaps a dose of sensible conversation, set aside from this suitor nonsense, would make the princess look upon the rest of us—the supposed minions—with a kinder eye. Davin and Erebus were behaving like wild beasts in rut, and that would make any woman cranky. As one of the few females present, apart from Ryann and sweet, sweet Huntress, I took it upon myself to be the voice of feminine reason.

      “Your Highness, may I ask a question?” I asked politely. My father had taught me to be polite, always. That was the Southerner in him, and so far it had served me well.

      Kaya looked over her shoulder. “That depends on what you wish to ask.”

      “I was wondering if the rumors about Atlantis are true. Are you all descended directly from the Primus Anglicus who escaped persecution to come here?” It felt refreshing to talk about something other than romance. I hoped she might feel the same.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Yes, that is true. Our bloodlines are pure.”

      I wish you hadn’t said that. “Pure” was such an unsettling word, especially in the sanguine sense, which suggested superiority when, in fact, it just meant a closed gene pool. In all of history, such supposed “purity” had led to illness, increased infant mortality, insanity, and inherited afflictions, such as the hemophilia of the British monarchy in bygone days.

      “And how does the monarchy work here, if you don’t mind me asking? Do you inherit the crown? Are you selected by the populace?” I continued, trying to fill some of the gaps in my Atlantean knowledge. Well, there weren’t really gaps—it was more of a complete void.

      Kaya smiled. “You are an inquisitive creature, aren’t you?”

      “I believe in educating myself, Your Highness. I enjoy learning new things, and as there are no books about your beautiful city, I have to ask questions.”

      “The monarchy is inherited by birthright, from the oldest Atlantean bloodlines.” Kaya’s expression relaxed, which pleased me greatly.

      “And yours is the oldest?” I prompted, even if I was probably stating the obvious.

      She nodded. “It is, and I am the latest of that bloodline.”

      “Are you and your family figureheads, or are you also lawmakers?” I noticed the others staring at me, but I ignored them. It paid dividends to learn as much about a culture and society as possible, especially in this case. If we stood any chance of winning the princess’s favor, we had to know as much about her as possible.

      It gave me a thrill to be in the presence of a real-life princess. Sheltered for most of my life by my wonderful, loving parents, I’d never had the opportunity to meet anyone this cool before. A warrior princess of epic proportions, able to silence a Child of Chaos and a wretch like Davin with a single word. I would’ve given my collection of encyclopedias for that sort of gravitas. When people looked at me, they saw fluffy and quirky, not powerful. Then again, that was my secret weapon. People underestimated me because of my appearance, which gave me the element of surprise when I finally unleashed my strength.

      “We are also lawmakers,” Kaya replied.

      “Has that ever caused any friction? I know that in other societies where the monarchy is also the government, there has been unrest. After all, the public doesn’t always know what they might get.” I rambled when I was nervous, and the looming prison made me very nervous. It looked like it had come straight from a Gothic nightmare, and we were about to be locked inside.

      Kaya laughed dryly. “You talk a lot.”

      “Sorry.” My cheeks warmed like two little furnaces. I’d never been able to control the shade they turned when I was embarrassed, much to my… well, embarrassment.

      “It is a valid concern.” Kaya sighed. “We have had less-than-worthy rulers, but my father is fair and just, and I hope to follow in his footsteps. Even so, there are some in the kingdom who would like to see another dynasty on the throne.”

      “Can that happen?” I recovered from my temporary blushing spell.

      “Not while I am alive,” Kaya said firmly. “And certainly not if I marry and have my own child to continue our legacy.”

      “Do you have to be married before you can be coronated?” I asked. If she did, then it stood to reason that she was being forced to choose a husband. If not, then maybe she had more freedom than I anticipated.

      “Ease up there, Columbo,” Finch whispered. But how could I, with this source of Atlantean knowledge right in front of me?

      Kaya’s mouth twisted up into a grimace. “What do you think?”

      “Um… yes?” I gave a nervous smile, though it was nothing to smile about. How awful for her.

      “Then you have your answer. Every fifty years, I am offered suitors. I may reject them as I see fit, unless it comes to a point where I must choose because I am to inherit the crown.” Her eyes glinted with annoyance.

      Every fifty years… I was certain Kaya had mentioned something about it being fifty years since she’d last seen Erebus. Did that have something to do with the suitor round-up? If she could reject them, I supposed it was nothing but an inconvenience she had to deal with every half century.

      “Do men have to marry before they can take the crown?” I kept on even though I had that familiar sense that I ought to be quiet.

      Luke shook his head rapidly. “Melody, maybe now’s not the time for questions.” I understood why he was saying it. He feared my chatter might make the princess snap. Most of the time, when he did that, it was prudent. But I had to delve deeper while she was right here in front of us.

      Kaya ignored him and gave me a severe look. “Again, what do you think?”

      “Um… no?”

      “Very astute, Miss… I do not think you gave me your name.” Kaya looked at me expectantly.

      “Oh. I’m Melody Winchester.” I waited for the customary, “As in those Winchesters?” but evidently my heritage hadn’t reached these extensive depths, which was actually nice. I’d never liked being preceded by my family’s reputation, as it was certainly not all good.

      “Well then, Miss Winchester, are you finished with your interrogation?” Kaya’s features were unreadable, but her emotions weren’t. Irritation, intrigue, and confusion warred inside her. I sensed I was responsible for the irritation, and possibly the intrigue, but the confusion belonged entirely to Erebus. And maybe Davin. He was a very confusing individual, though his motives were fairly simple: go where the power is and ingratiate oneself.

      I thought about shutting up but gambled on pushing a little further. “What are the markings on everyone’s faces? I see you’ve got seven, but most people only seem to have five or fewer.”

      “They showcase our abilities, which are considerable. Almost all of our people are full Elementals, with additional abilities in our repertoires. I have three additional abilities, where others have only one or, indeed, none, if they are of lesser birth,” Kaya replied with surprising willingness. I’d hit a touchy subject with the marriage stuff, I supposed, and this line of questioning was easier to stomach.

      Lesser birth? And who decided that? What made someone “lesser”? And lesser than what, exactly? I had never understood that way of thinking, and I doubted I ever would. But Kaya was making her point very clear—even those of supposedly “lesser birth” still had more abilities than us, for the most part. Finch was more on par, and potentially Nash, but the rest of us couldn’t match up. So it would be very difficult to fight them, if not impossible. Certainly inadvisable.

      “In addition, we are all Sentients,” Kaya continued without prompting. “We do not need to speak to make our Chaos happen or to conjure spells. It all flows from our thoughts alone. I suggest you consider that before you take any foolish actions.”

      Whoa… I’d have to look up Sentients in my mind palace later, but it was hard to concentrate with the prison fast approaching.

      I glanced at the others to see if they were in a similar state of panic. Luke stood close by, his eyes darting as though he hoped an exit might suddenly appear. I worried about him, pretty much all the time. Which was ironic, as his emotions always contained fear. The two of us were a pair of worriers in an endless loop of mutual concern. He put all his energies into keeping me safe, and I feared that one day, that might put him in the line of fire. I didn’t ever want him to get hurt on my account.

      Nash, on the other hand, was remarkably calm, albeit sullen. That wasn’t much of a surprise. It took a lot to rattle our group’s granddaddy. But the subject of his focus made me nervous for him. As we walked, his gaze rested on Erebus and Davin. I understood why. This was likely the closest he’d ever gotten to both of them without one of them trying to kill him. And he, in turn, was thinking of all the ways he could take them down, with this golden opportunity. I wasn’t a Telepath, but emotions went some way toward what someone was thinking. And right now, Nash was filled with vengeance, anger, bitterness, and a touch of hope.

      But Nash was also tense, in a way that had nothing to do with Erebus and Davin and everything to do with our surroundings. I understood that. We’d just discovered an ancient, secret city inhabited by incredible, supercharged people thought to have gone extinct millennia ago. It fascinated me and frightened me in equal measure—considering we’d just arrived at their prison—which was an excellent mix to keep me on my toes.

      Speaking of tense, Ryann had some odd emotions flying around, just the way she had on Eris Island. I didn’t know what was up with her, but I could make some guesses. For example, I’d be inordinately peeved if someone dragged my love interest down to an unknown realm, on a never-ending carousel of missions, not knowing if they might survive. Oh… hang on a second. I shook off any confusing notions of Luke and love interests before their barbs could really sink in. Fortunately, Kaya was there to derail my train of thought.

      “Open the gates!” she called as we reached the towering prison doors. Carvings of dragons and krakens were emblazoned on the solid black doors, which seemed to have been crafted from the darkest marble available. This did nothing to ease my rampant nerves, which kicked up a notch as the gates opened with a spine-chilling screech.

      The Atlantean guard forced us through the doors, and I sensed Luke’s fear growing. He put his hand on the small of my back. I was grateful for that. I needed it; otherwise, I’d have tried to run and gotten myself blasted into pieces. I was an excellent thinker, but I wasn’t much of a runner. Never had been. That was probably another reason my parents had kept me out of mainstream coven life, so I wouldn’t embarrass myself during sports. After causing a multi-child pileup during a sack race when I was six, that was the wisest thing they could’ve done.

      I leaned into Luke as we entered the prison, where we were soundly pushed through a vast entrance hall with an arched ceiling that cradled a chandelier of blackened bones at the apex. It had been fashioned to look like a huge bird’s nest. The kind a mythical harpy might’ve lived in.

      “I’ll get us out of this,” Luke whispered to me. I wished I could believe him, but he couldn’t sense what I did. The energy of this place had stomach-churning intensity, brimming with every kind of protective spell.

      We were marched down an equally Gothic hallway with vaulted ceilings and distorted, dark light that shone through the shadowed sea-glass windows. A few moments later, the guards halted in front of a large silver door with a slotted grate in the middle. Blue-tinged Chaos slithered from Kaya’s body without her even lifting a hand. It just trickled out of her and into the lock. An example of that Sentient stuff she’d spoken about. As the magic did its work, I heard the click echo back.

      One of the soldiers swung the door wide open, while the rest jabbed us in our backs. We stumbled into the room beyond. I’d barely managed to regain my balance, though Luke’s hand had shot out to steady me, when the door slammed shut behind us. As it locked, I noticed ancient runes glowing brightly all around us. They’d been engraved in every inch of the cell, which was nothing more than a massive room, with nothing in it at all. Not even a blanket or a place to… um… relieve oneself.

      Kaya appeared at the central grate. “Do not attempt to escape. You will fail, and you will die. You cannot leave without my permission.”

      Erebus sauntered up to the door. “Except for me.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire. We all knew he was scamming, but one look at Davin made me curious. He didn’t seem as skeptical as the rest of us, which gave me reason to pause. Did he know something we didn’t? Regardless, he looked at Erebus with narrowed eyes.

      “You will stay here, if you ever want me to speak a single word to you again,” Kaya demanded. “I need time to decide what I will do with you all. Until then, I suggest you stay put if you value your lives. Erebus may be indestructible, but the rest of you are not. So it falls to you to keep Erebus in line, or your lives will all be forfeit.”

      A panicked lump formed in my throat. Did Erebus even need Finch and the rest of us anymore? If not, would they really kill us if we failed to control him? Or, maybe worse, rot here for the rest of our lives?

      Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear…

      Something else felt off. I had tried to ignore it, putting it down to Ryann’s nerves, but the longer I sensed her frightening mix of emotions, the more I wondered. Deep within the core of those feelings, an uncontrollable rage had been spewing out—a volatile stream of pure fury like nothing I’d ever felt before. And alongside that, powerful touches of fear and confusion and love, with softer hints of worry, bitterness, and sadness deep beneath.

      It all felt like a lot for just one person’s body.
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      For the first time in a long while, I legitimately couldn’t see a way out. Not unless Lux decided to get involved, or Erebus finally chose to step up.

      Is that a little piggy I see, flying in the sky? No… thought not. I dragged my weary self over to the far wall and sank down, since there were no beds or benches or anything remotely close to comfortable in this cell. Which I guessed was the point of prison, right? It wasn’t supposed to be cushy. But even Purgatory seemed five-star, compared to this stark emptiness.

      “This isn’t good, is it?” Ryann walked over and sat beside me. I gave her a wary look, which made her smile sadly. “Relax, it’s me. Actually me.”

      “You sure?” I leaned close, until we were almost forehead to forehead. A near-literal tête-à-tête.

      She looked directly in my eyes. “I’m sure.”

      “How come the Wicked Witch of the West let you out?” I whispered, pulling back slightly. Erebus was on the other side of the room looking preoccupied with his own thoughts, so I wasn’t too worried about him listening in. The others had dispersed in pairs around the vast cell. Huntress and Nash sat together in one corner and Melody and Luke in another. Everyone probably needed a moment to get their crap together, after what we’d just been through.

      “She’s dealing with some things, so she’s taking a minute to think.” Ryann tilted her head back to stare at the cavernous ceiling, where evil-looking statues peered down at us from the rafters—sea monsters whose faces had worn down over the years, leaving messed-up blobs twice as frightening as they’d probably been originally.

      “How’s it going in there?” I tried not to look at her neck, arched up like that. Not a good idea, when I needed all my attention to come up with some kind of next move. Not a move on Ryann! On getting us out of here… obviously.

      “There’s a lot of rage. More than even she knows what to do with, I think.” Ryann rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t have much control when she’s got the wheel, so to speak, but I picked up on one thing.”

      “What’s that?” I forced myself to look at something else, and my eyes settled on a glowing rune on the opposite wall. If I tried to slam some Chaos into it, would it turn me into a thousand scarabs, Mummy-style? Or maybe just slam me back with some super-painful hex—the kind Erebus had a penchant for.

      “Whatever is going on in Atlantis, Lux can’t reveal herself.” Ryann sighed and lowered her head, giving me some room to breathe. I should’ve been crapping my pants, yet my brain seemed fixated on nicer things. Like Ryann’s neck. All of her, in fact. Maybe the Atlantean atmosphere was getting to me, giving me a dose of nitrogen narcosis.

      “How do you know?” I pressed. She had the insider intel, after all.

      She puffed a breath. “It’s hard to explain. I keep getting these… visions—glimpses into some of Lux’s memories. But they don’t last long, and I don’t always have audio. So they’re not concrete enough to answer any of the million questions I have about this place.”

      I rubbed my tired eyes. “Memories of what, exactly?”

      “From what I can tell, they’re memories of Atlantis.”

      I paused mid-rub. “Come again?”

      “Yeah, I was as confused as you.” Ryann hugged her knees to her chest. “All I can say for certain is, Lux has been here before. She stood in some courtyard with Erebus, and they were having a huge argument about something. She was in a throne room, too, but then she… disappeared. I’m not sure why.”

      “An argument?” An idea burst into my mind. “Was it about Kaya?” I glanced at the princess, who was still hovering around outside the cell, pacing the corridor beyond. A safe distance for us to speak privately, but a tangible presence. For all her warbling about us not escaping and her needing time to think, she didn’t seem to be in a rush to vamoose.

      Ryann shrugged. “That’d be the most obvious reason. I’m guessing these memories are from the last time Erebus was in this city trying to pursue Kaya.”

      “Fifty years ago, right? That’s what Kaya said.” I observed the princess closely. How old did that make Kaya? She’d told Melody she was offered suitors every fifty years as though it’d happened more than once, which suggested she had racked up some serious mileage. But she didn’t look a day over twenty-five. My mind struggled to comprehend it.

      Ryann nodded. “Right. So Erebus must’ve been at the last suitor convention. And Lux found out, clearly. But… it’s strange. I don’t know if Lux had all the details back then.”

      “Details about what?”

      “That Erebus was actually in love with Kaya and wanted to marry her. I get the feeling that Lux didn’t think it was that serious. He might be bluffing, of course, but Lux’s response to what he’s been saying suggests he’s not.” Ryann popped her knuckles, looking worried. “Lux feels as baffled as the rest of us.”

      Only one way to find out…

      “Erebus?” I called, prompting Ryann to grasp my arm in horror.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed.

      “Going straight to the source.” I flashed her an encouraging grin as Erebus deigned to look at me.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “You might want to come a little closer,” I urged. “It’s a sensitive subject.”

      He rolled his eyes, but to my pleasant surprise, actually strolled over. “What is it, Finch?”

      “Question. You know how you came here fifty years ago—was that for the same reason you’re here now? To marry Kaya?” Realization stabbed me in the skull. It was time for the suitor convention again. No wonder he’d been in such a rush to get here. If he’d missed this window, he’d have had to wait another fifty years, not knowing if Kaya had married in the meantime.

      Erebus smirked. “Never you mind.”

      “Did Lux know what you were doing?” I decided to go big or go home.

      His expression darkened. “Now that is definitely none of your business.”

      “But that’s why you’re here again, right? To be part of the suitor offering for Her Royal Snootiness?” I hadn’t actually expected him to answer my question about Lux, but his expression had given away more than any reply could’ve. He didn’t want to be reminded of the wife he already had, not with the side-chick still nearby.

      “Speak of her like that again, and you will cease to be valuable,” he warned. “Actually, perhaps you should stop talking altogether. I am in no mood to answer your questions. This is between Kaya and me, and no one else.”

      I dared one last jab. “Not even your wife?”

      “Do not test me, Finch.” He narrowed his eyes at me, and I lifted my hands in mock surrender.

      “Okay, okay, no need to get your panties in a bunch. I just want to get some kind of grasp on why we’re here, that’s all. You know, since you told us zip.” I felt Ryann’s grip on my arm loosen. I didn’t know if that meant Lux had taken the reins again, or if Ryann was satisfied that I was done asking stupid things.

      “You know all you need to know.” Erebus strode off without another word, returning to his spot by the grate to mope some more.

      Davin stood nearby wearing an arrogant smirk. Or as I liked to call it, his default setting. I shot him a cold look. What did he have to be so amused about, huh? It wasn’t like he was any further into Kaya’s good graces than Erebus, and at least they had some palpable chemistry. Davin only had chemistry with himself.

      “Don’t you know this is a no smirking zone?” I chided him.

      His grin widened. “Not your wittiest remark.”

      “Maybe not, but what’s got you so smug? Do you know something I don’t?” I didn’t know anything, really, so that wouldn’t have taken much. But maybe I could jiggle some intel out of him.

      “Naturally.” He smoothed a hand across the lapel of his suit.

      I stretched my stiff limbs. “Let me guess—you’re having too much fun being the only one with any clue what’s going on. That doesn’t happen too often, does it? It’s usually me with the intel and you trailing after me like a hyena, waiting to snap up the scraps.”

      “You pat yourself on the back all you like, Finch. You won’t get anything out of me.” Davin walked off to the opposite side of the room like a petulant child. He might as well have been singing, “I know something you don’t know, doo-da, doo-da.”

      Nash yawned and plonked himself down beside Ryann and me, with Huntress squirming halfway onto his lap. “You’re barking up the wrong Brit, Finch.”

      “I thought he might’ve had a change of heart, now that he’s pitted himself against Erebus.” I ruffled Huntress’s fur for comfort. There was nothing like a dog to make a person feel grounded.

      My gaze settled on the grate in the door. As if sensing my gaze, Kaya stopped pacing and approached the door, peering through at us like we were some kind of human experiment. Her strange eyes observed the room, measuring each of us from head to toe.

      How do we get you to trust us, Kaya? There had to be a way to win her over. Whatever happened next, we needed her on our side. That would take some time and a bit of my own observation, of her and the people around her. Melody had been right to ask a bunch of questions, no matter how annoyed they’d seemed to make Kaya. The more we learned about these folk, the better. Knowledge was power. And frankly, it was the only weapon left to us.

      A ruckus erupted outside the cell, and Kaya spun around. Footsteps echoed in the hallway beyond, and the princess stiffened with surprise. She glanced back through the grate at Erebus in a state of sudden panic. We found out why a second later, when the door burst open and an imposing beast of a man stormed in.

      He stood well over six feet tall, sporting shoulders that made Luke look like an amateur weightlifter. His curled mane of icy white hair bounced with such vivacity he could’ve been in a shampoo commercial. Well, if he hadn’t been glaring like he wanted to murder us all.

      “This is an outrage!” he roared in a voice that matched his mighty presence. “How dare you return! This is an insult to me and my people, Erebus! Did we not make it clear last time that you are not welcome?”

      Erebus merely gave a half-assed bow. He didn’t even bother to bend at the waist. “King Ovid.”

      “Why are you here?” the king repeated. At least that explained the majesty this guy carried himself with. He really was a Majesty—capital M. “You should not have come back!”

      “I came for Kaya.” Erebus met the king’s gaze.

      Ah, the perils of the father-in-law… I saw a degree of fear and respect in Ovid’s eyes, but there was a lot of obvious loathing too.

      Ovid’s eyes bugged. “She is not for you, Erebus. I know what you are, and so I am showing you due courtesy by not having you thrown into the ocean, but this is beyond the pale. After what you did, you honestly thought there would be no repercussions? You will not have the opportunity to hurt my daughter again.”

      Come on! Put your paternal money where your mouth is! Throw him out! I’d already picked my side. If anyone could destroy Erebus’s human body and eject him from Atlantis, it had to be this behemoth.

      “I do not plan to hurt her.” Erebus gestured toward Kaya, who wisely hung back from the mayhem. “I will not repeat the mistakes I made last time. I have had fifty years to improve not only myself, but what I may offer your daughter. Take this body, for example—it is capable of siring children, in a way I could not before.”

      Chaos help me, if I made the kind of joke I desperately wanted to make, I’d surely get my head swiped off by Erebus. It took everything I had to bite my tongue. There’d clearly been a lot more in that Fountain of Youth than I’d thought. Nudge, nudge, wink, wink.

      “What?” Kaya stepped forward, her eyes wide.

      Erebus smiled at her. “This body is capable of creating a child without killing you. It was forged in the Fountain of Youth specifically for this occasion.”

      Man, some guys will do anything to get some action. I was actually pretty impressed with myself for not launching quip after quip at Erebus’s expense. This was growth if ever I’d seen it.

      “That does not negate the wrongs you have done,” Ovid barked back. “You cannot simply expect me to take you at your word.”

      What, do you want to check under the hood yourself? Ah man, this was killing me.

      Davin swept into the mix. “King Ovid, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Davin Doncaster, and I am also here to ask for Kaya’s hand in marriage. My body is as you see it. I am human, and I wish only to make your daughter happy. I would never do anything to hurt her.”

      Ovid eyed him suspiciously. “How did you know it is the time for suitors?”

      “I was a former servant of Erebus, and I fell in love with the stories of Kaya that Erebus told. I came to pursue her hand because she is as lovely in the flesh as I imagined she would be.” Davin bowed low, giving it the full ninety degrees. “Erebus tried to use me to reach Atlantis five years ago and sought to kill me when I failed him. He didn’t know I had put a failsafe in place as a test, to see if he had any ounce of kindness in him. He doesn’t, as I found out when he let me drown while he watched. But I resurrected myself for Kaya, knowing I couldn’t die until I had won her heart. So I urge you to stand by your morals, because he is not the sort of man that any father would want for their daughter—the kind of man who wouldn’t even offer a hand to a drowning servant who’d served him well.”

      Erebus let Davin drown?! My head spun. I’d presumed he’d done away with himself so he could use the amulet to bring himself back and escape his servitude. But judging by the stunned expression on Erebus’s face, Davin was telling the truth. Erebus had been the one to let Davin die, and that may have been the biggest mistake he’d ever made.

      “You resurrected yourself?” Ovid’s eyes glistened with interest.

      Davin nodded. “I am a Necromancer, but I am also able to revive myself, an ability I sought because I knew Erebus would stab me in the back. I held out hope that he would be benevolent, but he hasn’t a kind bone in his body—neither in this form nor his true form.”

      “You wretch!” Erebus sniped. “King Ovid, do not listen to this cretin. He is nothing but a double-crosser and a traitor. He knew what was expected of him, and he knew the consequences of failure. My actions show the qualities of a fair leader.”

      I needed popcorn for this. Erebus and Davin at loggerheads with one another, vying for the top spot. Ovid seemed to have already made up his mind which horse in this race he preferred.

      “You cannot be trusted, Erebus.” Ovid narrowed his eyes. “You have proven that. Davin’s words only support what I already know.”

      “How can you say that?” Erebus retorted. “I could have broken free of this cell, but I decided to obey Kaya’s wishes. I am better now than when we last met. I ask only for the opportunity to show you my change and how serious I am in this pursuit. I love your daughter, King Ovid. That one fact has never altered.”

      I’d seen Erebus vulnerable before, after the djinn cut their ties with him and took over his otherworld, but this was a different kind of vulnerable. He had set his heart on the table with so much earnestness it was uncomfortable to watch.

      Ovid gave a haughty little harrumph. “Small mercies. I hope you will continue to obey Kaya’s wishes and remain behind bars, because I’d like this prison to be the only part of Atlantis that you see during your visit.” He looked to Davin. “As for you, Necromancer, I will grant your freedom. You intrigue me, and you weave an excellent tale. For that, I will offer you a chamber in the palace, where you may begin your pursuit of my daughter’s hand.”

      What?! Seven jaws dropped, including my own.

      “You are too kind, Your Majesty,” Davin replied.

      “You are not serious.” Erebus’s face hardened.

      Ovid gave a strained sigh. “Unfortunately, I must also accept your proposal as a suitor, Erebus, for the sake of tradition. But I won’t be the one to free you. I leave that to my daughter. She must learn to make difficult decisions, and I hope that she will make the right one.” He glanced at his daughter. “Kaya?”

      She cleared her throat nervously. “Erebus will stay here, along with his group of surface-dwellers.”

      Ah, crap. Why did we get lumped in with him? Couldn’t she have freed us, just to irk Erebus even more? Apparently not.

      “Kaya, no.” Erebus looked crestfallen.

      “I need time to think,” she replied, turning her gaze from him. “This is a lot to absorb, and I have much to contemplate, considering your timing.”

      Erebus frowned. “My timing? What do you mean? I have come at the correct time, when the suitors gather to seek your hand in marriage.”

      Kaya gulped. “I cannot discuss this now.” She left without another word. We’d have to make ourselves comfortable in this creepy old cell, because it didn’t look like we were leaving anytime soon. Not unless Kaya’s frost unexpectedly thawed.

      But her parting words had given me food for thought. There’d been sadness in her voice, which suggested something else was going on. Something even Erebus didn’t know about. But what?

      “Parting is such sweet sorrow.” Davin’s smugness didn’t give me much chance to dwell on my thoughts. He had a free ride out of here, and he wasn’t one to miss the opportunity to rub that in my face.

      “Yeah. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” I muttered.

      Two guards came into the cell and escorted Davin out. He’d be taken to the palace to get pampered, no doubt. That left Ovid standing a little awkwardly in the room. He turned to leave, only for Melody to call him back.

      “Your Majesty, can I ask something?” she said with her usual brand of polite charm.

      He frowned. “I suppose so.”

      “What did Kaya mean about timing?”

      Yes, Winchester! She’d asked the question dancing on the tip of my tongue.

      Ovid sighed. “Kaya must choose a suitor, that is true, but we also have preparations to make for her mother’s Death Day.”

      “Death Day?” I interjected. It sounded fairly straightforward, but I hoped it wasn’t what I thought it was… I felt a twinge of sympathy for the two royals. When had the queen died? No wonder Kaya was in a foul mood. The last thing she’d have wanted, if her mother had died recently, was an old flame to reappear and make things ten times more difficult. But maybe I’d gotten it twisted, and it meant something else entirely.

      Ovid pursed his lips. “An Atlantean tradition that does not concern you. It simply means that Erebus’s presence will only add to my daughter’s strain at this time of great change.”

      He left us on that cryptic note and strode from the cell, the door slamming shut behind him. My focus rested on Erebus, who stood staring at the closed door. His shoulders were hunched, his head slightly forward. And Chaos only knew what was going through that sick mind of his right now.
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      If I could get Melody to transform me into an armored flea, I wonder if I could hop through these wards… An hour had passed, and I’d begun the slow descent into Nutsville, population me. What could I say, sitting trapped in a cell had that effect on me. A cage was a cage, regardless of its size.

      Sorry, Murray and friends. Those jars made for even more cramped conditions, making them the slobbering Pokémon of the Chaos world. And I had no clue where Kaya had put them. Or our belongings, for that matter. The only thing I’d been allowed to keep was my trusty pendant, otherwise known as the Eye of Erebus, which the guards had taken for some inert piece of jewelry. It sucked because I’d had some juicy spells in that bag of mine, courtesy of Mother Dearest’s library. If I could’ve remembered their names, I would’ve asked Melody to search her mind palace for them. Since I couldn’t, it would be like explaining a fragment of a dream to someone or trying to remember an old cartoon that nobody else had seen. But maybe Melody could still help with my transformation idea.

      “Melody?” I sang sweetly.

      She sat nearby, leaning against Luke’s shoulder, looking about as small as I’d ever seen her. Poor thing had clearly never been in any kind of clink. Not unless you counted homeschooling at the Winchester House.

      She looked up at me with big eyes, all frightened. “Yes?”

      “Never mind.” My idea was stupid. And she didn’t seem to be in any state to humor me.

      “What were you going to ask?” Ryann prompted, hugging her knees. Lux still hadn’t come back to the surface. Maybe she’d thought twice about taking control with our whip-smart Empath nearby. She wouldn’t want Melody pointing her out with Erebus in the room.

      I shook my head. “I was being silly, trying to think up ways to get out of here.”

      “Having Melody turn you into mist, so you can slither out the keyhole?” she suggested.

      “Damn. That’s way better than my idea.” Stupid armored flea.

      I turned to Ryann for a moment, wanting to make one hundred percent sure she was really herself. It looked like her. Sounded like her. But I didn’t know for sure. How could I keep her safe when she had a body full of Lux?

      Why did you have to take her? And why did you have to do it before I kissed her? I aimed my thoughts at Lux, though she couldn’t hear. Ryann had broken up with Adam. She’d told me she cared about me. Then my doomed ending syndrome kicked in all over again.

      “Are you okay?” Ryann put her hand on my shoulder.

      “Just… dealing with this,” I replied.

      She frowned. “Which part?”

      “All of it.” I tilted my head back, unable to look at her. It took away from the simple pleasure of talking to her, knowing that a voyeur lurked behind her eyes. A creepy entity observing everything we said.

      “Does some of it involve me?” she pressed.

      Are you really the one talking? I kept doubting every word she said, wondering if Lux was playing puppeteer.

      I shrugged. “Some of your choices, maybe.”

      Her expression frosted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re the smartest person I know, up there with Melody and Astrid. But after everything you’ve heard about me and Erebus, you just ignored common sense completely,” I whispered, keeping my voice low so the others wouldn’t hear.

      “I’m not explaining myself to you again. Like you, I didn’t have a choice.” Ryann sank against the wall, looking wounded.

      “No, our little spy wanted you to think you didn’t have a choice. There’s a difference.” I realized I was shooting the messenger. It was Lux I was really pissed off at. “Sorry… I don’t know why I’m picking a fight. I’m not angry at you—I could never be angry at you. I’m just annoyed with the situation. Annoyed by the gremlin in your head.”

      She softened slightly. “Well, the gremlin isn’t here now. I am. And it’s not the same situation you’re in. Once the gremlin has what it wants, it’ll let me go.”

      Where have I heard that before? Bitter anguish swelled inside me, directed wholly at these Children of Chaos.

      My head snapped toward the door as keys jangled. I guessed the key thing was for show, intended to freak out prisoners, since this entire prison was smothered in magical runes. Three Atlantean guards in full silver armor entered with trays of strange-looking food and set them on the floor. There were pewter pitchers, too, which I hoped had water in them. My throat had gone as dry as the Sahara.

      “Nourishment,” one of the guards said simply. “Eat.” We all stared at them, but they made no move to leave.

      “You’re going to watch us?” I said, getting to my feet.

      The second guard nodded. “You are not permitted to keep these wares. When you finish, we will take them away. And we would not want you to choke. Her Highness insisted we make sure you do not.”

      I shrugged and went to investigate, sitting cross-legged in front of the goods like a schoolkid. The others joined me, with Huntress padding over to the food and taking a cautious sniff. She whined in the back of her throat.

      “Not good, Huntress?” Nash looked to his Familiar for culinary critique.

      The dog sneezed, thankfully turning her head away from the food. Oof, that bad?

      I glanced down at the array. None of it looked familiar, and it definitely didn’t resemble prison food. Instead, we had what looked like slivers of plump, fanned-out seaweed, strips of something that reminded me of dried mummy remains, and spiny urchin shells filled with white stuff swimming in a clear soup, among other Atlantean delicacies. It didn’t exactly get the tummy rumbling.

      “What is this stuff?” I poked the mummified strips.

      “Dehydrated hairy frogfish,” the guard replied.

      I snorted. “Hey, they put Davin on the menu!”

      Even Erebus chuckled at that. Ah, validation at last. Although, he hadn’t moved to partake in our feast. Instead, he kept to the far side of the room and said nothing. Meanwhile, Nash went in for a taste of soup. Everyone held their breath as he warily lifted the spoon to his mouth, as if expecting it to grow tentacles or something.

      “You know what… it’s not half bad.” Nash smiled and went in for another spoonful. I didn’t know if he was messing with us, trying to act like it was Michelin-star stuff when it’d probably make us all hurl, but I was a little intrigued. I laid a piece of seaweed on the tip of my tongue and squeezed my eyes shut before chowing down.

      My eyes shot open a moment later. “Gordon Ramsay’s anger management therapist, this stuff is delicious!” I looked at the guard. “What is it?”

      “Slices of marinated colossal squidweed,” he answered.

      I chuckled, despite everything. “Ah, guys, why did you have to take Davin to the palace? You’ve robbed me of my best stand-up gig!”

      In all seriousness, I’d never tasted anything so good—which just went to show that looking weird as hell didn’t keep something from being insanely tasty. Take me, for example.

      Melody gingerly tried the same dish Nash was devouring, then hummed with appreciation.

      “Did your taste buds get scrambled in the whirlpool?” Luke scrunched up his face, a dried strip of meat sticking out of his mouth.

      “Maybe you need a more gourmet palate to enjoy the finer things in life,” I retorted.

      One of the guards smirked. “The dry-cured snaggletooth can be hard to stomach at first, but most develop a liking for it.”

      “You’re just making these names up.” I eyed the guard. “A snaggletooth? A hairy frogfish? Colossal squidweed? Don’t get me wrong, I admire the creativity, but these can’t be real.”

      Melody nodded. “Actually, they are. There are many unusual species in the deepest parts of the oceans, and those who discovered them gave them equally unusual names. For example, there are coffinfish, vampire squid, gulper eels, and even a creature called the black swallower.”

      Laughter erupted from me. Everyone stared in concern, but I didn’t care. This was too damn funny. We were in Atlantis, which wasn’t supposed to exist, dining on crazily named sea grub as if we were at a five-star Japanese restaurant. How anyone could sit here and not laugh was beyond me.

      The guards exchanged a look, then their apparent leader spoke. “Is he all right?”

      “It’s been a long few weeks,” Ryann replied for me. I was glad it was her. I was so glad. But I worried, too—why was Lux staying under? Was she still waiting to see how far Erebus would go? What would be the moment of total displeasure, the snapping point she’d mentioned?

      “Correction. It’s been a long year.” I wiped my eyes, trying to regain some semblance of sanity.

      Melody raised a meek hand. “Excuse me, sirs. I wonder if you could tell me what’s happening in Atlantis? King Ovid mentioned preparations, but we don’t know why, or what it means for Atlantis. I’m just curious.”

      Very smart, Winchester. She was using their confusion at my laughter to get them to talk. They didn’t seem as prickly as our previous guards; they were more like Atlantean delivery boys, here to bring us this bizarre spread.

      The leader of the trio sighed. “Preparations are indeed being made, as our esteemed majesties—the king and queen—are nearing their Death Days.”

      “Yes, that was the word King Ovid used. A Death Day. What is that?” Melody asked. She gave off waves of trustworthiness with her sweet, innocent eyes, and the guards seemed to buy it.

      “It is the day that an Atlantean’s five hundred years of life come to an end. It is a cause for celebration, though there is always some sorrow, especially when royalty are the ones having their Death Days,” the guard explained. “The king and the queen are nearing theirs. The queen shall die first and the king second.”

      What did I say? Secrets… dark secrets… Although, at least that answered the question of how old Kaya could possibly be. If these folks lived to be five hundred, then she’d definitely had time to add up some considerable years. I mean, five hundred years! Oh, the things I’d do with that much time.

      Luke nearly spat out his gristly strip. “Do you all live that long?!”

      “We do, as long as we are not cursed with poor health or a tragic accident,” the guard replied, unfazed.

      Or murder. I noticed he didn’t mention that. Perhaps the Atlanteans were the only race known to mankind who never killed each other. Or perhaps the Atlanteans were full of BS and were just trying to keep up their utopian appearance.

      “What, their life just happens to end after five hundred years?” I chimed in.

      The guard shook his head. “No, we take a serum upon our five-hundredth day that allows us to drift away peacefully, having lived long and fulfilled lives.”

      So… murder? I held my tongue, not wanting to irritate our keepers.

      “Is that why Kaya needs to choose a suitor this time?” Melody came in with another stellar question. “Presumably, she will take the crown after her parents die. And she mentioned she has to marry before she can become the monarch.”

      “That is true, and yes, that is why she must select a suitor now, when she has not had to previously.” The guard smiled at Melody. “You seem to have a very sharp mind, miss.”

      Luke scowled. “You don’t think us ‘surface dwellers’ are capable of cleverness?”

      “I meant no offense.” The guard looked confused. “In Atlantis, it is customary to compliment a person’s talents. This young lady seems to have a talent for making connections, and I only wished to convey that.”

      “He gets a little testy over Melody. I wouldn’t worry about it,” I said, to diffuse any tension. We didn’t want to get on the wrong side of these people.

      Erebus cleared his throat, providing a timely distraction. Frankly, I was stunned it’d taken him this long to speak. Kaya must’ve really done a number on him. “That is why I hurried so much to come here. This is the last chance I have to be with Kaya. She must choose a husband, whether she cares for him or not. It would be a tragedy if the king and queen were to die and leave behind an unwed princess. Archaic, perhaps, but such is the nature of Atlantis. And I plan to ensure that she marries a husband whom she cares for very much.”

      So he’d known about the deadline, no pun intended. He’d been so pushy because he’d been up against the clock, trying to get here before Kaya picked someone else. What a romantic.

      “How does the selection process work?” I wondered aloud. “Is it just a line-up, and she picks the best-looking? Or are there, like… tasks and stuff? Medieval jousting? Juggling?”

      Erebus grinned. “If you are fortunate, you will see first-hand, as I, Erebus, outdo all the other suitors in the many events that will test our capabilities, and become Kaya’s husband and the Prince Consort of Atlantis.”

      “Won’t that be a bit tricky, being behind bars and all?” I asked coolly.

      “If she does not release me of her own accord, then I will be forced to break loose and partake in the selection regardless.” Erebus gave me a hard look.

      Now I knew my head was really screwed up, because I couldn’t tell if he was bluffing anymore. Did he really have the juju left in the tank to break out of this high-security death trap? He certainly looked confident. And Davin had looked unsure when Erebus had mentioned a jailbreak earlier.

      “Are you finished?” the guard asked.

      “I was just wondering the same thing.” I flashed Erebus a saccharine smile.

      Again, the guard frowned in confusion. “With the food, I mean?”

      “I think we’re done.” Nash nodded, and the guards collected the remains of our weird and wonderful meal before leaving the cell. They left the pitchers of water, after seeing Melody hold on to one so she could pour a glass for herself. The leader clearly had a soft spot for Miss Winchester. And who wouldn’t? She was a fluffball wrapped in goodness, with a gooey center of loveliness. But they didn’t know about the tough streak that showed when necessity called. A fire that nobody ever saw coming.

      “Well, that was insightful.” I leaned back on my arms. “I told you these folks weren’t all they were cracked up to be. Forced suicide? No thanks.”

      Nash chuckled, surprising me. “I didn’t think you’d be satisfied with second place, Erebus.”

      “Pardon?” Erebus’s dark eyes glinted.

      “When the king and queen die, the throne stays with Kaya, the next queen. Meanwhile, you take second place as prince consort.” Nash grinned. “Come on, you’ve got to admit that’s funny. You’re a Child of Chaos, happy to bend the knee to a mere mortal. One who will live for five hundred years, sure, but still a mortal. I guess love really does change everything.”

      Erebus dusted an invisible mote from his suit sleeve. “That does not trouble me in the slightest. You think that is why I am eager to wed Kaya, so I may be Prince Consort of Atlantis? Come now.”

      “Then why?” Luke asked. “What else do you want from her?”

      Erebus shrugged. “You would not understand.” He shot a look at Melody. “And do not think you can read my emotions, girl. I am still a Child of Chaos, even in human form. Do not make me remind you all what I can still do if you irritate me.”

      Then what do you want? What did the Child of Chaos who had everything—power, immortality, cosmic influence—want that he didn’t have? Why had he given up his otherworld, his true form, and the wife he already had?

      Regardless, if Kaya didn’t let him out, and he couldn’t get himself out, then he’d miss this opportunity forever.

      Maybe then you’ll feel what it’s like to lose, Erebus. The prospect would’ve given me huge satisfaction if it hadn’t been tied to my certain death. If he failed, I failed. If this didn’t work out, I could almost guarantee he’d use it as his reason to end me. He’d let Davin drown, after all. Maybe he’d let me drown, too.
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      Night had fallen across Atlantis, and a weak silvery glow shone through the small windows gracing the far wall of our communal cell. I supposed you couldn’t technically call it night, given that this underwater world drew its construct of time from synthetic orbs that hung throughout the interdimensional bubble.

      “They even have stars,” I murmured to Luke, who blinked sleepily beside me. “But the constellations make no sense. They’re entirely made up, from the looks of it. I don’t see Orion or the Big Dipper. They just made random pretty clusters and stuck them on the dome of this bubble.”

      “Hmm?” Luke mumbled back. He’d been fighting sleep for a while, trying to stay awake for my sake, so I wasn’t offended that my chatter about constellations didn’t exactly have him riveted. He never liked to fall asleep before me, preferring to watch over me until the very last moment before he gave in to exhaustion. Meanwhile, I just wanted him to get some rest so he could escape from worrying about me for a few hours.

      I smiled at him. “Nothing.”

      “Okay…” His eyelids closed, and his head slid down the wall, coming to rest on my shoulder. I let him stay there, just happy to have him close. Even if he did snore a little. But that was just an uncontrollable narrowing of the nasal canals, which he couldn’t help, so I wouldn’t hold it against him.

      Nash had also succumbed to Morpheus’s soporific influence. He lay curled on the floor, using Huntress as a pillow. She didn’t seem to mind; she napped comfortably, her eyes closed, ears twitching every so often.

      Meanwhile, Erebus stood at the door, staring through the grate. He hadn’t said much since the guards took the food away. In fact, he’d pretty much been in that same position, like a statue, as if he hoped that if he stayed perfectly still and quiet, Kaya might come back.

      If you weren’t so mean, I’d feel sorry for you. I’d always tried to see the best in everyone, and that didn’t exclude Children of Chaos. But he made it very difficult to see any positives when he continuously put my friends in danger.

      My own eyelids started to feel heavy. Luke and I had a perpetual competition to see who could keep an eye on the other for longer. Usually, he won. But tonight, it looked like I was the victor! A close win, but I’d take it.

      I tilted my head so it lay on top of Luke’s and gazed across the cell to where Ryann and Finch were huddled up in the corner.

      A few minutes later, I gave in to exhaustion. Of course, I didn’t actually remember falling asleep, because nobody ever does.

      “Melody?” a voice whispered.

      Bronze light swirled in my subconscious, creating an imaginary place inside my mind. Not a dream—something different. I’d used similar magic to help Finch when he had a complete mental breakdown on the way to meet Nash for the first time—a private world inside one’s head, safe from anything outside it. Only, I hadn’t created this place. Odette, the Librarian before me, had made it during our handover, shortly after she’d died.

      I knew it well by now. An al-fresco table and chairs that looked out on the Seine, set outside a quaint Parisian café. It was always sunny here, and perpetually beautiful, with bright flowers adorning the café exterior in immaculate hanging baskets. Light played off the water, where the same boats always drifted by, containing the same roster of imaginary people. I never drank the presumably delicious cappuccino that always sat on the table beside me because A, it wasn’t real, and B, I avoided caffeine, as it made me ten times more hyperactive than normal. Which wasn’t good for anyone.

      “Odette.” I smiled at the woman opposite, who was sitting in her usual position. Today, she wore a red dress, her hair styled in an elegant chignon. Her attire was the only thing that changed here.

      “You wanted to see me?” she asked. Odette had given me this place as a gift of sorts, so I could speak to her whenever I wanted to, or needed to, even though the rest of her was in the afterlife now. A connection between the living world and the one beyond, granted only to me. Sometimes other Librarians joined us, attached to this place by the innate ties that would forever bind us. I’d sought advice from them before coming here, and I usually just asked about spells and curses, clues about Atlantis… business things.

      At first, I’d only ever used this place while I slept, because I hadn’t yet had control over my subconscious mind. Over time, I’d gained the ability to tap into the voices of former Librarians without needing this lovely spot on the Seine. But this particular occasion called for a face-to-face meeting, since it wasn’t exactly business I wanted to talk about.

      “I did.” I nodded shyly, wondering how to broach the subject.

      “What troubles you? Has something happened in Atlantis?”

      I sighed. “Sort of.” I didn’t altogether know how this former-Librarian buddy system worked, but Odette usually had an inkling of where I was and what I was doing, even if I hadn’t had the chance to tell her myself.

      “Go on…” she prompted.

      “The thing is… there’s a princess down here in Atlantis, and there are all sorts of archaic traditions surrounding her. She has to be married before she can be queen, and she has to choose a husband, etcetera, etcetera. It’s essentially forcing her into marriage, which isn’t cool. But then there’s Erebus, and he’s in love with her! Well, so he says, and he seems genuine. But maybe I just want to see some kind of redemptive quality in him.”

      “Take a breath, Melody.” Odette offered a reassuring smile.

      I did, sucking air deep into my lungs. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t ever need to apologize. It’s just good to take a breath now and again,” Odette replied softly. I liked having her around as my spiritual guide, which probably sounded selfish. I wouldn’t be here, as I was, if she hadn’t died. But I’d promised to pass on any messages to Remington, though she’d refused. I supposed she didn’t know where to begin, when it came to saying everything she wanted to say to the man she’d loved.

      “So Erebus loves this princess. And she seems to have feelings for him, too. And it got me thinking.” I paused nervously. “As the Librarian, I can’t ever fall in love, and get married, and do all those things people do. I know not all people choose to marry, and that’s great, and maybe I won’t even want to, but… I suppose I always thought I’d have the choice, and that seems to be gone now. I suppose I wanted your advice on the whole thing.”

      Odette gave a small, sad chuckle. “Goodness, I wish you’d come to me asking for a way to turn Erebus into a fluffy bunny. We really are going for the hard questions tonight.”

      “Oh… if it’s too much for you, then don’t worry about it. I just figured because you… uh… were a Librarian, and you were in love, you might have some perspective on the situation. But I realize now how insensitive that was.” I smacked myself in the forehead. “I’m not thinking properly today.”

      “Relax, little one.” Odette reached out and took my hand. “You aren’t insensitive. It’s a natural concern, especially for those of us who are gifted, and thusly cursed, as we are. It just came as a surprise, that’s all, as you’ve never asked anything like this before.”

      I nodded. “I know. I haven’t really allowed myself to think about it before.”

      “Has something happened with Luke? Has he made a confession that got you all worked up like this?” Odette was more or less the only person, besides myself, who knew I adored Luke in a way that I had no right to, being the Librarian.

      It hadn’t started that way. In fact, when my parents first brought him in to look after me, I’d resisted the entire thing, always trying to run away from him. But then I’d realized that he was actually sweet, and kind, and gentle, and my feelings for him had grown from irritation into something like… love in the year or so we’d been together. And that sensation had increased with every dangerous situation we’d survived together.

      I shook my head. “No. You know what he’s like. I’m sure he knows I know he’s got feelings for me, and I’m sure he knows I’ve got feelings for him, but I imagine he thinks he’d be stepping over a line if he actually told me. And I’d be stepping over a line if I told him.”

      “Let me tell you something, dear Melody.” Odette squeezed my hand, and my sleepy synapses registered it as real. “My greatest regret was not taking my relationship with Remington further. We were so very in love before I became the Librarian, with so many plans for our future, and then the knowledge bombarded my brain. And it came with all these rules and regulations, and I listened to them. I obeyed, and I was miserable.”

      “You were?”

      She removed her hand and picked up her coffee, holding it as though she intended to sip. “Utterly miserable. Remington didn’t understand, and he refused to stop seeing me, and kept persuading me that things would work out as long as we were together. In the end, I hid from him because I couldn’t handle the hope he gave me. All that time, I should’ve listened to him. Then, I might have had some happiness that belonged only to me. Not to Chaos, not to this role, not to anyone or anything but me.”

      Her eyes glistened as she stared out over the Seine, where the nib of the Eiffel Tower protruded from the opposite bank’s sunlit Parisian architecture. The whole scene was so picture-perfect, it could’ve been a postcard. I hadn’t thought spectral imaginings could cry, but apparently, I’d been wrong.

      “But at the same time,” Odette continued quietly, “the fact that I loved Remington, despite pushing him away, opened me up to weakness and distraction. And that’s why Katherine captured me, in the end. My love got me killed.”

      “Would you have changed it, knowing how things would end?” I looked down, unsure if that was too much to ask.

      She smiled. “No. I would simply have chosen to have more, and not run from it, since it didn’t matter in the end, anyway.”

      “Do you think I should take the chance?” I gulped. I’d had these feelings for Luke for a while, but I’d never actually contemplated how it might feel to admit everything to him. What would happen next?

      She turned to me. “Loving someone as a Librarian is a double-edged sword. Loving someone regardless of who you are can be a double-edged sword, but it is particularly important for people like us to weigh the pros and cons. So if you really are falling in love with Luke, and you feel it’s not a passing phase, then you need to take some time to consider what you may be getting into. You can’t rush into it.”

      Just then, a passing woman with red hair and startling green eyes stopped by our table. “I say follow your heart, lass.” Sinead O’Rourke was another former Librarian who’d come to our mind meetings a few times. And it looked like the news had spread that something big was afoot with me. “Jesus, Mary, and all the saints, if I could have me time over, I’d have loved with all me heart and never looked back. It don’t do us no good to be lonely, and ours is such lonesome work.”

      “Yes, well, that’s you all over, Sinead. You never took the job seriously,” another voice chimed in, this one from an older woman with neat gray hair. Her name was Betty-Ann Livingston. “You stick to those rules, Melody, and you’ll never go wrong. They are there for a reason.”

      “To suppress us, that’s why!” A third figure came to our table. A beautiful dark-skinned woman called Essie Omoregie. “Where is it written that we can’t fall in love and marry? It isn’t! It just gets put in our heads, no doubt shoved there by some fusty official on the board of Chaos, so we don’t do anything but focus on our knowledge. Well, I say screw unwritten rules and do what you damn well please.”

      Betty-Ann tutted loudly. “No Librarian has built a life with a lover before. No one has dared to break that unwritten law. Why would you suggest such a thing to her?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Essie retorted. “Look where following the rules got us, Betty-Ann. Were we any better off because we were lonely? No, we weren’t. We died anyway, and we died miserable. You more than any of us, though maybe that’s just your nature.”

      I hadn’t expected to cause such a ruckus with my seemingly innocent question. Now, Librarians flooded over the banks of the Seine to come and give their two cents. They seemed to be split down the middle on whether I should obey or follow my heart.

      “I loved in my time, I’ll have you know,” Betty-Ann barked. “But I had the common sense to let him go the moment I became a Librarian. Why drag anyone else through our ordeals, I say. And don’t you go using her as your experiment. No one has broken the law before, so we don’t know what the repercussions may be. Don’t you put that on her for the sake of your own morbid curiosity.”

      Odette raised her hands. “Ladies, ladies, there’s no need to quarrel. Can’t you see you’re upsetting Melody?”

      The others fell silent, the group having swelled to eight Librarians, including Odette and myself. The other six were Sinead, Betty-Ann, Essie, and three others called Lucy Wycombe, Adriana Vasquez, and Mirabelle Beaumont. There were more former Librarians, but not all of them came to these meetings. Some I’d only seen once, while others were more regular visitors.

      “Do ye love the lad, Melody?” Sinead asked.

      I hesitated. “I think I’m falling for him, yes.”

      “But he’s your protector, aye?”

      “That’s right,” I confirmed.

      “So yer probably wonderin’ if he’d even bite, were ye te cast yer line toward him? Or would he keep things strictly business, if ye catch me drift?” Sinead folded her arms across her chest. “I mean, the fella’s besotted with ye. We all know that. But if he’s not said aught, there’s got te be a reason fer it.”

      She’d hit the nail on the head.

      “I do worry about that,” I admitted. “I’m not the only one with rules. I know he cares for me in a way he’s not supposed to, but I don’t know if he’d accept the idea of a… uh… relationship, if it meant putting me in a position of weakness. He wouldn’t want to distract me in a way that might cause me harm.”

      Betty-Ann grunted. “Well, at least someone has some sense. It is best to maintain professionalism, for both of you. And men become so foolish when they are in love. It would put him in harm’s way, too.”

      Odette took my hand again. “You can’t speak for Luke, Melody. The only way you will truly know how far he is willing to go is if you tell him how you feel.” She smiled sadly. “But you need to be the one to weigh the pros and cons. You need to make the choice and decide whether you’re willing to risk possible consequences. You need to be sure you’re willing to weaken your defenses for the sake of love.”

      “For my part, I’d do it!” Sinead crowed.

      Essie nodded. “As would I.”

      “Then you are fools.” Betty-Ann scoffed. “And you’ll make a fool out of her.”

      “You are ever the pessimist, Betty-Ann.” Mirabelle smirked. “Maybe it won’t work out anyway, and there’s nothing to worry about. Or perhaps it does work out and they don’t choose to marry. That is what our unwritten law describes as unlawful union, so what’s the harm?”

      Lucy Wycombe shook her head. “Marriage isn’t the crux of that rule, Mirabelle. It’s true love between two people. Chaos clearly fears that it will addle a Librarian’s mind and leave her vulnerable. Look at Odette. She loved truly, and it was used against her. Love makes us fallible. That is why it’s a rule. We have to be infallible, so we can’t do anything to jeopardize that.”

      “Are ye sayin’ Odette already broke the rule?” Sinead narrowed her eyes with interest.

      “Yes, I’d say so,” Lucy replied.

      “So the consequence is death?” Sinead snorted. “Then love all ye want, Melody, because none of us are gettin’ out of here alive. Smash them rules te smithereens. So what if it makes ye vulnerable? That’s why ye’ve got a bodyguard, te pick up the slack.”

      Odette held my gaze. “Only you can decide what’s right for you. But… it was worth it, for me, to love and be loved. I wouldn’t change that, even if I could have lived fifty more years without it.”

      I jittered nervously. “It looks like I’ve got a lot to think about.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      Somewhere beyond this private pocket, I felt Luke stir on my shoulder. His soft breath tickled my neck, and I sensed his arm around me, pulling me against his chest. It made me smile, though it was a far-off sensation. I liked being held by him. Safe in his arms, I couldn’t imagine any danger strong enough to break through the might of his cuddles. Then again, these past Librarians likely knew something I didn’t. I had to make my own choice. But right now, it was time to wake up.
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      “Are you sleeping?” Ryann peered up at me, her head on my shoulder.

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “Liar.”

      “Why are you awake?” I gazed down at her, doing my usual assessment to make sure it was really her. It was all in the eyes.

      She nestled closer. “Too scared.”

      “Scared?” Instinctively, I put my arm around her. It felt right.

      “Yeah. Scared that if I close my eyes and drift off, I might never regain control of my body. I don’t want to make this any easier for Lux than it already seems to be,” she admitted. “But I’m also scared that you’re right.”

      “Huh?” No one ever told me I was right.

      “That I’ve made the worst decision possible,” she replied. “It feels like it. But it’s too late to turn back now, and I don’t know how to get out of it. See it through to the end, I guess?”

      “We’ll find a way, Ryann. We just need to get Lux out of you.” We were talking quietly so Erebus wouldn’t hear. He still stood on the far side of the cell, perfectly motionless, staring out of the grate like a lemur, his eyes bugging. No doubt he’d expected Kaya to come running back by now, probably in slow motion with a wind machine flicking back her hair, desperate to wrap herself in his arms.

      She chuckled bitterly. “You make it sound so easy.”

      “It won’t be, but I swear we’ll figure it out. Even if I have to go in there myself with a magical thread-picker and cut those ties, one by one.” I pulled her closer, resisting the urge to stroke her hair or something. I had no idea what to do with women; I took most of my cues from bad movies. I’d been just as clueless with Adley. It was like my hands turned into giant hams and my brain to mush.

      “Hold me tighter,” she whispered. “I just want to feel safe for a moment.”

      Okay, that I can do. I wrapped both arms around her and cradled her, resting my lips gently on her hair. Not quite a kiss, but close enough. To be honest, I had no idea how to remove Lux, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I needed to keep the hope alive in her. I needed her to believe she could get out of this. And if I couldn’t do anything, then I just had to pray that Lux was a better person than Erebus, and that she really would relinquish Ryann after all this vengeance stuff.

      “I wish I could sleep, Finch. I’m so tired.” Ryann nuzzled my neck.

      “I know.” There was nothing else to say. Frankly, I had the same fear she did. If she fell asleep, maybe she’d never wake up again.

      The sleepy silence shattered as a face appeared at the grate. I should’ve sensed the weather report a mile away—an incoming southeasterly schmooze, blasting in to wreck our fragile peace.

      “Wakey, wakey, rise and shine!” Davin leered through the bars. “Are we all well rested? I just had the most wonderful sleep in a four-poster waterbed. I can’t even begin to tell you how comfortable it was. All those aches and pains? Gone.”

      “What do you want?” Erebus scoffed, finally breaking his thousand-yard stare. With bleary eyes, I checked the windows. It wasn’t remotely morning yet. A dusky darkness covered the fake sky. Davin had evidently not slept as well in that comfy bed as he’d have us believe.

      Davin smirked. “To gloat, obviously. You are in there, and I am out here. Which puts me one step ahead of you.”

      “It does not put you one step ahead of anything, you ingrate.” Erebus stepped up to the door and slammed his palms against the thick metal.

      “Really? Then why did I have dinner with Kaya, while you did not?” Davin was flexing. “A cozy little affair—just me, the princess, and her divine parents. They wanted to get to know me better and thought it prudent that Kaya learn more of me, too. She seemed rather taken with me by the end of it. Why, she even offered to walk me to my chambers so I wouldn’t get lost.”

      I straightened, and so did Ryann. Meanwhile, the cell’s other sleeping souls came to, sitting up and rubbing their eyes. Davin had been blessed with the gift of gab, but I didn’t know if that dinner had actually happened or if he was just weaving tales to piss off Erebus.

      “You are a liar,” Erebus rasped.

      “No, I am not. Ask Kaya yourself, if she ever deigns to return and speak with you.” Davin grinned, evidently feeling he’d already won. “Although, I wouldn’t hold your breath. Last she mentioned, she has no intention of releasing you. Her father and I made an excellent case for why she should leave you here to rot, and I think we managed to persuade her.”

      “I will watch you drown again, Davin, if you continue lying to me. But this time, I will be holding your head underwater.” Erebus gripped the bars, his body stiff with rage.

      Davin shrugged. “I’ll just come back to bite you in the arse. And I am not lying. I heard what you did, Erebus. Very poor show. How could you even think she would take you back after the trauma you inflicted on her? The Atlantean people lost trust in the monarchy because of you, trust which has taken decades to win back. Even if she once had some semblance of affection toward you, do you honestly believe she would risk upsetting her people again? She loves them more than anything.”

      What did he do?! I wanted to ask, but Davin wouldn’t have breathed a word of it to me, just to be irritating.

      “They… told you?” Erebus’s shoulders sagged.

      “I appear to be King Ovid’s favorite. Of course they told me.” Davin edged as close as he dared. “You will never see the outside of this cell, Erebus. You will not get to partake in the suitor selection, and so you will be eliminated by default. All this work, all this effort… for nothing.”

      Erebus punched the door so hard the whole cell rattled. “She will come back for me! She must come back for me! There is so much we need to achieve, together. She will not forsake me!” He probably wanted to do more than rattle the door, like rattle Davin’s head, for one. But if he couldn’t break out of this cell or the neck Cuff in his limited human form, I doubted he could hurt Davin, either. All the charms on the cell would stop that. Unfortunately, Davin wisely stayed out in the hallway, where he was safe from Erebus’s wrath. Not that he could have entered the cell anyway, but Erebus probably wished he’d been stupid enough to try.

      He’d lost it. All that calm with which he’d been staring at the door vanished in an instant. I gulped, hoping he wouldn’t lash out at the rest of us.

      Davin leaned in closer. “She already has.”

      “You are lying to me to try and irk me!” Erebus hit the door again. “But know this: I have worked too hard, for too long, to let her slip through my fingers. You will not defeat me.”

      “Sorry, but I’m already several steps ahead. Not looking good for you, is it?” Davin sneered. “Why don’t you break out of this cell and show Kaya you mean business? You know, put yourself back in the running. Or… can you not do that?”

      Oh boy… We were about to find out if Erebus had been lying about the gas he had left in his human tank.

      “You despicable, colossal squid!” Erebus snapped. I stifled a snort. It looked like Erebus had picked up a thing or two from my impeccable sense of humor. And Davin looked suitably taken aback.

      “What did you just call me?”

      Erebus battered the door with his fists. “I gave you everything. I gave you power and influence and knowledge, and you used it to betray me. You would not even know Kaya’s name if not for me.”

      “Isn’t that just the most delicious irony?” Davin retorted with a very Davin-esque smile. “I would still be a two-bit charlatan, hawking seances and spiritual readings for a living, if it had not been for our deal. You opened my eyes to what I could be, then you tried to take it from me. Now, you will watch while I take everything from you.”

      “Why don’t you break out and shut him up?” Nash’s voice echoed through the cell, and even Davin fell silent. I stared at him in shock. What the hell was he thinking, goading Erebus like that? It wasn’t as though we could escape. We’d have to deal with his wrath once Davin waltzed away.

      Erebus glared at Nash. “Because… It should be fairly obvious by now.”

      “He can’t,” Davin said smugly. “I have to admit, I had my doubts. But now I know—there is no way to free yourself from that Cuff around your neck. Your human body limits you, and since you don’t have any Ephemeras handy, you would break yourself apart if you tried it.”

      Like my mother did… Haunting images of her cracked, porcelain-doll face permeated my brain. All that black goop oozing out. Only with Erebus, he’d just go back to his true form. Which meant he’d get a swift kick out of Atlantis the moment his human form disintegrated under the pressure.

      “You can’t even break the Cuff?” I blurted out, just to be sure. I’d been dubious about him escaping this uber-powerful prison, but it would surprise me if he couldn’t even get the Cuff off.

      Erebus hung his head. “I do not need to answer you.”

      “So that would be a no?” Davin chuckled. “You have finally hoisted yourself with your own petard, as Shakespeare would say. And now, I have a morning engagement with the princess, so I should return to that delightful waterbed. Don’t hurt your backs on this hard floor, now.”

      He strutted away before Erebus could respond, though it didn’t look like the Child of Chaos had a scathing comeback ready. Nash, on the other hand, wasn’t done with Erebus.

      “You really can’t undo the Cuff?”

      Erebus didn’t turn. “No, I cannot.”

      Then he’s not escaping any more than we are. Back to square one we traipsed. Davin had an exemplary poker face, but what if he wasn’t lying this time? What if they had persuaded Kaya to ignore Erebus, for the sake of her people? Wasn’t it a queen’s duty—future or otherwise—to look out for her subjects first, regardless of personal feeling? I had to admit, it didn’t look too good for him. His romantic pursuit had come to a screeching halt.

      “The gremlin isn’t happy,” Ryann whispered.

      “What?” I looked down at her.

      “The gremlin is furious. That’s why she’s staying under, to calm down. Otherwise she’ll freak out and reveal herself.” Ryann shifted uncomfortably, as if in pain.

      I frowned. “Is she hurting you?”

      “No… it’s just a lot to deal with. I don’t think she’s intentionally hurting me, but all this anger is running through my veins. It’s like I’m on fire.” She gulped, her forehead glistening with sweat.

      I grabbed her hand. “I’m here, Ryann. Focus on my hand. How does it feel?”

      “Solid. Warm. Comforting.” Her breathing slowed slightly.

      “What else?” This was a tactic I used as a kid when the gremlins got too loud. I focused hard on something else, thinking about textures, shapes, sensations, to distract my mind.

      She frowned. “Your palms are rough. Not in a bad way. Like the strip on the side of a matchbox.”

      “That’s good. Keep concentrating on my hand, and my face,” I urged. Maybe Melody could’ve helped her magically, but that would’ve meant outing Lux. Plus, I didn’t know if the charms on this cell would interfere and stop our spells from working. I didn’t fancy trying it out and getting zapped within an inch of our lives. Oh, and, y’know, we still had these cuffs on our necks so magic was out of the question. I kept forgetting about that.

      Ryann clutched my hand tighter. “I think… it’s working.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      We need to speed things up. I didn’t say that out loud, in case it worried her even more. Still, I’d be damned if I let Lux burn up Ryann’s body from the inside out.

      But how could I reveal Lux without causing the Child equivalent of a nuclear explosion, which would take Ryann down in the blast? A subtle weight pressed against my chest. The one item that hadn’t been taken from me. The Eye of Erebus, hanging around my neck.

      I wonder… I had the juice to fill it up, with Nash nearby. But I’d need a diversion to ambush Lux with it—or she would see it coming and skin me alive.
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      Sunrise poked through the small windows of the cell. Well, the fake magical sunrise that was handcrafted by Atlanteans. The rays cut through the dark and hit me square in the eyes. My lids strained upward. I had no idea when sleep had claimed me, but it had. It looked like it had claimed the others, too. They sat in their private corners—Nash and Huntress, Luke and Melody—in perfect serenity. Ryann had stayed nestled in my arms.

      Morning, beautiful…

      “Did you say something?” Ryann murmured, stirring.

      Did I? Tiredness had fogged my brain. I had no clue whether I’d said that aloud or not.

      “Um, no. Just yawning,” I lied. “But hey, you managed to get some sleep.”

      She sat up slowly, stretching her limbs. “Only because of you. I know you always go on about Tobe’s hugs being the best, but yours aren’t half bad. I just had to cuddle right in, and boom, I was out like a light.”

      I looked into her eyes. “And it’s really you?”

      “It’s really me.” She laughed softly. “I guess someone is still processing her anger, after Erebus’s outburst when Davin came by.”

      “He’s got the major hots for this Kaya chick, huh?”

      Ryann nodded. “Looks like it. There’s only one reason a man slams his fists into a two-foot-thick metal door.”

      “Fragile masculinity?” I joked.

      “Okay, two reasons.” She flashed me a grin. “He’s genuinely smitten with this princess, and Davin rubbed salt into what I imagine is a pretty open wound.”

      I looked over at the others again, who were still snoozing. Erebus seemed to be asleep, too, curled up by the door like a dog who’d waited all night for his owner to come home. It made for a strange sight. I doubted Children of Chaos needed to sleep, but human-bodied ones apparently did. A soft snore rattled through his nostrils, and I smothered a chuckle. To be fair, though, there weren’t many people who could put “elegant sleeper” on their resume.

      “Yeah, Davin has a habit of doing that.” I focused back on Ryann. “I ought to be a cured slab of meat, after all the salt he’s rubbed into my wounds.”

      “Dried snaggletooth?” She chuckled. Getting some rest had done wonders for her sense of humor. Or maybe she was just relieved that Lux was still keeping a low profile.

      “Hey, I’m at least a hairy frogfish.” So smooth. I didn’t know why they weren’t giving me awards for my flirtation technique.

      “No, you’re Finch Merlin. And that’s way better.” Ryann smiled up at me, her eyes twinkling in that beautiful way of hers.

      I pressed my hand to my cheek and pretended to be embarrassed. “Stop. You’ll make me blush.”

      She leaned in closer. “You already are.”

      “I’m not!” I protested, though she was right. “Anyway… how are you feeling? Has the burning sensation gone away?”

      “Excuse me?” Her eyes glittered with renewed mischief, while my cheeks turned a shade of red not previously seen by humankind.

      “Chaos on a bike, that’s not what I meant to say! Well, it was, but that’s not the way I meant to say it. I meant, has the anger subsided a bit?” I fumbled, feeling like an idiot. “Because you look better. Not as sweaty.” Oh my days, what was wrong with me? If only Erebus or Lux would put me out of my misery right now.

      Fortunately, she laughed. “You really know how to flatter a girl. First you ask about my burning sensation. Next you tell me that I was a sweaty mess.”

      “I just… want to know if you’re okay.” I sagged against the wall, wishing the spirit of Sean Connery would revisit me, the way it had back at the Winchester House after the ghostly faced map incident. I’d managed such a smooth line that time, but he’d apparently been exorcised, never to return.

      “I’m feeling better.” She showed mercy. “No pain, no sweats. I feel more like me.”

      “That’s good,” I replied awkwardly.

      She lifted a hand to my face and brushed something away, making my skin tingle. “You had some schmutz.”

      “Oh?” My throat constricted. She was so damn close, I could’ve kissed her. “I think you’ve got some schmutz, right here.” Making a bold move, I brushed my thumb across her lower lip. Her gaze intensified to a degree that made my insides all fluttery.

      “I only slept well because I was in your arms, Finch,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. “I’ve wanted us to be close again ever since Lux interrupted us on Eris Island. She ruined our moment back then, but maybe we’ve got another one now. Everyone’s still sleeping.”

      I was having some trouble breathing. “It’s not too soon? You know, because of Adam? I don’t want you to get all confused, and I… Chaos, this is going to sound lame. But I don’t want to be your rebound.”

      “Oh, Finch.” She shook her head in amusement. “I told you, I ended things with Adam. We weren’t right for each other. He loved who I was, not who I am. But you care about me—this me. And I’d already fallen for you by then, and, yes, the timing sucks, but I want to see what’s possible between us. I don’t want you to be my rebound, either. In fact, I’m hoping you’ll stick around.”

      Gathering my nerve, I held her face in my hands and gazed into her eyes. I was about to move closer, determined not to let this moment pass by, when I noticed the tiniest dot of white light in her eyes. At first, I thought it was a reflection, but some deep-rooted sense of unease told me it wasn’t. Anyone who hadn’t spent time looking into Ryann’s eyes wouldn’t have given it a second thought, but I’d become something of an expert of the practice. And this wasn’t her.

      I didn’t know how I’d missed it before. Her lips turned up into a strange smile, and an eerie laugh rasped from her throat.

      “Aren’t you going to kiss me, Finch?”

      I released her face as if it burned. “Lux? Are you friggin’ kidding me?”

      “Oh, come now, things were going so well. And if my husband can get cozy with another woman, why shouldn’t I have a little dabble in the realm of mortal men?” Lux smirked. “I had you going for a second, didn’t I?”

      “You’re sick in the head!” I hissed, not wanting to draw attention. “I thought I was done with sociopaths when I offed my mother!”

      She pulled away and smoothed her hands over Ryann’s hair, as if fixing her mask back in place. “I was merely curious to see if you could be fooled.”

      “It’ll take more than that,” I shot back, fuming. My blood ran cold, thinking of what I might’ve done if I’d leaned in and kissed her. What gave her the right to toy with people like that?

      I’d had enough. I was done being used and fooled and jeered at. It was time to stop being a victim of circumstance and fight back. Starting with the Eye of Erebus and laying Lux out on the table for all to see.

      “Don’t pout, Finch. I’d have thought you, of all people, would be able to see the humor in this.” Lux heaved a sigh.

      “Says you, who’s done nothing but pout since we got here?” I snapped. “Just when are you planning to throw your husband into the center of the earth, anyway? Or are you going to try and win him back instead?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I am biding my time.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s something we don’t have a lot of, so any time you want to get cosmic on his ass, feel free!” I had to rein it in before I attracted Erebus’s attention. But it felt so good to speak my mind for once, instead of measuring my words like an anal-retentive baker.

      Fortunately, the jangle of keys at the cell door prevented me from the repercussions. I’d expected the Atlantean guard with a breakfast round of bizarre delicacies. Instead, Princess Kaya entered with an entourage of soldiers. I doubted she went anywhere without them, which must make using the bathroom an awkward occasion. Did Atlanteans even use the bathroom? Maybe they just excreted from their hidden gills. Melody would’ve given me a sound lecture on biology if I’d said that to her, but hey, it satisfied me to think of them as mutants.

      “Kaya?” Erebus’s eyes snapped open, and he scrambled to his feet. He rushed toward her like an overactive puppy, only to get pronged in the face with a guard’s waiting spear.

      Kaya cleared her throat, avoiding Erebus’s needy gaze. “I have decided to free you all. If I am to be a fair and just leader, I must not allow myself to be swayed by prejudice. And, while I may have good reason to judge Erebus harshly, that does not go for the rest of you.”

      “Kaya, if I may just—” Erebus tried again and got a raised hand from the princess.

      “Do not say another word, or I will free everyone but you. Which I am sure you do not want, considering current circumstances.” She waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. “Good. I would like to learn more about you all, as guests of Atlantis and the crown. However, you are not permitted to leave until I allow it.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Melody gushed, no doubt already envisioning semi-freedom.

      Kaya nodded stiffly. “You are welcome.”

      “Does this mean I may enter the competition to be your husband?” Erebus dared to ask. This time, Kaya didn’t silence him.

      “Yes, it does,” she replied coolly, but her face gave her away. She couldn’t look him in the eyes. Every time she tried, she ended up turning away again, pretending to focus on someone else. And he wasn’t helping, with his eager, excited expression. A faint flush of pink dusted Kaya’s cheeks. It might’ve been the light, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t. She’d had all night to think about this, and evidently, she hadn’t been able to extinguish that old flame.

      I raised a hand, extremely confused by this turnaround. “What, you’re just going to ignore all the stuff you mentioned earlier? Him betraying you, and getting kicked out of Atlantis? You must’ve had a hell of a sleep if you woke up with a total change of heart.”

      “My decisions are none of your business.” She rounded on me. “I have considered this matter at great length and come to the conclusion that it is in my interest to show magnanimity. Besides, I would have him judged by the Atlantean people, instead of acting as the sole judge, jury, and executioner.”

      “Yes, Finch, her decisions are none of your business.” Erebus jittered excitedly, like a little kid on Christmas. Kaya Claus had just delivered the present he’d been nagging everyone for.

      “But why let him be a suitor? Why not put him on trial instead?” I pressed, pushing my luck.

      Her mouth set in a grim line. “There are reasons why a trial is not possible. As such, this will be his trial.” She glanced at Erebus and immediately looked away again. The flush in her cheeks brightened to almost Melody levels of scarlet embarrassment. “Your entourage will be freed, and you will compete against Davin and the other Atlantean suitors who desire my hand in marriage. This is the only favor I will grant you for now.”

      Yep, this is definitely the best we’re going to get. And hey, it beat being a prisoner, right? I definitely wasn’t going to sniff at the chance to be a guest instead.

      “This will be an invaluable opportunity to learn everything we possibly can about Atlantis,” Melody whispered to me. “Including how they’ve stayed out of Librarian knowledge for so long.”

      I could tell that the gap in her intel was killing her. She wanted to fill it up, like soda at a fountain. And maybe, just maybe, she’d be the first Librarian in a long while to add something new to that vast repository.

      “I will warn you,” Kaya went on, “that my father is actively seeking a way to remove Children of Chaos from Atlantis, in any form, since our previous method failed. So your stay here may be shorter than you anticipated, Erebus.”

      And yours, Lux. I felt her bristle at my side, but Kaya had the lion’s share of my attention. She managed to hold Erebus’s gaze for a few seconds, and her mouth parted slightly. Her eyes widened oh so subtly, and her eyebrows lowered in a sad curve. I knew that look. I’d worn it a few times myself, gawking at Ryann.

      Erebus laughed, his enthusiasm undampened. “But I am one of your suitors. Doesn’t tradition state that a suitor cannot be removed from the competition unless they are eliminated in the proper fashion or they forfeit? That would be rather unsportsmanlike, if your father crossed his own dynasty’s traditions.”

      Kaya rolled her eyes, that forlorn expression disappearing. “Nevertheless, he is seeking to have you expelled. I suppose, after all you did, he is willing to make an exception. Besides, you being in the competition is no guarantee that I will marry you. And if my father does find a way to kick you out first, then it will be so long and goodbye. Forever, this time.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to kill him?” Nash chimed in with another jaw-dropping question.

      “Given his nature as a Child of Chaos, that is not possible.” Kaya chuckled at Nash’s blasé attitude, but it sounded forced. As if she wouldn’t have done it, even if it were possible. “And we do not wish to bring the wrath of other Children down upon us, for obvious reasons of safety and security. Having him forcibly removed will be no less satisfying.”

      Nash ruffled Huntress’s fur. “Debatable.”

      “Nash!” I rasped. “Are you looking for a one-way ticket to the afterlife?”

      He shrugged. “I’m just sick of getting dragged from pillar to post by this guy. It’s good to know where everyone stands.”

      “Seconded.” Luke puffed out his chest. “We just spent the night in a cell because of him.”

      “Sure, but we don’t need to go waltzing from the frying pan into the Erebus-shaped fire,” I muttered.

      Serendipitously, Nash’s outrageous question had revealed something intriguing. The Atlanteans had no idea how weakened Erebus was in human form. It surprised me that Davin hadn’t pulled the rug from under Erebus’s ruse, since he knew what was up. But I had no idea what motives he might have for staying silent. Meanwhile, Kaya was clearly trying to hide her lingering feelings for Erebus by pretending she would be happy to have him booted out. I’d heard the fake humor in her laugh and saw her longing looks. But if it were true, she’d have kept Erebus in prison until her father found a solution to remove him. Instead, she was letting him out to join the suitor race.

      Is that because you want him to win, Kaya? She might as well have had a big neon sign flashing YES over her head. She stole another glance at Erebus, and her eyebrows knitted together. Her teeth grazed her lower lip, as if she were remembering a past encounter. It reminded me of the feeling of seeing someone you’d once loved and trying not to convey that those feelings hadn’t quite died.

      “I will spend what time I have here trying to prove my worth to you.” Erebus reached for her hand, only for her to yank it sharply away. She stared at him, and he stared right back. You could’ve cut the tension with a knife. She clasped her fingers together in front of her stomach, rubbing her thumb nervously across the side of her hands. Maybe touching him was a boundary she couldn’t cross without unleashing those old feelings.

      Erebus seemed unfazed. He smiled at her, his eyes shining. Gently, he pressed his fingers to his lips and extended his hand toward her. Like something out of Young Frankenstein, I half expected her to duck away from his smoochy onslaught. Instead, her mask crumbled for a split second. She looked torn, as if she might cry or laugh, or both. Erebus’s face matched it, clearly pleased that his air kiss had gone undismissed.

      “This really is very kind of you, Your Highness. Huntress hates enclosed spaces.” Nash sliced through that tension and showed some courtesy to the big cheese, which she seemed to appreciate.

      “You are welcome. Though if you break any rules, you will land yourselves directly back in this cell. And I will not free you again,” she said. A clear, firm warning. “Now, follow me. I shall have these cuffs removed and show you to your new chambers in the palace. And, Erebus, if you say a word on the way there, I will have you put directly back in this cell… alone.”

      Oh, this will be a treat. Davin would go as green as a hairy frogfish when he found out we were loose, and that his biggest rival was back on the field.
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      Taking a more leisurely stroll through the stunning city, our necks now free of the cuffs, we passed through another labyrinth of pretty streets and gobsmacked stares until we reached a long road lined with huge silver-trunked trees. Swollen white fruit dangled from the branches, and I resisted the urge to make a joke about low-hanging fruit. Instead, I distracted myself with the massive stretch of marble that covered the whole road, leading up to an ornate gate of glinting silver. A twisted metal scene played out on the gateway, depicting sea serpents arching over a swarm of fish-tailed merfolk who raised their tridents against the oncoming monsters. It did nothing for Kaya’s claim that they weren’t hiding all kinds of marine mutations under their robes.

      The gates opened immediately for the princess, who led us up another stretch of marble, this one bordered by an immaculate lawn of blue-tinged grass. Flowers and trees sprang up in perfectly orchestrated diamonds, each species given a spotlight. I saw jet-black berries clustered along spiked twigs of purple bushes, jade-green fronds with tiny pink blooms, and more of those thin trees with the vivid red fruits. There were too many to describe.

      “I need to find out what these flowers are,” Melody cooed. “I’ve never seen anything like them, and there’s no reference to them in my mind palace. They must be exclusive to Atlantis, grown by the horticulturists here.”

      Luke smiled proudly at her. “Maybe you could ask for some cuttings, so you can learn more about them.”

      “Yes!” She grinned with delight. “See, that’s why I keep you around, you beautiful, beautiful man! You’re full of good ideas.”

      Luke looked as if he might combust with happiness. And it warmed this weary heart of mine. Their courtship dance was always interesting to watch, and I hoped it’d one day lead to happiness for the two of them.

      My attention, however, wasn’t on the foliage. No, the enormous building up ahead had captured my entire focus. It put any palace or castle or tower I’d ever seen to shame. The glistening, grainy material they’d used to build it reminded me of a sandcastle, one that had been made by some diamond obsessive. Eleven towers rose up, with one dead center ascending higher than the rest. Actual diamonds were embedded in the stone of that central spire, making the whole thing glitter in the light. The towers to either side held orbs of sea glass in different shades. And at the top of each, statues of sea creatures stood sentinel over the city—seahorses, serpents, selkies, sharks, kraken, and a winged woman with a fishtail at the pinnacle of the central tower.

      “Who’s she?” I asked Kaya, gesturing at the woman in the center.

      “That is Ganymede. She was the heroine of Atlantis—the first of the Primus Anglicus to escape persecution and build this safe haven for her people,” Kaya replied.

      I nodded along. “Did she look like that?”

      “No, of course not. It’s emblematic of all the things she embodied. A woman of all Elements, with the gift of Angelism and Morphing.” Kaya huffed under her breath. Erebus shot me a “you’re a dumbass” look, too, though he’d vowed to stay silent and had done pretty well so far.

      “Angelism? I don’t know that one.” I peered up at the statue as we passed underneath to enter the palace.

      “The gift of inciting good in people, and the gift of performing what were once considered miracles. She could heal anyone, no matter how dire their affliction, and could briefly bring souls back from the afterlife, which she did every year upon what you surface-dwellers call Halloween. But that ability died with her. It has not been seen since.” Kaya gave a little bow to the statue before continuing her stride.

      “That’s a shame,” I called after her and flashed Erebus a pointed look. “You could do with someone inciting good in you.” I made sure to lower my voice, so only Erebus heard me. I wanted to see how far he’d go to obey Kaya’s request for silence, when prodded a bit.

      His eyes strained, as though he were dying to make a comeback. But, to my fascination, he didn’t say a word. He just pressed on, ignoring me.

      If I’d thought the exterior was incredible, I hadn’t seen anything yet. The interior of the palace was silver and marble and gemstones and more of that sea glass. Floral arrangements adorned the enormous entrance hall, and the smell was overpowering—sweet and sickly with a hint of something foul underneath. Like any good perfume.

      A chandelier hung from the ceiling, crafted from what looked like whale bone, which had been polished until it shone like marble. Diamonds dripped down like raindrops, casting rays of light through the air. And the hallways that branched off the main hall were just as opulent, with silver frames surrounding portraits of bygone monarchs and elaborate historical scenes of Atlantis.

      Some of the art showed battles that hadn’t taken place here, though. Huge tapestries hung on the walls, showing warfare on an unknown battlefield that looked definitively like the surface. Chaos sparked from the hands of Atlantean warriors and their enemies. They clashed with open-mouthed fury while Purge beasts ran amok, fangs and claws flashing.

      “Is that what your people escaped?” Melody asked, gesturing to the unusual paintings and tapestries. Luke stood beside her, but he wasn’t looking at the tapestries. Melody was the only work of art in his field of vision. Ugh… did I really just think that? Ryann’s proximity was clearly weakening my brain.

      Kaya nodded solemnly. “The Battle of the Primus and the Secundus.”

      “Come again?” I said.

      “Descendants of the Primus, whose abilities got watered down over the generations, whether by involvement with the magicless or simply Chaos granting less in the way of natural ability. They were the ones who waged war against us, fearing that we would use our greater power to strike them all down. We had the strength, but they had the numbers, and they fought until we had no choice but to flee.” She looked sad. “Sons and daughters turned against their parents, and we Atlanteans would not have survived if Ganymede had not led a contingent here.”

      I wonder how my ancestors avoided being wiped out. The Shiptons and Merlins were as Primus Anglicus as Kaya’s ancestors, but they’d managed to survive. Maybe Kaya didn’t know what had happened in the aftermath, if her ancestors had fled before the war ended. Either way, some Primus had made it through. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been here.

      As Kaya led us deeper into the palace, we came across other Atlanteans. They’d dressed suitably regally, with flowing gowns and silken suits in the Atlantean color palette of blues, greens, and silvery grays. Each dripped jewels, some even stooping under the weight of hefty necklaces and Grecian-style accessories. Keeping up the tradition of the people who’d originally come here, I guessed. And the soldiers wore the same silver chest plates as Kaya’s entourage, designed for male and female wearers.

      “This place is amazing,” Nash whispered, awed. I’d never seen him so impressed.

      It got better, as the hallways gave way to open courtyards with crystalline pools where weird creatures swam under the surface—translucent, wispy white beings who reminded me, a bit morbidly, of drowning brides. Marble sculptures of gods and goddesses stood proud in the courtyards, all their features and clothing painstakingly painted. Though, in some cases, that was no more than a strategically placed fig leaf. And, flanking them, more of those silvery trees provided shade from the orbs that shone down, giving their heat to the world below.

      “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!” Melody chirped, hurrying over to one of the statues. “They’re painted! I’ve never seen one in its true form before. All the statues you see on the surface are usually worn down, or missing limbs, and entirely devoid of color because the color wore off over time. This is what they were supposed to look like!”

      Apparently, in Atlantis, time stood still.

      “It is?” Luke asked encouragingly. I could tell he didn’t actually give a hoot about the statues, but he never failed to show interest in whatever interested Melody.

      Kaya smiled. “Very good, Miss Winchester. Almost nobody knows that. You must be an avid historian.”

      Melody flushed pink. “Mmm, yes, something like that.”

      Luke shifted nervously but seemed relieved that Melody hadn’t caused suspicion.

      “So that Ganymede woman must’ve been your ancestor, then, if she created this place?” I asked, swiftly changing the subject. “You said your family was descended from the oldest line. Is that hers?” I had to admit, this place had me curious.

      “Ah, so you are not merely the jester of this party?” Kaya chuckled. “An astute question, Mister—what was your name again?”

      “Finch Merlin, but Finch is fine. We don’t have to do the ‘mister’ thing,” I replied.

      Kaya’s eyes almost popped out of her head. “Merlin?”

      “You know the name?” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

      “I know it very well, Mr. Merlin.” She stared at me in disbelief. “Your ancestor was the first. The very first. Merlin himself—the primus Primus Anglicus, if you will. What power you would have had, had your bloodline not been watered down. My father will be beside himself when he hears of a Merlin among us!”

      I smiled, realizing this might be the opportunity I’d been seeking to win her over. “Actually, my bloodline didn’t get watered down. My father’s side is Merlin, and my mother’s was Shipton. You remember I mentioned a Katherine Shipton?”

      She frowned. “That name is unfamiliar to me. Perhaps it is a bloodline I am not aware of.”

      “Well, the Shiptons came from the Primus Anglicus, too.” I’d hoped for a bigger reaction, but I could still ride the Merlin name.

      “Is that so?” Kaya continued to stare. “Then you must have very powerful blood. If the Shiptons were indeed Primus Anglicus, they would have bolstered the Merlin power running through you. My father will be very interested to hear this. He may even know the Shiptons, as he knows more of surface bloodlines than I do. I only know Merlin because… well, every magical worth their salt does!”

      “So I’m not just the funny guy.” I grinned, and she smiled back. A good sign of thawing frost.

      “Tell me, what abilities do you possess? I must know,” Kaya pressed. I noticed Erebus gazing at her, slightly irked that I held the bulk of her attention. Who knew, maybe my bloodlines made me a more suitable suitor than him. Ha ha ha, no chance! My heart belonged firmly with Ryann, Lux or no Lux. But at least Erebus had obeyed her request to remain silent.

      I peered at the princess. “You tell me yours, I’ll tell you mine. I can’t read those face thingies, after all, so I have no clue what yours mean.”

      “I am a full Elemental, with Regen, Aquarial, and Remedium abilities,” she replied without hesitation. I supposed someone with their abilities written on their face wouldn’t be shy about sharing them.

      “Huh?” I gave a hopeless shrug. “I know Regen, where folks regrow severed limbs and whatnot, but I don’t know the other two.”

      Melody cut in before Kaya could. “Aquarial abilities mean the control of aquatic creatures, both the ordinary and Purge beast kind, and Remedium abilities allow someone to cure others, but it isn’t specific to a type of healing. Squelettes can fix bones, and Organas can fix organic ailments—blood, muscle, organs, etcetera. But Remediums can do it all.”

      “I am starting to like you very much.” Kaya gave Melody an approving look. “Now, what are you, Finch Merlin?”

      “Well, I’m a full Elemental, with powerful Telekinesis abilities. I’ve also got a way with Purge beasts, though it’s mostly limited to gargoyles,” I said. I decided to leave out the Mimicry, just in case Atlanteans had the same mistrust toward Shapeshifters as surface dwellers. Erebus arched a knowing eyebrow at me but didn’t say a word.

      “Then you must also be a Bestial.” Kaya nodded, as if that was supposed to mean something to me.

      “Huh?” I replied.

      She smiled, and I got another despairing look from Erebus. “It is the ability to control Purge beasts, and sometimes ordinary beasts, though it depends on the strain of Bestial Chaos.”

      “Oh.” Maybe I’d deserved the “idiot” look for not piecing that together.

      “It is a latent ability in some, while it can be more prominent in others,” Kaya went on. “But, my word, I cannot believe you have such a spread of abilities! I did not think anyone on the surface was gifted with so many in this day and age. The Shipton blood you spoke of really must be Primus Anglicus, if it has joined with the Merlin blood and amalgamated like that.”

      I sighed. “You think that’s good, you should meet my sister.”

      “You have a sister?!” Kaya paused, evidently realizing she’d gotten overenthusiastic. “What a shame she did not join you. I imagine I would have liked to meet her. Oh well, I suppose it is enough to meet so many unusual people. We have not seen anyone from the outside world since…” She trailed off, her gaze returning to Erebus. He hadn’t stopped looking at her since we’d left the prison. She glanced away again, the way she kept doing, as if it was too much to actually meet his eyes. It made Erebus smile, having apparently seen something in the action that I hadn’t.

      I’d never seen Erebus act like this around Lux, and I’d been privy to enough of their interactions to know. But did that mean his feelings for Kaya were real, or was this a ruse to win her over? A Child of Chaos and a mortal princess, in love with one another, seemed pretty far-fetched. But Kaya’s behavior was as weird as Erebus’s. And definitely more genuine in its obvious conflict.

      “What did he do last time, to get kicked out?” I decided to go for broke. Erebus hit me with an “I’ll rip your head off” glare, but the poor sucker couldn’t say a damn word. Not without irking the princess and ruining his chance to enter this suitor thing.

      Kaya shook her head. “I cannot discuss it.”

      “Because it’s too painful?” My voice carried a hint of sympathy, trying to draw her in.

      “No,” she replied, a little too fast. “Because you are an outsider, and it is none of your business. So I suggest we end the questions while I have some patience left. We have already tarried too long. Come, I will show you to your chambers later. There is a meeting I must attend.”

      “Meeting?” Erebus finally dared to speak. He’d been quiet all the way to the palace, after all, so he wasn’t exactly breaking his promise. Plus, he probably reasoned this was safe enough territory to make a peep. How much trouble could he get in, asking about a meeting?

      Kaya stared at him with a strained expression. “Yes… it is the suitors’ announcement. Which neither of us should be late to.”

      Way to get out of answering. I had to say, the more I spoke with Kaya, the less menacing and almighty she seemed. And Erebus was definitely her sore spot. Like bringing up an ex and watching somebody visibly flinch. Which I guessed was pretty much what was happening, though she had to look him in the eyes and remember the awful thing he did. Whatever it was.

      Anyway, it didn’t look like I would get my answer now, as she rushed us through the hallways. Everywhere I turned, there were more flowers, and marble upon marble, and silver upon silver. It really was a stunning place, and I wished I had more time to explore thoroughly.

      Finally, she halted before a set of enormous silver doors with two seahorse-shaped handles. She turned one and pushed it open to reveal a grand hall packed to the rafters with burly dudes in rippled chest plates. There were women, too, but they stood on the sidelines with a mix of slightly older-looking men and children, though it was hard to tell how old anyone was in this city. Nevertheless, a fair few of the older-looking women stared at the young bucks with pride in their eyes. They must be mothers, hoping their sons would become the next prince consort.

      “Stay here, where I can see you. Erebus, you wait with your entourage until you are called,” Kaya instructed before rushing to a platform on the far side of the great hall. King Ovid sat there on a throne of driftwood and jagged stone, beside a woman on an equally threatening throne. The queen, I presumed.

      The one whose Death Day was coming up. Why they had to die at exactly five hundred, I wished I knew, but I’d already been warned about asking questions. Nevertheless, that woman was the very reason why Kaya had to choose from this rowdy bunch and pick herself a husband.

      Whatever happened to romance, huh?
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      With Kaya standing between the two imposing thrones, the armor-plated suitors formed an orderly line. Another Atlantean, dressed in vivid green robes, stood on the platform with a huge book in his hands that he could barely hold. Even from our position at the back of the room, I saw his arms shake.

      “We will begin the declarations!” the shaky Atlantean cried in a voice as feeble as his arms. “Step forth, Thebian, general of the Atlantean Armies, son of Ariadne and Euripides.”

      A terrifying block of a man lumbered up the steps toward Kaya and knelt before her, his head bowed. She gave a subtle flick of the wrist, which I guessed meant he was allowed to say his piece. He did so, in a booming voice that shook the ground beneath me.

      “Princess Kaya, most radiant and pristine beauty of this fair city, I offer you, by my troth and my honor, the defeat of these other competitors. I ask for your consideration in the trials to come.” He got to his feet and walked to her, taking her outstretched hand and leaving a lingering kiss there. A little too lingering.

      Kaya cleared her throat politely. “Before you may have my consideration, Thebian, I must see your worth.”

      It all sounded rehearsed, and Kaya wasn’t giving any oomph to her lines. They came out as wooden as the trees in the palace courtyards. After going through this show several times, the poor woman was probably sick of suitors. Only now, she actually had to pick one.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Thebian took a few steps back. Without even lifting his palms, bright yellow Chaos spiraled out of his body and hit a pewter jug on the table beside the king. That had to be the Sentient thing Kaya had mentioned—performing magic without using gestures or words.

      The jug transformed into a long blade with a golden hilt, which flew into Thebian’s hand. He swiped it through the air a few times before transforming the weapon back into a jug.

      “Thank you, Thebian. I accept your offer, and I will duly give you my consideration.” Kaya gave another wave of her hand, expressionlessly dismissing him.

      “What’s that ability called?” I whispered to my personal fount of all knowledge.

      Melody tapped her chin and hummed while she searched for the answer. “It’s a variation of the Magneton ability. Those who possess it are known as Bellators. It literally means ‘warrior,’ but it allows the wielder to transform anything into a weapon. Useful for a general, I’d imagine.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not like they do much fighting,” I whispered back. I was learning all sorts of new things today.

      Thebian bowed to Kaya again before backing off. Another suitor took his place, this one announced as Asclepius. I clamped my hand over my mouth to stop a snicker at the ridiculous name. A few more nondescript candidates ascended the platform and delivered lengthy kisses to Kaya’s hand before performing their strongest ability. By the looks of it, a contest had already begun over who could slobber on her hand the longest. But none of them had my backing. Thebian, at least, had a power I’d never seen before, but the ones who’d come after all had the usual stuff—Elemental abilities, with one Geode and one Glacier.

      “Step forth, Apollo, royal advisor to King Ovid and Queen Verity,” the Atlantean announcer shouted in his thin, reedy voice.

      Queen Verity. The name suited her. And, for five hundred years young, she looked incredible. She had the same strong features as her daughter, with long, curling gray hair that tumbled past her waist.

      Apollo, on the other hand, was the kind of competitor I would bet on. Broad-shouldered and sharp-jawed, he had a nobility to him the previous offerings had lacked. He had slicked-back silver hair, much like Nash’s, and a less desperate demeanor.

      “Princess Kaya, I come to offer myself for your consideration. Having advised your mother and father well these past years, I hope that I may stand at your side as husband, to offer you counsel while you lead our city into continued greatness.” He bowed his head, having made the least simpering speech so far.

      Kaya put out her hand. “Before I give you my consideration, I must see your worth.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Apollo stepped back and stood still. He closed his eyes as black Chaos seeped from his body and wrapped around him in a vortex, concealing him entirely. When the black Chaos dispersed, Apollo was nowhere to be seen. A murmur of confusion made its way through the crowd, until a voice rang out at the back of the room.

      “I am here, Your Highness.” Apollo stood on a balcony above the other suitors, eliciting pleased gasps from the rapt audience. “As a Teleporter, I will be able to take you wherever you wish to go, within the limits of our people’s permitted boundaries. That would be my gift to you.” He wrapped himself back in his vortex of darkness before reappearing directly in front of the princess.

      She smiled. “I accept your offer, Apollo, and will duly consider you.”

      Beside her, King Ovid made a disapproving grunt. Clearly, old Pops didn’t like the idea of his daughter being whisked away to places unknown. Although, how many places could there be in Atlantis, to Teleport to? If he was only allowed to Teleport within “permitted boundaries,” whatever they were, I doubted the king had much to worry about.

      “Gratitude, Your Highness.” Apollo kissed her hand—a quick, chaste peck that didn’t make her recoil—before he backed away to join the others.

      The announcer coughed violently before inviting the next man in line to approach. “Step forth, Faustus, nobleman of the Northern District, son of Bacchus and Hemithea.”

      The gentleman in question breezed up the steps in long, flowing robes and made the most graceful bow I’d ever seen. He didn’t have the heft of Apollo, but he had elegance you’d expect to see in a prince.

      “Your Highness, the future queen of our nation, I ask for your consideration, so that you may be the queen of my heart as well as our city. I will honor you and cherish you as a symbol of the honor and adoration that our people feel for you,” he said, awaiting her signal to rise. When she gave it, he rose like a ballet dancer and swept toward her, giving her hand the most dramatic kiss possible, almost yanking her arm from its socket.

      “Before I give you my consideration, you must prove your worth,” she instructed in a flat tone.

      Without a word, Faustus stepped away from her. Red Chaos swirled around him in fluid ribbons that twisted down like a tornado. As they spun faster, Faustus disintegrated, until nothing but fine mist remained. It slithered along the floor and up into the air before wrapping around Kaya’s hand. Then, it drifted away, transforming into a spray of crystalline raindrops, which made the audience shriek with delight. And, for one last display, the particles swirled together in an orb before exploding outward in a flurry of glistening sparks.

      The red tornado formed from the fallen sparks, putting Humpty Dumpty back together again. Once he was back in his solid form, he bowed to Kaya.

      “What is he?” I asked Melody, slightly stunned.

      “An Elemental variant of a Metamorph. It means he can transform into any Elemental state—so, mist and water, or sparks, or flames, or a plant, that sort of thing,” she replied.

      I arched an eyebrow. “What’s the point of that?”

      “It’s good for spying.” She gestured to the princess. “And monarchs tend to need spies, to prevent enemies from weaseling their way in. It’d be useful for her protection.”

      King Ovid seemed to agree, as he broke into rapturous applause. The rest of the congregation followed suit, to Faustus’s obvious pleasure.

      “I accept your offer and will duly consider you.” Kaya sounded more bored with every suitor.

      You can’t trust a Faustus, Kaya. He’d probably already sold his soul to the devil, to try to win her hand.

      “Step forth… uh… Davin of Doncaster.” The announcer floundered for a moment as he read the name. “Terran magical, and… Apologies, there is no further information.”

      Murmurs susurrated through the congregation. They probably hadn’t expected to see a surface dweller at the suitor convention. A few lips puckered on the sidelines, those of irritated mothers who obviously didn’t like the idea of their prized sons competing against such an unworthy adversary. I couldn’t argue with that. Davin of Doncaster was the worst of the worst.

      Davin strode forward in a fancy new suit, the kind worn by Atlanteans, with a blunt collar and the front buttoned right up to the neck, with no undershirt. Ever the drama queen, he’d naturally wanted to stand out. So rather than the customary color palette, he’d gone for a gaudy violet that gave me major flashbacks to his Necromancy Chaos.

      He knelt on the top step. “Your Highness, I have come to offer myself for your consideration. You do not know me well, but I have thought of you often, in my dreams. And I have come here in the hopes of making my greatest dream a reality—to have you as my wife, and to love and be loved by you. I will never ask more of you, should I be the chosen one.”

      Kaya sighed. “Before I may consider you, I must see your worth.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      He stepped back, and to everyone’s horror, whipped a blade from his suit pocket and drove it into his heart. A few screams echoed through the hall as Davin slumped to the floor, apparently dead. Of course, I knew differently.

      “Davin?” Kaya looked back at her father in panic, but he just smiled. It looked like Davin had already informed the king of what he’d planned to do. Nevertheless, Kaya knelt beside Davin, shaking him gently.

      Purple energy pulsated around the entry wound, and Kaya reeled back. A second later, the knife popped out and clattered to the floor as more purple tendrils crisscrossed over the cut. Davin’s skin knitted back together as though nothing had happened. Silence blanketed the grand hall, everyone’s focus on the dramatic scene.

      Ugh, he’s got them all where he wants them. He probably hadn’t even plunged the knife directly into his heart, since that would’ve taken more time to recover from. All smoke and mirrors to make himself look good.

      He blinked his eyes open a few moments later, a grin playing on his smug lips. “I am a Necromancer, Your Highness. I will use my gifts to keep you safe, even from the Grim Reaper.”

      Nervous applause followed, led by King Ovid, who showed no anxiety whatsoever. By my guess, he’d already picked his favorite.

      “I accept your offer, Davin, and will duly consider you.” Kaya put out her hand to him. He got up and went to her, only to kneel again before taking her hand and placing a kiss on it. Kaya blinked in confusion before a small smile turned up the corners of her lips. Meanwhile, an excited whisper traversed the gathered crowd, and comments like, “How chivalrous,” and “What a charming man,” and “What a sweet sentiment,” hissed in my ears.

      He’s fooling you all! He’s about as chivalrous as my left bum cheek! I couldn’t believe they were buying his bull-crap.

      The murmurs continued as Davin stepped back, everyone clearly smitten with the British backstabber. As long as Kaya wasn’t, everything would be fine. But she did have that little smile on her face, which suggested he’d tickled a few of her fancies.

      “Step forth…” The announcer trailed off as his eyes widened. “There must be some mistake.”

      Erebus pushed his way through the crowd. “There is no mistake. Read my name, as your job entails, or I shall say it myself.”

      Terrified gasps erupted from the gathering. He might have had his human disguise on, but these people clearly knew him. And boy, did they remember him. I saw it on their frightened, disapproving, disgusted faces.

      The announcer trembled. “Step forth, Erebus. Prince of Darkness. Child of Chaos. Son of Chaos and no other.”

      “That is better.” Erebus puffed out his chest and ascended the steps, kneeling at the top. To be honest, that shocked me more than anything we’d already seen. Erebus kneeling for any reason was a sight for sore eyes. “Princess Kaya, my rare jewel, whom I have loved without pause these fifty years, I have come to offer myself as your husband. I pray you will find me worthy to stand beside you and allow me to make amends for the wrongs I have done you and to bring you the joy and happiness and love that you deserve.”

      Kaya stiffened as he approached and kissed her hand, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “Before you may have my consideration, you must prove your worth,” she said quietly.

      “I will, my love.” Erebus didn’t let go of her hand. Instead, he held on tight as he closed his eyes and black smoke billowed from his human form. It seeped into every corner of the hall, eliciting fearful cries from the congregation.

      The grand hall began to change, transforming into a beautiful, verdant landscape that reminded me of Gaia’s otherworld. A waterfall crashed down from a rocky outcrop, while vividly colored birds fluttered across the sky and monkeys howled in the trees of a rainforest that had formed from nothing. The audience looked around, bewildered.

      When Erebus released Kaya’s hand, the verdant landscape disappeared in a bone-shaking blast of shadow that sent shivers up my spine. The grand hall returned to its usual setup, leaving the congregation speechless.

      “I can offer you all the worlds you desire and create anything you want. I can give you power and knowledge previously unknown to any mortal. I will gladly give you all that, and more. It can all be yours, if you just choose me,” he declared.

      There were no nice comments for the E-man, despite the fact that he was obviously the most powerful suitor here. Although, that little display had probably come at a huge cost to his energy reserves. Either that, or he’d been storing some energy up for just this occasion. I heard mutterings of, “He’s dangerous,” and “If he can do that at whim, can you imagine what else he might do?” and “It’ll take a lot more than party tricks for us to forget what he did.” Very few seemed impressed by his stunt, even though he’d literally transported an entire hall full of people to some other place. In fact, the only people who seemed at all intrigued were Kaya—of course—and her mother, who wore a conflicted expression of admiration and irritation.

      Davin sneered at his rival. “It’s not like you to hold back, Erebus.”

      “Who said I was holding back?” Erebus retorted. “I did precisely what I wanted to.”

      “A mirage spell?” Davin scoffed. “That is child’s play. You must be willing to give everything, or you will fall behind the rest of us.”

      Erebus glowered. “That was no mirage spell. I transported this hall to an entirely different plane of reality. I would like to see you try something so complex, instead of resorting to parlor tricks. It is hardly befitting to kill yourself before a princess, simply for shock value. I prefer to let my power speak for itself.”

      I had no idea whether Erebus was exaggerating the complexity of what he’d done. It hadn’t felt like we’d moved to a different plane of existence, but I guessed he couldn’t just admit it was a simple mirage spell to Davin.

      The man himself had no reply for that as Erebus turned back to Kaya. “What do you say?”

      “I accept your offer and will duly consider you,” she replied, her eyes shining.

      “He’s not doing himself any favors,” Nash observed. “These people already despise him.”

      Luke nodded. “If he’d filled this room with gold from floor to ceiling, I’d still hate him.”

      “Who wouldn’t hate that evil worm?” Ryann muttered, but I wasn’t convinced she was the one talking. It made me step closer to her, as if that could protect her from Lux.

      “They don’t despise him,” Melody chimed in. “They… fear him. That’s what I’m getting from most of them. There’s some hate, yes, but it’s mostly fear. They’re scared, and wary of his presence here.”

      A nearby Atlantean shuffled closer to our group. “And rightly so.”

      “Pardon?” Luke glanced at the man, who was tall and stringy, with thinning dark gray hair and beady little eyes.

      “I said, they are right to despise Erebus.” The man extended his hand, which Luke politely shook. “My name is Pandion. I am a royal advisor, though too old and too married to take part in this contest.”

      I saw an opportunity and seized it by the horns. “Pandion? I’m Finch, this is Nash, Luke, Ryann, Melody, and the pesky furball is Huntress.”

      “It is a rare pleasure to meet Terrans. And especially a Terran beast.” Pandion tipped his head in greeting, and I tipped mine back.

      “Since you mentioned it, could you tell us why everyone hates Erebus?” I asked Pandion, in response to his comment. “Our information on that is a bit fuzzy.”

      Pandion nodded. “Certainly. It is important to be knowledgeable on such matters.” He glanced over at the platform to make sure Erebus was nowhere in earshot. “You see, fifty years ago, Erebus snuck into our city and possessed the body of one of our prized heroes, who went by the name of Bellerophon. He used that guise to enter the suitor contest for Kaya’s hand, though he broke the rules somewhat and engaged in several private audiences with her, without her prior permission.”

      “That’s not allowed?” Luke chimed in.

      “Goodness no. It is forbidden to seek out the princess. She must invite you for an audience.” Pandion sighed. “But he must have used Bellerophon’s good name to gain her trust, as he was an honest and worthy soul. In Bellerophon’s body, Erebus wooed the princess and succeeded in the trials.”

      Melody gazed at the advisor. “What happened next?”

      Something bad, I’m guessing. I waited on tenterhooks for Pandion’s reply.

      “Kaya selected Bellerophon and agreed to the engagement. The city rejoiced, as our greatest hero was to wed our greatest beauty. But then, a vision appeared in the throne room and informed our king and queen of the entity who had stolen Bellerophon’s body.” Pandion looked solemn as he paused and wrung his hands.

      I’d bet my last buck that vision was Lux…

      “A vision?” I prompted.

      “An ethereal spirit. A being of pure light. Many think she was an angel, but I am uncertain.” Pandion frowned. “Either way, she revealed the secret to our majesties, and Kaya confronted her husband-to-be. He lied, protesting his innocence, which urged the glowing spirit to blast him with a surge of energy. It tore Erebus from Bellerophon’s body, laying the cold truth bare.”

      Yep, definitely Lux.

      Melody clasped her hands together. “But wouldn’t it be seen as an honor to marry a Child of Chaos?”

      Pandion looked appalled. “Poseidon, no! Marrying a Child of Chaos in their true form is unnatural. We descendants of the Primus Anglicus abide by strict magical laws. One of them states that we must revere and respect the Children of Chaos, as we draw our power from Chaos itself, but we do not consort with its Children.”

      “And there seemed to be a child issue—small ‘c.’” I interjected, remembering that Erebus had mentioned having a fully functioning body now. “Does that have something to do with it?”

      “Certainly. Birthing a Child of Chaos risks killing the mother, and we would never allow anything that put our queen, or future queen, in harm’s way.” Pandion shuddered. “It has never been proven, of course, but we need not delve into unknown territories.”

      So Lux gave the game away, and the Atlanteans freaked because they thought Erebus might kill Kaya if he used her womb as a cosmic petri dish. Just when I’d thought this day couldn’t get any weirder.

      Nash gestured at the thrones. “So I’m guessing the engagement was broken?”

      “Immediately.” Pandion nodded effusively. “King Ovid adapted and combined a number of ancient spells, passed down from the first settlers in Atlantis, to rid the city of Erebus. It also banished the glowing spirit, which is why I do not believe she was an angel. Perhaps a Chaos spirit? I do not know.”

      The Muppet Babies, San Jose branch, exchanged suspicious glances. With Lux hanging around like a bad smell, the idea of a Chaos spirit sounded like a hysterical stretch.

      “A Chaos spirit sounds like a possibility.” Melody gave an encouraging nod. “I’ve heard that Children of Chaos sometimes send them when another Child is doing something against Chaos rules. Or something frowned upon by their cosmic society.”

      Is that true, or did you just make that up to get them off the Lux scent? I observed her closely but couldn’t decide.

      Pandion made a noise of agreement. “Yes, our thoughts exactly.” Apparently, she’d said the right thing at the right time. Our trusty Winchester.

      “Couldn’t she have married the Bellerophon guy instead?” Luke asked suddenly. Spending so much time with Melody had clearly rubbed off on him; he’d started asking pretty astute questions.

      Pandion paled. “Bellerophon did not survive the hijacking of his body. In truth, we cannot be sure whether it was Erebus’s infiltration or the magic used by the spirit to reveal Erebus that ultimately destroyed Bellerophon’s body, but the blame has always been laid firmly at Erebus’s feet.”

      “He died?” I almost choked on my larynx.

      “He did, though it was not an instantaneous death.” Pandion shook his head, his mouth set in a grim line. “He suffered greatly for many weeks as his body slowly broke apart and decayed. None could heal him, not even Kaya herself, though she is a skilled Remedium. It would have taken an Angelist to save him, and we have not had one since our almighty Mother brought this city into being.”

      “The winged fish woman on the top of the palace?” I asked him.

      He squinted at me, affronted. “Do not refer to her as such, but yes, that is her image.”

      At that moment, Ryann squeezed my hand so hard my fingers almost cracked. I didn’t know who held the reins, but I knew who the anger belonged to. Lux was having a fit, finally behaving like the jealous, uber-powerful, spurned wife she was.

      But the death grip on my hand made me realize a terrible possibility—if Erebus had destroyed Bellerophon by hijacking his body, would the same thing happen to Ryann? Or had Lux’s revealing spell done the destroying? She’d borrowed bodies before without any kind of repercussion, but maybe Atlantis had caused an unexpected after-effect. Either way, I needed to find out… but I couldn’t ask here. And that ripped me up inside. These Children of Chaos really didn’t care who died for their petty squabbles.

      “At least I get why the Atlanteans hate him so much.” Nash gave a low whistle. “He tricked their princess, potentially would have killed her with his demon spawn, and murdered their prized hero, all in one go.”

      Melody nodded. “Which begs the question, why on earth would King Ovid allow him to try this contest again?”

      Pandion looked to the ceiling of the grand hall, where a vast frieze had been painted, as if seeking heavenly guidance. “It is tradition,” he replied after a pause. “A mortal suitor cannot be refused, no matter the circumstances. And Erebus seems to have found himself his own human form, capable of creating a viable child that will not kill our future queen.”

      “Doesn’t that break your law?” I asked.

      “It is a gray area, as he is technically human now.” Pandion tutted quietly. “But the people will not be happy if Erebus is chosen, regardless.”

      “And nobody feels the need to, you know, punish him for killing Bellerophon?” Nash asked dryly.

      Pandion looked agitated. “Another gray area. It cannot be proven what caused the decay of Bellerophon’s body, so Erebus cannot be put on trial. Especially as so much time has passed, there is no way to gather evidence of the incident. Besides, we do not have the authority to prosecute a Child of Chaos.”

      The sneaky devil has the best of both worlds. He could enter the suitor race because his body gave him temporary human status, and he couldn’t be prosecuted because, beneath the exterior, he was technically still a Child of Chaos. He’d really thought this through.

      Melody put her hand on Pandion’s arm. “And it is a tragic thing for an Atlantean to die before they reach their five-hundredth year. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      Pandion gave her a charmed smile. “An awful, terrible, agonizing tragedy, especially when it is a hero who falls before their time. Bellerophon had barely reached his hundredth year. Such youth and vitality, taken so soon… and so cruelly.”

      “Basically, Erebus is public enemy number one,” I said. Ryann squeezed my hand tighter, so tightly tears formed in my eyes.

      Lux clearly had a lot to process, and so did I. But at least some things made sense. Erebus had done the worst thing he possibly could have the last time he was here. Of course they hated him. But his human form seemed to be an important factor in his newfound acceptance. An heir was vital for a monarchy, but was it vital to Erebus too, somehow? Did he really need a legacy when he was already immortal?

      Anyway, I had other, more pressing matters to deal with. Such as what might happen to Ryann if Lux stayed inside her body much longer. And how the hell I was going to send word to Harley and the original Muppet Babies to tell them everything I’d learned. I could’ve used Harley’s help right about now. We all could have. Besides, she was probably out of her mind with worry for Ryann and me.

      From here on out, it was us versus them. Mortals versus Children of Chaos. And I needed to make sure I walked out of here alive, with my friends and the girl I loved.
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      What a rare treat, to be in a new world, surrounded by new and exciting people, with a different culture and society than the one we were used to. How many people could say that they had explored unknown territories, unseen by outside eyes for… actually, I didn’t know how long it had been since anyone from the surface had last visited. Maybe never, in the city’s entire history. Erebus didn’t count, at least not to me.

      Three days had passed in our new palace abode, which came with its own carousel of wonders. I had never stayed in a room so splendid, and my parents had taken me to a Ritz-Carlton or two in my time, on special occasions. I had a luxurious chamber all to myself, with an astonishing view across the remarkable city. Luke had the adjourning chamber, connected by a door, which he’d insisted he get on pain of death. Not literally of course, but he’d been fairly firm that he needed a room beside mine. Kaya had been kind enough to fulfill his request. And he’d made a lovely nuisance of himself ever since, always finding a reason to knock on that door and join me.

      “There must be at least a million people in this bubble,” I remarked to him over breakfast on the balcony that jutted from my chamber window. Servants had brought it a few minutes ago. Actual servants! I felt painfully awkward around them, not knowing whether to help or if I was getting in their way. But they were kind enough not to say anything, and just went about their business as if serving another person was the most natural thing in the world.

      “A million people with terrible taste in breakfast food.” Luke groaned as he poked at gray-colored bread infused with seaweed jam. He still hadn’t gotten used to the alien cuisine, though I rather liked it.

      “There must be something you don’t mind.” I picked up my bowl of clear soup—I believe top chefs called it a consommé—and sipped delicately. The rich umami flavors warmed my tummy.

      He pulled a face. “I’m trying, but it all tastes fishy to me.”

      We’d been attempting to keep ourselves busy beneath the watchful gaze of the guards who followed us everywhere. They made it difficult to meet up as a group to discuss what Erebus was up to. As such, we were still no closer to figuring out why he was so eager to marry a mortal princess. It couldn’t simply be about emotions, or the L-word. Children of Chaos, I was swiftly learning, rarely did anything without complex, selfish reasons.

      “Speaking of fishy, what do you make of Ryann’s behavior?” I’d wanted to bring it up for a while, but something always got in the way—guards poking their noses in, or Kaya summoning us to get to know us better, or simply not having the privacy to discuss it.

      Luke set down his fork and knife, his food untouched. “What do you mean?”

      “Haven’t you noticed her acting strangely? She sort of drifts off mid-conversation whenever Erebus and Kaya are in the room, and she follows them around with her gaze. And don’t even get me started on the barrage of emotions coming off her. There are so many, and they’re so at war with each other, it’s hard to believe one person could contain so much… volatility.” I sipped my consommé again. “If she were a chemical reaction, she would have blown a hole in this palace by now.”

      “Maybe she’s just nervous. Or she’s annoyed about Erebus bringing us down here, since his success with Kaya relates to how things turn out for Finch. If he doesn’t win her hand, Finch dies. That’s my guess, anyway,” he replied.

      “Hmm…”

      He smiled. “You’re not convinced?”

      “I wish I could plonk you in my head for a moment, so you could feel what I feel.” My cheeks heated when I realized what I’d said. “In terms of Ryann, I mean. It’s hard to explain to someone who isn’t an Empath. If Harley were here, maybe we could make sense of it, but since it’s just me, I’m struggling to put the pieces together.”

      Luke picked up his cup and took a sip of the strong herbal tea favored by the Atlanteans. According to them, it had potent healing properties, and it appeared to be the only thing Luke could stomach. “Okay, let’s try and piece it together—you and me. What do you think is going on with her? Give me your worst-case scenario.”

      “That’s just it.” I sighed in frustration. “I have no idea. It could be that she has a hex on her, one that’s jiggling all her angry spots. Or maybe you’re right about Finch and Erebus, and she’s just furious that Erebus might kill him after everything he’s done for that ungrateful brute. I guess that would explain why she keeps staring at Erebus and Kaya, but the emotions don’t match up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if it had something to do with Erebus succeeding, you’d think Ryann would be happy when he and Kaya get close. But the emotions coming off her when they do are… anything but. It’s the most intense rage I’ve ever felt.” I drained the last of my soup and sank back in my chair, totally at a loss.

      Luke turned his head and gazed out at the sparkling city. “Maybe she’s angry at the thought of Erebus finding happiness. Even if Erebus wins Kaya’s hand, it doesn’t mean Finch is off the hook. And we’ve seen the two of them recently—something has definitely changed between Finch and Ryann. She could be furious that Erebus might still kill Finch, robbing her of her own happiness while achieving his own at Finch’s expense.”

      I took a sip of my own tea. “Why does that make sense?”

      “I’m not as green as I am cabbage-looking, as my mother used to say.”

      I chuckled. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I know you aren’t stupid, but I’ve found it so hard to see any logic in Ryann’s behavior. And then you say that, and it starts to look a little clearer. I get a bit envious when someone else has answers I haven’t been able to come up with.”

      “No offense taken.” He basked in the false sunlight that shone across the balcony. And my goodness, he looked handsome in that light. All chiseled and manly and… I needed to focus on something else. I didn’t have time to work through the pros and cons the way Odette had suggested. Not yet.

      “On a lighter note, Kaya seems to have taken a liking to our motley crew.” We’d been frequent guests in her private wing of the palace, invited to tea and all sorts of fancy things. I’d never seen so much cutlery I didn’t know how to use, but Kaya had taught us quickly enough.

      Luke looked back at me. “How could she not, with you there? I’m sure she’s glad for some intelligent company, instead of fawning guys who can’t do anything but drool over her. I’m not one of them, by the way,” he hastened to add.

      “It is useful for getting her on our side,” I agreed. “We can use that later, hopefully, to try to win a way out of here. I’d have suggested you flirt with her and get our freedom that way, but since you said you’re not interested, I suppose that isn’t in the cards.” I couldn’t resist teasing him a little. Kaya had commented a lot about how attractive he was, which should’ve made me jealous. Instead, it just opened my eyes more widely to his appeal. Strong and stoic, yet gentle and kind. There was nothing more attractive than that.

      He laughed stiffly. “You would be happy if I did?”

      Is he… fishing?

      “Um… no, I don’t think I would be. Though, we don’t have to worry about that, since you don’t intend to do any flirting.” My teasing had backfired, and now I felt all foolish and fumbly, as if my tongue were no longer my own.

      “Never.” He held my gaze, and my cheeks reddened further. “Have you tried talking to Ryann directly?”

      I shrugged. “I have, but she hasn’t been very forthcoming with Erebus around—that’s why it’s so odd. It’s like she’s scared of saying the wrong thing around him.”

      “How about Finch?”

      “He hasn’t said much, either.” I steeled myself. “But I won’t let that stop me from getting to the bottom of this. Hopefully, I’ll be able to sense more of Ryann’s errant emotions now that Erebus isn’t going to be around as much. If she’s calmer without him, that’ll suggest you’re on the right track.” I was desperate to change the subject. “He only has a few days to woo Kaya, so all his attention will be on that. You know, organizing dates and events, sending her trinkets—whatever can win him an invite to that one-on-one dinner she mentioned.”

      From our own private moments with Kaya, we’d learned more of what this suitor race actually entailed. It started innocently enough, with each suitor vying to gain an intimate dinner with her. She could choose a few to grant that pleasure, which would then lead to harder tasks. Then again, perhaps this first task was the trickiest of them all, because they couldn’t rely on brute strength or magical prowess. They could only rely on their personalities and charm, which was something a person either had or didn’t.

      You have it. My mind drifted off to a joyful place, with Luke front and center in my thoughts. It amused me that when we’d first met, I’d thought him the dullest person in existence. Once I’d gotten to know him better, I’d realized that what I’d taken for a boring personality was actually professionalism. Which had lessened as our relationship had moved from bodyguard and client to friendship. And then to… well, I didn’t dare to speculate.

      “Speaking of events, we should get a move on.” Luke downed his tea and stood, holding his hand out to help me from my chair. I took it, reveling in the coarse feel of his palm against mine. The sign of a man who’d worked hard his entire life contrasted with the pillowy softness of my hand, which had only ever been sheltered.

      “I forgot!” I cried, suddenly painfully aware that I was a scruffy mess in my pajamas, my hair sticking up like a bird’s nest.

      He chuckled. “You’ve had a lot on your mind, but that’s why I’m here. Your bodyguard and secretary, all rolled into one.”

      “You’re more than that,” I blurted out, surprising us both. “You’re… um… my partner in crime. My compadre. My amigo. My friend.” I was babbling again. And I wasn’t saying anything close to what I really wanted to say.

      He looked at me oddly. “I can still make sure you’re where you need to be, even as your… compadre. And, right now, we’re supposed to be helping with the preparations for Verity’s Death Day.”

      “Queen Verity,” I corrected. “You wouldn’t want to get that mixed up, or it’d be ‘off with your head!’” I shrieked the last phrase in the most alarming voice I’d ever produced, somewhere between a banshee and a strangled cat.

      Luke laughed. “I’m going to speak with the kitchen. I think they put something in your bowl of goop.”

      “Don’t you find it odd that they celebrate the death of someone who isn’t actually dead yet?” I wandered across the balcony, even though we were on a tight schedule. We’d arranged to meet Finch, Nash, and Ryann downstairs at ten o’clock Atlantean time, and it was already half past nine.

      Luke came to stand with me. “Really odd… but at least it’s beautiful.”

      I looked out over the city, where the entirety of Atlantis was preparing for the Death Day, right into the farthest reaches where the fake sunlight barely touched the houses. The celebrations were due to last a whole day, complete with feasts and shows, fairs and competitions, dances and music. Stages had been set up in the many squares, and stalls were arranged along the streets, with delicious scents wafting up even to these lofty heights. The Atlantean people wandered around below in warmer colors than normal—reds and yellows, purples and pinks. Not a jot of blue or gray or green in sight. And, already, I heard a tune drifting up from the exquisite labyrinth of buildings—a haunting melody that brought a tear to my eye.

      “We could walk through the city later, if you want,” Luke suggested. “I might not be game for any of the feasting, but I wouldn’t mind seeing how these Atlanteans celebrate. And if that music is anything to go by, I’d like to hear some more, in the thick of it all.”

      I smiled at him, my heart swelling. “I’d like that.”

      “Then you should probably dress, so we can plough through the preparations and see what Atlantis has to offer in the way of… what’s that word again?” He grinned, making my heart flutter uncontrollably. He had the most beautiful smile, but he didn’t smile as often as I would’ve liked. Another side effect of his constant professionalism.

      “Fun?” I chuckled.

      He feigned relief. “That’s the one!”

      “Give me five minutes and I’ll be ready.” I gestured to the adjoining door.

      “I’ll give you ten,” he replied. I didn’t know whether he’d slept particularly well, or the celebratory spirit had somehow permeated his system, but he was in the best mood I’d seen him in for a long while. And I wasn’t about to question that.

      As he disappeared into his chambers, I padded over to the fully stocked closet on the far side of the room. The first time I’d seen it, my jaw had dropped. There were racks upon racks of Atlantean finery, with every accessory a person could ask for: shoes, necklaces, earrings, bracelets, rings, cloaks, and even a tiara that caught my eye. I didn’t know what royal protocol was in regard to tiaras, so I didn’t dare wear it. But I certainly intended to make use of the rest of the lovely items.

      Choosing a long gown of maroon silk to fit the celebratory color scheme, I dressed as quickly as I could. It felt like a second skin, the skirt flowing fluidly around my legs while the capped sleeves made me feel slightly less self-conscious about wearing something so… regal. In fact, I almost lost my nerve when I looked in the mirror. But I forced myself to just go with it, knowing I’d never leave this closet if I didn’t.

      Oh my… I didn’t recognize the woman staring back. I wasn’t sure I’d ever thought of myself as a woman before, though I supposed I was. All my life, I’d been protected, wrapped in cotton wool, as if I might break if I were allowed to do what I wanted. It had stunted me somewhat, keeping me childlike even though I was way past childhood. I’d never held it against my parents, but in a way, my dress sense had been my only form of independence. My one rebellion. And this dress was much more grown-up than anything I usually wore.

      I didn’t know when I’d started wearing eclectic outfits, but I remembered walking into a thrift store at age fourteen with my mom and deciding I would wear whatever the heck I pleased. She’d tried to steer me toward more ordinary, “fashionable” items, but I’d always refused in favor of my own style.

      Mom, if only you could see me now.

      I plucked a silver clip embedded with rubies from the splendor, figuring that it matched the color of the gown well enough. Then I walked to the vanity, which sat in the corner of the closet, and looked at the array of cosmetics set out on a tray. Eyeliner and glitter, with maybe a dash of lipstick from time to time, were about the only things I knew how to use. Still, I was determined to make an effort, in the name of Queen Verity.

      First, I scraped back my hair and stuck the clip in. Somehow, it worked, creating a sort of messy, chic updo that I hoped looked French. Odette always looked chic in our meeting place, though maybe that was part of the afterlife deal—you always got to look good.

      Now what? I didn’t recognize the Atlantean products, aside from a pot of red stuff that I guessed was meant for the lips. Dipping my finger in, I brushed some across my lips. Instantly, they darkened to a bitten red, one which showed no sign of budging when I tried rubbing it off. But it actually suited me. Again, very grown-up, which felt like strange new territory for me, but not awful. So I was going to chalk it up as a win.

      Another pot sat on the tray, with a picture of an eye carved into the silver lid. I’d already come this far, so I unscrewed the lid and looked inside. A shimmery kind of gel sat inside. Gingerly, I dunked my finger into it, marveling at the cool sensation. It reminded me a little bit of snail mucus, which might’ve sounded gross to some people, but snail mucus had remarkable healing properties.

      Leaning close to the mirror, I dabbed the shimmery gel on my eyelids and sat back to observe the effect. It looked like another success. The shade glittered subtly on my lids, lighting my eyes and giving me a fairy-like quality. A bit of my usual style, to go with this brave new world of red gowns and lips.

      “All good in there?” I heard through the door to Luke’s chambers.

      I gulped. “I think so!”

      The door opened, and footsteps sounded in my bedroom. “Well, come out and let me see the damage.”

      I rose from the stool and grabbed some flat shoes from one of the racks. I may have delved further into the grown-up world than ever before, but I wasn’t about to put on a pair of heels for anyone. I slipped the flats on when I reached the closet door, using the frame to steady myself. Luke stood directly in front of me in the center of the room. He froze as his eyes widened. I wasn’t entirely sure, as I wasn’t close enough, but his pupils looked dilated.

      “M-Melody?” he stuttered.

      “I look stupid, don’t I?” I lowered my gaze, feeling clownish with my painted lips and fancy gown.

      He shook his head slowly. “No, you don’t. You just… don’t look like you. Well, you do, but like a… different version of you. It surprised me, but I promise, you look… amazing. I mean, you always do, but you’ve got a… um… sparkle about you. Is that the word? Man, you don’t look stupid, but I sound stupid.”

      I scuffed my shoe against the plush carpet. “You don’t sound stupid.”

      “I’m so used to seeing you in your normal clothes. This is… seriously, what’s wrong with me?” He gave a nervous chuckle. “What I’m trying to say is, you look good. Like a movie star, if that’s not a super cheesy thing to say. But that doesn’t mean you don’t look good in your normal clothes. You do. They suit you. They’re innately you. And that’s better than any dress, as far as I’m concerned.” He fidgeted through the last few sentences, as if he had no clue what he was saying.

      I smiled. “I’m glad you like both versions of me. I like both versions of me, too. I never get to feel grown-up. It’s an interesting change.”

      “Well then, alternate Melody Winchester, would you care to join me for the Death Day preparations?” He put out his arm, and I noticed his hand shaking slightly. Was that a good sign? I fought the urge to read his emotions, since I’d been training myself not to do so automatically, especially with him, for privacy’s sake. But I still hoped it meant something good, even though I probably shouldn’t have. I still hadn’t decided whether I wanted this to progress into something more. Until I had a firm decision, it was probably easier if I pretended to be oblivious. Which was difficult when he was looking at me that way.

      I took his arm and let him lead me from my chambers. Together, we walked through the hallways of the palace, drawing admiring stares from the passing Atlanteans. Now that a few days had passed, the locals had grown more used to us, resulting in considerably fewer stunned expressions and more widespread tolerance of our presence.

      A short while later, we arrived in the entrance hall where we’d arranged to meet the others. Ordinarily, flowers swarmed this place, but the palace staff had upped the ante, so now entire walls were covered in delicate blooms. Ribbons and bunting crisscrossed overhead, with notes of well wishes hanging from the ribbons on squares of white silk. Brand-new statues of sea creatures and Ganymede had been installed, just to let everyone know that this was a very special occasion indeed.

      The others were waiting by the staircase. The moment they saw me, they gasped.

      “Good lord, Melody!” Nash exclaimed. “I feel like I should snatch a cloth off one of these trays and cover you up.”

      I felt crushed. “Is it too much? I didn’t know how to dress.”

      “Ignore Grandpa over there.” Ryann came to my aid. “You look incredible.”

      I evaluated what she was wearing and relaxed a bit. She wore a dress similar to mine, though hers was golden yellow, with an elaborate necklace at her throat. Her hair was curled, with bejeweled slides slotted into her fair locks.

      Finch nodded. “She’s right, you do. And Nash wouldn’t know fashion if it slapped him in his plaid-loving face.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her,” Luke said quietly, my arm still entwined with his. “Not the Nash part, but the incredible part.”

      Ryann stepped up to me and took my arm from Luke’s. “Come on, what do you say we stylish belles go and wow some Atlanteans? And we’ll see how pale we can make Nash while we’re at it.”

      I put my feelers out for her emotions, though I knew it was an invasion of her privacy. I’d tried not to do it so often, but with her emotions so erratic and alarming, I felt I had a duty to use my Empath abilities. Oddly enough, I felt normal excitement, with a subtle undercurrent of sadness. So maybe Luke had been right after all.

      “Okay. Lead the way.” I smiled at her, feeling calmer.

      This was an opportunity that I couldn’t miss. I mean, how often did people celebrate the death of someone who hadn’t died yet?
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      As far as actually helping went, we proved to be pretty useless. Though, it was worth it just to watch Melody try to carry a massive statue of a stingray without tripping over the skirt of her gown. As the knight in shining armor that I was, I obviously didn’t let her suffer for longer than was comically necessary before I went to take the statue out of her hands.

      “Why does anyone wear dresses?” she complained, dusting off the silky fabric. “This one is pretty, of course, but completely impractical! What if someone chased me, huh? I might as well not bother running. I’d be caught in seconds. Maybe that’s why dresses were invented, to stop women from running away. Another contraption to oppress us!”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think you’re supposed to run in it. Dance, maybe, but I don’t think anyone’s expecting you to do a hundred-meter sprint. The only race going on here is the romantic kind, for Kaya’s hand.”

      She fixed the shiny clip back into her hair. For a moment, she looked crestfallen. “It’s stupid, isn’t it? I feel stupid. I shouldn’t have worn this. I got all excited about it, and now… I feel like a little girl who raided my mom’s wardrobe.”

      “But you don’t look like one,” I said softly. “It might not be practical, but you look amazing. So amazing that Luke might need to have his eyes popped back in. He hasn’t stopped staring at you. In fact, I saw him trip over one of the servants who was picking something off the ground, because he couldn’t take his eyes off you. Honestly, it was perfect—slapstick at its finest.”

      Her expression relaxed, and a giggle bubbled from her mouth. “I wish I’d seen that.”

      “I wish I’d filmed it.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “Relax. We’re not even remotely helpful here, so just sashay around, get a feel for how that thing is supposed to move, and enjoy the dress.”

      “Thanks, Finch.” She smiled. “I meant to tell you, you and the guys look pretty good yourselves.”

      I stuck a finger in the tight collar around my neck, which felt like a noose. “I’d agree with you if this weren’t so damn itchy. I feel like it’s trying to strangle me to death.”

      “Well, sashay around, get a feel for how it’s supposed to move, and enjoy the suit.” She flashed me a mischievous grin. I probably deserved that.

      “Touché, Winchester. Touché.”

      Pandion appeared with Nash, Ryann, and Luke in tow. Huntress prowled along at Nash’s side, wearing a red ribbon around her neck as if she were about to run a circuit in front of a board of judges. She clearly didn’t like accessories any more than Nash or I liked our suits, though Luke seemed at home in his. If someone gave him an earpiece, he’d have been in his element.

      Speaking of earpieces… The ones Astrid had given us back at the SDC had conked out the moment we’d set foot on Eris Island. Not surprising, considering outside comms had always fritzed there. But Kaya had also had her guards take them from us, along with my mother’s spells, when they arrested us. Another line to the outside world I couldn’t use to contact my sister, if they even would’ve worked down here. I doubted it.

      “Honored guests.” Pandion bowed. “You are all invited to the palace’s official dinner, to revere and celebrate the divine Queen Verity.”

      “Now?” I replied.

      “Indeed.” Pandion gestured toward the nearest hallway. “Why else would the princess have requested you dress in formal attire?”

      I shrugged. “So we didn’t embarrass her, I guess. I thought everyone was just getting gussied up for normal palace stuff. Let’s face it, I don’t think anyone here has ever heard of casual Friday.”

      “I have no idea what you just said. Nevertheless, if you would care to follow me.” Pandion walked off, leaving us no choice but to follow. We passed more brightly dressed Atlanteans, some of whom actually tipped their heads at us. News had obviously spread that we were guests of the princess and had to be treated with a degree of respect. It beat being marched through the city with spears at our backs.

      Pandion took us all the way to an enormous ballroom, where hundreds had gathered and were sitting at long tables adorned with huge sprays of flowers.

      “These are your seats.” Pandion gestured to a circular table off to one side, which looked to have been set exclusively for the five of us. They’d even put out a small bench so Huntress could join us at table height instead of having to sit below, begging for scraps.

      “Didn’t Kaya want us to mingle?” Our table was literally the only “private” one. A.k.a. the outcast table.

      “She thought you might be more comfortable dining apart from the others, to avoid unwanted stares and excessive interrogation.” Pandion gave another jaunty bow, then left us to it.

      I took a moment to appreciate our surroundings. Music was playing from a full-fledged orchestra, with bizarre instruments that were both familiar and not—twisted conch shells bigger than a person, with strings strung across the natural dip in the center. The musicians slid silver bows across the strings to create violin-like melodies. A cluster of them played what looked like ocarinas made from the carapaces of some sea creature. Others played flutes crafted from huge razor clams and spiraling twists of coral. There were drums, too, and a trio of selkies in a glass Bestiary box which had been brought in for the occasion. They sang such a haunting tune that many of the guests had already started to cry, raising their glasses in honor of the queen.

      No sooner had we sat down than servers brought food to the table, placing a startling variety of dishes onto a raised circular platform in the middle. Luke immediately turned green.

      “I’m going to be a skeleton by the time we leave this place. If we ever leave,” he whispered, trying not to look at the food.

      My mouth was already watering. The food was weird, sure, but the smells—man, what a potent aroma. The good kind. A waft of something garlicky, mixed with the scent of the broths and soups and sauces. There was a hint of something spicy, too—a peppery kind of smell. And an unusual sweetness, somewhere between lemon and caramel.

      “Do you just not like seafood in general?” Nash asked Luke as he dove into the stew, ladling out a bowl for himself and one for Huntress.

      Luke put a hand on his stomach. “No, I don’t. Not any type. Ever.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to start liking it.” Nash put on his best dad voice. “When I was a kid, we ate everything put in front of us, or we’d be eating it for breakfast. I don’t like to see food go to waste.”

      “Here, hold your nose and try this.” Melody used a pair of tongs to pick up a chunk of something baked in salt and put it on Luke’s plate. We all watched with amusement as he grabbed his knife and fork with grim determination and broke off a smaller piece. He squeezed his eyes shut as he lifted it to his mouth and started to chew. His expression went through a series of emotions as he munched—from disgust, to surprise, to hesitation, before settling on a look that was almost pleased.

      “Well?” Ryann prompted, chuckling softly. I glanced at her, my heart all kinds of aching. Ryann had come back—the real her—in spits and starts over the last few days, and she was the one sitting beside me now. I knew for sure, now that I knew to look for those tiny white dots in her eyes. I hadn’t told her about the kiss Lux had tried to trick me into, but it weighed heavy on me that the piggybacking Child of Chaos had used her like that.

      This is supposed to be a celebration. Start acting like it! My brain gave me a swift kick to prevent me from wading into wallowing territory like a miserable hippo.

      Luke smiled shyly. “It’s… edible.”

      “Palatable,” I corrected. “We’re in a fancy place. Got to use them fancy words.”

      “Whatever the word, at least I won’t starve now.” Luke helped himself to more of the same dish while the rest of us followed suit, loading our plates from the delicious smorgasbord.

      I took a mouthful of the hearty stew and sank into a state of nirvana. Richly spiced with warming herbs and the Atlantean equivalent of garlic and onion, the creamy sauce coated my lips in buttery goodness.

      “I wish every day was Death Day.” I dipped grayish laver bread in the stew and gobbled it up, the carbs making everything ten times better, as carbs always did.

      “Finch!” Ryann jabbed me in the ribs. “You can’t say that!”

      I smiled. “Sorry, but this food is incredible.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Nash agreed. “Might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten!”

      He laughed in a way I’d never seen him laugh and downed half a glass of the reddish fizz that the waiters kept liberally pouring for the hundred or so guests in attendance. This was the third glass I’d seen him drink so far. And I swear, his eyes twinkled like he was… dare I say, tipsy.

      “I don’t think that’s normal juice, you know.” I put on my best dad voice.

      He giggled. “I know!”

      His drunken chuckles were cut short when King Ovid rose from the head table, positioned on a platform along the back wall. The music stopped, and the selkies ceased their somewhat chirpy song, giving the king the floor. Queen Verity sat beside him at the center of the table, with Kaya to one side and a melee of other royals flanking her.

      “Thank you all for gracing us with your presence on this, my wife’s Death Day.” King Ovid held a glass of that red fizz in his hand. “To honor her, I would like to take a moment to speak of the woman I have loved these past four hundred years, whom I consider my partner in all things.”

      I noticed Kaya look away, taking a shaky sip of her drink. I hadn’t considered how hard this day must be for her. When the day ended, she’d lose her mother. And soon after, her father. We hadn’t been given specific details about King Ovid’s Death Day, but Pandion had said it wouldn’t be too long after his wife’s. Perhaps it was bad form to mention another Death Day with one already underway.

      “As you all know, my Verity has been the beating heart of our mutual reign, offering kindness and generosity to the people of Atlantis. Her charity work, in rebuilding our world’s infrastructure and ensuring that all are given equal opportunities, is well-documented. There are so many sitting here now who would not have been granted such positions had it not been for her tireless pursuit of further education for all, regardless of station. And she is the one who kept pollution from our city by implementing the Jetstream System and outlawing other modes of transportation after the first wave of pollution-related illness struck Atlantis,” Ovid went on.

      Ah, so those bubble pods are the way these people get around.

      “We owe so much to this woman. I, more than anyone.” Ovid turned and held his glass up to her. “Without your guidance, your kindness, your love, and your intelligence, I would not be the king I am today. And our city would not have achieved the greatness that it has since you first came to my side, as my wife, four hundred years ago. We have done much, you and I, and I hope we will be reunited in the afterlife so we may have our peace and rest at last.” His voice was thick with emotion. He seemed to be having some difficulty with this. After all, he was giving a eulogy to his wife, while she was sitting right there. And come tomorrow, she wouldn’t be.

      Kaya clutched her glass tighter, obviously struggling. Picking up her napkin, she twisted in her chair and dabbed it at her eyes. She was trying to remain happy and in the celebratory spirit, but this was clearly a bitter moment for her. She was basically saying goodbye to the woman who’d given her life. I might not have understood that, since I’d been all too happy to wave my own mother off to the gates of Hell, but Verity wasn’t Katherine. Kaya loved her mother. This had to be killing her.

      “Why five hundred years, do you think?” I whispered to Ryann.

      She frowned. “I’m not sure.”

      “Do you think their long lifespans are natural? I mean, I’m Primus Anglicus, and so were my family, but they definitely didn’t live five hundred years. None of them did, even the ones who weren’t picked off by my mother.” I toyed with my own flute of red fizz and took a sip. It tasted sweet, like apple juice mixed with tart berry. Now I got why Nash had drunk so much of it.

      Melody leaned in. “It must be some kind of powerful magic. A lifespan like that isn’t natural. Even the original Primus Anglicus—the very first—only lived a few hundred years, but that gift of extended life faded with each generation.”

      “Whatever they’re taking, I want some.” Nash hiccupped.

      “I think you’ve had enough.” I flashed him a look. “You’re going to regret it.”

      He shook his head. “I know how to hold my liquor. Don’t you worry.” He blinked, growing suddenly, hilariously, serious. “But we really should try and get our hands on the recipe for whatever’s giving them these long lives.”

      “I agree.” I gave him an appreciative nod. “We could sell that stuff for a fortune.”

      “Finch!” Melody gaped at me in horror.

      I put up my hands in mock surrender. “I was joking! Obviously.” I wasn’t, but I quickly abandoned the idea after seeing the appalled looks on everyone’s faces. Even Huntress gave me a withering tilt of the head. It wasn’t like I wanted immortality for myself… I just, maybe, wouldn’t have minded making a quick buck.

      As the speech continued, with Ovid listing all of Verity’s good deeds and the audience clapping when appropriate, I turned my attention to Davin and Erebus. It was easier to observe them in a crowd like this, where they wouldn’t think anyone was watching them. Not us, anyway. They were seated together at one of the long tables, with the rest of the potential suitors. I noticed Davin lean over to Erebus and whisper something, which brought a smile to Erebus’s face. It got me worried.

      “We need to keep an eye on Davin and Erebus,” I said quietly to the rest of the group.

      Luke patted his now-full belly. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” I sighed. “Those two have a history. Erebus even told Davin about Kaya, which means they were close once, in a way Erebus and I have never been. That should serve as a major red flag.”

      “What do you mean?” Ryann picked up her glass of fizz and brought it to her lips, but apparently thought better of it and returned the glass to the table.

      “I don’t think they’re just enemies, even though they make out like they are. I think they might also be friends, in some weird, messed-up way. After all, they’ve both stabbed each other in the back over the years, and maybe that cancels out, somewhere along the line, allowing them to be all buddy-buddy again.” Erebus turned to Davin and said something, which made Davin lift his glass and clink it with the Child of Chaos’s. Yep, very worrying.

      “What’s that got to do with us?” Luke arched an eyebrow.

      “Everything.” I took a breath, remembering Lux’s warning. “We should be careful with both of them, in case they decide to join forces and turn against us.”

      Nash dabbed sweat off his brow. “I agree with you there, Finch. I always thought there was something off about those two. They’re the same brand of nuts, and nuts stick together.”

      Nope, not going to bite on that joke…

      “And now that you’ve brought Erebus here, it’s not as if he has any further use for us,” Nash added. “We can’t help him woo Kaya. He’s got to do that on his own. Our part is over. He’s just got to decide what to do with us. Well, you, specifically. The rest of us aren’t under his contract.”

      “Whatever we do next, we have to be careful,” Ryann added softly.

      Nash burped, drawing scowls from the nearest table. “Exactly. We don’t want to get on the wrong side of Erebus, Davin, or the Atlanteans. Maybe Erebus will be so giddy about Kaya that he’ll let us all walk free as a wedding gift.” He gave a sarcastic laugh that suggested he didn’t believe a word of that. Neither did I.

      I looked back to the head table and almost jumped in fright. Kaya was looking directly at me. An idea popped into my head. A proper, full-blooded eureka moment—the kind that hadn’t come to me in a long while.

      “I think I might have a solution, lads and lasses. And honorary hounds.” I smiled nervously. If this worked, we might have a friggin’ way out of it all.
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      As Ovid finished his speech, inviting everyone to join him in a clamorous toast to his wife’s legacy, he turned to Kaya. The applause ebbed, and the room’s gaze zeroed in on the princess.

      “And now, my daughter, your future queen, would like to speak,” Ovid announced, gesturing for Kaya to take his place.

      She rose shakily, gripping her drink. Shuffling out of her chair, she walked slowly around the long table and came to stand at the front. I could tell when someone was stalling for time, and that slow walk was the epitome of trying to get one’s thoughts in order. I really felt for her, truth be told. In the days since we’d arrived, she’d sort of grown on me. Plus, her situation inspired a little sympathy. She was a woman in an impossible position, having to deal with picking a husband and with her future role as queen, all while contending with the deaths of both her parents in one fell swoop.

      “Uh… hello,” she said stiffly, taking a swig of her drink. I half expected some microphone feedback to add to the awkwardness. “Where do I… well, where do I begin?” Her voice got all choked up, prompting her to down about half her glass in one go.

      Careful now, or you’ll end up singing “Wind Beneath My Wings” in about five minutes. If Nash doesn’t beat you to the punch, that is. Our resident grandpa was swaying a little in his chair, though that didn’t stop him from drinking more of that sweet ambrosia. I’d only had one glass, and I felt a bit fuzzy inside. Atlanteans evidently knew how to brew some decent moonshine.

      “My mother is… she is the shining light of Atlantis, and I know that, when she… takes her last breath tonight, she will leave me with some rather large shoes to fill.” Kaya took a trembling breath. “Shoes that I will try to fill as best I can. My mother has taught me much in my almost two hundred years of life, and I know that I will miss her guiding voice, her grace, and her intelligence, which I have taken for granted, as I know many like me have.”

      My jaw hit the floor. Two hundred! That answered the age question, and probably meant that this suitor convention was her third round at the man market. Then again, in relation to Erebus, that made her the bright young thing, come to whisk him away from his long-suffering wife of… centuries.

      Kaya cleared her throat uncomfortably. “I would not be who I am today without my mother. And I hope that when I succeed to the throne, I can be even half the queen that she has been.” She hastily wiped tears away, and, dammit, I had a few of my own brimming in sympathy with her. “I will miss her more than I can say. And I know I should not say this, but two hundred years has not been enough time in her presence. It is a strange dichotomy, to become the queen and lose the one person who would be able to instruct me in what it means to be a queen. But this is our tradition.” She rallied slightly. “I pray that my mother slips peacefully into the afterlife, where she will soon reunite with my… father. There, I hope they may continue in love, as they have done in our mortal realm, and finally have the rest they have earned after ruling so long and justly over their kingdom.”

      I noticed she faltered when she mentioned her father. Judging by the looks on everyone’s faces, they’d felt that brief hitch deep down in their emotional guts. To stand up there and say all that, knowing she’d soon have to repeat the sentiment for her father—she had more courage than I’d given her credit for. I couldn’t have done it.

      “Finch.” Ryann grasped my thigh, her forehead crinkled up and beaded with sweat.

      “What is it? Are you okay?” I whispered, not wanting to draw attention.

      She swallowed painfully. “No…”

      “What’s the matter?” I leaned closer, so it looked like we were just having a private word.

      “It’s the gremlin.” She rasped in a breath. “It’s getting painful to hold her again.”

      “Why doesn’t she just act and be done with it?” I lifted my hand to her face.

      “She’s… so angry all the time. Furious. But… she refuses to come out. She… doesn’t want Erebus to learn she’s here. Whatever… happens, she wants to avoid it.” Ryann gripped my leg tighter as a wave of pain washed over her features.

      I put my other hand to her cheek and made her look into my eyes. “It’s okay, I’ve got it covered. I promise. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Remember what we did last time?” I brushed my thumb gently over her skin. “Focus on me. Focus on my touch. Think of how it feels, in detail. Is my touch soft? What color are my eyes? How many freckles do I have?”

      The visible strain didn’t ease the way it had before. “My vision is swimming, Finch.”

      “What about the touch? Just concentrate on that,” I urged.

      “It’s… soft, but the pad of your thumb is… rougher. A nice… rough.” She blinked rapidly, as if trying to clear her sight. “I… don’t think it’s working. I can’t… clear my head.”

      Under my fancy suit jacket, I felt the weight of the Eye of Erebus against my chest, ready and waiting for what I hoped would come next. It was time to get some truth out of Lux, before she decimated Ryann completely. But that required good timing, and said timing hadn’t arrived yet. It needed to come out of left field, so Lux wouldn’t have the chance to get out of the Eye’s way. Or do something to Ryann to deter me from using it in the first place.

      “It hurts, Finch.” She pulled her head away from my hands and picked up her drink, taking a hefty gulp. I didn’t know how to help her, other than being here for her and hoping the pain would pass.

      “You just keep holding onto me,” I said, since her free hand still gripped my leg in a vise. “Hold on until it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

      She managed a tight smile. “I might… break your leg.”

      “Feel free,” I replied softly. Whatever she needed, I was here. And after a minute or two, her body relaxed slightly, and that grip on my leg loosened. Hopefully a sign that the pain was subsiding.

      “Please, raise your glasses to my mother, who will be sorely missed—to Queen Verity!” Kaya finished her speech, and the clink of crystal flutes chimed throughout the ballroom. It should’ve sounded beautiful, but it just sounded sad and hollow.

      She paused for a moment, looking lost. As if she were having an out-of-body experience and had no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there. A few of the royal officials fidgeted, as if contemplating whether to help her to her seat or not.

      Before they could decide, another figure stood from his chair and ascended the steps to Kaya’s side. A gasp rippled around the ballroom, and one of those gasps came from my own throat. Erebus had come to Kaya’s rescue. He put his hand on her arm and leaned close to her ear, whispering something that snapped her out of her trance. She peered up at Erebus with teary eyes and gave a small nod to whatever he’d said. He didn’t remove his hand from her arm. Instead, she looped her arm through his and used the sturdy support of his body to lean against.

      Smooth, Erebus. Buttery smooth. I had to admit, seeing him there gave me a faint sense of relief. If she’d stood up there a moment longer, all lost and confused, I’d have been tempted to run up to help her myself. But this was Erebus we were talking about, so that hint of relief quickly morphed into dread. What game was he playing now? He hadn’t done it out of the kindness of his heart… had he?

      “People of Atlantis, I would like to say a word, if I may?” Erebus extended his glass outward. “I know I have given you all reason to distrust me in the past, and perhaps even a reason to hate me, but I am here to remedy that. My last visit ended in a terrible tragedy, but that was not of my doing. Your hero, Bellerophon, was destroyed by another being of Chaos, one who came here to spite me. True, I should not have deceived you, but my intentions were good. I was solely inspired by my desire to love and be loved by the rarest jewel. I did not intend to hurt anyone, though in the end I hurt the one person who matters more to me than anything else in this entire universe. Your princess. My princess. Princess Kaya.”

      Kaya stared at him with that same lost expression. Nobody had expected Erebus, of all people, to make a speech. Across the rows of tables, I saw the other suitors shifting and muttering under their breath, clearly wishing they’d had the gall to take the stage and profess their love in a sweeping romantic gesture. But Erebus had gotten there first.

      “Erebus…” Kaya breathed, her eyes shining.

      “Finch,” Ryann whispered at exactly the same time.

      I turned to her and panicked at the sight of her scarlet cheeks. “The gremlin again?”

      She nodded. “She’s… livid. It burns, Finch. It hurts so much.”

      “Just hold on, Ryann. Hold on a while longer. I’ll make it better, I swear.” I held on to her hand and let her squeeze the living daylights out of mine until I feared my fingers would snap. They could shatter, for all I cared, if this helped Ryann deal with the pain Lux was inflicting on her.

      “Please, allow me to finish,” Erebus said softly, splitting my attention at the worst possible moment. “I know that I also hurt the king and queen, and this may be my last chance to seek their forgiveness. That is why I mention the being of Chaos who destroyed Bellerophon. You needn’t believe me, and I would not blame you if you did not, but it is the truth. I have learned, through my exile from this city, that honesty is the best way to proceed. So I am being honest with you now. And, should I win your daughter’s hand, Your Majesties, I swear that I will spend our union making amends for my past wrongdoings. I make that promise, not only to Your Majesties and to Princess Kaya, but to you, the Atlantean people, who are as much a part of her as her beating heart.”

      “He has no shame.” Melody scoffed under her breath.

      Nash nodded drunkenly. “Pfft, he’d say whatever he had to, to get Verity on his side.”

      “And on her Death Day, too.” Luke shook his head. “Ruthless bastard.”

      “Language!” Nash bashed his fist on the table, drawing odd looks from the nearby crowd.

      Erebus carried on, oblivious to the ruckus at our outcast table. “I love Princess Kaya. I have loved her all these fifty years. I have never stopped thinking of her, which is why I have attempted to reach your city again and again, failing along the way, just to see her again. I thought immortality a blessing when I first came into being, but it has been nothing but a curse since I met Princess Kaya and was thrown out of Atlantis. Contemplating the rest of existence without her has been torture, which is why I never ceased my endeavors to return. Now I am here, and I hope that I have not returned in vain. Because life without Princess Kaya is no life at all. I have been alone far too long, and I would share my power, and my world, and everything I have, to not be alone again—to have her at my side, and be at her side, where I can love her as she deserves.”

      Kaya couldn’t take her eyes off him. It sounded like a bunch of waffle to me, but she seemed to buy it, hook, line, and cheesy sinker. She took a nervous sip of her drink and kept staring, as though anticipating the next line from his Hallmark book of romance.

      “And I hope that you will all come to love—” Erebus started up again, only to be cut off by Queen Verity herself.

      “Enough!” she barked. “You may save the rest of your diatribe for your next outing with my daughter, should she grant you that honor. This is not your moment for apology or self-gratification. This is my night to say goodbye to my loved ones. And I am in no mood for your, or anyone else’s, wooing strategies. So sit down before I have you marched from the room!”

      An awkward silence ensued. Erebus reluctantly turned away from his potential bride and descended the steps, sullenly retreating to his seat. I knew he wasn’t done scheming, and this had been a pretty impressive show of repentance. Not that I believed a word. But honestly, it felt damn good to see him brought down a peg or two. Queen Verity clearly was not a woman to be messed with, especially on the day of her death.

      “Finch…” Ryann’s grip on my hand tightened to cut off my blood supply. “She… despises him. I can’t… bear it.”

      “I’ve got you.” I put my arm around her, holding her close to my side. “I’ve got you, Ryann. Just a while longer. Fight her with everything you have.”

      She grimaced. “I’m trying… but it’s getting so… hard.”

      “I know, I know. I’m here.” I wished I could offer her more, but until the moment came where I could use the Eye, I had no choice but to wait and watch, and feel utterly crappy that she was going through this. I half-expected Melody to say something, but she was too absorbed by all of the glitz to notice. Or, perhaps, she really was sticking to her guns and not reading everyone in the room at all times. It’d have been a hell of a challenge here, with so many people around.

      I stole a glance back at the platform, where Kaya had started chugging that red fizz like it was going out of fashion. Old Ovid tried taking the glass away a few times, but Kaya just found another, obviously determined to be obliterated before the night was over. It would’ve amused me… if I hadn’t been dealing with the Ryann-Lux debacle.

      However, Erebus had opened the floor nicely for me to address another key issue. The elephant in the room, if you will. A couple of elephants, actually, which needed to be pointed out for what they were.

      You’re not the only one who likes the spotlight, Erebus. It was time for me to put on the best damned performance of my life. Ryann, too, if she could manage it.
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      With the eulogies over—very touching stuff, more similar to an awards ceremony than something funereal—the music struck up again. The selkies sang something a bit more on the light and cheerful side of things, though I doubted they’d take requests. “Single Ladies,” anyone? As ever, humor was my only way to get through this.

      “That’s… better.” Ryann relaxed her death grip on my hand.

      “It is?” I stared into her eyes, making sure that Lux hadn’t swept into the cockpit. No white dots. Just slightly bloodshot baby blues.

      She nodded. “The music helps.”

      “Then the gremlin has questionable taste.” The selkies might’ve been musically gifted, but this particular tune sounded like Ed Sheeran got caught in a whale’s throat and was struggling not to drown. An injured whale, at that. But the Atlanteans seemed to be having… a whale of a time. A few had taken to the dance floor, clinking glasses and getting into the party mood. A wake, pretty much, that would’ve made any Irish folk proud.

      Ovid put his hand out to Verity, who took it with a smile. Together, they stepped away from the high table and descended to the floor, ready to throw some moves with the commoners. Kaya watched them with eyes that were glazed over by one too many refills of the strong stuff. But that meant she was alone and probably in need of some company. It would’ve been rude to just let her sit on the sidelines. Plus, this offered up a rare opportunity for some quality princess time, to delve into that mind of hers.

      “Melody, how would you feel about doing a little Empathing for me?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager.

      She eyed me suspiciously. “That depends on who I’m Empathing.”

      “The loneliest girl to ever hold a flute of red fizz.” I nodded subtly toward Kaya.

      “Count me in.” Melody’s eyes brightened.

      “Ryann, you’re coming too.” I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight with Lux burning a hole through her. Besides, I needed Lux to hear this. A bit of gasoline to really get those flames raging. I knew it might hurt Ryann in the short term, which in turn burned me up, but necessity called, and I had to answer as boldly as possible.

      “What about me?” Luke was already halfway out of his seat.

      I gestured at a swaying Nash. “You’re on babysitting duty.”

      Huntress whimpered and gave Luke a look that said, Someone with thumbs has to look after my sloshed soul partner. She might have had some major skills that ordinary dogs didn’t, but keeping tabs on a very inebriated Nash was outside of her usual job description.

      Luke grumbled. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “We won’t be long,” I replied, taking Ryann by the hand and helping her up.

      “You’d better not be. And if he pukes, I’m not cleaning it up.” Luke sank back down and folded his arms across his chest.

      I smiled. “Teamwork makes the dream work.”

      With our ranks thinned to an inconspicuous trio, we made our way through the crowd. Of course, to keep up appearances, we clinked a few glasses and exchanged cursory pleasantries with the people we passed: “Lovely party… weren’t those speeches wonderful? Yes, it was a shame about that Child of Chaos sticking his nose in. No, I have no idea what he was thinking, either. You’re quite right—it wasn’t the time. Very poor form.” That sort of thing.

      A few minutes later, we reached Kaya, who was still sitting alone at the table. A waiter stood at her side, refilling her glass. She had her eyes closed and swayed slowly to the music, having torn her gaze from her parents for a while. I imagined it was hard to watch them so happy, knowing what would happen tonight. And they certainly looked like they were still very much in love, four hundred years later. I almost felt like I shouldn’t be watching, as though I’d walked in on their private moment. It was like watching old folks waltz at a wedding and wondering what they must’ve been like in their heyday.

      “Your Highness?” I hesitated to break her fizz-induced fog.

      Her eyes opened slowly. “Oh… sorry, I did not see you there.”

      “No apologies necessary, Your Highness. You look like you’re enjoying the music.” It grated on my ears, though at least it had some kind of rhythm to it.

      “It is nice.” She sighed. “I wish I could say the same for the rest of the evening.”

      That red stuff had clearly loosened her tongue. Perfect.

      “We don’t want to bother you,” Melody cut in. “We just wanted to take a moment to come up and thank you for this opportunity. It’s not every day you get invited to an event so beautiful. Although, and I hope you won’t mind me saying, it’s quite a sad occasion, too.”

      I nodded. “Very sad.”

      Kaya hiccupped, then covered her mouth. “We are not supposed to admit it, but you are right. It is sad. Bitterly sad.” She gazed once more at her parents. “It hurts so much to say goodbye to my mother. I do not know how I will cope without her, but it has been like this for as long as Atlantis has existed. It is one of the Atlantean traditions that may never die, which I suppose is somewhat ironic.”

      “Out of interest, what would happen if someone… didn’t die?” It had been bugging me ever since we’d first heard of these Death Day shenanigans. Would they explode? Would Atlantis come to a screeching halt? I mean, five hundred years was very specific.

      “There would be mayhem among the populace.” Kaya took a deep sip of her drink. “As I said, it is our tradition, and tradition reigns supreme in this city.”

      “But the body wouldn’t disintegrate or anything?” Melody probed.

      Kaya shrugged. “Not as far as I know. It has never been tested, nor would anyone dare defy tradition.”

      “You’ve got Necromancers in this city, though, right? Couldn’t they reset the clock, so to speak? That way, tradition is upheld, and folks die, but then they live again.” I wasn’t purely asking out of interest for the Atlanteans. No, I had a more personal reason for finding out whether Necromancers existed down here. After all, I didn’t know if I might need one, should Erebus off me now that he had no more need of me.

      Kaya chuckled darkly. “We have not had a Necromancer in our midst in a thousand years, until now, due to Mr. Doncaster’s presence. Even if we did, they would never consider performing such an act. It would result in immediate death, per our customs. You do not seem to be listening. Tradition is everything in our city.”

      Dammit! No Necromancers meant no last-minute reprieve, and I wasn’t about to ask Davin to do the honors.

      Melody took the seat beside Kaya. “Your Highness, if I may—how did this five-hundred-year tradition come to be in the first place? Is it for a spell? If you don’t have Necromancers, it can’t be Necromancy at work. It interests me, how your people have been blessed with this extended life, yet other descendants of the Primus Anglicus haven’t. Did it have something to do with your founder, perhaps?”

      Kaya laughed into her drink, spilling a stream down her chin. “I would never reveal such an important secret.” She hastily dabbed the spillage with a napkin, her eyes focusing on Melody with sudden intensity. “Why are you so interested? Has Erebus sent you to pry information out of me? Or someone else? Tell me, what makes you think you can ask such a question?”

      Melody looked startled. “I didn’t mean anything by it, Your Highness. I like to learn, and I’m interested in how things work, and why. It seemed odd to me, that’s all. You know, because Finch is a descendant of the Primus Anglicus, but he doesn’t have an extended life. Neither did any of his ancestors.”

      “Are you seeking extended life for these ‘other’ Primus Anglicus?” Kaya’s mood had rapidly soured, and Melody had been caught in the unexpected firing line. “Is that why you dare ask such invasive questions?”

      Don’t worry, Winchester, I’ve got you.

      “She’s a bookworm, Your Highness. She likes to know things. She didn’t mean any harm by it.” I put on my softest voice, like I was trying to talk a toddler away from sticking its fingers in a toaster. “I’m more interested in how you feel about Erebus. That was quite the speech he made, wasn’t it?”

      Kaya relaxed a bit. “It was. I did not expect him to speak tonight.”

      “He has a way of surprising folks.” I managed a laugh, though I wasn’t exactly feeling it. “You must like him, since you let him out of prison to do all this suitor business. And us, though not for any suitor stuff, of course. Thanks for that, by the way. I know we’ve already said it, but I can’t thank you enough. I don’t do well in enclosed spaces.”

      She gripped the stem of her glass. “I do not know how I feel about Erebus, in truth. My mind has always been… hazy around him.”

      “What about those other strapping chaps? Are there any you fancy a slice of?” I prompted, hoping she’d take the bait. “That Apollo guy seems decent, or you could go for Thebian if you’re into meatheads with shiny swords.”

      Kaya giggled, borderline hysterically. “You are very amusing, Mr. Merlin.”

      “Or, alternatively, are there any you don’t fancy a slice of?” I carried on regardless.

      “They are not cake, Mr. Merlin.” Kaya focused hard on her beverage. “But since you ask, of all my suitors, there is one I am less keen on entertaining.”

      “Let me guess… Faustus?” I offered her a wry grin, which made her chuckle. That’s right, keep loosening those lips with a bit of laughter.

      She shook her head. “Faustus is palatable. I have known him for many years.”

      “Then who?” Melody found her voice again, though Ryann hadn’t said a word so far. She just kept staring at Kaya as though she wanted to pop her head off like a daisy. Lux needed to stay the hell down. This wasn’t the timing I was after. Not just yet.

      Kaya leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I am not keen to marry Davin. There is something… slithery about him that I do not care for.” She paused, looking at her parents. “But it would make my father happy if I chose him. Indeed, my father keeps finding ‘reasons’ for Davin and me to cross paths, though that is somewhat against the rules.”

      “Why Davin?” Ryann finally spoke, though her tone registered flat and cold. And weird. As if it belonged to her and didn’t, all at once. I shot a glance at her, but her eyes were still devoid of those white spots. Hmmm…

      “If I tell you, you cannot breathe a word to anyone.” Kaya graced us with a tipsy smile.

      I shrugged. “Who would we tell? You’re our only friend here.”

      “That is true!” Kaya giggled into her glass. “I knew there was a reason why I kept you all to myself.”

      “So why Davin?” Ryann repeated in that same stiff tone.

      Kaya gathered us closer until our heads pretty much touched. Not exactly the kind of discretion I’d hoped for. “Well, while the Atlanteans adore their five-hundred-year tradition, a Necromancer like Davin might help us cheat the clock and live another five hundred.”

      I frowned. “Didn’t I just suggest that?”

      “You mentioned an Atlantean Necromancer. A Necromancer from the outside would be an entirely different matter, as they would not be bound by our rules and regulations.” Kaya tapped her nose, almost slipping and jabbing herself in the eye. “It is all in the details, my new friends.”

      “So if an Atlantean dies on their Death Day and gets resurrected, the clock restarts?” I wanted to be sure.

      She nodded. “Precisely.”

      “Which suggests that something does happen to the body if you go past that limit.” Melody came in with a sage comment.

      “It does.” Kaya held out her glass, and a waiter immediately filled it before scurrying away. “But as I said, I do not know exactly what. It may decay slowly, or evaporate, or turn into a dozen little fish; there is no way to find out without experimenting, and that sort of experimentation is immortal to the highest extreme.”

      “I think you mean ‘immoral,’” Ryann corrected, still sounding bizarre.

      Kaya covered her mouth and snorted. “Ah yes, silly me. Immoral, I meant.”

      The body might decay slowly… That was an odd choice of words. It made me think of Bellerophon’s death. What if Erebus had depleted Bellerophon’s five hundred years before his time, and that was why the body had decayed after Erebus was revealed? Or maybe whatever Lux had done had depleted Bellerophon’s life store. Maybe Ryann would know, from those memories she’d spoken about. Either way, it got me even more anxious to evict Lux from Ryann before any permanent damage could take hold.

      “But you have three hundred years left,” Melody said. “Why would you need a Necromancer?”

      Kaya put her finger to her lips and shushed her loudly. “It is not me who needs the Necromancer. I told you—he is the least desirable of a questionable batch.”

      “Then who?” Ryann urged. I suspected I already knew the answer.

      “My father, of course. Goodness, I thought you were intelligent.” Kaya smiled, though tears glinted in her eyes. “He is one of very few who are interested in such things, and, were anyone else to hear of this, there would be a scandal of epic proportions. So be silent on this matter, or you return to prison.” She walked her fingers across the table, emulating our walk back to the jail cell if we broke her confidence.

      “Has your father mentioned resurrecting your mother?” For a couple who seemed hopelessly devoted to one another, that was my first thought.

      Kaya frowned. “No… now that you mention it. Though I imagine he would if he could. But there is the issue of timing. I have read, in old books, that there is limited time to return a soul to its body. And as I am not yet married, and Davin would only be protected, to some extent, if he were my husband, then perhaps there is no way for my father to bring my mother back. Yes, I think that must be why he has not mentioned my mother in his speculations about resurrection. That must be it.”

      Or Ovid’s a coldhearted jerk who only cares about himself. He looked like he was in love with his wife, but who knew what went on behind closed doors.

      “Anyway, it is only an idea,” Kaya continued. “Which is why he wants to keep Davin close. Him being my suitor is a good way to do that without alerting suspicion. But… ugh… the thought of marrying that man? No, thank you. He is too sleazy for my taste.”

      “Oh yeah, that guy could make an oil slick just by dipping his toe in water. I’m glad you picked up on that.” I perched on the edge of the table. “And there’s the fact that you like someone else, right? Someone tall, dark, and chaotic?”

      Kaya groaned dramatically. “Is it so obvious?”

      “Only to us,” I lied.

      “Then, yes, I like him. Very much. However, after the colossal mess he made, and the pain he caused, I do not see a way past my distrust of him. A man died because of him—a friend. And, though he has now claimed another was responsible, I do not believe him.”

      I expected Ryann-Lux to bristle or grip my hand, since Kaya wasn’t too far from the truth, but she didn’t. Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and looked Kaya dead in the eyes.

      “To be honest, I don’t see why you’d let yourself get dragged into Erebus’s scheming,” she said bluntly. “He’s shown he can’t be trusted. People like that never change. He’d only disappoint you in the long run, or ensnare you in something that’d only bring you trouble. What’s more important to you—him, or your people? Because I know who they’re not rooting for.”

      Lux was showing through, revealed in the faint hint of white in Ryann’s eyes. Again, not noticeable to anyone who wasn’t looking for it, but noticeable to me. And Lux was bitter. Crazy bitter. But worst of all, Kaya seemed to be listening.

      Don’t you dare stick your oar in now! Lux had me irritated. As far as I was concerned, if Erebus married Kaya, that was a win for me. The Prince of Darkness would be happy and move himself permanently down here, where he couldn’t be a nuisance to anyone else, on a personal or global scale. And maybe he’d feel generous and cut me loose.

      “Maybe you’re right.” Kaya sighed. “Maybe he is a terrible choice.”

      “Or, you know, you could follow your heart,” I suggested.

      Kaya laughed bitterly. “If it were up to me, and I were truly allowed to follow my heart, I would not marry anyone.”

      “Huh?” I tilted my head at her, the way Huntress did when confused.

      “Just because I have feelings for someone does not mean I should rush into marriage. Or marry at all, in fact,” she retorted. “Unfortunately, the clock is ticking, and I will have to make a choice soon. And if I do not love the man that I select, there is a spell to fix that. So perhaps it will be Davin, after all.”

      “Even with the sleaze?” I couldn’t resist.

      Kaya swirled her glass. “Sleaze can be overcome by that spell, and I am certain I could find some merit in him, beneath the rather cloying demeanor. Besides, he is not unpleasant to look at. That helps.”

      Melody’s eyes bugged out of her head. “Do you mean a love spell? Aren’t they somewhat immoral?”

      “Atlanteans have their own views on what is moral and what is not, and love spells fall under the former category, when used for the sake of peace and harmony,” Kaya explained. “It is a solution that we Atlanteans implement to ensure that all marriages are happy and fruitful.”

      See?! These utopian societies are always screwed up, just under the surface! I looked at Ovid and Verity, and wondered…

      “Did your parents use that kind of spell?”

      Kaya polished off the rest of her drink. “Of course, though it becomes harder to tell the difference between the spell and reality as time passes. I believe love truly did blossom between them.”

      Because you want to believe it. Surely, if Ovid was really in love with his wife, the first thing he’d have mentioned about having a Necromancer around would’ve been resurrecting his beloved? Since he hadn’t, I suspected Kaya was being a touch naïve about the state of her mother and father’s marriage.

      “So you are Erebus’s servant?” Kaya changed the topic fast enough to make my head spin.

      “Uh… yeah,” I replied.

      She gestured loosely at the rest of the ballroom. “And Davin was his servant before you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “But Davin is not his servant anymore, and you are?” She set her drink down and steadied herself on the table. “And Davin managed to free himself by dying, then resurrecting himself, thus breaking their contract?”

      I sighed. “That’s about the gist of it, yeah.”

      “But you cannot resurrect yourself, correct?” She blinked slowly.

      “Correct.” I didn’t know how she’d turned this around on me so swiftly.

      “Then, might I offer you a word of wisdom?” She smiled woozily.

      I prepared to catch her in case she toppled from her chair. “Of course. Advice is mostly welcome.”

      She snickered to herself. “Do not betray Erebus, as Davin betrayed him. I do not know too much of the story, but I know it got Davin killed. He brought himself back, but you cannot. You cannot… un-die, as it were. And I would hate to see you destroyed, when that need not be the case.”

      “Oh, I’m trying not to die, believe me.”

      She leaned farther in. “Plus, there is that old saying, which you should keep in mind—shame on you if you fool me once, shame on me if you fool me twice. And I do not know that Erebus could be fooled a second time, by you or anyone else.”

      I stole a look at Ryann, who remained eerily stony-faced, making it impossible to decipher who was watching me. It will be shame on you, Erebus, if my friends and I don’t get out of this in one piece.
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      My entire body was all a-jitter. Goodness, Finch had made some risky moves, but they seemed to have paid off. We had been so desperate to learn more about Kaya and the mysteries that kept this city afloat… or rather, sunken in secrecy. After a few glasses of fizz, she’d loosened right up.

      This is all very strange. The celebrations, Kaya’s depressingly sad giggles, and an increasingly bizarre Ryann… I’d seen Ryann down two glasses, but it hadn’t mellowed her out at all. If anything, it had aggravated her emotions to the point that I had no idea how she was keeping a lid on them.

      To distract myself, I turned back to where we’d left Luke on “babysitting duty,” as Finch had called it. My heart lurched in the most startling way. A woman, all curves and silk and sensuality, was leaning over Luke, her hand on his shoulder. She instantly made me feel like a silly girl in her mom’s stolen dress. That was a woman, not me. And Luke appeared to be listening to her, a small smile on his face. She laughed at his reply, and the sound pierced my soul like a poison-tipped spear, even from this distance. I may have been filling in the gaps with imaginary audio, but nevertheless, it stung.

      He doesn’t look at me like that, does he? Ridiculous tears welled in my eyes, and I hurried to brush them away. I tore my gaze away again, letting it rest on the dancers who twirled around the dance floor like vivid butterflies, the fabric of their gowns and suits swaying perfectly in time to their choreographed movements.

      What would it be like to dance that closely with you, Luke? I forced myself to look back and was immediately glad I did. Luke’s expression had soured, and the woman seemed affronted. She stalked away a moment later. I didn’t have anything to worry about. Judging by the movements of his mouth, he was grumbling under his breath. He did that a lot when he thought nobody was looking. He wasn’t the least bit interested in that woman, from the looks of it. I hoped not, anyway.

      Am I really falling for him? Jealousy could be a very precise indicator of certain feelings, and I had almost transformed into the full green-eyed monster back there. But could I really put myself in such an awkward position? Not just awkward for me, but for him, too? Maybe it’s just a fleeting crush. Maybe it would go away soon enough, and I wouldn’t have to worry about Librarian rules and regulations.

      I can’t put him in harm’s way. I can’t make him suffer the way Remington did. Tears filled my eyes again. That was the trouble with being sheltered the way I’d been. No one had ever prepared me for this kind of thing. Nobody had ever told me that there might come a time when my trusty brain and reasonably sensible heart would be at war with one another, at war over a beautiful, kind, gentle man who adored me.

      Melody? Odette’s voice slipped suddenly into my head. She sounded worried and a little motherly. I sensed your distress. Is everything all right?

      I don’t think so, I replied, in silent conversation with my predecessor.

      Ach, it’s the boyo again! Sinead chimed in. Apparently, my inner turmoil had brought a few Librarians out of the woodwork to try and help me.

      Is it? Odette asked.

      I shifted uncomfortably, just in case the others noticed I’d gone quiet. Yes… I think so, anyway. Oh, I don’t know. My head is all messed up. I saw him speak with a beautiful woman, and… everything went topsy-turvy.

      Aye, seeing yer man with another lass’ll do that to ye. Sinead gave a warm chuckle, but it didn’t cheer me up.

      What about seeing him with another woman bothered you so much? Mirabelle came into the conversation. I was relieved that none of the naysayers had entered my private Luke forum. At least, they hadn’t spoken up yet. Usually, I had a sense of who was present, and I couldn’t sense Lucy Wycombe or Betty-Ann anywhere.

      I sighed. That’s just it—it’s all confused up here, in my brain! I feel… jealous, I think, but what right do I have to be jealous if I don’t want a romantic relationship with him? Oh… it’s so baffling! I have all this information in my head, and none of it can help me process my own emotions. And I’m supposed to be a skilled Empath!

      That don’t mean ye’ve got a handle of yer own bits and pieces, Sinead comforted me. Wouldn’t be fair if ye had everythin’ figured out, now, would it? Got to leave some gaps, else ye’d not be human.

      Mirabelle made a thoughtful noise. The way I see it, you have been so focused on clearing your mind of Luke, that you utterly missed the obvious.

      What’s that? I asked eagerly, praying for a solution.

      That yer head over heels for the boyo! Sinead filled in the blank.

      Mirabelle chuckled in my head. There is no sense denying it. Forget what those old crones said to you. You are in love, and that is the greatest gift that can be bestowed upon a person. Greater, even, than the gift of being a Librarian.

      Sinead snorted. Gift, me arse! It’s a curse if ever I’ve seen one. The Librarian stuff, not the love stuff. She’s right about that.

      Melody… Odette came back into the conversation. You love him. We can all feel it. The only thing you need to do now is make your decision. Either defy Chaos and take hold of what you desire with both hands, or abide by the rules.

      And I’d like te take hold of that wee morsel with all me limbs. Sinead cackled, making me blush furiously.

      Odette sighed impatiently. Ignore her. This must be your choice. You have two paths ahead of you, but know this: whichever you choose, when you pass on to the afterlife, you will become another voice in another Librarian’s head. And you have to choose, now, what kind of voice you want to be. The bold one, or the fearful one. The remorseful one, or the fulfilled one.

      I trembled under the weight of such a huge decision. I thought you were meant to be impartial.

      Pfft. Sinead scoffed. She ain’t impartial on this subject. No way, no how. She didn’t seize her tasty beast by the horns, and she’ll regret it fer… well, forever, in this here afterlife. That’s why ye ought te listen te her—she knows, better than most, what it’s like te let that slip through yer fingers.

      “Melody?” Fingertips tapped my shoulder, making me whirl in shock. I half expected to see Odette standing there, somehow conjured to the land of the living by my sheer desperation. Instead, Luke stood there, a shy look on his face.

      “Luke…” I choked out his name.

      He straightened and held out his hand, like a regular Mr. Darcy. My favorite. “I wondered if you’d do me the honor of dancing with me?”

      The request left me stunned. “But… aren’t you watching Nash?”

      Someone nudged me in the back, making me stumble toward Luke, who caught me before I crashed into the table. I turned to see who had pushed me.

      “Finch!” I scolded.

      “What? I tripped!” He gave me his best impression of wide-eyed innocence, though he was anything but innocent. “Go ahead, Winchester. Ryann and I will keep an eye on Grandpa.”

      “Are you sure?” I hesitated while Luke waited, his demeanor getting more uncomfortable by the second. He’d gone from Darcy to Bingley in the space of seconds. Fortunately, I’d always seen myself as more of a Jane than an Elizabeth.

      “Do I have to tie you two together?” Finch goaded. “I will, if you don’t scram.”

      I put up my hands. “Okay, okay. I’m… just not much of a dancer.”

      Luke took my hand in his. “Now, that I don’t believe. I’ve seen you dance when you thought no one was looking. And you put these amateurs to shame.”

      “You saw that?!” My cheeks burned.

      “It’s my duty to keep a close eye on you. Sometimes I see you dancing, or hear you singing, or watch you when you’re nose-deep in your books. I don’t say anything, because I know you get embarrassed.” Luke actually looked embarrassed when Finch made a retching sound.

      “Get out of my sight before I start spewing giant isopod all over the place,” he commanded. “All this romance is making me queasy.”

      Luke chuckled and gently led me away. “You should try it sometime,” he shot over his shoulder. Finch’s mouth dropped open, and for once, he had no sassy comeback. Instead, he stole a sideways glance at Ryann, whose own gaze hadn’t left Kaya’s face. Another peculiarity in an endlessly growing list, the way she’d been acting. But I couldn’t think about that now, with Luke’s hand holding mine, the two of us on our way to the dance floor.

      Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear… My two left feet were not going to like this, regardless of what Luke thought he’d seen in me, rhythmically speaking.

      He, on the other hand, appeared to have some unexpected poise as he twirled me around under his arm and pulled me toward him. His arms caught me around the waist—the most secure hold I had ever had the pleasure of experiencing. My feet had no choice but to follow the instruction of his guiding hand, so I found myself with my palms pressed to his chest and my eyes looking up into his, my lungs empty. Not literally, of course, or I would’ve been dead.

      “Where did you learn that, Luke Prescott?” I eyed him suspiciously.

      “Years of being dragged to my mother’s Sunday morning dance classes and being the only boy there. They would’ve eaten me alive if I hadn’t learned how to dance a step or two.” He smiled.

      This was big. In the year I’d known him, he’d rarely given away much of his history. I knew he had parents who were still alive somewhere in the US, but he didn’t speak of them often. Trying to maintain professional boundaries, no doubt. My eyes widened. “Your mother was a dance teacher?”

      “A prima ballerina, once upon a time. She started teaching after she stopped dancing professionally,” he replied. He took one of my hands in his and held it tightly, placing his other hand on the curve of my waist. My free hand, however, hung limp as a noodle down my side.

      He laughed. “Like this.” Gingerly, he took that limp hand and put it on his shoulder.

      “A prima ballerina?” I was dumbfounded. “You kept that quiet.”

      He shrugged. “I blame this atmosphere. It makes me feel like talking more.”

      “Where did she dance?” I pressed, taking advantage of his rare chatty mood.

      “All over the world. With the Bolshoi in Russia, the Royal Ballet in England, at the Palais Garnier with the Paris Opera Ballet, and at La Scala in Milan, as well as all across the US. Some other places, too—China, Japan, the Netherlands, Australia. Genuinely all over.”

      I frowned. “Wait, so is she not a magical?”

      He twirled me again before bringing me back to his arms. “She is. She’s a Papillon. Some would call that cheating, but she’s my mom, so I don’t mind.”

      I wracked my mind palace. “A magical gifted with mesmerizing grace and artistry?”

      “That’s the one. Not useful for much besides dancing, to be honest.” He pulled me that little bit closer with slight pressure from his palm on my waist. I gulped. We were so close now… maybe too close.

      “And your dad?” I had to know.

      “Special Magical Forces.”

      “Like Nash?”

      He shook his head. “Not quite. My dad was in intelligence. More like James Bond than GI Joe.”

      “You’ve been around Finch too long,” I teased.

      “What can I say, I’ve learned a thing or two from him.” Luke held my gaze with the most intense stare. It made my stomach flip-flop. Goodness, all these weird and wonderful things a body could do when love entered the equation. Dilating pupils, churning stomachs, wayward hearts… now I understood why it made people crazy.

      “You have?” I whispered, unable to break our gaze.

      He nodded. “Thanks to him, there are things I’ve learned not to be afraid of anymore. Dancing with the most beautiful girl in the room, being one. After all, there are worse things than rejection, like never trying in the first place.”

      “Most…? You were afraid of rejection?” I squeaked. Was he about to confess everything?

      “You could’ve said no to this dance. But I’d never have known what you might say, if I hadn’t asked.” He leaned his head closer until our foreheads were almost touching. If I just stood on my tiptoes, I could kiss him. But… I didn’t have the nerve. And though he might not have feared rejection, I did. Perhaps this was my tipping point—the moment that would launch me into a decision that could change everything.

      First love… My heart sang. A sensation so new and terrifying that all the Librarian knowledge in the universe couldn’t unravel it. Now I got why poets and lyricists and authors and scriptwriters wrote about this feeling, because it trumped all other human emotion. There was nothing like it. Nothing I’d ever known. It made me want to throw caution, and the rulebook, to the wind, so that I could always be wrapped up in this intangible, yet utterly intense, sensation.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you said yes.” He brought our clasped hands inward until they, too, rested on his firm chest. We were in our own little bubble, within this wider interdimensional bubble. And, from this private realm, at least, I had no desire to escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Fifteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Finch

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why is everyone dancing but me?” Kaya suddenly demanded, slurring her words. Yep, that was bound to happen after a bucketload of booze. I was surprised she could still string a sentence together. “My parents, Miss Winchester and that gallant protector of hers, and so many of these celebrants. It has put me in the mood.”

      I arched a curious eyebrow at her. “In the mood for what? Careful, or you’ll have your suitors drooling into their stew.”

      Kaya laughed explosively, almost knocking me sideways. “You are a funny man, Mr. Merlin! Is he not the most amusing creature you have ever encountered?” She looked over at Ryann expectantly.

      “He has his moments,” she replied, her tone less wooden than before. And those white spots in her eyes seemed to have disappeared for the time being.

      “I wonder, do you dance as well as you jest?” Kaya gave me no time to protest, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the dance floor.

      Ryann stared after me, but I could only offer her an “I don’t know what the hell is happening, either” look. Unfortunately, I didn’t even get to make the most of that look, as Kaya forcibly gripped my head and spun it forward. Damn, she had some strength, and the red fizz had only made her rougher. I wasn’t a friggin’ owl! She’d nearly snapped my neck.

      “I want all of your attention, Mr. Merlin,” she announced.

      “Or you’ll twist my head off?” I retorted.

      She grinned. “I would not harm such a charming creature.”

      As she took my hand and slammed it onto her waist while savagely gripping my other hand, I felt eyes burning a hole in my back… and my front. And my sides. I was getting glares from all over the shop. From Kaya’s suitors, mainly, and their scowling mothers. Truth be told, I wasn’t nearly as scared of the suitors as I was of their show moms. I’d seen enough of Tantrums and Tiaras to know you never messed with the moms.

      But there was a distinct burning, right between my shoulder blades, that I knew was coming directly from Ryann’s eyes. Or Lux’s. Or both. Ironically, Kaya had unwittingly succeeded in peeving both of them, which gave me a little bolster of relief. If Ryann was glaring, it meant she wasn’t happy about this. And if she wasn’t happy, it meant things were gravy between us. And that maybe she wished she were taking to the floor with me instead, á la Luke and Melody. Honestly, I hadn’t expected Luke to actually work up the nerve to ask Melody to dance. It meant Nash was unsupervised, but he was a big boy. Surely he could take care of himself for a few minutes. And if not, Huntress would let us know.

      “Just warning you, I’m not much of a dancer. So if you’re hoping for a Swayze moment to make all these strapping gents green with envy, you picked the wrong guy.” I tried to pretend my hand didn’t belong to me—the one on her waist. I had my morally gray moments, but this felt wrong.

      She frowned. “Swayze? Is that a spell I do not know?”

      I stifled a laugh. “Some say his hips had magical properties, but no, he’s not a spell. He was a human… uh… Do you guys have actors down here?”

      “We do. They are classically trained in all the great Atlantean works.”

      “Yeah, maybe not the same thing.” I struggled not to start flailing like a beached fish as she moved closer, then closer still, until you couldn’t have fit a strand of hair between us. Nope, this was anything but cool. Trying to be suave, and blatantly copying Luke, I pushed her back and twirled her under my arm, just to catch my breath. “Anyway, it’s not important. Why don’t you tell me more about this love spell? I’m guessing you’d rather have the real deal with your future husband.”

      She moved elegantly and returned like a ravenous harpy about to devour me whole. “Wouldn’t you?”

      “Point taken.” I swallowed a big chunk of awkward that had gotten stuck in my throat. “Do lots of Atlanteans use this spell?”

      She swayed with me to the music. “It is the only way to perpetuate happiness in all couples, including those not fortunate enough to find someone they truly love. Sometimes, families are united by marriage for the sake of lineages, or business transactions, or as an exchange for services rendered. It is a sad state of affairs, but at least nobody suffers for it.”

      “You’re telling me that in a society like this, women still get used as commodities?” I gaped at her in disbelief.

      “Men, too. First sons, mostly.” She slid her palms up my chest and looped them around my neck, making me feel like I’d had about a thousand volts of electricity connect with me. But I held my nerve, knowing I might not get another opportunity like this—a one-on-one with the best source of intel we had right now.

      “Why not just choose Erebus, so you don’t have to worry about the spell?” I asked, my skin crawling as she started running her fingertips through the back of my hair. It unnerved me so much, I lost control of the perpetual Mimicry spell I had, the one that kept my hair from changing back to its natural ginger.

      She hit me with the ultimate sarcastic look. “You think that would solve anything? I might not have to worry about love spells, but I would have a whole lot more to worry about instead. He is hated, Finch. He is loathed. If I chose him, I could well have civil war on my hands.”

      “What if he says he’s sorry? He tried tonight, and it seemed to tickle a few people in the right places. He could make a formal, public apology, and then everything would be okay,” I replied. I cast a discreet look at the man himself. He had his eyes fixed on Kaya, and he didn’t look happy. Honestly, I’d expected him to march over in a rage and cut in, but he seemed to be restraining himself. Maybe he knew better than to cause a scene on Verity’s celebration night, which would only put him deeper into the pages of her bad books.

      “You are not that naïve, Mr. Merlin, so do not pretend to be.” She stopped fondling the back of my neck and returned her hands to my shoulders, apparently losing interest in making me as uncomfortable as humanly possible. “There are snakes in the grass of this fair city, waiting for any opportunity to sink in their fangs. I cannot give them that chance.”

      “Don’t forget, you’d have a literal Child of Chaos at your side. If anyone tried to mess with you, they’d get a blast of cosmic justice.” I had to try and repair the damage that Lux had done, feeding all that doubt into Kaya’s mind. “He’d never let anyone hurt you. I’ve gotten to know him pretty well this year, and I’ve never seen him behave like this with anyone else. You’ve got his heart. It’s yours. You just have to take it.”

      I whirled Kaya around so I could see Ryann. She stood where we’d left her on the platform, with Melody and Luke now beside her. All three stared at me with confusion and concern. I didn’t know when they’d finished their dance. Actually, now that I’d taken in my surroundings, everyone seemed to have left the dance floor aside from the princess and me. And her parents, who moved gracefully around the floor as if they were in their own world.

      In the name of Chaos, I hope this doesn’t mean anything significant. There were so many Atlantean traditions, I was beginning to lose count.

      “You make it sound so easy,” Kaya said sadly.

      “It’s love. What could be simpler?” That may have been the most blatant exaggeration I’d ever made. Love wasn’t simple. Love was hard and complicated. Love made folks lose their minds. Love was messed up. But man, was it good when it all turned out well. That near-kiss with Ryann was still keeping me going, and keeping me hoping, which was perhaps insane and unwise. After all, as everyone knew, the higher someone built their hopes, the harder they came crashing down. But the hell with it. I loved that girl, and I wasn’t about to let go of her for anything or anyone.

      The music came to an end, and Kaya stepped back, finally releasing me and dipping into a curtsey. I bowed back, as low as I could go. Someone should probably have called a chiropractor. I hoped she didn’t want another dance. I’d have to shower for a week to get rid of this one’s slippery hands. I could still feel every path her fingertips had drawn across me, and it made me shiver involuntarily. There was something about someone being handsy with an unwilling participant—a.k.a. me—that would never not make me feel weird. Plus, with Ryann and Erebus watching, it’d made me feel even more uneasy. Maybe I was playing up the revulsion for Ryann’s sake, but it felt pretty real.

      “You have given me much to consider,” Kaya said with a tipsy smile.

      “I just want to make this easier for you.” I paused for a moment. “I know things are tough right now, with losing your parents on top of having to pick a husband. But at the end of the day, you’ve got one life—albeit a crazy long one. Do what will make you happy and screw the rest. You’re a leader, Princess. Your people adore you. They’ll follow your example. If you pick Erebus, and can find a way to show he’s changed, everyone and everything else will fall into place.”

      She smiled sadly. “I almost believed you for a moment. Perhaps I should get you to persuade them all. Then I might have a chance at happiness.”

      “You’re a person first, a princess second. Don’t forget that.” I sighed. “And don’t make the mistake of faking something, by way of a spell, that already exists in real life. Not everyone gets to love, Princess. Remember that.”

      “You have a lot of wisdom for someone who has only lived a short while.” Kaya laughed bitterly. “Now, go back to your friends before I decide to make you dance again.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. Gracing Kaya with another of my best bows, I returned to the platform where my friends waited. Even Nash had showed up, perching precariously on the edge of the long table. Huntress stayed at his feet, using her body to keep him propped up. Now that was a simple kind of love.

      “He is an exemplary listener!” Kaya called as she passed, shooting me a wry smirk. “And not bad at dancing. A nice, firm grip makes a woman feel safe.”

      Ah, come on! She was just trying to wind me up, and I didn’t seem to be the only one irked.

      As soon as the princess left to mingle with other revelers, Ryann took me by the shirt sleeve and pulled me away from the group. I didn’t know what kind of stern chat I would get, but I knew I wasn’t about to be lauded for my foxtrot or whatever I’d been doing. Frankly, I didn’t even know what a foxtrot was.

      “What are you doing?” Ryann whispered coolly.

      “What do you mean?” I wasn’t feigning ignorance. Not really.

      She grimaced. “With Kaya! Why did you dance with her? And what’s with this new coziness between you two? A good listener?! What happened to make her say that?”

      “I couldn’t exactly say no, could I?” I protested. “And there’s no coziness, believe me.”

      “She was all over you!” Ryann looked away, as if it hurt to look at me.

      “That rabid octopus bit was for show. She was clearly trying to get a reaction from Erebus.” I softened my tone, hating that this had upset Ryann. “Why does it bother you so much? There’s nothing going on. If anything, it serves our purpose going forward. She told me some interesting things about that love spell, and now I know for sure she’s crazy about Erebus.”

      Ryann huffed an exasperated breath. “Because… because, well, I thought you were only interested in me, and now you’re swooning over Kaya! How can that not bother me?”

      “Hey, now, Finch is just trying to be a good spy, trying to keep us all safe.” Luke surprised me by appearing at my side. Apparently, he’d been eavesdropping. “You know there’s nothing to worry about. Everyone knows he’s only got eyes for you.”

      Melody took Luke’s hand, drawing him away again. “Give them a minute, Luke.”

      He gave me a look that said, “Sorry, bud, you’re on your own,” and returned to watch over Nash.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you or worry you. I’m sorry I made you feel like that. I honestly didn’t mean to. She dragged me away, and I saw a chance to gather some information. I probably should’ve stopped to think first.” I dipped my chin to my chest, feeling like an asshole.

      She brushed back her hair with a frustrated hand. “No… I’m sorry. I don’t know where my head is at the moment. It’s carnage up there.” She tapped her temple. “I got jealous for a second, but… I don’t think it was just me. Lux isn’t dealing with this very well, either, and some of her feelings seeped into mine.”

      “Here, let me put your mind at ease, once and for all. You remember I said I had an idea, one that might save our asses?” I wanted to reassure her; more than anything else, I wanted things to be okay.

      She peered at me curiously. “Yes.”

      “This was it.” I gestured discreetly toward Kaya, who was in the midst of a bawdy discussion with some young Atlantean women.

      “I don’t follow.”

      I smiled. “Befriending Kaya. She’s our ticket out of here in one piece.”

      “How?” Ryann looked like she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      “Nash was right—I’m not useful to Erebus anymore.” I glanced across the ballroom to make sure the E-man wasn’t hiding under any tables, listening in. My eyes jarred as they settled on the man himself, who was staring back at me in a not-so-pleasant way. “And if he lets me live, he’ll only tangle me into more wild goose chases for him. I’m done chasing geese. So we need a backup. A surefire angle to get out of Atlantis, as far from Erebus as possible. That way, I don’t die, and you’re all off my hook. Here’s how I see it: we befriend Kaya, help her through this, she starts liking us, and she’ll hopefully listen to any requests we might have.”

      “Finch! That might just work!” Ryann’s expression brightened.

      I couldn’t say the same for Erebus. On the one hand, that grim look shivered my proverbial timbers and made everything clench. But at the same time, there was a whole lot of pleasure to be gained in pissing off that son of a gun. And that was a box I’d definitely checked off, by having octopus-tentacles Kaya drag me around the dance floor instead of him.

      Not so smug now, are we? For as long as it lasted, I would enjoy this fleeting satisfaction.
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      The selkies switched to a haunting ballad, singing in a language I didn’t understand. I didn’t need to. My tear ducts understood the sentiment. Everyone on the dance floor cleared off to let Ovid and Verity have their last dance. In fact, the entire ballroom held their breaths as the royal couple moved elegantly forward before enveloping one another in their arms and swaying like loved-up teens making the most of a school dance slow jam. No… it was sweeter than that. Sadder. Maybe Ovid was a cold-hearted jerk beneath all this mushy stuff, but he was giving his wife one hell of a send-off.

      And, just like that, the night came to its morbid end. The selkies’ song faded to nothing, and the royal couple broke apart, though they still held each other’s hands. Verity raised her free hand to make sure she had perfect silence. Who wouldn’t, for their final words?

      “Thank you all for joining me tonight, in celebration of the life that I have led. I hope I have been the queen you all deserved.” Her breath hitched, but she turned to Ovid, seeming to strengthen and draw courage from him. “This is my last goodbye. You have all meant the world to me these five hundred years. Now it is time for me to retire, in every sense of the word.”

      Kaya drifted through the crowd toward her mother and put her arm around Verity’s waist. Tears fell freely down the princess’s cheeks now. She wasn’t the only one weeping. Wherever I looked, I saw more tearful faces, all mourning their queen.

      “With my husband and daughter at my side, I will place my head upon my pillow and slip into the next world,” Verity continued, her voice tight. “I will think of you all, and everything you have meant to me. Atlantis was my ancestors’ dream, but it is also mine. I hope I have left it a better place than I found it, and that under my daughter’s care, it will continue to flourish.”

      I had no jokes. Only a stark, hollow feeling in my chest. This sucked. Truly. It sucked for Kaya, it sucked for the Atlanteans, and it sucked for Ovid, even if he had been under a love spell all these years. Maybe Kaya had even been right about actual love blossoming. After all those years together, how could some affection fail to grow?

      Eh, take a look at Lux and Erebus. My brain gave me a swift kick of reality. Not everything could be a soaring romance. Even ordinary, human-length relationships had their peaks and valleys. Perhaps, after an extended period, there wound up being more valleys than peaks for the more long-lived couples. Huge, destructive crevasses, in Lux and Erebus’s case. But Lux obviously still loved her wayward husband. And that was probably the worst part about this—Erebus had soured any good that remained in their long, long, long, long marriage.

      “It is time.” Verity held her family close as the revelers formed a weird tunnel for the trio to the exit. The kind you’d see at weddings, only this wasn’t a wedding. This was the end of a relationship, severed in the most final of ways.

      Some of the celebrants offered flowers to the queen, who accepted them until her arms overflowed with bluish blooms and the petals spilled in a trail behind her. A few of the flowers tumbled down, too, where they were crushed underfoot as the mourners closed in behind the trio. Meanwhile, others in the odd tunnel simply bowed to offer their reverence, and yet others sought her hand to steal one last kiss.

      I might not have known the old queen very well, but this was sad in anyone’s book. However, it also served as the perfect cover for the other plan I had up my sleeve. As the mourners continued their procession following the royal trio out of the ballroom, I pulled Nash to one side. He’d sobered up a bit, in the face of all the misery going on. Then again, it was probably best that he was a bit loosey-goosey, considering what I wanted to ask him.

      “I need a favor,” I said bluntly.

      Nash narrowed his unfocused eyes. “What kind of favor?”

      “Do you have any vials of your blood on you?” I’d had mine confiscated at Atlantean Alcatraz, but I had a feeling Nash might’ve hidden some away for a rainy day. You know, aside from the pints and pints swimming in his veins. Where he might’ve hidden any potential vials was a question I didn’t need the answer to.

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.” He chuckled, covering his mouth.

      “Nash! Do you or don’t you?” Time was of the essence.

      He shrugged. “Yep. No way was I going to let those goons take my blood away from me. I know you mock my plaid shirts, Finch, but they’ve got pockets upon pockets. Pockets these saps wouldn’t know to look for.”

      “Then I need some.” I gave him an oh so serious look, trying to knock some more sobriety into him.

      “What for?”

      I leaned close and whispered the rest of my plan. When I pulled away, there wasn’t a hint of drunkenness left in Nash’s face. Maybe that was part of his Sanguine ability, that he could wash a massive quantity of alcohol out of his system in a few seconds flat. Or maybe he hadn’t been as drunk as we thought. Either way, I knew I had him on board.

      Nash smiled. “Just when I thought tonight couldn’t get any more interesting.” He shook his head slowly, back to the focused alpha male I’d come to know and respect. “Well, you’re going to need some muscle. Leave it to me; I’ll sort it out.”

      “I knew I could count on you, even if you were swaying and hiccupping five minutes ago.”

      “I’m all action now, Finch. You do what you’ve got to do, and I’ll see to the rest.” Nash stuck a hand in his suit jacket and rummaged around. I saw a glimpse of plaid underneath and resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Even in this fancy getup, he hadn’t been able to leave the lumberjack fashion on the shelf. You could take the guy out of Manitoba…

      He took out a wristwatch and flipped it over, unscrewing the back plate and removing a small vial tucked inside. He slipped it to me as if we were exchanging contraband and gave me the nod. A sign he was ready to roll.

      “I can really rely on you for this?” I had some lingering doubts about his sobriety.

      Nash stood taller. “New Year’s Eve, 2000. Ringing in the new millennium the only way soldiers know how, with crates of warm beer and pouches of military mush. My squadron wasn’t on duty. We were in the so-called safe zone. Then, all hell broke loose, and when I say hell, I mean capital ‘H.’ Under heavy fire and tanked up to the eyeballs, we still managed to overwhelm the magicals who’d tried to ambush us. I’ve never sobered up so fast. I snapped right out of it then, and I’ve snapped out of it now.”

      I looked at him in surprise. He’d given flashes of his past, but only tidbits. And frankly, they left me hungry for more—this guy had clearly lived a doozy of a life, and we’d only just scratched the surface. “Wait… how old are you?” I tried to do the mental math.

      He grinned. “Never you mind. Let’s just say I’m over twenty-one, and not quite forty. Now, what do you say we get on with this? If what you’re telling me is true, then Ryann is in more danger the longer we wait.”

      I took a deep breath. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      “Lieutenant Colonel, if we’re getting specific.” Nash flashed another grin and gave a knowing look to his loyal hound. She growled warmly in the back of her throat, almost like a mocking laugh. Great, he’s even got the pooch teasing me now.

      I ignored the canine chuckle. “Keep an eye on what I do. You’ll know when the time comes.”

      Nash patted me on the shoulder. “It’s a dangerous game we’re playing here, Finch, but it’s about darn time someone got their hands dirty. I’m only too happy to get a little muck on mine to help us all out. Especially Ryann. She doesn’t deserve this.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” With that, I took myself off to one side. The rest of the ballroom was transfixed on the death procession. Even Erebus was distracted, trying to make himself look like the chief mourner in front of Kaya. He had the biggest bunch of flowers in his arms ready to pass to Queen Verity. Clearly, he hadn’t realized she already had enough flowers to open up a friggin’ shop. By the time she got to him, she’d have nowhere to put them.

      But that wasn’t my problem. I had bigger fish to fry. My dance with Kaya had irked Ryann-Lux, the way I’d hoped it would. I hadn’t just accepted the dance because Kaya dragged me—I’d known it would get to Ryann and make her want to fight. And I’d known that seeing Erebus all envious and angry would’ve gotten to Lux in the same way. Ryann’s body had turned into a warzone, and by the end of the night, I hoped the woman I loved would emerge victorious with a bit of outside help. And when she did win, nobody would be piggybacking on her anymore.

      That’s the plan, anyway… But the best laid plans of mice and men often went awry, as the old adage went. I couldn’t have been more nervous about what I was about to do. Worst of all, I couldn’t show that I was nervous. It was time to channel De Niro.

      Turning my back to the ballroom, I twisted open the pendant around my neck, revealing the dead, grisly eye inside. Ripping the stopper out of the vial with my teeth, I poured the contents onto the torn-out peeper of Hephaestus, which Erebus had named for himself. It blinked, and I almost dropped the whole thing on the floor. Ugh… Rapidly, I twisted the metal iris shut again and tried not to think of that dead eyeball flitting around underneath.

      Now armed with a working Eye of Erebus, I tucked the pendant back under my suit jacket and headed to the edge of the dance floor. A crowd had gathered by the far doors, which closed with a ground-shaking boom behind Verity, Kaya, and Ovid. I could only imagine the sadness that would permeate Verity’s chambers tonight, as her husband and daughter watched her take her last breaths. But at least they’d be there. Wasn’t that what everyone wanted when their time came to pass on? Their loved ones around them?

      Even Mother Dearest managed to wrangle that one. After all, she’d had her son with her at the bitter end. Sure, I’d been the one killing her, but at least she’d had me there, so I could always be haunted by the sickening memory of her literally crumbling to dust. And that was exactly what she would’ve wanted—to make me suffer, even after she was gone.

      The moment the doors closed and the crowd filtered back to the dance floor and tables, the orchestra struck up a fresh tune. Upbeat and cheerful, it juxtaposed the solemn event that had just passed. Ooh, check me out, using big words… My high school English teacher would’ve wept with pride. But the music kicking back in also broke the sad tension, giving the revelers reason to celebrate again. People gravitated toward the dance floor, snatching up partners and whirling them around the room. Ryann stood on the periphery, watching with slumped shoulders and a confused gaze.

      Channeling every romantic hero I’d ever seen on the silver screen, I grabbed her around the waist and swung her around in the air. She shrieked in alarm… and then something a little like joy, as she put her hands on my shoulders and peered down into my eyes. These biceps were strong, but swinging a woman around on the dance floor was not as easy as those movie stars made it look.

      “Finch,” she said softly as I finally set her back down. “You scared me.”

      I grinned. “Sorry about that. But I saw you standing there, and I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to turn that frown upside down, Ryann Smith.”

      “Or give me a heart attack.” She chuckled, no white spots to be seen in those beautiful eyes of hers.

      “I have been known to get a heart or two racing.” I waggled my eyebrows. “Actually, that’s not true. I usually crash and burn, Top Gun-style. And Nash and Luke aren’t exactly the Goose to my Maverick.”

      “Is there any film you don’t have a reference for?” She kept her hands on my shoulders as we began to move to the music.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t found one yet. Although, Grease 2 is pretty difficult to slip into conversation. Pretty difficult to watch, too. I don’t recommend it.” I pulled a face, and she laughed. The best sound in the world. It beat any note those selkies could hit.

      “What’s got you in such a good mood?” She stepped closer, so my arms encircled her waist. “You realize Queen Verity just walked to her death, right?”

      I gestured around me, where other dancers whizzed by. “Everyone else is getting back into the swing of celebrations. Why not us?” I moved one hand up to clasp hers, one hundred percent copying Luke’s surprisingly smooth moves. “Anyway, you always put me in a good mood.”

      She lowered her gaze. “Even now, given… you know?”

      “Even now. You’re still you, and I fancy the pants off you. I don’t care about your gremlin. I only care about you, and I want you to get some enjoyment out of this evening.” I twirled her around, and her smile widened. “Plus, I wanted to make amends for that dance with Kaya. You’re the only one I want in my arms, Ryann. I mean it.”

      “Oh, Finch.” Her eyes shone as she gazed into mine. “I shouldn’t have gone off on you like that.”

      I shook my head. “Nope, not having any apology from you. Let’s put that behind us and have a ball. What do you say?”

      “Well, we are in a ballroom.” She mustered a grin as I swept her around the floor, trying not to lose my balance and make a total fool of myself. This was my time to shine—to be cool, be smooth, be romantic in a way that had never come naturally to me.

      We danced until we were breathless, the music blending into another tune. I held her hand and twirled her in circles before bringing her back to my grasp, pulling her as close to me as possible. Where I’d wanted to die of embarrassment with Kaya and her squiddy hands all over me, I felt none of that with Ryann. I got shivers instead, at every touch of her palm against my chest, every gesture she made to steady herself, and every brush of her hand against my waist and shoulder. And when our hands clasped… Oh Chuck, that was the best feeling ever.

      With her, I could forget everything else. Our messy circumstances vanished, leaving just me and her, laughing and smiling and dancing like a young couple in love, without a care in the world. That was what I wanted us to be, so badly. And I hoped I’d have the chance to make something good out of this, after I managed to pry Lux out of her.

      “I’m thirsty!” Ryann giggled, four dances later.

      “Hi, Thirsty, I’m Finch.” Why’d I say that? I’d been doing so well.

      She burst into a fit of laughter. “Where’d you get that one? My dad?”

      “I knew I’d heard it somewhere.” I recovered quickly, glad to see her in such high spirits again. And sure, she’d called me out on my burgeoning dad joke, but as long as she was laughing, everything would be okay. I hoped.

      “Should we grab drinks?” Ryann pointed to the servers who’d resumed their business, expertly carrying full trays of a selection of drinks. I’d always been baffled by the balancing act it took to carry so many glasses at once.

      I took Ryann’s hand and tugged her over to the nearest waiter, plucking two flutes of a blue liquid that I hoped really was just juice. She sipped hers eagerly and I did the same, letting the sweet liquid slip down my throat. My insides immediately warmed, and I felt the tension in my muscles loosen. Was it just me? I had no idea, but it felt nice and helped distance me further from this entire debacle with Kaya, Erebus, Lux, et al.

      Don’t get too distracted, now. My mind reminded me what needed to happen tonight. Discreetly, I scoured the ballroom and spotted Luke and Melody dancing, while Nash and Huntress sat on the sidelines, watching me as subtly as I watched them. I wished it didn’t have to be this way. I wished I could just enjoy this night, and Ryann’s smile, and the way she felt when I danced with her, my arms enveloping her.

      “I’m getting so warm in here.” Ryann pulled my attention back to her. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glittering. But still no white spots.

      I lifted my hand to her cheek, curious to feel the rosy heat I saw there. “Me too.”

      “Should we get some air?” Ryann suggested.

      “Recycled air,” I corrected with a smile. “Who knows how many gills this stuff has gone through.”

      “They don’t have gills, Finch.” She punched me lightly in the chest, then let her hand stay there, right where my heart was beating a mile a minute.

      I led her away from the dancing crowd, toward one of the windowed doorways that peppered the far wall of the ballroom.

      The curtains billowed slightly, and a light breeze swept over my face as I drew Ryann onto a balcony. It overlooked the entire city, where the celebrations raged in the streets below. Music drifted up alongside the delicious scents from the food stalls, and the steady rumble of chattering voices provided a percussion to the ambience. Tomorrow the queen would be gone, but another would take her place soon enough. A princess they adored. But tonight was all about Verity.

      This showed in the total blackout of the fake night sky. No pretend stars in made-up constellations, no moonlight glowing from the manufactured orbs. Just the complete darkness of the intense depth of the ocean overhead, in honor of Queen Verity. Well, not quite complete darkness. Torchlight flickered in the streets, but all other lighting had been snuffed out. Like Verity’s life. Speaking of dark… That was one of my more macabre insights.

      “I know it sounds weird to say, but maybe everyone should have a Death Day,” Ryann said as she leaned on the balustrade and gazed over the city. “It’s sad, but there’s happiness in it, too. A day to honor everything a person has done in their life and show them how much they’re cared about, so they get to hear it before they go. So many people regret leaving things unsaid to people before they die—and vice versa.”

      “I think my Death Day would be more of a Death Half-Hour.” I leaned beside her.

      She side-eyed me. “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Minimize all the amazing things you’ve done.” She sighed. “You killed a great evil, you saved your sister, you saved everyone. You’ve helped Nash, and Melody—you’ve helped everyone you’ve come across who’s worth helping. You turned into a kind, sweet, funny, loyal, incredible man, and you’re the only one who doesn’t see it. Plus, all you ever do, and all you’ve ever done, is try to keep people safe, no matter the cost to yourself. I’d say that’s worth an entire twenty-four-hour celebration.”

      I stared down at the firefly flickers below. “You’re saying that because you didn’t know me before.”

      “But that’s just it!” Ryann protested. “You listened to Harley when she believed in you. And when you found out about Adley, you used that pain to change instead of letting it consume you. You stopped being the person you were, because you realized where it would lead. If that’s not strength of character, I don’t know what is.”

      “Says you, the human rights undergraduate and all-around badass who wants to make the world—magical and non-magical—a better place.” My throat tightened. “You could’ve run from all this, but you didn’t. You chose to build a bridge between magicals and non-magicals. And, more than that, you’ve helped us all out without a single magical ability, which I know frustrates the bejeezus out of you. But frankly, to me, that makes you superhuman. I’d give you a whole weekend of celebrations.”

      She turned, and the atmosphere changed. It felt… charged. As if a storm was coming, or something life-changing was about to happen. “I don’t feel superhuman. I feel weak beside the rest of you. Having no abilities makes me vulnerable; I know it does.”

      “No, it reminds us of what’s important and what’s valuable beyond these abilities that we take for granted. You do it all, driven purely by your strength of will and desire to make changes in this world and help people. That isn’t weakness. That isn’t vulnerability. That is powerful,” I said, bringing my hand up to her face. Her cheek still felt warm, but my eyes were fixed firmly on her lips.

      “How did the two of us end up here, huh?” She almost looked nervous.

      “I don’t think we have time to rattle off that list.” I put my other hand to her face and stepped closer. I made sure to check one last time in case I was about to make a huge mistake. But the eyes were all Ryann’s.

      Before I could lose courage, I leaned in. This time, no gargoyles popped out to interrupt, and Lux stayed down. And… reader, I kissed her. The world could’ve crumbled around us and I wouldn’t have noticed. My lips pressed against hers and my insides lit up, my lungs forgetting to breathe. Her arms looped around my neck as she met my kiss, matching the pressure. This was everything I’d waited for, and yet… I couldn’t fully immerse myself in her. Not yet.

      This was only a distraction.

      My eyes opened slowly, catching sight of two figures emerging from the shadows, leaping from the next balcony over and landing with silent, cat-like footfalls on this one. Nash and Luke. The former had brought backup, taking matters into his own hands the way he’d promised he would. It was time to get cracking.

      I didn’t want to break the kiss, so I made the most of it while I could, despite the audience. It gave Nash the opportunity he needed to sneak up right behind Ryann and slide something into her pocket. Glowing blue veins of light shot out, crisscrossing Ryann’s body in thin ropes. Then, and only then, did I step back.

      Ryann froze to the spot.

      “How did you manage to get an immobility hex bag past the Atlantean guard?” I asked, my stomach churning with guilt. I’d tricked Ryann, and that hurt me almost as much as it hurt her, judging by the confused look on her face.

      Nash offered a sympathetic smile. “Pockets, Finch. So many pockets.”

      “Finch?” Ryann whispered. The hex seemed to be the same one we’d used on Davin, freezing the body but letting the mouth talk.

      “I’m sorry.” I hung my head.

      “What’s happening? What’s—” Her voice changed, taking on a steely edge as those white dots came back into Ryann’s eyes. This time, they grew, spreading out until her eyes shone with pure, furious light. Lux had come out to play. “How dare you?! How dare you do this to me?!”

      I noticed she didn’t snap her fingers and make the blue threads vanish, even with her eyes ablaze and giving the full “Don’t you know who I am?” treatment. Nash had chosen well. That was the trouble with these pesky human bodies—they weren’t impervious to the curses and spells and hexes that could floor an ordinary magical. Her Child of Chaos-ness was as limited as Erebus’s.

      But this hex bag wouldn’t last forever. I’d seen it fade rapidly with Davin. We had a small window of opportunity, and we had to use it wisely.

      Starting now.
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      “You ungrateful rat!” Lux snarled, fortunately immobilized.

      “Look, you’re pissed. I get that. I’d be pissed if someone stuck a hex bag in my pocket, too, but you didn’t leave me any other choice.” I jumped on the defensive, since the clock was ticking.

      Lux’s eyes burned. “What are you talking about? I gave you every instruction you require. This is pettiness, pure and simple! A petty, woefully misjudged attempt at revenge for borrowing your little girlfriend’s form! Which, need I remind you, is only a temporary situation!”

      I raised a finger. “As much as I’d like to admit that’s why I’m doing this, that’s not the whole story. See, you think you gave me everything I need, but you fell way short. And now, it’s time for a bit of truth from one of you Children of Chaos. For once.”

      “You will come to regret this,” Lux snarled while Nash and Luke watched cautiously. I understood why Melody and Huntress weren’t here. Luke had obviously kept our beloved chipmunk out of this, in case things went south. And Huntress was likely with her, in case she decided Nash was in danger and went for Lux’s jugular. Or rather, Ryann’s.

      “How did you even manage this?” Lux looked startled as Nash and Luke circled into her view. “I thought… I believed you would stay quiet about me. Why have you told these ingrates? What purpose does that serve? I told you to be silent on the matter!”

      I shrugged. “You told me a lot of things, but I’ve learned it’s never a bad idea to have backup.” I glanced at Luke. “Melody doesn’t know yet, does she?” I suspected not, but there was no harm spelling it out for our little ray of sunshine, in case she later turned into a death ray.

      Luke shook his head. “Not yet. Nash just said I should keep my mouth shut and follow him, and he’d explain privately. I told Melody I was taking Nash to his room so he could sleep off all that fizz. Huntress is with her, standing guard.”

      “Though she knows, of course,” Nash chimed in. “Huntress knows everything I know.”

      “Okay, well, that’s that cleared up for you, Lux.” I returned my attention to her. “The point is, I’ve had it up to my follicles with your secrecy. And since you brought up all the things you’ve said to me, let’s start there—you said you’d help me, but all you’re doing is following your own agenda while keeping the rest of us in the dark. And using Ryann, just to twist the knife. That ends now.”

      I took out the Eye of Erebus and twisted it open to reveal the living eye inside. “We need to know why Erebus is really here, and why he’s so eager to marry Kaya. And, sorry, but you’re the only one who knows. So how about we spill those lovely beans, hmm?”

      Lux stared at the pendant in horror. “Where did you get that?! I sent it away, where no one would find it. Erebus used it on me one too many times, leaving me no choice but to hide it away.”

      “Then you should’ve destroyed it,” I shot back. “Your husband made me find it.”

      At least that means it works on her… She’d already spilled some beans without even realizing it.

      “He… made you find it?” Lux’s eyes bugged out of her head. “That slimy, deceitful, wretched excuse for a husband! You have no idea how much I despise that thing! You would, too, if you’d had it used relentlessly on you!”

      I raised my free hand. “Let me repeat my question—what is Erebus really doing here, and why is he so eager to marry Kaya?”

      The living eye lit up a vibrant red, a sign there were some lies going on here. Tell me something I don’t know. A moment later, red letters formed in the air between me and Lux. I eyed the hologram words as they fully unfurled.

      To fill a void with new life. Misery loves company.

      “Ah, crap.” I’d forgotten about the riddle aspect of this pendant. Why couldn’t it have been as convenient as a truth serum or something? Real life wasn’t convenient, that was why.

      “He wants a kid,” Nash hissed, his eyes widening.

      My head snapped toward him. “Come again?”

      “Read it.” Nash nodded at the red letters. “‘To fill a void with new life. Misery loves company.’ The void could be Erebus’s otherworld, or… his longing for a legacy, maybe? Didn’t he mention something about a legacy? That could be it. A kid. Add the ‘new life’ bit, and it definitely sounds like that’s what he’s gunning for.”

      “What about the other part?” Luke peered at the letters, as clueless as me.

      Grandpa tapped the side of his head as if we were morons. “Well, that suggests Erebus, who’s miserable, wants company. That points to a kid, again.”

      The letters exploded in a spray of green sparks before regrouping to pulsate in the air. The eye had turned green, too. I knew what that meant, even if the riddles were beyond me. Green meant go. A.k.a. the truth. If that wasn’t enough to convince me, Lux’s sick expression certainly made it seem like Nash had whacked the nail on the head.

      “Is that true? Does Erebus want a child?” I softened my tone, realizing there was probably a big ol’ can of worms behind that question, which I was currently cracking open.

      Lux’s face suddenly fell, and her eyes filled with bitter tears. “I imagine there is no use continuing to keep it from you. That pendant has already betrayed me.” She glanced down, and a tear escaped. It was hard to watch her cry, wearing Ryann’s face. “Although, you should know, I… had my reasons for not speaking of it.” She heaved a shaky breath. “Erebus wants the one thing I could never give him. Love and honor and loyalty matter little to some, when their partner—the person they are supposed to spend eternity with—cannot create a child. A veritable army of Sylphs, yes, but a real child, born of his being and mine… I couldn’t. And so, my value is suddenly rendered worthless.”

      Nash and Luke both looked as sheepish as I felt. I hadn’t thought it would go this way. And I definitely hadn’t expected to be rubbing serious salt into a deep, painful wound that clearly still affected Lux. I mean, we were guys. Three clueless, awkward guys. How could we even begin to comprehend what she was feeling? I could hear agony and regret in her voice. She’d obviously, at some point, tried to make it happen for Erebus. And that came with its own loss and devastation, far beyond anything I could understand.

      “Why Kaya, specifically?” Nash’s voice had also softened, his usual gruffness gone.

      “His only chance to have a child of his own is to create one with the purest of the Primus Anglicus.” Lux’s lower lip trembled. “Where do you think those demigods came from, once upon a time? It is another reason we were cast into our otherworlds, to prevent us from fraternizing with magicals. I never partook, of course, but others did. Others who did not take their cosmic vows as seriously as I did.”

      Nash nodded sympathetically. “And Kaya’s bloodline is the strongest, ergo the ‘purest’ of the Primus Anglicus descendants.”

      “Even then, it may not work, as Kaya is only a descendant. But he is so convinced… so convinced, that he is willing to throw everything away for that harlot.” Lux clenched her jaw, and I sensed she wanted to do more, but the blue threads still held her frozen. “When he first sought her hand, I tried to grin and bear it. I knew what he intended to do, and I let him, so he might get this child matter over and done with and come back to me. I followed him and watched him deceive her and woo her, but then… he just had to go and fall in love with her.”

      “And that’s when you blew his cover?” Luke asked, not unkindly.

      “What would you have done in my position?” she snapped back, tears streaming down her face now. “I could not watch him wed another, not out of love. I might have managed had it been solely about the child he so desperately wants, but he had to ruin it. He pushed me to this. He forsook me and put her in my rightful place in his heart.”

      What do I say to that? I hadn’t thought I’d had it in me to feel sorry for a Child of Chaos, but then she’d gone and said all these things. For fifty years, she’d dealt with the weight of Erebus’s betrayal. For fifty years, she’d had to look into his eyes and know he loved someone else. For fifty years, she must’ve wondered if he’d try to pursue Kaya again. But that was only the tip of this messed-up iceberg of solid crap. Who knew how many more years she’d suffered before he first met Kaya, all because she couldn’t give him what he wanted? This wasn’t her fault. The hurt in her voice made me feel guilty to have dangly parts. How many other women hurt the way she was hurting?

      I thought for a moment about Santana and Raffe, but they’d made the mutual decision to adopt. And that was wonderful for them, especially knowing how adopted kids could end up if they just had the right parents. Harley and Dylan were testament to that. But Raffe and Santana had made that choice together. What about others who weren’t given that choice? What about those women who longed for a child only to be disappointed time and time again? It made my heart hurt. And it made me see Lux in a different light. She looked so broken, and so bitterly sad.

      “I’m sorry, Lux.” I found my voice.

      “Not as sorry as you will be.” Her arms suddenly exploded outward, and the blue threads evaporated. All my sympathy evaporated with them.

      A vivid white blast followed and slammed us in the chest—me, Luke, and Nash. Instant pain spread like wildfire, clamping every muscle until I stiffened into a mannequin of sheer agony. I felt as if every part of me was shattering into a thousand pieces, my skeleton creaking and straining. Tears stabbed at my eyes while jolts of pain shot through my temples and the back of my eyeballs.

      I’d been in Child of Chaos death grips before, but this was different. This was supercharged. This was a pain I couldn’t stand.

      I managed to get a glimpse of Nash and Luke and saw them both suffering the same fate. Luke’s veins were popping up like fleshy snakes all across his face, while Nash staggered to the balustrade.

      Huntress leapt out of nowhere and barreled past me, only to get whacked in the face with another flash of light. Sensing Nash’s pain, she’d clearly been called into Familiar action. She skittered backward and crouched low, whining in the back of her throat as her blue eyes fixed on Nash. I didn’t know what Nash was saying to her telepathically, but he seemed to have given her the order to back off. No doubt he didn’t want her ending up trapped in this bind with him.

      Lux glared at me. “I warned you not to annoy me. It seems Erebus is not the only man who won’t listen to reason. You are all the same! And you accuse me of serving my own agenda?”

      Another figure emerged on the balcony. The light in Lux’s eyes faded to Ryann’s innocuous human form, though she didn’t let up the pain spell.

      Pandion cleared his throat, a little unsteady on his feet. “I hate to intrude, but everyone is to return indoors. The celebrations are coming to a close, and there is an ending ceremony that you are to attend. Gifts will be given in honor of the queen.”

      Lux smiled sweetly, manipulating Ryann’s features like the psycho puppeteer she was. “Of course, Pandion. We will be in directly.”

      “Gratitude.” Pandion bowed and retreated, apparently not noticing anything off with the three guys whose faces were contorted in pain. Maybe he’d had too much of the red stuff.

      “It looks as though you have been given a brief reprieve.” Lux twisted her hands upward and released us from the Vulcan death grip. I stumbled forward, frantically raking in deep breaths. Nash braced himself against the balcony as Huntress rushed over, licking his fingers worriedly. Meanwhile, Luke tried to walk it off, only to trip over his own feet.

      I shot her a look that told her exactly what I thought of her. “That was low, Lux… even for you.” My voice came out as a cracked echo of its former self.

      “I simply have the advantage of understanding human weaknesses.” Lux smirked. “And there is nothing like raw honesty to win favor. Your pathetic desire to pity and sympathize makes you easy to manipulate. But I promise you, Finch, I will teach you a valuable lesson about messing with me someday. I will make you pay for making me give up my painful secrets.”

      Just like that, Lux disappeared, leaving an astonished Ryann in her place. “Finch? Why would you do that? You stupid, stupid, insane man!”

      “I had to,” I replied sheepishly.

      “This was all kinds of wrong.” She shook her head. “You tricked me, Finch! I mean, I get why you couldn’t tell me… I do, but that was dangerous. So dangerous. She threw me so far back into my subconscious, I almost lost myself in there.” She paused. “But… did it work?”

      “It did.” I still didn’t dare to look her in the eyes. “In fact, as the cop shows would say, we just got our motive.”

      “You did?” Ryann’s eyes widened.

      I nodded slowly. “Erebus wants a child. Couldn’t you hear what was going on?”

      “The connection cut out when she threw me inside so she could take control,” Ryann replied, her brow creasing with concern. I knew why. If Lux had managed to push that far back, then it meant the Child of Chaos was gaining more control over her human marionette. “Did you get anything else out of her, about your freedom?”

      My stomach sank. “No. We got interrupted.”

      I’d paid a hefty price for that sliver of information about Erebus. I should’ve gone in with the freedom questions first, because I sure as hell wouldn’t get that chance again. Lux hated my guts now, so I could kiss any hope of her helping me goodbye. I wasn’t the one who’d made a deal with her—she had no reason to aid me. She didn’t owe me jack. In less than a week, I’d ceased to be useful, technically speaking, to two Children of Chaos.

      The only thing I had left working in my favor was the fact that I knew her secret. The one where she planned to toss her estranged husband into the center of the earth. That meant she couldn’t turn against me… yet. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t crazy concerned about when that particular moment did come. It would. Of course it would. Children of Chaos never let anyone off the hook.
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      Our group had more than a few bleary eyes as we stood outside a set of towering marble doors. I’d been woken unceremoniously at an ungodly hour by palace servants, who’d insisted I get dressed and follow them. Naturally, I’d expected the worst. But they’d just dropped me here without explanation and told me to wait. The others arrived shortly after, equally confused. Everyone but Ryann, which worried me.

      “How’s the head, Nash?” I slapped my cheeks to try and get some awake-ness into my face.

      “Better than it should be,” Nash replied. Huntress grumbled agreement. “All that stuff in the gift baskets helped.”

      Melody gaped. “You ate it all?”

      “A guy’s got to do what a guy’s got to do.” Nash fumbled with his shirt sleeves. “Sorry if I said anything embarrassing last night.”

      “You’re not the one who should be apologizing.” Melody hit me with the sternest stare she could muster. A furious field mouse, both insanely cute and oddly terrifying. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about Lux hijacking Ryann’s body!”

      I shot a disappointed glance at Luke. “I thought you weren’t going to say anything.”

      Melody interjected before Luke could answer. “Don’t you go after him, Finch. You should’ve told me. Luke did the right thing, finally letting me know. Otherwise, I’d still be in the dark about something I’d say is fairly important!”

      “Hey, I only found out last night, too.” Nash looked relieved that the focus had shifted from his tipsy antics.

      “Exactly!” Melody waggled a finger at me. “You shouldn’t have kept something like that from us. I knew something was off about Ryann. I knew it! And it would all have made sense if you’d just told us.”

      I put up my hands, wishing I had a little white flag to wave. “In my defense, Lux threatened me. She gave the usual Child of Chaos diatribe: ‘You’ll regret it if you breathe a word. Keep my secret, or else. Yada, yada.’ I only gave up the goods out of desperation. We had nothing. Now we at least know why Erebus is doing this. But until that moment, the risks of spilling the beans outweighed the rewards. Even now, I’m not sure it was worth it.”

      “And it might not have worked, if we’d all been gaping at Ryann,” Nash added.

      Before the conversation could go any further, Ryann appeared, scraping her hair into a bun as she approached. She looked as dead-tired as I felt. But with a quick check of her eyes, at least I knew Ryann was in the driver’s seat.

      “What’s all this about?” she asked with forced cheer.

      I shrugged. “No clue. I got dragged out of bed by two burly servants and told to get my ass in gear.”

      “Same.” She offered an anxious smile. “But my servants were two burly women.”

      “Hey, I never specified their gender.” I managed a chuckle, but it fell flat. Things had turned major-league awkward between the two of us, after that kiss and what happened after. The kiss I’d used to distract and trick her. It wasn’t exactly the romantic first smooch I’d envisioned, though the memory made my heart race all the same.

      “How are you this morning?” Luke asked what I should’ve.

      She sighed. “Tired. Confused. Achy.”

      “Join the club.” Nash gave her a sympathetic smile.

      “I’m guessing you all know, then?” She dropped her gaze.

      “We do,” Melody replied softly. “But don’t worry, nobody will treat you any differently. I’m just glad I know why your emotions are all over the place.”

      Ryann cracked her neck from side to side. “I’m sorry for keeping secrets. I couldn’t tell you what was going on. Lux wouldn’t let me. She seems to have backed off for now, though, since there’s no point in trying to silence me anymore.”

      “It’s okay.” Melody shuffled over to her and gave her a side-hug. “Lux obviously didn’t give you a choice. You’re not at fault here.” She cast me a pointed look.

      What, I’m getting the rap for this? Seriously? Maybe if I had a Child of Chaos inside my body controlling my every move, I’d get off the hook. But in my single-entity form, I couldn’t win. Damned if I did, damned if I didn’t. But I needed to stay out of my favorite wallowing pool.

      A hubbub down the hallway snapped everyone out of our impromptu debriefing. Kaya walked toward us, fending off well-wishers who crowded her with flowers and gifts. Her attendants took the offerings and formed a barrier across the corridor so the mourners couldn’t follow the princess. I saw relief wash over Kaya’s face as she continued toward us alone.

      “Good morning, everyone.” She pressed a palm to her stomach, like she felt sick. Dark crescents had formed under her eyes, and her face was even paler than usual. Her hair stuck out at messy angles, having neglected to see a comb’s teeth. Yeah… she looked like a woman who’d just lost her mom.

      “Good morning, Your Highness,” we chorused, a mixture of bows and curtsies. I heard Nash groan as his back bent. Grandpa didn’t take his omega-3s this morning.

      “I needed diversion. I hope you do not mind that I selected you to provide that.” Kaya avoided our gaze. “I thought you might enjoy seeing our Bestiary. It is one of my favorite places in the palace, and a source of great peace and solitude for me. I require that now, for obvious reasons, though I do not believe I am ready to be entirely alone.” She cleared her throat, as if trying to dislodge her grief. “Now, if you would follow me.”

      How is she even standing after last night? If my mother and I had enjoyed the kind of relationship Kaya had with Verity, I’d have been crouched in a shower, letting the water wash away endless tears. She had some serious strength, this one.

      She swept past us and pushed through the vast marble doors. We went after her, though I pulled up short when I crossed the threshold. The Bestiary at the SDC was an astonishing work of art, but it looked like a kid’s finger painting compared to this. A cavernous dome arched over a huge, circular expanse. Fake sunlight shone through the curved roof, glinting from various-sized orbs of frosted blue glass which hung from long silver poles, like rising bubbles. They covered almost every available space. Pathways cut through the pod forest, leading up to a shimmering atrium of that same blue glass. Sparks flashed inside, where cables carried power to the rest of the city. Black mist swirled inside the orbs, same as at the SDC.

      “Whoa.” I had no other words for it.

      Melody nodded, awed. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “This powers all of Atlantis?” Nash asked Kaya.

      “It does.” Kaya pressed on through the forest of orbs, gesturing beneath her. The entire floor was made of black glass that looked as if it’d melted into place. Fortunately, I’d worn my grippy shoes. “Our marine Purge beasts are kept below. From where you stand, this looks like half a sphere, but the other half is beneath.”

      Two pairs of glowing eyes appeared below the black glass, peering up at us like Ursula’s own Flotsam and Jetsam. Kaya stomped her foot, and the eyes disappeared. Two subtle, shadowy shapes slithered away. Well, that’s unsettling.

      “What sort of creatures do you have here?” Melody clearly couldn’t resist a teaching moment.

      Kaya trailed her hand across the nearest orb, and a flurry of pixies emerged, banging their tiny fists on the glass. “We have all manner of creatures created by my people. Anything you could think of, we undoubtedly have, from the smallest to the very largest. The latter are kept in those orbs up there.” She pointed to the balconies that ringed the enormous room. I hadn’t focused on them at first; I’d just thought they were part of the architecture. But glass panes paneled the walls, and faint wisps twisted and turned behind them.

      “Are my gargoyles in here somewhere?” I blurted. It’d been too long since I’d seen those slimy creeps, and you know what? I missed them. Plus, I wanted to make sure she hadn’t evaporated them and turned them into raw energy.

      Kaya smiled sadly. “I thought you might ask that. Yes, they are here, and they are being well cared for by our Beast Mistress.”

      “Excuse me?” My eyes bulged. “A Beast… Mistress?”

      “Yes. She was brought into being by our city’s founder, Ganymede—a result of the vast energy required to create this place.” Kaya peered into the pod forest. “Iso, would you like to welcome our guests?”

      A shadow darted across the orb-clustered poles, and my jangling nerves amped up to eleven. The swirling tendrils of black mist in the pods solidified into a myriad of creatures as the shadow weaved through the forest: gremlins, gnomes, a couple of those tooth fairies Ryann loved so much, among other beings.

      I held my breath as a figure finally unfurled from those weird bubbles. We came face-to-face with Iso, the Beast Mistress. She towered as tall as Tobe, with a feline face and silver wings folded behind her which looked as if they’d been crafted from metal. Armor plating covered part of her feline upper body, but not her jaw-dropping biceps. Pale, bluish gray stripes crisscrossed her pure white fur, and silver feathers partially covered her muscular legs, which led down to razor-sharp talons.

      Her tail was that of a tigress until the last third, where it morphed into a scaly, serpentine whip. It snapped in the air, making the creatures turn back into black wisps. She stared at us with intense, icy gray eyes. They held none of the warmth I’d grown accustomed to from Tobe.

      “These are the surface dwellers, Your Highness?” Iso gave an elegant bow, her feathers ruffling.

      “They are, Iso. I thought to show them our beautiful Bestiary,” Kaya replied.

      Iso stood back to her full height. “Is that wise, Your Highness?”

      “There is no harm in it. I have come to trust these individuals, though the same cannot be said for the one who brought them.” She gave Iso a knowing look that made the Beast Mistress smile.

      “He is still causing you trouble?”

      Kaya sighed. “When does he not?”

      “And how are you?” Iso stepped forward to envelop the princess in her furry embrace. “We had a moment of silence here for the queen, and I thought of you when I looked up into the darkness. I made sure the stars went out, as you requested.”

      “Thank you for doing that,” Kaya murmured into Iso’s chest. This was all very strange. It also made me wish we had Tobe here, for some added muscle and those legendary cuddles of his. I could’ve done with one of those right about now.

      “It was my honor.” Iso smoothed the back of Kaya’s hair with her huge paw. “She will be sorely missed. I am only sorry I could not attend her Death Day ceremony. She and I said our farewells privately the day before yesterday.”

      Kaya pulled away slowly. “I knew she would come to you. We all do, don’t we?”

      “There is more to being the Beast Mistress than merely caring for these creatures.” Iso kept her paw on Kaya’s shoulder.

      “I am grateful for you.” Kaya looked up into Iso’s startling eyes. It seemed, for a worrying moment, like the princess might give in to her grief and crumble. Instead, she visibly shook it off and pasted on a smile.

      “As I am, for you.” Iso dipped her head. When she lifted it, her eyes fell on Huntress, who’d slipped out from behind Nash’s legs. “What in the name of Poseidon is that? Did you bring me another Purge beast?”

      “No!” Nash stepped in front of Huntress.

      Kaya mustered an empty chuckle. “No, Iso, this is what is known as a ‘dog.’”

      Iso laughed, a motion that made her feathers ruffle. “I know what a dog is, Your Highness. I merely presumed this one to be some sort of Purge beast, as it does not seem to be an ordinary canine. Chaos is emanating from it.”

      “Not ordinary at all,” Kaya agreed. “She is a Familiar to the handsome fellow in the checkered shirt—the one who currently looks terrified.”

      “A Familiar?” Iso grinned, flashing her fangs. “How unexpected. It has been many years since I have heard of such things.” She crouched onto her haunches and extended her paw to Huntress. The husky took a few tentative steps forward and pushed her nose into Iso’s palm. The Beast Mistress growled in delight before brushing her hefty paw across Huntress’s fur. I had a feeling Iso liked the idea of a canine companion. Oh, if only you could meet Tobe. There’d be messed-up, feathery, big cat babies all over the shop.

      “She is beautiful,” Iso said, looking at Nash. “I would love the opportunity to study her, if I may.”

      Nash shook his head vehemently. “I’d rather you didn’t, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “A shame,” Iso murmured.

      “Might you take us to those gargoyles that were recently brought in?” Kaya distracted Iso from Huntress, just in the nick of time. Nash looked ready to snatch Huntress up and make a run for it.

      Iso nodded. “Of course. They are unusual beasts. We have not had gargoyles before, and they have taken some getting used to. I had to look over some rather old books to get acquainted with their species. They are… more boisterous than Atlantean creatures. Nothing some swift discipline could not fix.”

      You keep your discipline away from my gargoyles! I like them boisterous. I didn’t say it aloud in case I got my head clawed off.

      Iso and Kaya walked ahead of us through the pod forest. I tried to focus on them, but with so many cool and strange beings around, it was hard not to get distracted. Vivid birds with fiery tails, squat froggy looking things, and black cats that licked their paws in a very feline, peeved manner. I doubted they were run-of-the-mill black pussycats, though.

      “This is amazing!” Melody squeaked, clearly in her element. “They even have cat sìths!”

      “Cat what?” I prompted. It was better to give Melody an outlet than have her bounce around with bottled-up excitement.

      “Cat sìths—these black cats, here. See the white marks on their chests?” She pointed eagerly.

      “I do.”

      “They’re fairy creatures from Celtic mythology. Although, there was some dispute about that. People used to think they were witches with Beast Morph abilities who could change into the form of a cat nine times. But really, they’re fairies. They’re supposed to haunt the Scottish Highlands—spooky, right?” She grinned, not remotely spooked.

      “Melody, you live in a house full of ghosts,” I pointed out. “I doubt black cats even register on your spook-o-meter.”

      She shrugged. “Still, they’re super cool.”

      Ryann smiled. “These beasts are interesting, but I still prefer the SDC Bestiary.”

      “You’re just saying that,” I teased. “I think even Tobe would admit defeat if he saw this place.”

      “Oh… Tobe.” Melody swooned.

      Luke chuckled wryly. “Should I grow a set of wings? Or how about some fur?”

      Melody flapped a dismissive hand at him. “I’ve got that ability at my fingertips, but I like you just the way you are. Tobe’s a special-occasion kind of person.”

      “What does that make me?” Luke arched an eyebrow. “An everyday man?”

      She flushed with embarrassment. “Um… I guess so.”

      “I’ll take it.” Luke looked pleased, and Melody immediately relaxed. It was interesting, being a spectator to their clumsy courtship. And this was coming from the guy who made jokes when he should’ve been sweeping the woman he loved off her feet. Luke loved Melody, Melody loved Luke, but they shuffled around the obvious truth like teacups at Disneyland.

      “What about me? What am I?” I fell in step with Ryann.

      “An idiot,” she replied, a tiny glint of mischief in her eyes. “But you’re my idiot. If you still want to be.”

      My heart almost exploded. “I’m honored to be your idiot.” I paused. “Does this mean I’m forgiven for last night?”

      “That depends on how good you make our next kiss, when Lux isn’t here to ruin it.” She flashed a grin and turned away, unsuccessfully trying to hide the subtle pink that glowed in her cheeks.

      I’ll make it the best damn kiss you’ve ever had. A bold assertion, which was why I didn’t actually say it. After all, it would’ve been pretty stupid to set myself up like that, in case I disappointed her.

      “Here.” Kaya called us to a standstill in front of another tree of bubbles. The orbs were huge and seemed to defy every law of physics. Then again, this entire city defied the laws of physics. The black mist inside unfurled, revealing my pretties. Murray padded up to the glass and dragged his tongue across it, leaving a slick smear on the inside.

      “This one missed you, it would seem.” Iso smirked. Meanwhile, Joker threw himself against the glass, delighted to see his beloved Nash. “And that one looks to be very fond of the checkered fellow.”

      I nodded, while Nash squirmed. “Very fond.”

      Just then, the lights flickered, plunging the Bestiary into temporary darkness. Sparks erupted inside the imposing atrium and a whirring sound kicked in, thrumming through the ground beneath us and into my chest like heavy bass. A moment later, a powerful blast of energy ripped through the atrium and the lights came back on, glowing brighter for a few seconds before fading back to their usual steady glow.

      “Uh… what was that?” Luke asked, unnerved.

      Kaya looked troubled, too. “It was nothing. A minor hiccup that happens from time to time, which is only to be expected when a city is expanding and prospering as Atlantis is. It is an adjustment from the Bestiary, nothing more. Isn’t that right, Iso?”

      The Beast Mistress nodded uncertainly. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      I didn’t believe a word. Iso looked freaked, her eyes flitting around the atrium as if it might blow at any second. Something was definitely going on here.

      Kaya glanced over her shoulder. “I should go speak with my advisors. They like to worry, and I must learn how to placate them. Iso, forgive me—I will return so we can talk at greater length.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Iso bowed. “I will be here, as ever.”

      “Come, we must leave,” Kaya urged. She turned on her heel and walked quickly back the way we’d come, leaving us no choice but to hurry after her.

      I hesitated for a minute to press my hand against Murray’s orb. I’ll get you out of here as soon as I can. I’m not leaving you in this place, okay?

      Iso gave me a funny look that got my legs moving, and I raced after the others. Honestly, the idea of any kind of “hiccup” in this place made me anxious. How big of a hiccup did there have to be for this city to fail? They were advanced, and they knew what they were doing, but accidents could happen. And I didn’t want to be here if one did.
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      Oh, why did the lights have to flicker? Since childhood, I’d had a fear of electricity failing. I might have gotten used to ghosts hanging around every corner of my family home, but things tended to get somewhat creepy, even for me, when the lights went out. And candles didn’t make it any better. Nobody, no matter who you were, wanted to come face-to-face with an apparition while holding a candle. One sharp exhalation of fear, and the only light you had would go out.

      More than my personal qualms, however, came the knowledge that an energy failure in this underwater city would be nothing short of catastrophic. This Bestiary, quite literally, kept the roof over their heads. But the Atlanteans were advanced beyond anything on the surface. They had kept this city safe and hidden for centuries. Surely, they had protocols for this sort of thing.

      I made the mistake of putting out my Empath feelers toward Kaya and instantly regretted it. Alarm bristled through her body, though it was hard to pick out against the grief that enveloped her. Sort of like lightning in a storm, her panic appeared every so often, before the thunder of her misery covered it.

      “Does this happen often?” I asked. “These… uh… hiccups?”

      Kaya didn’t even look at me. “Yes, but they are nothing to worry about, as I said. They are simply an adjustment due to the expansions we are making. Any power source must have a period of recalibration when more energy is required.”

      “And you’re not worried that you might be pushing the limits of what this bubble can do?” Nash chimed in with a very poignant question. I would’ve asked myself, once I’d gathered the courage to be so blunt.

      “Not at all,” Kaya replied. “The Bestiary is merely going through a stage of recalibration.”

      Then why do you feel so concerned? Thanks to Luke, I’d learned not to shove other people’s emotions in their faces. No one liked having their emotions pried into, but I was still recalibrating in my own way, to stop myself from saying precisely what was on my mind the moment it popped into my head.

      As we hurried along the labyrinth of hallways, following in Kaya’s wake, I glanced out the passing windows. I wanted to see the city’s response to that brief glitch in energy, even from a distance. The fake sunlight sometimes struggled to reach the outer limits of the city, but I spotted something strange.

      After sparking back into life, the glow of the false suns stretched farther than usual. Their additional brightness cast a faint light beyond the bubble. Out there, I glimpsed an outcrop of buildings. Dilapidated to the point of ruin, they stood out in the dark ocean, unprotected by the interdimensional shield. Glowing deep-water creatures drifted between the crumbled walls and darted through vacant windows. The place resembled the sort of ruins I’d expected to see here, when I’d first heard we were seeking the mythical realm of Atlantis.

      “What’s over there?” I hurried to draw level with Kaya, which was no mean feat for my little chicken legs.

      “Where?” Kaya seemed distracted, which was no surprise considering the panicked emotions rushing through her.

      “Over there, beyond the bubble. Are those ruins?” I had a suspicion, but I wanted to hear Kaya’s explanation first.

      Kaya skidded to a halt and looked like she might choke. “They are ruins.” She rallied, brushing a hand through her hair. “They are failed construction sites, which did not work for one reason or another. Mostly because they were too far from our sunlight, and it gets exceedingly cold where the light does not shine.”

      You’re lying to me. I felt it in the shock and agitation of her emotional torrent. Besides, the ruined buildings still had a hint of the modern to them. Atlantean modern, at least. They looked the same as the buildings that were tucked safely inside the bubble. I could see the shine of mother-of-pearl roof tiles and sea-glass windowpanes, though most had shattered under the pressure of the ocean’s weight. A moment later, the fake sunlight dimmed back to its usual brightness and plunged the ruins back into darkness.

      “Can I ask something?” I pressed.

      “I do not believe I could stop you.” Kaya started walking again, evidently feeling harangued.

      I persisted regardless. “What would happen if the Bestiary were to fail? Do you have protocols in place?”

      She stared at the floor ahead. “We do.”

      “What are they?” I thought I already knew.

      “None of your concern,” she said sharply. “And I cannot deal with your questions now. I am about to answer a great many, and I need my full concentration.”

      “Sorry.” I shrank back to join Luke, who gave me a curious look.

      “What was that about?” he whispered.

      I gulped, my hands shaking. “I think they shrink the bubble, Luke. When the power fails or the Bestiary struggles… I think they shrink the bubble.”

      “What?!” he hissed.

      “There are ruins outside the city, but they’re not old, per se. Kaya says they’re failed construction sites, but the buildings look like they were finished before they were submerged,” I said hurriedly, keeping my voice low. I didn’t want Kaya to hear, though she was a fair distance ahead of us. The benefit of long legs.

      “With the people inside?” Luke’s eyes bugged.

      I shrugged uncertainly. “I don’t know, and I doubt Kaya would tell me, but someone must know something.” I thought of Pandion, the very helpful advisor who’d told us the story behind Erebus’s disgrace. Maybe he would be more forthcoming with information, and if my suspicions were correct, then we needed to know. If these glitches happened frequently, that meant people’s lives, or at least their homes, were at stake.

      Finch was right. Seemingly utopian societies were rarely legitimate, often hiding dark secrets beneath a beautiful façade. And this one appeared to be hiding theirs right outside the city’s interdimensional limits.

      “Princess Kaya, there you are!” I heard that familiar voice and shuddered. A kneejerk reaction I had developed within minutes of first meeting Davin Doncaster.

      I looked up to see a crowd of suitors waiting in the hallway, alongside a number of palace officials. Erebus was, of course, present. Wherever Davin went, Erebus never seemed far behind, and vice versa. In the race for Kaya’s hand, I supposed it made sense to keep an eye on one’s rivals. Though it had to be torture for Kaya, not being able to walk anywhere in her home without a gaggle of eager gentlemen careening into her path.

      “Your Highness, did you notice the power outage?” Pandion stepped forward to grace Kaya with a low bow. “We are, of course, confident that all is well, but we wondered if you might speak with Iso to ensure there are no actual problems.”

      From the frightened look in Pandion’s eyes, and the subtle shiver of apprehension in his emotions, I guessed that he didn’t deal with Iso himself. In fact, the Bestiary had been oddly devoid of people. At the SDC, security magicals had been all over the place, and residents came in to check on their Purge beasts, but that hadn’t been the case here. Perhaps the Bestiary was purely a royal domain. Kaya had said it was her place of peace and solitude, after all. Plus, the Bestiary back home powered all the magical covens of the world and didn’t specifically belong to the SDC, which was a pretty good reason to have some decent security, especially considering former sabotage attempts.

      Kaya took a deep breath. “I have already spoken with Iso. Indeed, I was in the Bestiary when it occurred, and she assured me there is nothing to be concerned about. It is a recalibration, nothing more.”

      I wonder how many times she will say that before she actually believes it.

      Pandion gave a sigh of relief. “That is fortunate news, Your Highness. I will see to it that the city is immediately informed.”

      “Thank you, Pandion.” Kaya relaxed slightly, as though she had been given a reprieve. But lies could not fix problems. If anything, they tended to make problems worse. Take Finch’s secrecy, for example. Had he informed me that Lux had taken over the body of my friend, I might have been able to help her with some of my Librarian expertise. It still irked me. Though I may be small, I was mighty when I wanted to be.

      Apollo—the very appealing royal advisor with muscles aplenty—stepped out of the pack. I scolded myself for reducing the man to just his handsome face and exemplary physique, when he certainly seemed to have a sharp brain in that beautiful head of his. There I was, doing it again. It was wrong of me to objectify, no matter how nice he might’ve been to look at.

      “Your Highness, I hoped I might sit with you awhile to discuss potential plans for managing the energy output of the Bestiary. As these outages seem to be occurring with greater frequency, it would be prudent to put solutions in place, to prevent them from happening again.” Apollo bowed low. I had to admire his tactic. It would allow him a personal audience with Kaya, while also helping to fix whatever was going on in Atlantis.

      Kaya opened her mouth to reply, only for slimy Davin to wedge himself into the conversation. “Surely, it just requires more monsters. If the power is struggling to meet demand, then more fuel is needed. It’s very simple, really.” He sidled up to the princess. “And I happen to know where there’s a decent supply. I also know a way to increase their output. If you choose me, you can have them all as a wedding gift.”

      Ugh, that is revolting. I knew what he meant by “increasing their output.” I’d seen it on Eris Island, where those poor beasts had been killed for the sake of the energy required to make the transportation spell work. Was that what he planned to offer Kaya—the deaths of countless innocent creatures? It turned my stomach and made me want to transform Davin into some sort of beast so he could find out how it felt to be nothing more than a fire’s tinder.

      Erebus cut through the group, not about to let Davin have the spotlight. “Or, if you chose me as your husband, you would never have to worry about the Bestiary again. I would make sure you never ran out of Chaos to power this city. Ever.”

      Ooh, an interesting twist. He certainly had the means, as a Child of said Chaos, although not so much in his human body. His promise was an empty one, like his Chaos resources. Davin stared at him like he wanted to stab him in the esophagus, and the other suitors looked suitably put out. Erebus had trumped any idea they could suggest, in one simple sentence.

      Kaya hesitated, and I felt admiration and hope swimming among her emotions. Had I been in her position, which I was very glad I wasn’t, even I would’ve struggled to turn down an offer like that. An all-encompassing solution that would save the city she loved more than anything, and everyone in it. But there was doubt in Kaya’s emotions, too. A residual effect of his last betrayal, undoubtedly.

      “But at what cost?” Faustus swept in. “Perpetual energy, perhaps, but she would lose the respect of her people. No, there are other ways to solve this matter. If you allow me to have a private moment with you, we could discuss options, Your Highness.”

      A ripple of discontent hissed around the gathered group of suitors, all of them vying to be heard, which only served to make a babble of nonsense no one could understand.

      Kaya raised her hands in exasperation, and they all fell silent. “There is no problem, gentlemen. But if there were, I would prefer you to write your suggestions down and leave them for me to read when I have more time.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Apollo bowed again. “I only hope that my thoughts will benefit you.”

      “And mine, most radiant Princess.” Faustus took the opportunity for some ill-timed groveling, which set off the rest.

      “My idea will solve everything,” Thebian chimed in, muscling his way to the front of the cluster of rivals. “It may require the city to be more economic, but I think you will agree that my way is the best way.”

      Another suitor pushed forward. Thinner than the rest, but with a sweet face. “I should like to hear your thoughts, Your Highness. You are one of the most intelligent women in our fair city, and I am certain that if there were a problem, you and I could solve it together.”

      The others clamored again, making a comedic show of trying to be at the front of the group. Meanwhile, Kaya looked at them all in utter despair, while her emotions churned with irritation. Her romantic issues made my own look insignificant. Frankly, this whole suitor debacle smarted of insanity, and it saddened me to witness Kaya endure all this and try not to explode with frustration while mourning the loss of her mother.

      Maybe I’m the lucky one. I stole a glance at Luke, who looked quickly away. He’d been staring again, which made me smile despite myself. Perhaps, in the grand scheme of things, my situation wasn’t so bad. But I had never been much of a rule-breaker, and that was the problem. I didn’t know if I had it in me to disobey.

      “Your Highness, if you just—” Faustus tried his luck again, but he didn’t get to finish his sentence. The lights flickered, and the entire submerged world around us went dark. A gasp of fear rose in my throat as I waited—no, prayed—for the lights to come back.

      “Melody!” Luke shouted in the darkness, and I felt a hand grab mine. I hoped it was Luke’s; otherwise, there would be some awkwardness when those lights turned back on. If they turned back on. Oh goodness, I hoped they’d come back on.

      After a few exploding bulbs, they did, indeed, surge back to life. That could happen when circuits got shorted. An electrical safeguard designed to stop any shocks. But I remained shocked in my own way. Since we’d arrived, I hadn’t witnessed any of these apparent blackouts, yet now there’d been two less than fifteen minutes from each other. That definitely wasn’t a good sign.

      “Are you okay?” It was Luke beside me, clutching my hand.

      I nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      “I know how much you hate it when lights flicker.” He looked up at the chandeliers, which were now only half lit.

      “Your Highness!” a voice bellowed from down the hallway. Everyone turned to see a familiar figure charge up the corridor on all fours, so fast she was almost a blur. Iso dug her claws into the marble as she reached the princess, that sudden resistance bringing her to a literal screeching halt.

      Kaya’s eyes widened. “What is it?”

      “The naiads,” Iso growled, pulling Kaya to one side. Probably to avoid some kind of mass panic. Unfortunately for the Beast Mistress, she didn’t have much of an inside voice. “They escaped during the last flicker. I did not realize until a moment ago, during my rounds. But they are loose, Your Highness, and I fear more beasts may have broken free after that blackout.”

      “The naiads?!” Kaya looked very unwell. “Will the Bestiary hold them?”

      Iso’s ears twitched backward. “The magical barriers on the doors will not hold them for long, and they may seek other means of escape into the palace proper. We must get them back in their confines before they figure out a way to slip past us.”

      I didn’t need to read Kaya’s emotions to understand the gravity of the situation. My Librarian knowledge kicked up an image of naiads: beautiful, water-dwelling entities with glowing blue eyes and mouths full of razor-sharp teeth. They masqueraded as seductive nymphs and sometimes appeared in mermaid-like form. They drowned men and devoured them, using their piranha-like teeth to make swift work of human tissue until nothing but skeleton was left.

      “How can they have escaped?” Kaya shook her head wildly. “Iso, how could this happen?”

      My friends glanced at each other fearfully. This was not good. If the naiads got out, they would cause mayhem in the city, using the pools and canals and waterways to inflict damage upon the populace. And in the meantime, the Bestiary couldn’t afford to lose their power.

      “They broke through the feeding hole in the floor. The charge that normally stops them failed during that initial flicker. And now they are… hiding.” Iso gnashed her fangs in exasperation.

      Kaya turned to address everyone, putting on the stern warrior’s face required of any queen-to-be. “If you want to prove your worth to me, help me catch these naiads before they infiltrate the palace.”

      I gulped. Or before the power shuts off completely…
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      “Melody? What are naiads?” I barreled down the corridor with the others—new Muppet Babies and the merry band of suitors. This was not the morning I’d expected to have. I should’ve been curled up in bed, sleeping until noon like any normal person after a Death Day celebration.

      “Mermaids with a bit more bite,” she replied breathlessly. “Oh, and legs.”

      “So not mermaids.” I would’ve tutted, had my lung capacity allowed it. “Mermaids have tails. What sort of know-it-all are you, if you can get that wrong?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Actually, ‘mer’ means ‘sea’ in French. And ‘maid’ means… well, an outdated… term for a woman. Ergo, they’re… mermaids. They usually… live underwater. They get in… pools, ponds, lakes… rivers, oceans, all things… watery.”

      “And you say they’ve got teeth?” Luke interjected, loping along as if he were on a casual jog. His sprint would’ve left us all in the dust.

      “Sharp rows of them,” Melody wheezed. “So… steer clear of the… biting zones.”

      I nodded. “Gotcha. Keep my arms and legs inside the vehicle.”

      Kaya had powered on ahead, riding on Iso’s back. She looked insanely cool. I’d have followed any queen who rode into battle on a half-tigress, half-eagle. The suitors seemed smitten by their warrior princess.

      A few minutes later, Beast Mistress and Atlantean princess burst through the Bestiary doors. Everyone else sprinted in behind, the last one in slamming the door shut behind him. I guessed there had to be magical security measures that I couldn’t see. Iso had said some kind of barriers would hold the naiads in here, albeit for a limited time.

      “Spread out!” Kaya jumped off Iso’s back, and the Beast Mistress returned to bipedalism. “Find them!”

      I cleared my throat to draw the attention of the princess and her fuzzy sidekick. “Can’t Iso just sing and make them go back to their cage?”

      Iso snorted. “As if it were that simple. I sing and my beasts behave? What a ludicrous notion.”

      “Tobe can do it,” I shot back, a little petulantly, to be honest.

      “Who in the name of Poseidon is Tobe?” Iso leveled her gaze at me.

      “Never mind who Tobe is!” Kaya roared. “We have to catch these naiads before they wreak havoc.”

      Her words lit a fire under us. Without hesitation, the ten-strong band of suitors started running aimlessly in every direction. Apollo spun into a tornado of black smoke; he’d no doubt reappear somewhere else. Meanwhile, Faustus slithered into his red mist and drifted through the entire expanse of the Bestiary. It was an impressive move. He could cover way more ground that way.

      Davin took off, too. The only suitor who stayed put was Erebus, his arms folded over his chest.

      If the naiads really were that important to running this Bestiary, then we needed to put them back in their boxes ASAP, before another blackout cut through the city. Likely, the very reason for the second blackout was because the naiads had made a run for it during the first so-called glitch.

      “Luke, follow me!” Melody called as she took off through the pod forest.

      “Wait for me!” Nash shouted after them. “I’m going to need blades, Luke, if you could rustle some up for me.”

      “I’ll try!” Luke yelled back.

      That left Ryann, me, Iso, and Kaya. The latter two didn’t wait around. They charged into the towering bubble spires, with Kaya sending out tendrils of aquamarine magic. If the princess had Aquarial abilities that allowed her to control marine beings, ordinary and Purge beast, why didn’t she just stand in the middle of the Bestiary and use them? Maybe it was a proximity thing. Or maybe it was the latency thing that she’d mentioned with regard to my own Bestial abilities. A weak link in her chain she hadn’t wanted to admit to.

      “We should help.” I nodded to Ryann, and she nodded back.

      Together, we sprinted through the pod forest, doing the same thing as the suitors—trying to find every water source where the naiads might be hiding. The trouble was, thin cracks crisscrossed the entire ground. They hadn’t been there the first time I was here. They were so thin it was hard to see them, but they glowed subtly, like veins running through the black glass of the floor. They must’ve appeared when this place glitched, being so close to the epicenter and all. The trouble was, water was seeping through those cracks. And I couldn’t look anywhere without seeing more.

      “Here!” Ryann cried, jabbing a finger at a frothy patch in one of the watery veins.

      “Bubbles? Really?” I eyed her.

      She kept jabbing. “Naiads have to breathe, right?”

      “Point taken.” I lifted my palms and unleashed a powerful blast of Water. It slammed into the frothing bubbles, sending up a geyser of liquid. A shape twisted inside, transparent yet not part of the water. When the light hit it a certain way, the shape seemed to solidify, revealing a beautiful woman draped in seaweed. Glowing blue eyes pierced the water and bored right into my soul.

      Ah crap… no Mason jars! We’d come woefully unprepared for Purge beast capture.

      At that moment, Iso careened around the corner, her talons leaving deep gouges in the black glass. The sound sent shivers up my spine. She had armfuls of jars, a few of which she hurled at us as she passed. I caught two, and Ryann did the same.

      “There are thirty of these creatures! Work quickly!” Iso bellowed before disappearing back into the pod forest.

      “I saw this one first!” I heard a voice shout in the distance. It sounded like Thebian.

      “No, I did!” Faustus’s faraway voice replied.

      I ignored them and focused on my own naiad. Lifting my palms again, I launched a barrage of Air at the twisting figure in the geyser. The naiad flew backward and hit one of the orbs behind her. I wasted no time attacking with two powerful tendrils of Telekinesis and grabbed her around the waist, dislodging a few seaweed strands. I looked away out of courtesy.

      “Ryann! Get that jar in front of her!” I shouted.

      Ryann darted forward and slid the jar under the hovering naiad. The glass glowed white, and charms lit up across the surface. With a startling blast, that white light surged from the jar and grasped the naiad by her faintly scaled legs. The glow engulfed the monster woman, turning her solid form into wispy black smoke. A furious scream emitted from the back of her throat, so loud it almost split my eardrums. It stopped abruptly as the white light sucked her into the jar, and Ryann slammed on the lid, screwing it tight.

      “Nice job,” I said.

      “Thanks.” Ryann lifted the jar and twisted it in her hands, viewing the smoke within. “Though, it was mostly you and the jar.”

      “Nah, you did the hard part.” I flashed her a wink. “So that’s one down, and a bunch more to go. I say we keep at it.”

      Ryann wielded the jars. “Ready when you are.”

      We weaved through the pod forest, with me launching more Water at any frothy bubbles we happened to pass. Not all of them contained a naiad, unfortunately, which meant unnecessary geysers were now spewing upward, the falling water spreading out, giving these Houdini mermaids more ways to slither out of our grasp.

      Breaking through the spires, we stopped in the atrium. One of the suitors stood there with his eyes flashing yellow. Miniature storm clouds gathered above his head. A naiad lay on the ground before him, pinned down by another suitor. I didn’t recognize either of them, but the suitors tended to meld into one slobbering idiot. She thrashed wildly, trying to break free, but the suitor held her fast.

      My eyes widened. “Don’t you dare!”

      Captain Storm Clouds shot me a nasty look. “I hope you are not talking to me, surface dweller.” I sensed that was their version of “bottom feeder,” which, ironically, was the exact kind of creature who’d munch on our bodies if he did what I thought he was going to do.

      “If you use electricity, you’ll toast us all.” I held my ground. “Science 101, moron!”

      He faltered. “I… I forgot.”

      “That’s because you’re too busy trying to kiss royal ass.” My panic subsided as the storm clouds disappeared. I’d just saved us a nasty singeing. “We need to capture these things, not kill everyone to try and impress the princess.”

      Apollo leapt onto the scene. “Allow me.”

      Before anyone could reply, he lashed a coil of black smoke around the pinned naiad. Her body spiraled up and disappeared into the black vortex, only to reappear as mist inside one of the jars Apollo clutched in his arms. He screwed on the lid and tucked the jar into his robes. If only Nash could’ve seen how much stuff could fit in Atlantean clothing.

      “I had her!” The suitor who’d been pinning the naiad down glowered at his rival.

      Apollo smiled. “Better fortune next time, Cassius.”

      Cassius got up and dusted himself down as more suitors appeared through the shadowed forest of orbs, chasing naiads into the atrium. A few were bleeding, with chunks bitten out of their limbs. But they weren’t about to let a little blood stop them from impressing the princess.

      The faintly glowing veins of water might’ve been everywhere, but they all led to the same place: the circular pool that ringed the atrium, presumably acting as coolant for the cables and electrical system.

      All hell broke loose as Chaos flew through the air in a rainbow of colors, the kind Melody would’ve gone mad for. Speaking of which, I hadn’t seen the rest of the new Muppet Babies yet. Listening, I heard the distant clang of metal and the screech of it hitting a wall. As long as I could hear that, I knew they were safe.

      “Nobody get near my naiad.” Davin stalked from between two orb spires, holding a naiad clamped in vines of purple light. The creature howled in agony, and honestly, I felt her pain. I’d been trapped in one of those purple assaults myself. “Now, if you would be so kind, could someone pass me a jar?”

      So the fanged wonder left you out, huh?

      “You do not get the victory if you do not have the means to triumph.” Thebian wiped a Chaos-crafted sword against his trouser leg. In his other arm, he cradled three jars, each containing swirling black mist. Someone had been busy.

      “Hand me a jar!” Davin demanded. “Or would you like to be accused of rigging the system in your favor?”

      Faustus chuckled. “Now, now, no need for unpleasantries. Here, take this, before you throw a tantrum.” He disembodied his hand for a fleeting moment to carry a jar through the air toward Davin. I really had to learn this Sentient thing, if it could be taught. It would save a lot of wrist strain, for sure.

      Hmm… so they’re strong and they’re fair. These suitors were growing on me. Particularly Apollo and Faustus, and even Thebian had his positives. The rest of them didn’t really stand out. And I guessed Kaya would think the same. She needed someone worthy of a crown at her side.

      “I only wish for the same opportunities as the rest of you,” Davin said sourly. Stooping to pick up the jar, he undid the lid while other suitors stole curious looks between fighting their own creatures. It slid across the floor and stopped under the captive naiad, right on target. After that, it was just a matter of letting the jar do its work, sucking the creature inside.

      Apollo had already moved on to another naiad, and so had Faustus and Thebian. The other five hit their naiads with an array of Chaos, from the usual Elemental stuff to the weirder abilities—one of the injured suitors froze his naiad in a solid block of ice. Another picked his naiad apart and poured her into a jar, making me think he might be a Cellular—a magical who could manipulate organisms on a cellular level, nothing to do with phones.

      A third, with a huge chunk missing from his forearm, had hit his with what looked like a torrent of lava, while the fourth had transformed into some kind of demon. Not the djinn kind, but far worse—an ugly, purple-skinned devil with actual horns protruding from his head. He’d hulked right out of his suit, leaving only torn pants and a bare chest. His skin was cut, bites covering his body, spilling blood. But whatever state he was in apparently made him immune to pain. With clawed hands, he grabbed his naiad and shoved her, full force, into the jar until she had no choice but to turn to black mist. And the fifth, Cassius, had gone back to good old Elementals.

      “It feels like we’re getting in their way,” Ryann whispered.

      I lifted my palms. “You forget—I’m more powerful than I look.” Running over to Apollo, I slammed a ball of Water into a new froth of bubbles. A geyser erupted, with a naiad floating inside. Apollo looked at me uncertainly, and I rolled my eyes at him. “Go on! Use that Teleporting thing on her!”

      He smiled in understanding and launched another tornado of black smoke at the levitating naiad. It wrapped around her, drawing her from the geyser into the air, where she disappeared. She reappeared, seconds later, inside one of the jars in the form of black mist.

      “Excellent work, surface dweller.” Apollo patted my shoulder. “What do you say we coax the rest of these miscreants out?”

      I readied my palms. “That’s why I’m here, compadre.”

      Before I could launch a torrent of water at another pocket of bubbles, more figures staggered from the pod forest. Luke hobbled along, with Nash’s arm around him keeping him upright. Melody ran alongside, as pale as the marble used to build this palace. Luke’s shirt was stained with blood, and his pant leg had ripped. Beneath, I saw nasty bite marks, somewhat smaller than a shark’s bite.

      “What happened?” I sprinted over to them, Ryann at my side.

      “A group of naiads ambushed us,” Nash replied through gritted teeth. “They’re everywhere, and we’re outnumbered.”

      Luke grimaced. “These ones here”—he nodded to the naiads being put, one way or another, back in the jars—“they’re the tip of the iceberg.”

      My head twisted around as Iso and Kaya barreled out of the nearby bubble spires. There were so many people to keep track of that my brain was doing loop-the-loops. Iso had a satchel slung over her meaty shoulders, and I heard the jangle of glass inside. They’d been doing their own catching, but judging from the look on Kaya’s face, they’d reached the same conclusion as Nash.

      “Where is he?” Kaya scoured the open space of the atrium.

      “Who?” Ryann chimed in.

      “Erebus! Where is he?” she screeched, running a frantic hand through her hair.

      As if summoned, Erebus strolled casually into the space. “You called, my love?”

      “I need you to do something.” Kaya stepped up to him and put her hands on his shoulders. “I need you to unleash your power on these naiads and stop them. They will push through the magical barriers soon, and then we will not be able to prevent them from infiltrating the city.”

      Erebus laughed. “And miss the opportunity to watch these unworthy ingrates scrabble around in desperation? No, this is far too much fun to end prematurely.”

      Bull-crap! Erebus couldn’t unleash his full power. That was the problem.

      “Erebus, please,” Kaya begged. “There are too many of them.”

      He sighed. “I am working on a solution as we speak. But it is much harder, given the spell upon this city that will eject me at the merest sign of my true power. As such, I am gathering my Chaos resources and dampening my power, to strike the right balance. If you wish to blame someone for this delay, blame your father.” He shot me a pointed look when Kaya turned her back. He was lying through his teeth—he couldn’t do anything, and he was giving me the kind of look that said, “Hey, slave, deal with this… or else!” With a touch of “make me look good.”

      I took Ryann’s hand discreetly, thinking fast for a solution of my own. “Can the gremlin do anything?”

      “I… I don’t know.” She closed her eyes briefly. “No. She won’t help. She says she wants to watch you suffer, so you’ll be reminded just how much you need her, and she doesn’t need you. I’m sorry, Finch.”

      “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” I squeezed her hand. “Let her sulk. We’ll deal with this on our own.”

      “But how? You heard Nash—there are too many.” Ryann’s voice sounded strained.

      My brain suddenly switched gears. Combat mode had been initiated. If Erebus couldn’t help us, then he could watch while I solved this and feel his fragile masculinity wither and die. “Melody, can you use some kind of spell to amplify Princess Kaya’s Aquarial abilities?”

      Melody blinked, as if remembering where she was. Until then, her focus had been entirely on her bleeding bae. Ugh… I hate that word.

      “Y-yes, I think so.” She gave half a nod, which was enough for me. “I should be able to use the water as a speaker of sorts, to make the princess’s magic reach farther. Water is an excellent conductor of Chaos.”

      “Then hop to it.” I flashed an encouraging grin. “Your Highness, that goes for you, too.”

      “Excuse me?” Kaya looked affronted.

      “Oh, you can give me twenty lashes later. Melody can help you, so let her.” I gestured to my friend, who approached the princess. She looked so small yet so feisty.

      “He’s right. I can,” Melody said.

      Kaya frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive, Your Highness.” Melody raised her hands. “May I have permission to touch you?”

      “I… suppose so.” Kaya stared at Melody as though she were an alien, as our precious chipmunk put one hand on Kaya’s forearm and leaned to put her other hand right in the water beneath. She closed her eyes, and strands of multicolored Chaos fed out of Melody’s hands into both Kaya and the water. It pulsated along the veins in the black glass.

      Everyone waited with bated breath, the suitors’ targets safely trapped inside jars. Iso vanished into the pod forest and emerged a few moments later with a fresh bag of jars. Almost at the same time, the naiads drifted down the network of thin waterways, levitating above the ground in geysers of their own creation. Melody’s trick had worked. Kaya stared at the oncoming horde of naiads in utter shock. She’d clearly doubted us, but seeing was believing.

      “You did it.” She gasped in amazement.

      I lifted a finger. “Not yet. Melody, you keep that spell going until we have these fishy pests in Iso’s jars.” I looked to the Beast Mistress. “Iso, can you start on that? Divide the labor if you have to.”

      “I will, surface dweller.” Iso bowed her head, which I took as a sign she was starting to tolerate me, and passed jars to the waiting suitors. Davin snatched one right out of her hand. Petulant asshole. She gave one each to Ryann and me before creeping through the remaining crowd of around twenty naiads and slipping a jar under as many as she could.

      “Be careful,” I warned Ryann.

      She smiled sadly. “I’ve got protection, remember? The gremlin isn’t pleased with you, but she won’t let anything happen to me.” She paused. “She still needs me.”

      As a collective, with only Nash and Luke standing on the sidelines, we placed a jar beneath the feet of every damn naiad. Even Erebus deigned to get involved, likely because he realized he’d just been shown up by his own minion. The jars glowed vividly and sucked the creatures in until no more remained. Only then did Melody release Kaya, sinking to the wet ground with a plop of fatigue.

      With the princess otherwise engaged and the naiads caught, Erebus took a moment to hiss in my ear. “You cannot resist stealing my limelight, can you?”

      “And here I was, thinking you’d be grateful! I just saved you from getting caught in a lie,” I hissed back. “You couldn’t do anything without busting your body wide open. So how about a thank you? Or are you allergic to those?”

      His lips twisted sourly. “Well, you could have made it look like it was my idea.”

      “I could? I didn’t understand that from the glare you sent me.” I waited for him to take another jab at me, but he didn’t. Instead, he turned his attention back to Kaya. But his jealousy showed in spades. Jealousy that I’d found a solution first and hadn’t given him the credit. He had some nerve.

      “Are you well?” Kaya knelt beside the Librarian and put her hand to Melody’s forehead. “Can I help you? Are you injured?”

      Melody shook her head. “I’ll be fine in a minute; I just feel a bit woozy. It happens sometimes when I exert a lot of energy at once. I suppose I’m like the Bestiary in that way.” She gave a nervous chuckle. “But… can you help Luke?”

      “Of course, sweet girl.” Kaya lifted her gaze to Luke, and a curious expression crossed her face. “Is he your… paramour?”

      Melody swallowed audibly. “Not at the moment, and definitely not if someone doesn’t stop the bleeding.” For the first time, she hadn’t immediately rebuffed any suggestion they might be romantically attached. That warmed me, right down to the bones. It seemed Melody was finally admitting a few things to herself. And if anyone deserved happiness, it was her.

      Kaya went to Luke. She took him from Nash’s grasp with her Atlantean strength and laid him on the soaked floor. There, she closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest. The suitors, and everyone else, watched in awe. Myself included. Radiating, pink-hued light threaded out of her and into Luke, powering through his veins and gathering where the wounds were worse. That pure, warm glow patched him up, the bite marks disappearing as if they’d never existed.

      “It is done.” Kaya’s eyes opened and instantly sought Melody. “He is as he was.”

      Luke stared up at the princess in alarm. “Uh… thanks, Your Highness.”

      “Bravery and skill must be rewarded. Those naiads surely would have escaped had it not been for her talent. And Miss Winchester requested you be healed. That is her reward,” Kaya replied with a knowing hint of a smile. “Or should I say, you are her reward.”

      Melody reddened. “I just did what I could, but thank you for helping him.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Kaya bowed her head. “However, I should like to speak with you, just the two of us, when there is time. You intrigue me, Miss Winchester. I would like to know everything there is to know about you. A woman with talent like yours must be cherished.”

      “She is,” Luke rasped. “She is cherished.”

      Kaya looked as if she’d been skewered with Cupid’s sappy arrow. “Oh… What a delight! I will arrange a splendid dinner for both of you to share this night, as another reward for the courage Miss Winchester showed today.”

      The old Finch would’ve been bitter about Melody getting all the glory for my idea. But this Finch couldn’t help feeling pleased that Melody finally had her chance to shine and show these suckers what she was made of.

      “It was Finch’s idea.” Melody gestured to me. Attagirl!

      Kaya chuckled. “And it was a very good idea. My Aquarial ability is not my strongest, but it was astute of you to realize its potential in this scenario, Mr. Merlin.”

      I waved a hand. “It was nothing.”

      “As for the rest of you,” Kaya addressed the wide-eyed suitors. “I am impressed by the prowess and determination most of you have shown today. I learned something about each of you that I did not know before. However, I have one more request to ask of you.”

      “Anything.” Apollo bowed his head. I liked that guy. If it weren’t for Erebus, my money would’ve been on him.

      “See to it that your injured comrades are taken to the infirmary so they may be cared for. By the laws of our traditions and rules, I cannot use my Remedium abilities on any of you while you are in pursuit of my hand, to prevent aspersions being cast about foul play or injustice.” She sounded annoyed. With so many rules to abide by, who wouldn’t be? “And per our traditions, those who are injured will not be permitted to continue their suit. An unfortunate truth, but we must obey our laws.”

      Faustus offered a deep bow. “At once, Your Highness.”

      The suitors who’d made it through the naiad debacle unscathed put their arms around their wounded brothers, who looked suitably irked at being tossed from the suitor convention. I bet they wished they hadn’t bothered to help. Still, the uninjured suitors didn’t boast or make any sly jabs. They simply helped their former rivals across the Bestiary, offering their sympathies. All but one, that is.

      “Looks like the naiad escape did us a favor.” Davin smirked, only to get a barrage of sharp looks from the others.

      “This is no time to gloat,” Apollo said coolly. “It is a sad occasion when one of us is hurt in battle. I suggest you keep your self-congratulation to yourself.”

      Davin’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish. Yeah, I really liked that Apollo guy. Anyone who could shut Davin up was decent in my book.

      “I meant what I said.” Kaya drew my attention away from the walking wounded. She put her hand on my arm and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You must have realized, back at the entrance of the Bestiary, that my Aquarial abilities would not work without assistance. I believe that you did, because of what I mentioned about your latent Bestial abilities. It is a power that has continued to be a thorn in my side. Sometimes, it comes easily. Other times, I cannot get so much as an anglerfish to listen to me.”

      “With me, it’s only gargoyles.” The skin under her hand crawled. This touch would get me into so much trouble, with multiple parties. “But yeah, when you didn’t immediately start summoning the naiads, I had a feeling something was up.”

      “You have a sharp mind upon these strong shoulders, Mr. Merlin. I admire it very much.” Her eyes twinkled in a disarming way that made my insides churn with discomfort. “The mind and the shoulders.” She actually flashed a wink at me, and I had no idea what to do.

      “Uh… I was just doing my duty, Your Highness. I didn’t want to see anyone get hurt.” I tried to look away, but she followed my gaze, making it impossible not to meet her eyes.

      “Your swift thinking saved my city today, Mr. Merlin. For that, I owe you a debt of gratitude.” She leaned down and kissed my cheek. I froze on the spot. “Atlantis thanks you.” I noticed her discreet glance back at Erebus, no doubt checking whether she’d amped up his envy meter with that sly kiss.

      As for me, I couldn’t speak. It was hard to find words with two pairs of eyes burning a hole in me. Especially when those eyes belonged to Davin and Erebus. And they were looking at me in a way that made me want to teleport away. At least Ryann wasn’t glaring. Instead, she offered a sympathetic smile.

      Acting instinctively today had changed something between Kaya and me. But that kiss on the cheek had felt like overkill as a thank you. Still, I needed to stay on her good side. She had serious power and influence, not only over Atlantis, but Erebus, too. Maybe she could persuade him to free me. And maybe she could help me get Lux out of Ryann while she was at it.

      But first… I had to be sure I could trust this princess.
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      I collapsed on my bed after the naiad chase and slept right through until the following morning. The kind of rest I hadn’t had since I was a little kid who’d worn himself out running amok in the fields outside Mrs. Anker’s house, pretending to be a knight. I’d even had a trusty stick for a horse, with some questionable neighing abilities.

      But there was no rest for the wicked. A servant had roused me from my catatonic state and told me to get ready for breakfast. Which was how I’d come to be sitting outside in the palace gardens, basking in the fake sunlight like a lizard.

      A long table had been set up on the lawn. Me and the new Muppet Babies were positioned down one side of the table, with Nash and Luke sitting closest to King Ovid and Princess Kaya. The suitors still in the running had been placed opposite, staring us in the face.

      Looking over at the royals, the empty seat to King Ovid’s left struck a chord. Verity was gone, and she wasn’t coming back. Kaya was doing everything she could not to stare at that empty chair. It probably didn’t help that Verity’s glass casket was perched on a flower-covered platform right behind Kaya’s back.

      “What’s this breakfast for again?” I nudged Melody.

      She peered at me over the rim of a chalice filled with fruit juice. “It’s a feast. The final invite-only function to honor the queen’s memory. After this, Verity’s body will be cast into the ocean, where it will return to nature.”

      “Looks like you and Kaya talked about a lot last night, huh?”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t tell her about what I am, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “Me?” I clasped a hand to my chest. “Nah, I leave the worrying about you to Luke. But it’s a bit cold, don’t you think—chucking someone into the ocean? One day, you’re a queen, the next, you’re fish food.” I shuddered. “Isn’t there a Shakespeare quote for that?”

      Melody set her chalice down. “‘A man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a king, and eat of the fish that hath fed of that worm.’”

      “Grim.” I shook my head. “But hey, different cultures, right?”

      “I don’t think it’s grim.” Melody toyed with the stem. “I think it’s… fitting. We all came from nature, and we all return to it, one way or another. They just use the ocean, instead of using up land for the dead.”

      I huffed out a breath. “Yeah, I mean, it’s not like they’ve got room. If they had to put a graveyard in this place, the Bestiary would’ve conked out ages ago.”

      “I meant to speak to you about that.” She lowered her voice. “I saw something yesterday, from the palace window.”

      “A whale?” My eyes widened hopefully.

      She hit me with a serious look. “No, not a whale. I saw… ruins, outside the city. Kaya told me they were failed construction projects, but the buildings were completely built. At least, they were before the ocean got to them. And they didn’t look old.”

      My chest clenched. “You think the bubble is failing?”

      “No… I think they shrink it when the Bestiary has trouble keeping up with the demand for power,” she replied, sending a chill up my spine.

      “But they probably evacuated the people first, right?” I reached for my own chalice of juice and downed a gulp.

      Melody hesitated. “I imagine so. If people had gone missing, especially here where everyone lives so long, I assume there’d have been some kind of uproar.”

      “Unless someone is covering it up, or they’re only shrinking the areas where poor people live,” I suggested.

      “Let’s not theorize about conspiracies yet. I’ll speak to Pandion when I can get a minute alone with him and see if I can pry any information from him.” Melody raised her gaze to the palace sitting dead ahead, looming over these beautiful gardens in all its glistening glory. “For now, I say we hope it’s only the buildings that are being submerged to save energy.”

      Melody, Melody, Melody, weren’t you listening to what I said about utopian societies? But if she thought it’d be a mistake to rock the boat, then I would trust her instincts. They hadn’t let us down yet.

      “How are the injured suitors?” I struck up a conversation with Apollo, who sat across from me, to try and make this eerie breakfast feel a bit more normal. Hard to do, with a dead person on display.

      Apollo sighed. “They are disappointed, as you might imagine, but their wounds will heal. It is their pride that will be slow to recover.”

      “It is unfortunate that they were disqualified in a task unrelated to the pursuit of the princess’s hand,” Faustus added sincerely. “I can only imagine their dismay. Truly, I take no pleasure in their absence.”

      “I’m guessing honor is a big part of Atlantean culture, then?” Nash interjected with a mouthful of laver bread.

      Apollo nodded. “We are raised to be honorable and not to take joy in others’ misery.”

      “I like that mindset.” Nash swallowed the grayish bread. “It reminds me of my military days. We had superiors, but in the trenches, as it were, no one was above anyone else. We helped each other, and we shared what we had, from food to stories.”

      “You served in the military?” Apollo leaned forward.

      “I did.” Nash gave a willing salute.

      Faustus pointed to Huntress, who sat on a chair of her own. “Did your Familiar also serve?”

      “Not at first. I found her on a covert mission in Iceland, tracking down magicals who’d gone rogue. Well… it was more that she found me.” Nash scratched the fluff between Huntress’s ears. “I’d joined up not long before, and I was in some trouble. The rest of my unit had disappeared in a snowstorm, and I was totally alone. Then, this one comes running out of the snow… and she’s been with me ever since. And she more than paid her way, didn’t you, Huntress?”

      The pooch panted in agreement.

      “She’s got a nose for magical bombs,” Nash explained. “So the magical Marine Corps let her stay on with me as a service dog. And that’s how we developed our bond, from that first moment in the snow, right up until now.”

      “A remarkable beast.” Apollo smiled. “I am sorry that not everyone can be so fortunate. In Atlantis, the Familiar was thought to be a myth. Until you came along and proved that it is, in fact, a very real state, and continues on the surface to this day.”

      I grinned. “Funny. We thought Atlantis was a myth until we crash-landed.”

      Faustus erupted into laughter. “You have a way with words, Finch. You really do.”

      “I try.” I took another sip of my fruit juice.

      “Thank you again for what you did yesterday.” Apollo seemed to be the more serious of the two. “I know our princess thanked you, but I wanted to do so personally. All this time, I believed surface dwellers to be of lesser ability and intellect, but you proved us all wrong. I am glad to have had the education and be rid of my prejudices. I never would have thought of the idea you conjured. Thanks to you, our city is safe. And for that I offer my gratitude.” He lifted his chalice.

      I clinked mine with his. “I got lucky and happened to have the right thought at the right time, that’s all.” I didn’t want to bask in congratulations too much, considering the Bestiary had its first glitch before the naiads escaped. And after what Melody had told me about those ruins, this whole scenario didn’t exactly spell safety and security for this city. But I didn’t want to burst any bubbles. Pun not intended.

      “And he is not prideful!” Faustus cried. “Even we Atlanteans have trouble with that from time to time. Particularly Thebian.”

      “I heard that,” Thebian shot back.

      “I meant you to.” Faustus chuckled and raised his chalice to Thebian to show no hard feelings.

      Thebian raised his in return and grinned with good humor. “At least I do not pretend to be humble.”

      “I deserve that,” Faustus admitted. “But no one is perfect. We all have our crosses to bear.”

      I zoned out from the suitors and homed back in on Melody, who’d sprawled halfway across Nash, Luke, and Ryann to have a discussion with Kaya. “Ah, so all the plant species in Atlantis are manufactured? They didn’t naturally grow after the city formed?”

      “That is correct.” Kaya seemed relieved to have something other than death to focus on. “Our founder selected the best and brightest with Earth abilities to transform this interdimensional bubble into the flourishing world you see today. Each plant was created with a purpose, whether medicinal, or for nourishment, or simply to please the eye and bring color and vitality to Atlantis.”

      “Fascinating,” Melody cooed. “I suppose it would’ve been pretty difficult to grow anything naturally down here. But with your wonderful sunlight and the terraforming your founder must’ve done, I imagine nature would’ve found a way. It always does. Like, when you see these skeletal trees in the middle of an arid desert, and you wonder—why on earth did you choose to grow there, little tree? But it thrives in adversity, existing to prove common sense wrong.”

      I tried to pay attention to the horticultural chat, but my gaze kept drifting to Ryann, who sat on my right. She hadn’t said a word since we’d sat down to breakfast. She hadn’t eaten, either, though that wasn’t as weird. Everyone was trying to pretend this was all fine and dandy, but nobody could stomach breakfast in the presence of a dead body.

      But her silence remained a mystery. Maybe Lux had kept her up all night, in a petty attempt to punish me by making her suffer.

      “Everything okay?” I put my arm around the back of her chair, getting an approving smile from Apollo.

      Ryann looked up as though she hadn’t realized I was there. “What?”

      “I asked if you were okay.”

      “Oh… yes, I’m fine. I’m just really, really, really tired. This is worse than when I pulled an all-nighter to get one of my essays in on time.” She rubbed her eyes until they reddened. “The gremlin is kicking my butt today.”

      “Anything I can do?” I asked softly.

      “Can you turn into a pillow?” She managed a weary smile.

      I chuckled. “Sure. If I eat enough, my tummy would make a pretty squishy pillow.”

      “I might keel over before then.”

      Our sweet moment was soundly interrupted by Faustus banging his fists on the table. I hadn’t been listening to the conversation, but the outburst seemed to have come from nowhere. Everyone looked shocked.

      “I cannot believe you are still considering Erebus and Davin as suitors, Your Highness!” He shook his head furiously. “It is a travesty they are still here, when good men are lying in the infirmary. I have no qualms with outsiders, now that I have encountered worthy individuals from the surface, but those two are not worthy. And they will see this city torn apart by civil unrest.”

      Melody cowered. “I only asked if she had made any decisions.”

      “I apologize for the coarseness of my tone, Miss Winchester, Your Majesties, but I cannot sit idly by while they continue to sit at this table behaving as if they are somehow superior.” Faustus shot a dark look at Erebus. “That Child of Chaos, for one, did not lift a finger to help us when the naiads escaped, and Davin sought only to help himself. They are no good for you.”

      “How dare you! I did lift a finger!” Erebus protested. “I was trying to strike a balance of power so I could send the naiads back to their jars in one fell swoop without causing undue disruption. When Finch made his suggestion, I was moments away from managing the perfect expulsion of energy.”

      Kaya took a steady breath. “Erebus did say he was conjuring up a plan, and one should not cast aspersions based on how something ‘seemed.’ People come up with solutions in different ways—some act directly, others watch for a while so they can think logically. But that is by the by. Who is to say I am even still considering them?”

      Erebus looked nervous. Understandably so. Kaya had more or less said his standing was under scrutiny, and that had to hit him where it hurt. Plus, I’d been the one to fix the naiad problem, which had probably stuck a tiny pin in that overinflated ego.

      “Apologies, Princess, but you have yet to accept any of the invitations and appeals you have received, nor have you disqualified anyone who has not already lost their place due to injury.” Faustus had the courtesy to drop his gaze. “And you have given us no inkling as to whom you may favor. But it is concerning that those who have not acted or proven themselves, and those with obviously selfish agendas, have not been dismissed.”

      A grumble of assent made its way through the remaining suitors. Even Apollo gave a slight nod of his head, albeit subtle.

      My attention flitted to the two pains in my ass. Erebus sat back in his seat and smirked with smug satisfaction. No doubt he thought himself untouchable. And he had offered to keep Atlantis running indefinitely, so maybe he had reason to feel confident. Plus, there was the fact that Kaya clearly had feelings for him—enough to glance back after kissing my cheek, to make sure she’d gotten the reaction she wanted.

      As for Davin, he had no reason to feel confident. He’d been a mediocre help with the naiads, and Kaya thought he was a slimy blobfish of a man. But he wasn’t the type to give up easily. Even now, he eyed the remaining suitors carefully. I could almost hear those rusty wheels clanking in his head.

      What are you brewing up in that devious mind of yours?

      “After all,” Faustus continued, “Your Majesty, King Ovid, you only accepted Davin as your daughter’s suitor because he has Necromantic abilities. An ability that has not been seen in Atlantis since its birth. And… I think we all know why that inspired you to bring him into your inner circle.”

      King Ovid’s cheeks turned a worrying shade of scarlet. “What exactly are you implying?”

      Looks like the cat’s out of the bag, Ovid. I hadn’t expected it to be common knowledge yet, but news had a tendency to spread. And gossip spread faster.

      “That you have been flirting with the idea of cheating the clock.” Faustus gripped his chalice for courage. “Everyone knows it, Your Majesty! It is the worst-kept secret in Atlantis, besides the fact that something is blatantly amiss with the Bestiary’s ability to meet demand.”

      “Faustus!” Kaya cried, dismayed. But she couldn’t chime in to help her father. She knew, the same as the rest of us, that King Ovid wanted Davin for his own ends. If she spoke up now, she’d either have to lie or betray her father. And it wouldn’t be the betrayal.

      “It is true, Princess. Surely, you have heard him speak of such matters, with his Death Day nearing? We all know of his unlawful desires, though we stayed silent, for his sake.” Faustus plowed on, tearing straight into dangerous territory. “But I can stay silent no longer, if you allow this wretch to wed your daughter simply because he can grant you more life! It is beneath you, Your Majesty, and it would disgrace your sweet daughter!”

      Ovid floundered. “This is… why, this is nonsense! Is it true I believe Davin may be useful to our city? Yes. But I do not seek his abilities for myself. I seek them only to help those in need, those who die before their five hundred years are done. The terrible tragedy of premature death could be avoided altogether, with Davin’s aid. Should we not grant such victims a second chance if we are able to?”

      Everyone who wasn’t involved in the argument sat in stunned silence. The awkward kind of silence that occurred when someone was obviously lying through their teeth.

      Faustus shook his head. “You expect us to believe that your intentions are entirely altruistic? Rumors have spread for months, if not years, of your desperation to reset the clock on your life. And they reveal the truth in this, Your Majesty. I wish it were not so, but your eagerness to join Davin in matrimony with your daughter says a lot.”

      “I would never dream of using a Necromancer to resurrect me,” Ovid spluttered. “And I am appalled that you listen to such infectious gossip! I encourage all to speak their minds, that may be true, but there are limits. And I do not expect to hear that sort of thing from you, Faustus! You know better than to heed hearsay.”

      Faustus held his nerve, despite treading on perilous ground. “Even if that were true, and you would not use such measures for yourself, we cannot and should not play God. If someone dies before their time, then that is their time. It is awful, and sad, and painful, but we should not intervene. It is not our right. Death is part of life and must be allowed to take its course, as and when it arises. Even if that should happen to be premature.”

      “But don’t you already intervene?” Erebus asked dryly. “You do not pass into the afterlife as naturally as you proclaim. There is poison involved. So I would say that is somewhat hypocritical.” I sensed he wasn’t trying to support Davin but merely wanted to take Faustus down a peg or two in the pride stakes.

      “We intervene because it is necessary. If we do not, we decay, slowly and most foully!” Apollo lashed back. “We have seen it happen. Do you not recall how Drakon’s Death Day was delayed when he accidentally turned his Electro ability upon himself? No one could go near him without risk of electrocution for almost four days, and his entire body had crumbled by the time it discharged. We have our Death Days to avoid that undignified end.”

      Or the Electro ability might’ve torn him apart from within. I tried to look at the situation from all angles. That was the only way to make a truly educated assessment.

      “But that could have been the Electro power decaying him,” Ovid pointed out, voicing my musings.

      Apollo leaned forward in his chair. “There were others, Your Majesty: Alexander, Deimos, Fotis, Gregorios, to name but a few. Their Death Days were also delayed, while they were imprisoned, and their physical forms deteriorated. You know this. You were the one who instructed me to arrange their swift dismissal into the afterlife, but the serum did not work. They suffered, in terrible agony, and crumbled to ash.”

      “That does not mean it happens to everyone,” Ovid replied, though his argument was pretty weak. More wishful thinking than hard evidence.

      Faustus shook his head. “You are not naïve, Your Majesty. You know that the magic that provides us with this longevity must have a limit. Ganymede knew that, or she would never have implemented the five-hundred-year law. No spell can last forever, no matter how strong, not without regular reinforcement. Even then, such magic can turn toxic.”

      “Yes, but we could live many more years before toxic levels were reached.” Ovid sounded hopeful without appearing overeager. That wouldn’t have done much for his cause.

      The Ganymede angle made a lot of sense to me. If she’d been the one to grant Atlanteans long life, then it stood to reason there’d be a shelf life for that gift. No one could live forever, not unless you were a Child of Chaos. Even then, screw-ups could happen.

      “Your Majesty, I am inclined to agree with my learned friend,” Apollo said. “There is a difference between advanced medicine or utilizing the aid of someone gifted with healing powers, and reversing death entirely. It is neither natural nor safe, Your Majesty. We can seek to prevent death during illness or injury, but we should not allow ourselves the power to stop it entirely. All things must die. It is the bitter truth of our mortal forms. Without death, how can we value life?”

      “But what if there were special circumstances?” Luke cut in, taking me by surprise. “What if a child needed saving? Wouldn’t it be worth bending the rules to give a child a full life? And it wouldn’t be taking much away from your five-hundred-year deal, either, as they’d barely have chipped into that.”

      “Yes!” Ovid waved his hand wildly at Luke. “That is precisely my point! It is not playing God, Faustus. It is avoiding misery and heartache, and allowing a tragic victim to live the life they should have lived.”

      I donned my figurative waders and paddled in. “Pardon the splinters in my bum cheeks from sitting on the fence, but I can see the good in both sides. The trouble is, noble intentions don’t always work out so nobly. You could decide to use Necromancy only to resurrect children, but humanity can get pretty determined when it comes to survival. Only one adult would have to slip through, and all those good intentions would implode.”

      “I would police it, personally,” Ovid replied, panic in his voice.

      Faustus frowned. “But you never said you intended to use Davin’s abilities solely for children. You said you wanted to use them on all those taken before their time. And that is a somewhat subjective matter. You might believe, for example, that five hundred years is too soon.”

      “I do not want to resurrect myself!” Ovid protested.

      Nash picked a chunk off a loaf of laver bread. “I don’t know if it’s my place to weigh in on this, but I’m going to anyway. I was ready to die, and I was given a second chance at life. But does that mean I think cheating death is right? No, I don’t. I’ve seen plenty of it and wished friends and fellow patriots could be brought back. But if there’s no death, then there’s no after. And I like to think that when we go, we go to a place that’s peaceful. A place where we can rest, without all the bad stuff that living brings. It’s not an end; it’s a transformation.”

      “It exists, by the way.” I felt suddenly choked up. “The afterlife. And it’s like Nash says, from what I was told. It’s peaceful, and warm, and there’s no pain. And those who are lucky enough to love deeply are reunited there, because souls don’t die. Souls go on, and souls remember. And at the end of the day, aren’t we all just souls encased in wandering meat suits?”

      “But what’s the harm in wanting someone to live longer? Not forever, just longer.” Ryann spoke so quietly her voice was almost lost.

      My heart broke. Was she talking about me? After all, my deadline was coming up, if I couldn’t find a way out of my deal. Emphasis on “dead.”

      Kaya cut through the noise. “Miss Smith makes a valid argument, which does not negate either side. What is the harm in wanting someone to live longer, as long as it is not forever? That way, there is still value to life, and the soul can go to the afterlife when it is ready. It is, surely, the best of all worlds?”

      Davin saw an opportunity for ass-kissing. “As a Necromancer who has died and returned more times than I care to count, I can reiterate that it does not cause a person to lose their lust for life. If anything, it makes the additional time more precious. Princess, your wisdom is profound.”

      “I do not need you to try and wriggle into my favor. This is not the time. I am not speaking as a Necromancer who can bring themselves back whenever they please. I am speaking as a daughter who just lost her mother and will soon lose her father. I am also speaking as a future queen who understands how mindsets and traditions and times can change. They have to. Perhaps it is for the people of this city to decide how they feel about this, and they may find that the desire to live longer is stronger than their desire to follow old rules.”

      Faustus gaped at her in disbelief, and those who’d agreed with his viewpoint looked similarly dumbstruck. I still couldn’t decide which way I swung more. Garrett and Astrid had benefited from Alton’s Necromancy, but others hadn’t. Maybe if the current Necromancer in question had been someone other than Davin, I might’ve had a more gung-ho attitude. But I would never trust that man with anything, least of all a life. Or a city full of lives. Then again, it wasn’t my decision to make.

      At the end of the table, Kaya glanced over her shoulder to where her mother lay in her glass casket.

      She sighed but didn’t turn back around. “As Ryann said, what is the harm in wanting to live longer?”

      Who was I to argue with that, when that was exactly what I was striving for?
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      Two tribes had gone to existential war, and so far nobody had won. Instead, a stilted, uncomfortable silence stretched across the table. What was that thing people said? Never bring up religion, politics, race, or death at the dinner table? Yep, chatting about death had definitely brought this nice breakfast to a screeching halt. The milk had soured as we spoke, thanks to all the bristling animosity. Then again, the milk here always tasted sour, so that wasn’t so strange.

      “I am tired of this argument.” Kaya waved a hand of dismissal, effectively ending the conversation. “And I wish to say something that everybody needs to hear.”

      Her voice carried a different, assertive weight now. Admirable, considering the uncomfortable conversation that’d just ruined her mother’s send-off.

      “As I said before, any question regarding an extension of our lifespans should be put to the people.” Kaya placed her hands flat on the table. “So we must set the idea aside.”

      “Hear, hear! Disqualify that Necromancer!” Faustus lifted his chalice but quickly set it down after a withering look from Kaya.

      “You misunderstand me,” she said. “One way or another, I will marry one of you gentlemen. Tradition dictates that no man can be disqualified unless by injury, sickness, or by choosing to remove himself from consideration.”

      So resurrection isn’t off the table, then? Shiftiness glinted in her eyes. As an almost-queen, I guessed it made sense to keep one’s options open.

      But that wasn’t all. Her shifty gaze lingered on Erebus for the tiniest of moments. Sure, Davin was offering resurrection, but Erebus was offering more… he was offering love. Actual love. An unexpected byproduct of his desire to leave a legacy and have a child. And Kaya probably didn’t want to use a love spell to make her marriage falsely happy. She likely wanted the real deal, not a business transaction. But being the future queen put her in an awkward position—she might’ve wanted love, but she couldn’t leave her throne vulnerable to power-grabbers, either.

      “All remaining suitors will be considered. I will reply to your invitations in the coming days. I apologize for not doing so sooner.” Her body stiffened, as if she were struggling not to look behind her. “I wanted to concentrate on my mother’s Death Day before I began this journey to see myself wed. Once my mother returns to the ocean… I will turn my attention to you all.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. Sympathy tightened my stomach.

      “Darling, perhaps we should—” Ovid began but didn’t finish. Overhead, the fake sunlight flickered without warning.

      Melody shrieked and clung to Luke. As her cry of fear faded, the big fake orbs died altogether, plunging us into absolute darkness. Pitch black. The kind of darkness where you couldn’t even see your hand before your face.

      Another scream went up. But it wasn’t Melody’s terror splintering the air.

      Kaya!

      Lifting my palm, I conjured a ball of Fire. It shone across the breakfast table and gardens around us, but Kaya’s position at the head of the table remained shrouded in shadow. Almost as if someone were creating the shadow themselves.

      “The princess is in danger!” I yelled. The others stood from their chairs, calling Kaya’s name. I heard the dull thud of people knocking into the dinner table, and the sharp inhalations of people whacking shins and sides into this and that, followed by Atlantean expletives, as the suitors ran into each other in their scramble to reach the princess.

      I decided on a more direct route. I leapt onto the table, kicking cups and silverware as I powered along. But when I arrived at her chair, no one was there.

      “Kaya! Where are you?” I shouted.

      “Kaya!” Ovid echoed.

      “She is not there?” Another voice yelped in the gloom. Claudius, maybe, though these Atlantean punks sounded so similar, with their perfect elocution and enunciation.

      “Kaya! Kaya, where are you?” That was Apollo. His voice, I knew.

      “Kaya!” Another suitor, possibly Faustus, added his screeching to the mix.

      I rolled my eyes in the darkness. “Could you all shut up for a sec?”

      A grumble of discontentment rippled through the shadows, but the crowd quieted.

      “Kaya? Where are you?” I yelled, now I had some semblance of silence to hear myself think.

      A muffled cry echoed back, and my head snapped in its direction. I jumped down from the table and hurried toward it, readying strands of Telekinesis and a ball of Fire to light the scene a little. Behind me, I heard the fumble and clatter of the rest of the suitors giving chase, each wanting to be the first to reach the absent princess. A few other Fireballs lit up the darkness, but I was ahead of them, following the sound with bat-like precision while the others floundered.

      “Kaya!” I shouted again, casting the ball of Fire around.

      Another distorted scream rose, coming from the dense bushes nearby. I sprinted for them, rounding the corner in time to see a hooded figure crouched low over the princess. Their head shot up as I halted on the gravel, sending up a flurry of stones. A blade glinted in the light of my Fireball, raised right over the princess’s chest.

      “No!” I hurled Telekinesis at the hooded assailant. It struck them square in the gut and slithered around their waist in a loop. I yanked back, and the figure sailed through the air toward me. I managed to duck as they arced past my shoulder and hit the dust behind me. The clink of metal skittered across the gravel.

      Torn between going straight to Kaya and capturing her assailant, I heard the crunch of footsteps racing toward the bushes.

      “Finch, are you over here? I can’t see a damn thing!” Nash yelled. Two glowing blue eyes appeared in the darkness. As they neared my Firelight, the eyes were joined by two fluffy white ears and a snout with a wet, black nose at the end of it. Huntress had sniffed me out, and Nash held her bandana, letting the dog lead the way.

      “Beside you!” I ran to him and shoved the Fireball at the figure on the ground, who was struggling to their feet. A shaky hand tried to keep the hood over their face, but it’d do them no good. I hit them with another blast of Telekinesis, but I didn’t release the strands. Instead, I clenched my fist until the tendrils tightened around the assailant, holding them where they lay.

      Huntress pounced onto the attacker’s chest, her paws on either side of their neck and her jaws dripping drool right in their face. A low growl rattled from the back of her throat. I skidded to my knees beside her and glanced back at Nash.

      “Go see to the princess,” I ordered. “Make sure she’s okay.”

      A groan drifted through the air. “There is no need,” Kaya choked. “I am… uninjured.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” I replied sharply. “Nash, go check her over.”

      He disappeared into the darkness while I turned back to contend with this hooded attacker. I lifted the Fireball closer to their face, the glow revealing a chin, and lips, and a nose. I’d almost reached the eyes, giving me the full set of features, when the fake suns suddenly burst to life. Below me, pinned by Huntress, lay… a stranger.

      “Who are you?” I dissipated the Fireball and glared down into the man’s frightened blue eyes.

      “I-I am no one,” he stammered.

      “Who sent you?” Huntress snapped at his face, adding to my threat.

      His hand shot up, and I caught the shine of the blade again. The dagger must’ve landed within his reach. Crap!

      The sharp tip had nearly plunged into Huntress when I threw myself at her, shoving her clear of his attack. She yelped in surprise, but I yelped louder when the blade skimmed my upper arm. Nothing a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles Band-Aid couldn’t fix, judging by the faint sting after the blade’s initial bite.

      “Who tries to stab a dog, you monster?” I gripped the attacker’s wrist with a powerful tendril of Telekinesis and slammed his arm into the gravel. I slammed it again and again until the coward finally released the weapon. I tossed it away.

      Crocodile tears filled his eyes. “I am no one. I am no one. Let me go. I am no one.”

      Everyone who’d been at the breakfast table appeared in the gap between bushes, all of them eyeing the attacker with confused frowns. Only Ovid broke ranks, running to his daughter, who’d been helped up by Nash.

      “Thank Poseidon, you are unharmed!” Ovid cried.

      I turned to the suitors. “Does anyone know this guy?”

      Apollo came closer. “He looks like one of the servants from the palace. A kitchen porter.” His eyes flitted to the knife on the ground. “Did he attempt to use that to kill the princess?”

      “And Huntress,” I replied, still offended on her behalf.

      “But… that is impossible.” Apollo shook his head slowly.

      “Would you mind sharing with the rest of the class?” I prompted.

      Apollo leveled his concerned gaze at me. “It is merely that a servant of such lowly standing could never afford such a weapon. Even someone in a higher position would struggle to afford such an item. By the looks of it, the handle is pure gold. And gold is a rarity here.”

      I looked over the weapon. Sure enough, the handle seemed to be crafted from pure gold, in the shape of a twisting sea serpent, with small rubies serving as blood-red eyes.

      “You know what that means?” I addressed everyone.

      Cassius frowned. “No. What does it mean?”

      “Someone gave it to him.” I stared into the eyes of the attacker. “Someone who wanted the future queen dead.”
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      “Who would dare?” Thebian stepped out of the lineup. In a flourish of Chaos, a spear appeared in his hand. It jolted me with panic for a second, thinking he might be the one who’d sent the attacker, and he intended to finish the job. My thighs braced, ready to jump to defend Kaya if I had to.

      Instead, he wasted no time jabbing the pointy end at the attacker’s face, and I breathed a small sigh of relief. As the military mind among the suitors, it made sense that he’d be the one to start the interrogation.

      Apollo continued to stare at the assailant. “Who are you?”

      “I am no one,” the man whimpered in reply.

      “A cyclops might’ve fallen for that when Odysseus tried it, but I’m not buying it.” I leaned forward to put my full weight behind my knee on the man’s chest.

      “Who are you?” Thebian parroted, pushing the spear’s tip into the notch at the bottom of the man’s throat. “Answer me, or this spear will open your throat.”

      Apollo rolled his eyes. “Perhaps we can rein in the barbarism?”

      “Do you want answers or not?” Thebian shot back.

      “I do.” Erebus stomped onto the scene, his worried eyes darting toward Kaya. “And I happen to approve of Thebian’s methods.”

      Kaya sat on one of the garden benches, its armrests shaped like dancing mermaids. Nash knelt in front of her and seemed to be offering words of comfort. I couldn’t hear what he said, but Kaya nodded regardless. He unbuttoned his fancy suit jacket, revealing the perpetual plaid beneath, and wrapped the jacket around Kaya’s shoulders.

      “Hold off on the torture, huh?” a female voice suggested. My head snapped back around, taking in the sweet sight of Ryann. She’d edged closer to the nervous wreck who’d run aground in front of me, only to stop a few feet away. From there, she seemed to be absorbing everything, the cogs whirring.

      Erebus loomed over the man on the ground. “Why should we? He attempted to assassinate the princess. I have killed men for far less, and I would be more than happy to squeeze the truth out of him with my bare hands!”

      Black smoke coiled faintly on Erebus’s shoulders, and his eyes glinted. This had really shaken him up; I didn’t need an Empath to tell me that. Someone had tried to murder the woman he loved. Hell, if it had been Ryann instead of Kaya, even I might’ve let Thebian have his wicked way. But we needed this guy alive to get intel out of him.

      “Because he’s terrified.” Melody’s voice made everyone turn. With Luke before her acting as her human buffer, she approached, looking minuscule beside the big, burly Atlanteans. “I feel his emotions, and he’s absolutely petrified.”

      “That is because he knows we will skewer him if he does not tell us what we wish to know.” Thebian put weight against the spear, and the attacker grimaced.

      “No.” Melody shook her head. “It’s not that kind of fear. Emotions have these nuances that Empaths learn to read, and this isn’t the fresh kind of terror he’d be feeling due to you threatening him. The emotion feels more ingrained, like he had it even before he launched his attack. Chances are, he’s currently fearing the wrath of whoever sent him more than what you might do to him.”

      Erebus didn’t seem to care. He lifted his boot and rested it on the attacker’s forehead. “I should inform you, whoever you are, I can crush your skull in one movement. Now tell us—who are you? A simple question. Not one worth dying for if you do not answer.”

      The man squirmed, his eyes wide in panic. “My name is Myron.”

      “An encouraging start.” Thebian gave the spear another faint push, and blood trickled down the man’s throat. Myron struggled against the Telekinetic ties that bound him.

      “Please… please, have mercy,” he pleaded, gasping.

      “Speak of mercy again after what you have just done, and this will be your Death Day.” Erebus appeared to be hanging onto his rage by a thread. His body thrummed with building energy, the kind that might get him expelled from Atlantis if it escaped his human form.

      Faustus joined the suitor party. “Are you a servant in the kitchens, Myron?”

      I guess we found our good cop. He’d softened his voice, making it stand out against the murderous intent of the other guys standing over Myron.

      Myron made a gurgling sound when Thebian poked him with the spear. “Y-yes! I am!”

      “Then what was your motive for this heinous act, Myron?” Faustus knelt so that he was more level with Myron. “Were you offered money in exchange? Or perhaps someone is blackmailing you? In that case, you need only tell us who is doing the blackmailing, and all can be swiftly resolved.”

      Tears started to run down Myron’s cheeks. “I… I am no one. I don’t know anything. I… did as I was told.”

      “By whom?” Erebus lifted his leg and stomped the ground right beside Myron’s head before returning his boot to the attacker’s forehead. A startling visual example of what might happen if Myron didn’t give up the goods.

      I readied a discreet cushion of Air, just in case Erebus lost control.

      “Why did you try to kill the princess?” Apollo demanded.

      “Who hired you?” Thebian added to the rising crescendo of questions.

      “Is it blackmail?” Faustus repeated.

      “Start talking!” Erebus was the big bass drum in this orchestra of interrogation.

      Myron’s shoulders shook as he crumbled into a puddle of tears. Nice one, guys. Now you’re really not going to get anything out of him.

      “What is the matter with all of you?” Melody stood up to the suitors who crowded Myron. A little terrier among Great Danes. “Weren’t you listening? He’s more scared of talking than getting a spear in the neck or having his head squashed like a watermelon, so why don’t you give him some breathing room? Torture isn’t going to work!”

      “But it will make me feel better,” Erebus shot back.

      “Oh, it will, will it? At what cost, hmm?” Melody stared him dead in the eyes. I heard the subtle subtext in her fierce words. A subtext he must’ve picked up on, too, because he faltered. She didn’t just mean the cost to Myron and Kaya; she meant the cost to his human form, too, if he unleashed hell on the guy.

      The Child of Chaos sighed and removed his foot from Myron’s forehead. “Very well. I will try not to harm him, but I make no assurances. He needs to start answering my questions. I will find out who tried to harm Princess Kaya.”

      “Not if you keep looking for answers in the wrong place.” That smarmy voice slithered up my spine as Davin sauntered toward Myron.

      “Stay out of this, Doncaster.” Erebus’s eyes flashed with anger. “You will only get in the way.”

      Davin seemed unfazed. “I merely wanted to offer my advice.”

      “What advice?” Ryann asked, walking out of the fray.

      “That you ought to look into the origin of the weapon.” Davin gestured at the blade. “This whimpering mess will clearly say nothing about who sent him. In fact, he probably hopes you’ll kill him, so he doesn’t have to face whoever he has disappointed. But the weapon will not lie. Trace the owner, and you’ll have your mastermind.”

      Ryann’s eyes widened and settled on me. There was something strange about her behavior, an agitation that made her look shaky and odd. Not to mention that her face had turned ashen. I left Myron’s restraints to Thebian and went to her.

      “Are you okay?” I pressed my palm to her forehead.

      Her hand shot out and gripped my arm tightly. “I have a really bad feeling about this, Finch. Really bad. I don’t know why, but everything feels… off.”

      “Is it the gremlin?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know.” She peered up at me with frightened eyes. “I don’t know if it’s her instincts or what, but there are major alarm bells ringing in my head right now. And my body feels like it’s… full of static electricity. I can’t explain it, but it’s not good.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Faustus stoop to pick up the dagger I’d beaten from Myron’s hand. And in fairness, Davin may have been a colossal asshat, but his idea had actually been fairly logical. If Myron wouldn’t speak, maybe his borrowed dagger would.

      “Wait a moment.” Faustus turned the weapon over in his hands, studying it intently. “I recognize the craftsmanship of this serpent design. Yes… I have seen it before, though I saw it as part of a set. Two daggers that looked exactly alike. If I am not mistaken, it should have the—yes, here it is!” He pointed to a spot in the blood groove.

      “Yeah, I don’t have my magnifying glass with me, Faustus. What are you pointing at?” I took Ryann’s hand and led her back over to the main event, squinting at the weapon. A tiny emblem had been engraved in the groove.

      Faustus turned slowly until his eyes connected with Apollo’s. “This blade belongs to your father, Apollo. I saw it on the wall in his office at the royal armory, beside its mate. And this emblem is your mother’s family sigil.” He pointed again at the tiny engraving. “The other blade has your father’s family sigil on it. The blades were given to your father as a wedding gift. Do not try to deny it! You know this knife! You tried to have the princess murdered!”

      “Whoa, I think we’re jumping to conclusions here!” I tried to weigh in but got shouted down.

      “Either he has done it, or his father has!” Faustus roared. Frankly, that spoke more of guilt to me than finding some emblem on a knife. Methinks the lady doth protest too much.

      Apollo floundered as all eyes turned to him. “I have never seen this knife before. I swear, I have never seen it. Nor do I know if there are knives in my father’s study—I have not visited my father there in decades! This is insanity!”

      “Liar!” Thebian got involved. “You were the first to recognize this servant. You knew he came from the kitchens, though the rest of us have never seen him. You were the first to mention that no one of his standing could afford such a dagger. What, did you think you could take the dagger and hide it before anyone figured out its origin?”

      Melody hoisted her hands to her hips. “That doesn’t make any sense! Apollo would have to be woefully bad at subterfuge to say he recognized Myron, and that the dagger couldn’t belong to Myron, if he were the one to arrange this!”

      Ryann nodded. Two fearsome women against the squabbling suitors. “Exactly. He’d know it would point arrows at him. I think Apollo was just trying to be helpful.”

      “And I think you want to believe that is true,” Faustus retorted. “I do not like to think ill of a fellow Atlantean, but the evidence cannot be denied. This blade is Apollo’s father’s. So either Apollo did this, or his father did.”

      “And you’re completely ignoring the fact that someone could’ve stolen this dagger to make Apollo look guilty.” Ryann kept at it, though I sensed the effort was futile.

      “We would not expect you to understand, surface dweller.” Thebian scoffed. “There is security in the royal armory. Only Apollo or his father would have been able to overcome it. There is no denying it—Apollo has done this!”

      Without a real culprit, and not much more than suspicion to go on, I doubted there was anything we “surface dwellers” could do for Apollo. But man, this really felt like a setup. A painfully transparent one, too. Plus, I knew people could be damn good actors, but Apollo looked genuinely and utterly crushed by the accusations. Why didn’t the other suitors see that this stank to high heaven of fishy business?

      Because it might take a top contender out of the game. Despite the culture of honor they’d sung about earlier, with wealth and power up for grabs, people could do crazy things.

      Faustus held the blade out to King Ovid. “Your Majesty, you must have your royal advisor arrested on suspicion of attempted murder.”

      In that moment, Apollo made the worst choice he possibly could have. He ran. They say that the innocent don’t run, but “they” have probably never spent time in an Atlantean prison with supercharged anti-escape spells and hexes galore. A fortress that nobody could break out of. If I’d thought I was facing a lifetime in that place for attempting to kill the princess, I’d have friggin’ run, too.

      The suitors wasted no time chasing their rival down, sprinting across the gardens like stallions in a steeplechase. I could only see so much from my vantage point. Sometimes, the group disappeared behind bushes or trees only to reappear with more pursuers than they’d started with. Truthfully, I wished the poor guy well, but I didn’t think he’d actually manage to escape this crazy arrest.

      Kaya blinked slowly. “I can’t believe Apollo could have done this… try to have me killed?”

      Nash was still standing beside her. “Yeah, I’d say it’s definitely more suspicion than concrete fact. There must be more people with access to that knife.” He shrugged. “I don’t know, Your Highness, it just feels a little convenient to me.”

      Kaya hesitated. “I don’t know what to make of this.” She drew Nash’s jacket tighter around herself. “I need time to process what has occurred this morning. But… Apollo must be arrested and put in a cell, at least for the time being. Until something can be proven or dispelled, he has to stay where he can be watched over.”

      Melody knelt at my side as if she were coming to look closer at Myron. She leaned over him, making a show of checking his pockets.

      “I’m getting odd feelings from Davin,” she whispered.

      “Odd how?” I whispered back, pretending to pat Myron down.

      “There’s something about this situation he’s really unhappy with. I’ve never felt this from him before. It’s more than dissatisfaction. It’s… oh, I have all these lovely adjectives and adverbs I could use, but none of them quite match the emotion he’s feeling. It’s super hard to pinpoint!” She unfolded a crumpled list and skimmed it. “Maybe if I knew why he was feeling it, I’d be able to describe the emotion better.”

      I smiled at her. “But since we don’t, and you can’t—what do you think we should do?”

      I wondered if this weird feeling from Davin was related to Ryann’s weird feeling. I peered over to where Ryann was standing and thought about bringing her into the conversation. But no sooner had I thought it than a faint glint of white in her eyes made me think twice. Only when I was sure I had Ryann, and only Ryann, would I mention it.

      Had Davin somehow been involved in the assassination attempt? I mean, if Myron had managed to kill Kaya, Davin would’ve been the only one able to bring her back…

      “Just keep an eye on him and Erebus, I suppose.” Melody sighed, clearly also dealing with some dissatisfaction. “I’ve got to say, Erebus is impressively calm, considering someone just tried to kill his would-be sweetheart.”

      Unlike the other suitors, who were still in hot pursuit of Apollo, Erebus had chosen to remain near Kaya. He lingered beside the bushes, his gaze fixed on her. Not in a creepy way, but in a stoic guardian kind of way, like he was deliberately keeping his distance because of how shaken she seemed. And when she lifted her head slowly, and their eyes met… I felt it. A tangible frazzle of electricity that shot through the atmosphere between them. It made me feel incredibly uncomfortable.

      “Finch?” King Ovid made his way toward me, giving me a much-needed distraction from the Child of Chaos, the princess, and their gooey eyes.

      I dipped into a bow. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

      “There is something I must ask of you.”

      “Nothing too ominous, I hope.” My strangled laugh died on my lips.

      Ovid’s expression hardened. “Not ominous, but it is of utmost importance.” He took a deep breath. “Apollo will be arrested for this and be put on trial. However, a trial will take time, and Apollo cannot be permitted to continue his pursuit of my daughter’s hand.”

      Melody frowned. “But I thought you said no man could be disqualified unless he was injured, sick, or chose to quit?”

      “There is one other means of disqualification,” Ovid replied solemnly. “If one of the suitors threatens the princess’s life, then he will be immediately removed from consideration. And until we know for certain whether Apollo was responsible for this assassination attempt or not—he must be duly disqualified.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be disappointed.” I didn’t know what else to say. The poor guy.

      “There is more, Finch,” Ovid continued.

      My heart began to race. “Oh?”

      Ovid clapped me on the back. “In order to make matters fair and allow my daughter a breadth of choice, you must take Apollo’s place as suitor.”

      “Ah, you’re teasing, right?” I laughed like a maniac to try and cover my rising anxiety, until I realized he wasn’t laughing.

      He was deadly serious.
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      I put up my hands like a cornered suspect. Ironic, considering Apollo’s situation. “Uh… thanks for the offer, Your Majesty, but I’m not here to be a suitor. I wouldn’t be here at all if Erebus hadn’t dragged me along for the ride.”

      I didn’t dare look at Erebus’s face right now. The nuclear-level heat blasting my back was enough to let me know that the Child of Chaos wasn’t on board.

      I did, however, look at the woman I was head over heels for. The white dots vanished from her eyes, leaving behind horror that was all Ryann. Lux wanted her to feel pain. Lux wanted to punish Ryann via me, putting her in the same position she was in—watching the man she cared about gallivanting with Princess Kaya.

      “If you refuse me, Finch, I will take it as a direct insult to myself, my daughter, and the crown.” Ovid stared me down.

      “I don’t want to cause offense, but I’m not sure this is a good idea. Your daughter is incredible, and I think she’ll make a helluva queen, but I wouldn’t be a good consort. I mean, I don’t even know if I’m the marrying type!” My voice had turned into a desperate squeak, like a mouse trapped with his chompers in the cheese.

      And there’s the gigantic elephant in the room—I’m madly in love with Ryann! But if I told Ovid how I felt about her, I’d turn her into an obstacle to what he was suggesting. I didn’t want to risk him taking umbrage with that and removing that apparent “problem” from the game, one way or another. Plus, Lux would hardly back me on this!

      Ryann’s forehead wrinkled, her eyes closing in emotional pain. I glanced her way, with the visual version of what my voice was doing. Was she upset because of Ovid’s demands, or was it the marrying thing? Harley and Wade had taken that massive step, and that was cool, you know—their prerogative—but marriage hadn’t really blipped on my radar. A relationship with someone I loved one hundred percent, yes, but… marriage? It sent me into a panic just thinking about wearing a suit and standing at the end of an aisle, hoping my bride wouldn’t run for it when she reached the church. Or maybe she was sad because I hadn’t put it out there that I was already spoken for, regardless of the protective reasoning.

      Luke put his hand on my shoulder, offering support. “I think what Finch is trying to say is, we don’t really do arranged marriages where we come from.”

      Melody nodded, flanking me on my other side. “And Princess Kaya deserves to marry for love. I know, for a fact, that Finch doesn’t love her. He admires her, of course. When they first met, I could tell based on his expression that he felt some instinctual attraction, but that’s because Princess Kaya is extraordinarily beautiful. I imagine I felt some instinctual attraction when I first saw her, too!”

      Luke blinked in shock. “I didn’t feel anything like that.”

      “No… but I think you’re the exception.” Melody smiled, not bothering to hide her delight that the dude who adored her didn’t have so much as an extra heart flutter when another beautiful woman walked into the room.

      “Melody!” I gaped at her, totally mortified. “Remember the progress you’ve been making with not just saying the first thing you think?” I sensed she was trying to protect some kind of royal pride by not just blurting out that I didn’t think anything about Kaya at all, but as far as helping me went, I didn’t know if this was the right way to go. I mean, I didn’t want to encourage Kaya!

      “Sorry.” She bit her lip nervously.

      I cast another desperate look at Ryann. A cocktail of emotions drifted over her face: hurt, confusion, surprise, irritation, and definitely a smattering of envy. Melody hadn’t helped my case one bit, at least not with Ryann. That little munchkin may have had a heart of gold, but sometimes I wished that heart of gold would leap up into her mouth and keep her quiet.

      “Love will come, as it does for Atlanteans.” Ovid dismissed Melody’s “help” with a wave of his hand. “And you are an excellent option for my daughter. This morning alone, you saved her life from a would-be assassin without any expectation of reward. That is the sort of gentleman I desire to see at her side. Someone who does not hesitate when heroism is required.”

      “But… I’m a surface dweller!” I blurted, as a last-ditch attempt to save my ass from being chucked into the suitor race.

      Ovid smiled. “Kaya told me of your heritage, Finch. She may not have known the name Shipton, but I do. And, while there have been a number of bad seeds in your family, there have also been some exemplary magicals.” He paused in thought. “Besides, the Merlin bloodline alone would have been enough to pique my interest in you.”

      How could my heritage be both a gift and a curse? It won me favor with some folks and damned me with others. Ovid seemed to be of the former group, interested solely in the power that stemmed from those bloodlines, and not the twisted legacy that lay behind me because of it.

      “In addition, it would do no harm to bring new blood into the royal line, as long as those genetics are of pure origin—which yours are, Finch,” Ovid continued. “It is my duty, as Kaya’s father, to ensure she has all the possible options before she makes her choice, and it would be a grave insult to her character and beauty if she had so few suitors in pursuit of her. That is why you will do this. You will ask for her hand in marriage, as the others have.”

      “I thought Davin was your top pick,” Nash cut in. “Why bring someone else into the mix?”

      Erebus balled his hands into fists as more black smoke spiraled up from his body. “I was just about to ask that very thing. I do not think it suitable to bring in my servant as a suitor. It would be an insult to me if you insisted.”

      “Are you frightened the princess might prefer your underling to you?” Davin landed a jab. “I, for one, have no qualms about being pitted against Finch. I have triumphed against him many times before; this will simply be another opportunity to put him in his place.”

      Ovid focused on me. “I may encourage Davin’s suit, but I still think it wise that my daughter is given ample scope to make her own decision. You mentioned arranged marriage, Luke, but you misunderstand our traditions. Kaya has the final say. She is forced into nothing. And though I may offer my counsel and observe the merits of her suitors, it is not me who chooses her husband.”

      I shook my head miserably, feeling as if I were being tugged down by a whirlpool. “I really don’t want to be rude, and I don’t want to insult anyone, but… I can’t do what you want me to. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “Are you already married? It does not sound as though you are, since you claimed not to be the marrying type,” Ovid retorted, his lips pursed.

      My shoulder sagged. “I didn’t say I wasn’t the marrying type. I said I didn’t know if I was.”

      “So you are not married. Therefore, there can be no objection to following my command.” Ovid’s tone hardened. “Do you find my daughter so unpleasant that you would continue to refuse?”

      I stared at him, totally lost. Kaya frowned nearby, unmistakably put out by the fact that I wasn’t jumping at the chance to be her husband. She toyed with the edge of Nash’s jacket, which was still wrapped around her. Plaid the Impaler is a friggin’ descendant of Atlanteans—why aren’t you forcing him into this? I forced myself to hold my tongue. Nash didn’t deserve this kind of pressure any more than I did. Bros didn’t throw bros under the bus.

      “I don’t think she’s unpleasant!” I protested. “She’s amazing, but that doesn’t mean I’m game to marry her. I know a lot of amazing women, and I haven’t slipped a ring on any of their fingers. That’s because they’re friends. They’re not… I don’t know, marriage prospects.”

      I turned to Ryann and hoped she could read the truth in my eyes. That I loved her, and I was only trying to keep her out of this to protect her. If I’d thought it would’ve made a difference, I’d have shrieked how I felt about her from the rooftops, proclaiming that she and I were together. But Ovid wouldn’t care. I supposed she must’ve realized it too, because she just looked back with this deep, sad something in her gaze. Resignation, maybe? She’d witnessed Kaya’s octopus paws on me during that dance, after all. Perhaps that’d been the first sign something like this might happen. Or perhaps she knew that no matter how I fought, or what I said, I’d never win against these people. They held our lives, and our freedom, in the palms of their hands.

      “So begin your marriage with friendship and let Atlantean custom take care of the rest, if Kaya chooses you.” Ovid stepped closer until we were pretty much nose-to-nose. “You will not embarrass me, Finch. Think carefully; your dissent will see you marched back to prison, where you may keep Apollo company.”

      Reminded of the poor patsy, I scoured the gardens. A crowd had gathered near the palace, with the suitors at the center, standing over someone in the middle. Apollo’s race had come to an end. But why did I have to be the substitute?

      I sighed heavily. “May I make one request?”

      “That depends,” Ovid replied simply.

      “Can I consult my friends before I make my decision?”

      He thought for a moment before answering. “I do not see why not, as long as you return with a suitable answer.”

      My heart, and my head, hurt. He was letting me speak with my friends as a courtesy, but the only answer he’d accept was “Yes, Your Majesty.” I didn’t want anything to do with this, but how could I say no to the king of Atlantis? How could I say no to the gatekeeper who held the keys that could see my friends released? He had me precisely where he wanted me. And though I might have hated him for it, there was no way I could offend the king and the princess and not bring an axe down on the heads of the people I cared for.

      Déjà vu shivered through me. And déjà vu could go screw itself.
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      “Any thoughts? ‘Cause if you guys can’t help me, I’m going to have to strut my stuff for the title of Mr. Atlantis.” I paced in one of the palace’s countless rooms, which didn’t seem to serve any purpose whatsoever. It looked beautiful, sure, with its silver-and-white trim, an imposing fireplace, and fancy curtains and tapestries adorning the walls and windows, but what did people actually do in here?

      I walked to the window and looked over the city below, feeling more than a bit sick. I didn’t want to reign over this. I wasn’t Simba, and my friends were no Mufasa. I just… wanted out. I wanted to be back at the SDC, trying to get my life back to some semblance of normality. I wanted to go for coffee with Ryann, and treat her to dinner, and delve into a new dynamic with the Smiths over Sunday roast, sitting around their table as Ryann’s boyfriend and not the stray that Harley dragged in. I wanted to casually force her to watch all my favorite movies and watch her reaction when the best parts came up.

      I wanted to sit down to breakfast with the OG Muppet Babies and crack jokes and drink too much industrial-strength espresso while we talked about chasing down the last rogue cultists, or what kind of accessory Slinky could be made into. I wanted to walk the halls with my sister and listen to her yak about wedding plans and the hilarious idea of putting me in a tux. I wanted to be there for her without having to worry about anything else. I wanted her happiness to be untainted by worries over my death. She’d earned that, for crying out loud. And I wanted to head down to the Bestiary and let Tobe pull me into the world’s best hug and listen to me grumble about being put in a tux.

      I wanted to slip out when I felt like it and head through a chalk door to San Jose, so I could check on the new Muppet Babies and see how my spectral favorite, Mary Foster, was doing. I wanted to sit at Melody’s dinner table, enjoying a late lunch while her mom playfully sniped at her husband. I wanted to watch Melody and Luke admit they loved each other so I could tease him mercilessly. And I wanted Nash to be there, giving us sage advice while he scratched the spot between Huntress’s ears that always seemed to itch.

      “If I do this, and Kaya chooses me… I’m not getting out,” I whispered to no one in particular. “I’ll be stuck here forever.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Luke’s voice reminded me that I wasn’t alone. That reverie had taken me away for a while, sending my mind up to the surface.

      I turned back. “No, I know it’s not, because if Kaya picks me then you can bet your favorite bum cheek that Erebus will slice and dice me before I get down any kind of aisle.” I sought out Ryann. “And, you know, because I don’t want to be her damned suitor! I care about you, Ryann. I don’t want any princess. Not now, not ever.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you think Ryann was still here? No, no, this is far too important a moment to let her girlish emotions take control.” Lux smiled sweetly, and we all reeled back in alarm.

      “Lux?” Nash glowered at her.

      “Naturally,” she replied. “I put Ryann to bed for a while. Her anger began to boil over, and I could not allow her to sway your intentions.”

      I almost punched through the window. “Sway my intentions? What intentions do you think I’ve got?”

      “For what it is worth, I think you should accept the king’s demands. This race for that loathsome woman’s hand has grown stale, and I believe your participation would offer a certain revival to the proceedings.” Lux was evidently enjoying herself. It burned me up to know she’d pushed Ryann down. It was Ryann’s advice I wanted to hear more than anyone else’s, not this jumped-up ball of light and misery.

      “That’s because you don’t want Kaya marrying your husband,” Melody snapped back with surprising venom. “You’d encourage anyone to pursue Kaya, if you thought it might turn her head from Erebus. But here’s the kicker, Lux: Kaya has feelings for him, and Erebus shares them. I’ve felt it myself.”

      Lux’s mood changed sharply. “You dare to speak to me that way? Do you think that you are somehow untouchable because of your strapping bodyguard mooning over you? I urge you to be cautious, child. I do not enjoy harming sweet young women, but I will make an exception if you continue in that tone.”

      “I’m not afraid of you!” Melody held her nerve like a pro. “I understand Chaos rules better than you think, Lux. In fact, I’d say I’ve got insider knowledge. To you, I am untouchable. Children of Chaos can’t kill mortals who aren’t bound to them. I’m safe from you, though please, go on and threaten me if it makes you feel better.”

      Luke gulped audibly and shuffled closer to his charge. “Maybe it’d be best if we didn’t aggravate powerful cosmic entities, huh?”

      “She’s holding my friend prisoner!” Melody shot back. “I won’t be quiet. I’ll say exactly what I want to this one, especially when she’s trying to use Finch for her own agenda.”

      “I know, but…” Luke trailed off and Nash stepped in.

      “Just because she can’t kill us doesn’t mean she can’t hurt us. And none of us wants anything to happen to you, Melody.” He released his grip on Huntress’s bandana, and the husky padded up to Melody, nuzzling her leg to calm her down. It seemed to work. Melody crouched and put her arms around the dog, though both hound and Librarian cast sour looks at Lux. It would’ve been funny if the situation weren’t so dangerous.

      Lux smiled in satisfaction. “Shall we return to the matter at hand, or continue with the mud-slinging a while longer and waste what precious time you have before Finch must give his answer?”

      I sank onto one of the plush, velvet silver chairs. “What do I do, guys? Seriously… what do I do?”

      “Let’s go over your options and their potential outcomes.” Nash took control. “A, you refuse Ovid and we all get thrown into prison. B, you refuse Ovid and he was bluffing, and we get to go on as we are with no negative consequences. C, you don’t refuse Ovid and go ahead with this, and Kaya chooses you. Erebus kills you.”

      “D, you don’t refuse Ovid, Kaya chooses you, and Erebus doesn’t kill you. You become the prince consort of Atlantis, have that love spell put on you, and live a fake, happy life down here,” Luke added. “If that happened, you’d have the power to free us. But… you wouldn’t be able to leave. Which would not be ideal.”

      It wouldn’t? Oh, Luke Prescott, are you finally learning to love me? I didn’t have the energy to tease him, so I kept my wit to myself. After all, he was trying to be helpful, and I didn’t want to discourage his cerebral improvements.

      Melody raised her head from Huntress’s fluff. “Or E, you don’t refuse Ovid, Kaya doesn’t choose you, and nothing bad comes out of this at all. You don’t insult anyone, you make Ryann understand why you had to do this, with all of us backing you up, and we ask for our freedom at the end of it.”

      “She doesn’t have feelings for me, so I don’t see why she’d pick me. I mean, we all know who she’s backing in this race.” I scuffed my toe against the shining marble floor, determined to leave some kind of imperfection. “And I made it pretty obvious back in the garden that I don’t have any feelings for her. Why is she even letting her father do this? So what if it makes her look bad to have fewer suitors? Doesn’t that just narrow down the testosterone pool?”

      “Do you actually hope to find a solution from these so-called options?” Lux snickered. “As far as I can tell, you have only one choice. You accept Ovid’s demands and throw the dice of fate. I would not say the princess is so keen on Erebus that she would not be open to having her heart won by someone else.”

      “That’s because you don’t want to believe Erebus has gone astray.” To my surprise, the words didn’t come out unkindly. I was merely pointing out an inconvenient, uncomfortable truth. I’d read horror stories of spurned wives doing crazy stuff to revenge themselves on their wayward spouses, but they weren’t actually crazy. They were hurt. They were desperate. And hurt people tended to, well, hurt people.

      Lux probably had some good in her somewhere, but Erebus had made all the pain and insanity rise to the surface and probably crushed up her insides with the whole kid thing. And now, she’d revealed how deep her wounds went… She didn’t have it in her to watch Erebus marry and love someone else. What wife would?

      Lux’s expression shifted for a split second to one of shock, as though I’d torn out her guts and tossed them around my neck like a feather boa. “He will come to his senses. He always does.”

      “What if he doesn’t this time, Lux?” I asked softly.

      “You know what happens.” She turned away. “I will make him suffer for mortifying me.”

      “Why not make him suffer now?” Nash joined me in the land of soft voices. “Hasn’t he proven he won’t change his mind? Hasn’t he embarrassed you, and hurt you, and betrayed you enough? Just get it over with. What are you waiting for? If you’re waiting for him to come crawling back, then you’ll wait forever.”

      Lux hesitated. “It is not time yet.”

      “For someone who’s been alive for centuries, you’re being very naïve.” Nash had his paternal shoes on. “I’m not trying to insult you or anger you. I just think it’s heartbreaking to watch you put all this effort into someone who isn’t coming back. Screw him. Find your happiness somewhere else. Dabble with mortal men until it doesn’t hurt to think about Erebus anymore. Go wild. Let loose. You’ll never look back, I swear.”

      Luke nodded. “He makes a lot of sense, Lux. Let Ryann go, leave this place, and carry on with your life without Erebus.”

      “He’s already been kicked out of his otherworld, so kick him out of your marriage, too,” Melody added. “Build yourself up again, without him. You don’t need him; you never have. In the days of Ancient Greece, you remained loyal while he philandered every which way. And for what? So that now he can break your heart all over again? Leave Atlantis, take us with you, and forget he ever existed.”

      The door burst open before Lux could reply. And in walked the devil himself, with the British sleaze-ball at his side. Erebus’s ears must’ve been burning like crazy. The two of them came to a standstill, their faces identically grim.

      “No offense, but this is a private conversation,” I said, trying to figure out what was going on.

      “Not anymore.” Erebus folded his arms, and Davin copied him.

      What the—? Were these two friends now, or were they just trying to yank my fragile chain? I looked for a hint of a smile from my overlord, but I couldn’t find one. Something had definitely changed.

      “Bad news!” Melody hissed. “This is bad!”

      Erebus chuckled darkly. “Very astute, Miss Winchester, but it is only bad news for Finch.”

      “Are you going to tell me, or just stand there like the Blues Brothers?” I swallowed my panic and resisted the urge to dive out the window.

      Davin smirked with his usual brand of slimy self-satisfaction. “We have both concluded that you have outlived your usefulness to Erebus. You have always been a thorn in my side, but now you have wedged yourself into Erebus’s side, as well.”

      “Look, if you’re pissed about Ovid’s demands, join the club.” I stalled for time, trying to fight off the sinking feeling in my stomach. “I don’t want this any more than you do! I didn’t ask for this!”

      “You danced with her,” Erebus hissed. “Did you think I wasn’t watching? You brought this on yourself.”

      I backed away as he stepped forward. “Hey, I get that you’re annoyed, but what do you want me to do?” I stopped in my tracks and faced off with him, feeling a rising surge of courage. “Or, here’s an idea, you could always free me from my contract if I’m not useful to you anymore. I mean, if we take a peek at the old semantics, all my work for you is done, right? So free me and send us all back to the surface. Then we’d be out of your hair, and you could get on with… this suitor stuff.”

      “Nice try.” Erebus’s eyes flashed with menace.

      “Clearly, Davin has gotten into your head. How about we take a second to talk about this, huh? Ovid stunned me as much as anyone else, and this is not what I want!” I snapped back. It wasn’t ending like this, with Beavis and Butthead giving me the nth degree. I hadn’t traveled the globe for a year, doing everything Erebus asked of me, to get executed in an underwater male beauty pageant a million miles from home.

      Davin tilted his neck from side to side, clicking bones. “It doesn’t matter what you want, Finch. Ovid will not accept a refusal—he made that eminently clear.” His visible excitement reached a fever pitch. Sick weasel. “However, if you were to die or disappear, well… that would be the end of that. The race for Kaya’s hand would continue without you.”

      “I want it to continue without me! Why aren’t you guys listening? I didn’t weasel my way in. I saved Kaya’s life—you should be thanking me for the fact that your beloved princess doesn’t have a knife in her heart right now!” I didn’t bother looking at Davin. He wasn’t the one I needed to convince.

      “This is futile, Finch.” Erebus sighed. “You have made yourself a nuisance and an obstacle. Now you must be removed.”

      “So free me and send me to the friggin’ surface with my friends! It’s not as if the Atlanteans will chase after me. No one dies, and you get to remove me.” My guts churned and my heart raced, but I wouldn’t let him know how scared I was. I refused to give either of them the satisfaction. I’d fight until I had no breath left in these lungs.

      Melody stood, Huntress growling at her side. “Hasn’t he done enough? Hasn’t he earned freedom, Erebus? You stand there with that disgusting little snake as if you’re the best of friends. Have you forgotten that Davin betrayed you—that he came here for the sole purpose of stealing your girl out of spite? You need some sense banged into your head. Finch has never betrayed you, so just let him go and set us all free. Then you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      This time, Luke didn’t silence her. “She’s right. Finch did everything you asked. You dragged him here against his will, so if anything, you brought this on yourself.”

      “I do not intend to harm the rest of you,” Erebus retorted. “If you wish for matters to stay that way, I suggest you stand back and let me handle this unfortunate task. Even if I wanted to, I do not have the ability to send him back to the surface, and the royals are certainly not about to let him leave. Ergo, I have only one option remaining. This is how it must be.”

      “You’re not touching him.” Nash skirted the cluster of sofas and chairs to put himself between the twits and me. Melody and Luke joined the ranks, with Huntress out front, gnashing her jaws. “Don’t forget, you’re weak in this body. One dent, and the whole thing blows. How will you marry Kaya if Atlantis boots you out again? You won’t have the option fifty years from now, not unless you plan to harass any daughters she might have.”

      Only Lux stayed where she was, in Ryann’s body, making a decent show of cowering in Erebus’s presence, to avoid raising suspicion. That was how I knew Lux still had control. Ryann never would have cowered.

      Staring at my friends, I battled the urge to cry. They’d literally put themselves in the line of fire for me. I’d have expected Luke to spirit Melody away at the first sign of trouble, but he hadn’t. He stood right there beside her, ready to defend me if Erebus and Davin took another step. Their palms went up, and so did mine.

      There’s a good chance none of us will survive this. Erebus and Davin had hit us with the worst-case scenario, and I had no clue how to get us out of this mess. Not without things turning nasty.

      “Let them go.” The words came out before I could stop them. Their bravery made me want to bawl, but I couldn’t let them do this on my behalf. I’d spent a year trying to keep the people I cared about safe. That wasn’t about to end now, just because the Grim Reaper was tapping my shoulder.

      “They are free to leave,” Erebus replied, gesturing to the door behind him.

      Melody hunkered down, rainbow magic twisting around her fingers. “But that doesn’t mean we will.” She glanced back at me. “Finch, I know you’re trying to be the hero, but don’t. We’re a unit, and we won’t abandon you now.”

      Erebus shrugged. “Have it your way. You can watch him die, then.”

      He raised his arms. Black smoke swirled over his head. With a sharp motion, he flung his arms forward and the smoke surged across the room, skimming over the heads of my friends and making a beeline for me.

      I pushed my hands forward and unleashed a barrage of Air. The black smoke ebbed back for a moment, only to roll forward once more on its trajectory of execution. I could keep hitting it with Air, and it’d keep coming, moving faster than I could push it back. This wave would envelop me, and just like Davin, I was going to drown in it. Only, I had no amulet to resurrect me.

      This is it… Realization dawned, and I almost laughed. This is actually it. My curtain call, my final bow, my last moments.

      As I helplessly lashed out with wall after wall of Air in a desperate attempt to overcome it, I waited for my deathbed epiphany. But it didn’t come. There was only cold, bitter fear and a gutting sense of loss that ripped through me with icy claws. Loss for all the things I’d never have, and never do, and never see. Loss for all the things I should’ve done but didn’t. Loss for the world that would go on without me in it.

      I’m sorry, Harley. I never meant to leave you alone. It hurt even more to think of all the people who’d hear this news secondhand, or never find out what happened to me at all. If my friends never left this place, no one would ever know how I’d died. I just… wouldn’t come back, and they’d put the pieces together. They’d bury an empty casket and mourn me. Hey, maybe I’d even get a room named after me. A big one, or I’d do some serious haunting.

      I’m sorry, Ryann, that I didn’t speak up sooner. I wish I could’ve loved you the way I wanted to, and the way you deserved. I sought her out, since she was the only one who hadn’t joined the hopeless blockade. To my surprise, she was walking across the room to me. Even Erebus and Davin looked confused, but that wave was getting closer with each passing moment, no matter what I hurled at it—it wouldn’t be long before it engulfed me.

      Ryann put her hands on my face and leaned in. She came so close I saw the white dots in her eyes and knew it wasn’t Ryann I was talking to. Would Lux really deny me one last moment? She moved to my ear and whispered. “You are fortunate she loves you.”

      “What?” I rasped, my voice thick.

      “You heard me. Do not waste this.” Lux spun around and erupted in an explosion of pure, raw light. Her true form, in all its glory, burst out of Ryann and evaporated the encroaching smoke in one fell swoop. She swept forward and came to a halt, hovering like an avenging angel in the middle of the room. Ryann collapsed to the ground.

      Lux had finally stepped up. And then some…
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      I shielded my eyes as the detonation of pure light threatened to sear my retinas. This was solar-level radiance, and it wasn’t an old wives’ tale that you shouldn’t look directly into the sun. It really could do terrible ocular damage.

      I only dared to peek through my fingers when the light subsided, revealing a swirling, glowing figure who stood before us like a literal angel, though she lacked a pair of wings. Her features were hard to make out, her inner light shifting across her face like a kaleidoscope, but there was something distinctly humanoid about her. But how could she still be here? This didn’t make any sense, considering Children of Chaos in their true form were supposed to get thrown out of here. And she definitely wasn’t connected to Ryann anymore. My gaze flitted to my friend, who lay crumpled on the floor, with Finch instantly sinking to his knees to check her over.

      “Lux?!” Erebus sounded choked.

      I turned back, not wanting to miss the utter terror on his face when he realized his wife had been here this whole time, watching his antics. His eyes were wide as black saucers, and his mouth hung open, comedically wide.

      I knew there was some good in you, Lux. I may not have shown it, but standing in front of Davin and Erebus, with very little chance of actually defeating them, had overwhelmed me with fear. It was the human fight or flight instinct at work, and when the potential for survival was that low, flight almost always won out.

      But the thought of Finch being executed had held me there, with a fierce grit and determination—the likes of which I’d never had cause to use before in my relatively few years on earth.

      Lux had dispersed the smoke in one explosion, saving Finch in the process. And now, I had to deal with all the adrenaline flooding my body. My hands started to shake, and my breathing grew shallow, but I needed to be brave for a little longer. I took Luke’s hand, and he peered down at me. There was so much safety and security in those eyes. I pulled strength from it.

      “Did you expect me to sit idly by and allow you to break your vows?” Lux smiled, hardly visible through the whirling light. “Had you been less focused on that Atlantean harlot and more focused on your surroundings, perhaps you would have noticed your own wife watching your every move.”

      Was this the moment she’d been waiting for? A chance to really hit Erebus where it hurt, with the added delight of taking him entirely by surprise. As far as revenge went, this had become soap-opera-level dramatic.

      Davin looked sick, his face turning a curious shade of green. “Lux… you’ve been here this whole time?”

      “Do not speak to me, you loathsome amoeba.” Lux turned up her nose in disgust. At least, it looked like she did. It was very hard to tell what sort of expression she was trying to, well, express, with a face like hers. “I did not understand everyone’s abhorrence of you. Now I do. You are the worst sort of person—like a wild boar, snuffling for the truffles of power wherever you go. But at least boars are useful for something. You are not even worthy of the flesh upon your body or the blood within your veins.”

      “Lux…” Erebus floundered to find the right words. This was picture perfect, really. The sort of comeuppance that I could truly enjoy, after all the strain and struggles he had put Finch—and the rest of us—through.

      Lux chuckled. “Are you just going to say my name over and over, in the hopes that I disappear?”

      Erebus twisted his hands in discomfort, squirming like any man would when caught red-handed. A saying with a somewhat grim origin in fifteenth-century Scotland, referring to those caught with blood on their hands, either from murder or poaching. Scotland had a rather gory history.

      “I promise you both that you can look forward to a world of pain if you touch a single hair on Finch’s head. He is under my protection now.” Lux drifted back to stand at Finch’s side. He still knelt beside Ryann, her body limp and unconscious. Not surprising, considering a Child of Chaos had just launched out of her body at full force. But her chest rose and fell gently, letting everyone know she was still alive.

      “Why aren’t you disappearing?” Erebus finally found his voice but didn’t use it for the groveling, desperate explanations I might’ve expected. Instead, he asked the same question preying on my own mind.

      Lux smiled. “Sylphs, darling. They are shielding me from the spell that would cast me out. You see, my creations have not severed ties with me, because I have given them no reason to. You behaved cruelly toward your djinn, putting a stranglehold upon them, and they punished you for it.”

      I squinted at her and noticed a subtle shimmer in the air in front of her. A faint mirage of wings and gossamer bodies phased in and out of sight.

      Oh, you are a clever egg! I’d gone from fearing and loathing Lux to being her primary cheerleader in the space of a few moments.

      Speaking of rapidly shifting moods, Erebus switched from discomfort to anger in the blink of an eye. “Why have you followed me here? And why do you protect a servant who does not belong to you? Explain yourself, Lux! Explain this insanity, NOW!” His roar made the ornaments that graced the shelves of this room shudder, a few almost toppling over the side.

      “I do not owe you anything, you miserable ingrate!” Lux roared back, prompting a ceramic seahorse to plunge to its death. It shattered, the fragments skittering across the floor. Poor seahorse. Just like myself and the others, it had been in the wrong place at the wrong time—the casualty of a cosmic dispute. “You came to Atlantis intending to marry someone else and produce some vile spawn with her! If you think that entitles you to any kind of explanation, then you are sorely mistaken. You are entitled to nothing from me any longer!”

      Erebus wore the sort of expression I’d only ever seen on very furious ghosts at the Winchester House. Ghosts who were angry and confused at their arrival there, who liked to blame everyone else for the things they broke when their emotions got the better of them, and who subsequently entered poltergeist-like territory. That was when my mom usually got called in, to calm the unrest. She had never failed yet. Although, I doubted even she could serve as a mediator between these two. Centuries of hurt and bitterness bubbled to the surface, and nothing could cool the boil.

      “I would end it all right here, right now, vaporizing this human form of yours and forcing you from this city… but I know it would not be enough.” Lux’s voice hitched for a fleeting second, and my heart went out to her. I couldn’t help it. She had clearly suffered at Erebus’s hand, and that made us similar, in a way. “You would only come back decades from now to try your luck with that witch’s daughters, if she had any. Or you would find another way to create your twisted progeny. You will not stop until you have the child you so desperately want.”

      “What are you saying?” Erebus’s body went rigid.

      “I am saying, I am not quite done watching your hopes unravel. For all the shame and pain you have brought me, ending this ploy would be tantamount to forgiveness.” Sparks burst from her body—a sure sign of her inner turmoil. “And I do not intend to forgive you for this.”

      Lux’s light swirled within her, and the Sylphs phased into more solid forms—a cluster of beautiful, floaty beings.

      “I intend to watch you fail, so I may have that satisfaction before I deliver proper judgment on you, husband dearest.” Lux’s voice hardened. Erebus looked like he couldn’t breathe. “I will remain inside Ryann’s form and continue the pretense, to the Atlanteans, that I am not here. I will not interfere, but I will champion anyone who can take that white-haired succubus away from you. Even if that someone turns out to be Finch.”

      Finch looked up from Ryann, his features crumpling in disbelief. “What?!”

      No… Lux, where is your integrity? This is not the way to punish Erebus! The others seemed to share Finch’s dismay, their eyes shooting wide in shock. I felt mine do the same—a knee-jerk reaction to that sort of devastating news. Even Huntress gave a quiet whine of discontentment.

      “Lux, are you serious?” Finch had pulled Ryann into his lap, where she lay unmoving with his arms around her. His eyes were filled with such sadness, it broke my heart. He looked like a lost little boy who’d just received tragic news. And it hurt all the more, knowing he had likely hoped this would be the end of it, as we all had.

      “I am entirely serious,” Lux replied. “You will enter the suitor race, and you will not sulk about it. And I will enjoy watching you crumble, Erebus, as you experience the bitter loss of having that wretched princess choose another, love another, be with another. You have done too much and failed too much for her to possibly consider you any longer.”

      “She loves me!” Erebus barked.

      Lux chuckled. “Perhaps she did, but you have not proven yourself worthy of her heart. Who saved Kaya when someone almost plunged a knife into her heart? Was it you? No… Finch was the hero of the hour. Who was there to dance with Kaya and whirl around the ballroom like the perfect couple? Was it you? No. Again, it was Finch. All you have done is betray her trust, incite the suspicions of her people, and bring this city into civil unrest. If she chose you now, she would be disparaged as a prize idiot. You blew your chance before you even set foot back in Atlantis. Just as there is nothing you can do to win my forgiveness, there is nothing you can do to win hers, either.”

      Lux, I imagined, would’ve killed Kaya by now if it’d been possible without bringing the wrath of the Children down on her. That way, she wouldn’t have had to endure her husband pining for another woman. Though, from what she’d said before, Erebus would’ve come up with another way to have a child.

      How does that even work? I called upon my Librarian knowledge, and information drifted into my mind, quenching my thirst. Images and names of the true demi-gods and goddesses from Ancient Greece and Rome—not the magicals who’d masqueraded as deities, as Etienne had told us about during our time at the monastery. No, these powerful human-Child hybrids had roamed the world, but ultimately came to a variety of sad ends. They were never quite able to join their fathers on that pinnacle of Chaos prowess—only fathers, never mothers, my knowledge hastened to add. Which made sense, considering Lux hadn’t been able to give Erebus children. Zeus had fathered the most children with humans. But Zeus, as it turned out, wasn’t Zeus at all… but Erebus himself.

      Shock rippled through my chest as more information followed. All those demi-gods and goddesses had burned out, overcome by the Chaos in their veins—destroyed by the very thing that had created them. They’d decayed at an alarming speed. What was that saying? The brightest stars always burned the quickest. And it had been no different for these hybrid children.

      That’s why Chaos relegated the Children to their otherworlds… Those Children who indulged in human dealings had caused too much havoc, their powerful offspring often going mad before the toxic levels of Chaos broke them apart. They caused wars, and disruption, and human upheaval. And Chaos had put a stop to it. None of those hybrids had lasted. And I knew why… they hadn’t come from the crème de la crème. The descendants of the Primus Anglicus. The exact beings Erebus was gunning for.

      They were perhaps the only people capable of bearing a powerful hybrid child that would overcome the decay that had destroyed the rest. And since the Atlanteans had hidden away down here for centuries, it stood to reason that there’d been sparse Primus Anglicus pickings for Erebus up on the surface, when it came to that so-called purity.

      “You’ve had children before.” I couldn’t hold back the tide, though I knew Luke would’ve clapped a hand over my mouth if he’d known what I was about to say. This was the kind of chatter that got me into trouble.

      “What?” Lux and Erebus chorused, the way a couple who’d been together for a long time tended to do even if they hated each other.

      I pushed back the warning in my mind that urged me to be quiet. “You’ve had children before, Erebus. But they never lasted, did they? That’s why Chaos put you in your otherworlds.” Everyone stared at me in shock. “Although, you were Zeus back then, weren’t you?”

      Erebus’s expression darkened. “You should not pry into history that does not concern you.”

      Lux’s sparks flashed for a moment, but I didn’t know if they were a sign of anger or sadness.

      “Is it any wonder that Lux wants you to suffer? This must be bringing up some pretty awful memories,” I replied, hoping to keep her on our side. “This perpetual search for a viable child must’ve been exhausting for her. And there’s every possibility that any offspring you have with Kaya will also decay and crumble, the way those other hybrids crumbled. Why take that chance?”

      “It will be different. The Primus Anglicus were able to sense us back then. They pushed us away if we tried to coerce them into bearing our fruit. But Kaya will offer me my greatest desire and do so willingly. That is why it will be different. A child with her will not fail.” Erebus glowered at his wife, and she glowered right back.

      “Kaya will not choose you,” she said. “As I said, you have betrayed her people and her trust. She will not risk losing the loyalty of her people for your sake, no matter how remarkable you might think you are.”

      Erebus sucked air through his teeth, his stress showing. “You said you would not interfere.”

      “I won’t.” Lux chuckled. “But I warn you—if you do anything to try and remove me or attempt to harm or silence any of these people, you will receive a swift taste of my vengeance. And everything you have worked toward until now will have been in vain.”

      “You sour-faced cow,” Erebus spat. Lux had just seized all power from him by granting us her protection. He couldn’t hurt us without inciting her wrath, which from the look on his face wasn’t something he dared to do.

      “Oh, darling, are we resorting to petty insults now?” Lux laughed, but it sounded flat. “The bottom line is, the festivities will continue. Finch, Davin, your smug self, and all the other handsome suitors will keep vying for Kaya’s hand. And I say let the best man win. Since you are not a man but a Child in borrowed form, I do not include you in that category. I will be waiting at the finish line to watch you stagger in and take last place. That shall be my reward for all the years you have made me suffer and all the embarrassment you have caused me. I need not lift a finger, or do anything to you or your precious Kaya, to prove you wrong.”

      “You can’t just force me into this!” Finch interjected. “I haven’t agreed!”

      Lux smiled. “I just saved your life. I would say you owe me a debt of gratitude, unless you prefer that I bring that black smoke back and let it engulf you?”

      Oh, Finch… My heart ached for him. I’d never met someone so unlucky in all my life. Nor had I met someone who deserved good fortune as much as he did, but he never seemed to catch a break. He had been pushed into a corner by higher beings time and again, and I could see that the constant ragging was wearing him thin. All he wanted to do was leave this place and enjoy some well-earned happiness with Ryann, but no matter where he turned, he found obstacles blocking his way. And this obstacle might well see him wed to an Atlantean queen, which would block his path to happiness forever.

      “You do that.” Finch narrowed his eyes.

      No! Luke’s hand tightened around mine, evidently sensing that I might be about to do something stupid.

      “You forget, Finch—Ryann is tied to me by way of our deal. That means she is one of the only people in this room, as well as you, whom I may kill without consequence. I urge you to think hard about this before you refuse.” Lux had pulled out the big guns and aimed them directly at Ryann and Finch’s heads. Plus, with Ryann still out cold, it wasn’t as if she could offer him her counsel.

      Finch’s head dropped in defeat, and my eyes brimmed with tears. “I guess I was an idiot to think you really had some good in you. You’re out for only yourself, just like him.” He jabbed a finger at Erebus. “You saved me to use me as a pawn in this cosmic game of chess. And this is checkmate, I suppose.”

      “I do not understand your reference,” Lux replied, glowing brighter.

      “It means how the hell could I say no?” Finch’s mouth twisted up humorlessly. I wanted to go to him and offer some comfort. Instead, Huntress padded away from Nash and put her muzzle against his chest. His arm went around her instinctively, so that he was cradling Huntress and Ryann both. “You’ve boxed me in. I only hope you both get what’s coming to you when all this is said and done.”

      Lux’s Sylphs fluttered around her. “At least we are in some sort of agreement. I knew I could rely on you, Finch.” She edged closer to him. “This way, you have a chance to regain Ryann. But even if you become prince consort, won’t it be a glorious day when you get to set her free, so she can continue her life? People like you are not destined for happy endings, Finch. You should know that by now.”

      A tear rolled down Finch’s cheek. “If I’d known it would come to this, being locked in a game of tug-of-war between the two of you, I’d have let Davin, or someone else, kill me a long time ago. And that’s saying something.”

      I heard the pain in his voice, and it killed me to hear him brought so low. To make it worse, it sounded genuine, as though he actually meant it.

      “I could still do that, if you ask nicely.” Davin grinned.

      “You will not touch him,” Lux snapped. “I mean it. You are also vulnerable as a former servant of Erebus, remember? And bound as I am to Erebus, as his cosmic partner, I am free to do what I will with you, just as he is. You are forever marked, and Chaos will not protect you now.”

      Davin cleared his throat. “A joke, Lux. Nothing more.”

      “It’s nothing to joke about!” I shouted at him, tears spiking at my own eyes. I turned to Lux. “Can’t you see you’re tearing him apart?”

      “He can put himself back together when the job is done.” She dismissed me and sauntered closer to where Finch knelt, Huntress and Ryann cradled close. Before anyone could offer a word of protest, she surged forward and vanished inside Ryann in a second blast of pure light. Finch held on, as if he could somehow dispel Lux by holding Ryann tightly enough. But he couldn’t. And none of us could do anything to help.

      Ryann’s eyes blinked awake, but they weren’t her eyes—they were two swirling pools of white light. She pulled away from Finch’s arms and stared him dead in the face. “You may go now, to offer your acceptance to Ovid. I will remain here with your friends, as insurance. Once you have given the king your word, we will reconvene to discuss how you will proceed.”

      I put my Empath feelers out to Ryann and sensed a melee of conflicted emotions—two distinct tributaries. On one side, I sensed powerful bursts of satisfaction, hope, anger, bitterness, and a deep-rooted pain. On the other, a soft ripple of sadness, longing, despair, and grief, mingling with this beautiful essence of… love. I knew which belonged to which, giving me an impression of how Ryann felt, trapped in her own body, unable to help Finch.

      Finch got up slowly and wiped the tears from his eyes. “Did you ever have a sliver of humanity in you?”

      “I am not of humanity, Finch,” Lux answered. “I am a superior being formed of pure Chaos.”

      “Superior?” Finch laughed bitterly. “In power, maybe, but not in spirit. You’re no better than my mother.” He strode past her without another word, though I saw the torment in the furrow of his brow and the turn of his mouth. He paused beside us and put a hand on my and Luke’s shoulders before offering a small, sad nod to Nash. “Thank you. It was enough that you tried.”

      “I’m sorry, kid,” Nash replied.

      He shrugged. “None of you have anything to apologize for. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in this. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

      “Should we throw you a pity party?” Nash gave a faint smile. “Personally, I’m glad we’re here together. We don’t leave anyone behind. We face what comes, side by side.”

      Luke nodded. “You’re not alone; remember that. Whatever happens, we’re with you. And believe me, I never thought I’d see the day I said that.”

      “We love you.” I peered up into Finch’s sad eyes. “Ryann loves you. And you’ll have your happy ending. I know. I’ve got the foresight.”

      “I thought those Clairvoyant skills hadn’t developed yet.” He lowered his gaze.

      “They haven’t, but I had a feeling, the moment I met you, that you’d be happy.” He was right. The Clairvoyant element of my Librarian skills hadn’t come into fruition yet, which, according to Odette and the others, wasn’t unusual. For many, it had taken years for every facet of our role to fully develop. But I wanted to believe, more than anything, in what I’d said. And maybe that was enough to manifest it.

      He sighed and gazed at me for a long moment. Then, without another word, he crossed the room, breezing past Davin and Erebus.

      “This is far from over, Finch,” Erebus hissed.

      Davin nodded. “Be careful what you ask for, in case it comes true.”

      “If you breathe a bad word about me to Kaya, you will pay for it dearly,” Erebus shouted, but Finch ignored him. Davin opened his mouth, as if to trump what Erebus had just said, when Finch wrenched the door open and a group of figures in the hallway beyond rendered that British weasel silent.

      Kaya stood at the front of a phalanx of royal guards. “Finch… well, you saved me the trouble of knocking.” She gave an awkward laugh. “I am here to take you to my quarters, so we may talk in private.”

      “What?” Erebus barked, clearly irked by the idea of Finch having a solitary audience with his beloved.

      She ignored him. “I am aware that this change in events will cause some disruption between you and Erebus. However, I would like to inform you, Erebus, that if anything happens to Finch, I will know who is responsible. He deserves a fair chance at being my suitor, and I will see that he is given ample opportunity. So he will remain close to me for his own protection.”

      Erebus looked as if his head might explode, which wouldn’t have been a bad thing. Goodness, being around all these Children of Chaos was not good for my mentality. I had never had so many dark thoughts in my life, and I looked forward to the day when my mind could feel like rainbows and sunshine again.

      “Now?” Finch fumbled uncomfortably.

      Kaya nodded.

      “Kaya, please. This is most unorthodox,” Erebus cut in, his tone desperate.

      “And your presence here is not?” she retorted. “Guards, please escort Mr. Merlin to my chambers.”

      They enveloped Finch in a circle of protection, giving him no choice but to follow. Erebus stared after them in fury and anguish, while a small smirk twisted up the corners of Davin’s lips. For all their newfound friendship, it seemed Davin still got some pleasure from his former overlord’s misery.

      “He’s not getting out of this one, is he?” Luke asked softly.

      I looked up into his eyes, feeling suddenly grateful that our relationship wasn’t so complex. It had its share of difficulties, of course, but at least neither of us was being forced into something we didn’t want. That was selfish of me, I knew it was, but moments like this served as a reminder of what I had, and what I could have, if I just reached out for it. It was the same way that death reminded us of the fragility and wonder of life. Perhaps I simply needed to hold Luke close and never let go.

      “No, I don’t think he is,” I said, instead of the million other things I wanted to say to Luke.

      My happiness would have to wait until Finch could have his. I just hoped, more than I’d ever hoped before, that my feeling about Finch’s future was right. A modicum of my Clairvoyant skills coming into being. Otherwise, I would be waiting a very long time.

      Please. Let him be free, and let him be happy.
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      I couldn’t have felt more awkward if you’d smothered me in raw meat and dangled me over a pool of gators. Perched on a tall chair in Kaya’s “private quarters”—a term that didn’t exactly make me any more comfortable—I sat waiting for her to come back. No idea where she’d gone. She’d just dumped me here, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to just abandon someone in a strange woman’s bedroom.

      It was also a fairly bad idea to leave me alone with my thoughts. Nash’s serum might have chased the gremlins away, but my gremlin-less mind had some madness of its own, and it had some choice words to say about what was going on. And what I’d done to get to this point. I started second-guessing every action and event that’d led me here, to Kaya’s bedroom. It smelled of her—a perfumed aroma, more floral than sweet. Nowhere near as tantalizing to these nostrils as the strawberry-vanilla scent of Ryann’s bedroom.

      Sitting in her apartment feels like a lifetime ago… A life that had been mega-complicated, but nowhere near as complicated as it was about to be. But at least I’d stopped crying. I hadn’t meant to cry, but things had swooped in and overwhelmed me, and stuff had started leaking from my eyes. I supposed that had been bound to happen at some point. Frankly, I was shocked it took me this long to have a breakdown.

      I stared at the neatly made four-poster bed, the perfectly laid-out features of the room—a desk by the window, a mirror in the center of the gilded wall, and a few chairs in one corner surrounding a table. A vase of flowers sat in the center, staring back at me in my chair. This place didn’t even look lived in. Aside from the scent, there was nothing to suggest this room belonged to anyone in particular. Ryann’s entire apartment might’ve been smaller than this bedroom, but at least it had character. It had her signature all over it, from the string lights to the books to the kitsch ornaments on the shelves, and her dysentery-inducing water flow that made for a dangerous cup of coffee.

      Ryann must be raging by now. I couldn’t help but think of her, sitting in another woman’s apartment. Hell, I couldn’t help but think of her most of the time. She’d been taken over against her will, again, and I hadn’t been able to do anything to stop it. Just as I hadn’t been able to do anything to stop this from happening… me, a suitor.

      A hundred comforting expletives danced on the tip of my tongue, each more creative than the last. But it would’ve been weird to start screaming them in an empty room, especially if Kaya suddenly walked in. Not that I particularly cared what she thought of me. Hey, maybe it’d put her off completely if she came in and saw me swearing until I was blue in the face.

      Don’t even get me started on Davin and Erebus. Chaos help me, I wanted to guillotine both their heads. I’d almost died tonight, and while I felt a small sense of relief, it came with a friggin’ tsunami of hatred. Besides, knowing them, I would only get a brief reprieve. Those two slimy frogfishes would find a way to kill me in the end, with or without Lux’s protection. All she did by revealing herself was buy me some time. Sure, I appreciated her intervention from the death smoke, but she’d taken back Ryann and forced me to accept Ovid’s request. Talk about giving with one cosmic hand and taking away with the other.

      I probably shouldn’t have said she was as bad as my mother, but I’m sure she’ll forgive the outburst, all things considered.

      The door opened and Kaya came in, fortunately not to the sight of me losing my proverbial sugar honey ice tea.

      “And what time do you call this?” I tried a joke, but I felt anything but humorous.

      She frowned and looked at the clock on the wall. “Two o’clock.”

      Ugh. My hilarity is wasted on the literal-minded.

      “I meant, where have you been?”

      “Oh.” She walked over and sat in the chair opposite. “I went to inform my father of the good news. I had a feeling you might not want to do it yourself, so I saved you the trouble.”

      I scoffed. “Well, that was presumptuous of you.”

      “You wanted to tell him yourself?” She gave me a knowing look, a half-smile on her lips.

      “No, but that’s beside the point,” I said sullenly, aware I was acting like a petulant teenager. I figured I’d earned the right, after what I’d been through. Not just in the last few hours, not even in these last few days, but in this entire crapstorm of a year.

      She sighed and placed her graceful arms on the chair’s armrests. “Listen to me, Finch. I understand that you are not entirely enthusiastic about this turn of events, and I understand why. You did not come here to be my suitor, as you said. Indeed, you did not even come here of your own volition.” She paused. “However, there is merit to you being my suitor. Namely, it will infuriate Erebus.”

      I hit her with the hardest stare I dared. “Are you kidding me? You did this to piss off Erebus? You can’t play with people’s lives like this!”

      I knew I’d spoken out of turn and that it could very well get me a spear in the face, but I didn’t give a single hoot. She needed to hear this. They all needed to hear this—everyone who thought they could just push me around and manipulate me into doing whatever they wanted. Oh, Chaos… I was going to start crying again. Like a toddler who’d run themselves ragged all day, this kid was overtired, and the emotional overload was starting to show.

      “I am sorry, Finch. That was insensitive of me.” Kaya didn’t bite my head off, to my surprise. She sounded genuinely apologetic. “I know this is not easy for you, and I am aware that you have already been forced to do things against your will. But… this is necessary.”

      “How? You’ve got a bevy of butch fellas gagging for a shot to be your husband. Why drag me into it? I’m nowhere near as butch, for one, and I’m not as powerful as some of them. This doesn’t make sense, Princess.” I wasn’t buying her apology. Any apology that had a but after it wasn’t a sorry at all.

      Kaya chuckled. “I am no mooncalf, Finch.”

      “A moon-what?” I squinted at her.

      “I am not foolish,” she replied. “And I am not doing this out of juvenile retribution. Yes, Erebus betrayed me, but he also betrayed my people in the most foul way. He came to me in deceit and caused the death of one of our great heroes. A man who might have made this suitor business far easier, had he lived. That simply cannot be forgiven. Erebus will never learn, if he always gets what he wants. But that is not my sole motivation—Atlantis will always be my priority.”

      “Like I keep saying, you’ve got suitors. You don’t need me—an unwilling participant! Use one of them to teach Erebus a lesson and keep the favor of your people! Two for the price of one!” I gripped the edge of my seat to stop my hands from waving wildly.

      “I see you still do not understand.” Kaya leaned forward, folding her hands in her lap. “You are integral to this. You are of pure blood, and powerful in your own right, with your lineage leading back to Merlin himself. My people would come to adore you for it, in a way they could never adore, or accept, Erebus. I am sorry that you do not want this, but something brought you to me—a descendant of the very first of our kind—and I cannot ignore that. Teaching Erebus a lesson, as you call it, is a small fragment of the bigger picture.”

      “Don’t say that,” I hissed. “Don’t mention any kind of ‘bigger picture’ to me.” It smarted of Katherine, even if she didn’t mean it that way.

      She shrugged. “Then choose whatever you want to call it. This is Chaos in poetic motion. Erebus entangled you in his servitude, only to bring you here, where you have proven your worth to be above his. I am a firm believer in fate, Finch.”

      I wanted to take all their heads—Lux, Erebus, Davin, and Kaya’s—and smash them together until some kind of sense prevailed. They were all barking up the same crazy tree, each intent on their own version of revenge, not realizing that it wouldn’t make anyone any happier.

      “Look, believing in fate is all well and good, but there’s also plain old coincidence.” I’d never really believed in coincidences, but I was happy to break my lifetime of habit. “It’s pretty simple. You wouldn’t be doing any of this if Erebus hadn’t broken your heart, and you can say it’s not retribution all you like, but that has to be one hell of a motivator. So let me ask you this, and I hope you’ll answer me honestly—do you love Erebus?” I tried not to seethe.

      She frowned, as if it weren’t a simple question at all. “Love is such a complex concept, Finch.” She paused, her eyes swimming with unspoken emotion as she turned her gaze to the window. “Do I wonder what it might be like to have him as my husband? Yes… at times. Do I wonder what it might be like to have his child? I think about that, too.”

      Whoa… okay. So we were dealing with the serious stuff here. The kind of feelings that weren’t transitory. And she hadn’t specified when she’d had these thoughts. For all I knew, she’d been having them for the last fifty years, while Erebus conjured up his plan to head back here and woo her all over again. This time, with his own face, his own body, and the promise that he wouldn’t break her if he happened to get her preggers.

      “That sounds a lot like love to me.” I kicked my feet outward, swinging them to dispense some of the irritated energy bristling through me. Why did wealthy folks play so many games when it came to love? Why couldn’t they just follow their hearts and be happy?

      “And what would you know of that word?” she shot back, and immediately softened. “Apologies. Today’s events have me somewhat on edge.”

      You’re on edge? She needed to spend a few minutes in this mind of mine. Then she’d know what “on edge” really meant.

      I stopped kicking my legs and stared at her. “Actually, I know a lot more about it than you’d think. But of course, none of you bothered to ask, and even if you had… I protect those I love above all else.”

      “You do?” She arched a perfect eyebrow.

      Don’t tell her about Ryann! Don’t do it! You do that and you give her more leverage! My brain started sounding the alarms and getting soldiers on the front line. But it needn’t have worried. I understood that Ryann needed to be protected, especially with Erebus’s wife camped out inside her. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t deliver some home truths.

      “I loved someone once. Her name was Adley.” I pictured Adley’s ghost and felt my heart crack a bit. “My mother had her killed because she thought she was an obstacle. When I found out… well, I thought about all the things I should’ve done, and said, and felt. But I couldn’t go back and change things, no matter how much I wanted to. And if I happened to love someone again, I’d grasp that opportunity with everything I had and never let go, because I know how it feels to lose love. And I never want to live with that regret again.”

      Do you hear me, Ryann? I love you, and I’m not letting go. Hopefully, the others would convince her that I hadn’t had a choice in this, thanks to Lux. Ryann had been unconscious throughout the conflict between husband and wife, so I didn’t know how much she’d heard. All of it, I hoped, but the others would be there to fill in the gaps.

      “Do you think I would regret not choosing Erebus, if I happened to feel what you think I do? Even if I thought you really had been brought here for a greater purpose than a tagalong to his endeavors?” Kaya asked, her tone intrigued.

      “Only you know that.” I gave a half-shrug. “I’m not in your head; I don’t know how you feel. And I’m not going to assume. I can only go off what I’ve seen, and I’d say you’ve got major hots for the guy. If you do, then do what your heart says. Just stop bringing me into messes that aren’t mine.”

      She sighed. “I cannot allow Erebus to think he can have what he desires merely because he shows up and demands it. Feelings are secondary in this situation.” She leaned forward and adjusted the vase of flowers an inch. “But have no fear. Even if I were to select you, your position at my side would not necessarily be forever.”

      “Excuse me?” I must’ve missed some part of the Atlantean marriage clause that let future husbands off the hook.

      “I will put it simply. I am willing to marry you in order to make Erebus pay for his former crimes and teach him a lesson he will not quickly forget, and I also want to marry you for the good of my nation. However, that does not mean you and I must be miserable or forced to love one another by way of that vile spell. I do not want that, least of all for myself.” Kaya looked up from the flowers, a strange glint in her eyes.

      “Nope, you’re going to have to put it more simply.” The pieces of this puzzle stubbornly refused to come together.

      “After we are married, and enough time has passed, there is no reason you cannot… disappear, and have your freedom,” she replied, as though it were nothing at all.

      “Disappear?” I parroted.

      She smiled. “Yes, disappear.”

      “And what do you mean by that, exactly?”

      “I mean what I say. There are ways in which you can disappear. Vanish. Dissipate. Depart. Choose your synonym.” Her face gave nothing away. She just kept wearing that same odd smile, halfway between a smirk and a grimace.

      “And you think your father would just allow you to wed me, knowing what he does about my reluctance, without forcing that love spell on us?” I countered.

      She sighed, her face falling. “Even if we are made to drink it, there may come a time, after many years, when its effects fade. But you will have the longevity that we Atlanteans possess. I will grant you that, so you can have your freedom when we are no longer influenced by the love spell, should we be required to drink it.”

      The subtext couldn’t have been clearer. Or more devastating to my already battered brain. To get what she wanted in every way, she would give me a long life, but everyone I cared about would be dead if the moment ever came where she made good on her promise to give me my freedom. Either that, or she was fibbing and planned to off me—shove me out of an airlock, poison me over breakfast, arrange for an “accident” to take place, lock me in a cell for the rest of my days, or plunge a knife into my heart and push me out to sea. Even if she really did intend to free me, it’d be too late for any kind of happy ending with Ryann. Ryann would be long dead, and so would Harley, and my friends… and what good was long life, with no one I loved to share it with me?

      Either way, this Ancient Greek dramedy was far from over. This seemingly genteel princess was about as prone to plotting and maneuvering as an actual Child of Chaos. This was probably why Erebus had fallen head over heels for her in the first place. They were cut from the same cloth. Two peas in a pod.

      And I was nothing more than cannon fodder in their war to be together.
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      Time seemed to move at a sluggish pace in the elegant room where Finch and Kaya had left us. Of course, I doubted that time dilation was taking effect here. But it felt as though it were moving much slower.

      “At least those two idiots had the sense to vamoose,” Nash said quietly, plonking himself in one of the velvet armchairs beside the vast fireplace.

      “I think that’s giving them a bit too much credit.” Luke stayed close to me, knowing I needed him even though I hadn’t said a word. “But I never thought I’d see the day when Erebus seemed weak.” He kept his voice low, despite the fact that Lux-Ryann had walked out to the balcony to get some air.

      Nash snorted. “I guess you haven’t seen many husbands caught by their wives.”

      “No, actually.” Luke shoved his hands in his pockets, in that boyish way that made him ten times more adorable.

      “It’s always a bloodbath.” Nash leaned back in the armchair. “And the screaming! Lord, you’d think cats were being skinned alive.” He paused. “I’m not talking about my own experience, by the way. I’ve just seen a lot. I’ve never had a wife, but if I did—I’d never so much as tip my hat to another woman.”

      “You don’t wear a hat.” I managed a smile, though I was still reeling from recent events. A brush with death would put anyone’s mind in a tailspin.

      “Metaphorically speaking,” Nash replied. “How about you, Luke? You ever had any close calls with the old matrimonials, or are you a lifelong bachelor?”

      Luke bent his head forward and stared at the floor. “I’ve… uh… Well, I’ve never even had a girlfriend, so I’m not sure I qualify as a bachelor.”

      What?! I stared at him, agog. Another of my favorite words. And very apt, at this moment in time. In the year I’d known him, I hadn’t pried much into his personal life, but I’d always assumed he’d had girlfriends. He was a beautiful, beautiful man—the ideal strong and silent type. Any girl’s dream.

      Nash rocketed forward in his chair. He seemed to be trying to lighten the mood, forcing levity into his voice. “Tell me you’re joking. All them good looks and you’ve never had a girlfriend? I don’t believe it! Nah, you’re pulling our legs.”

      “It’s the truth.” Luke had turned a deep shade of red.

      I knew why I’d never had a boyfriend. I’d been on my own for pretty much all my life, hidden away in the Winchester House. But I’d preferred solitude, even as a child. I’d found friends in books and stories, and in the imaginary worlds I’d created for myself. I’d never felt lonely, I really hadn’t. The characters I’d come to adore, their lives and adventures… they were all I’d ever needed. And if I ever did need to speak to someone, if only to hear my voice aloud and remember I had one, I could walk down any corridor in my house and chat with one of the ghosts, and hear all about their histories and their lives.

      But Luke… he had never struck me as that type of person.

      Luke shrugged awkwardly. “With my mom dancing all over the world and my dad in the magical forces, I traveled a lot. I never really had roots anywhere. One month, we’d be in Paris, and the next, we’d be in Florence, or Canada, or Australia. Or I’d be on one of the magical military bases. When I hit my formative years, my parents put me in boarding school in London for a while. It was all boys, so I didn’t get to meet any girls. Not really.”

      “Sure, but what about after?” Nash pressed, while I quietly waited for him to continue.

      “When I finished school, I went straight into military training. I don’t even know why. I think I wanted to be more like my dad or something.” He scuffed his shoe against the floor, looking even more adorable. “I had friends who were women, but I was never interested in them that way. Anyway, I realized the military thing wasn’t for me and shadowed my uncle for a while. He was in private protection. I did it for my mom, who’d had some creeps try to stalk her. And I did end up being her bodyguard for a while.”

      “What happened? Why did you stop being her bodyguard?” I asked, my eyes wide with interest. All this fascinating, rich history, and I’d never known it!

      He sighed. “I took a bullet for her in Moscow. One of those psychos was in the audience, and he pulled a gun. I jumped in front of her just in time. But… I was hurt pretty badly. Nothing the Russian magicals couldn’t fix, but she didn’t want that on her conscience. She didn’t want me getting killed because of her, so she… Well, she fired me, essentially.”

      I never tended to get speechless, but that threw me for a loop.

      “You got shot?” Nash ruffled Huntress’s fur, the dog sitting in front of him as though they were posing for a portrait.

      Luke unbuttoned his shirt and pulled the collar to the left, revealing a silvery scar right where his heart lay. My own heart clenched at the sight of his near miss, alarmed by how close Luke had come to death.

      “We call that a widow-maker shot, where I come from.” Nash frowned at the scar.

      “Well, it didn’t kill me. It ricocheted off my ribcage and missed my heart by millimeters. My mom fixed the collapsed lung I got instead—she’s an Organa, so that organ healing stuff comes easy to her. But it still freaked her out to have to save her son’s life after an assassination attempt like that.” Luke buttoned his shirt back up, to my regret. After the initial shock, the sight of his bare skin on display had quickened my heart for another reason. “It was definitely enough to make her change her mind about me protecting her. With my dad’s line of work, I guess she struggled with the idea of her son and husband constantly being under threat of death. He wasn’t on the front line or anything, but he went to risky places. Anyway, she begged me to find a safer job, guarding people who weren’t as likely to get shot at. And that’s what I’ve been doing ever since. I started by protecting some kids with an over-anxious mom. Then I guarded a few actresses. And finally, the Winchesters called me to take care of Melody.”

      Nash grinned, a twinkle in his eyes. “Actresses, you say? Come on, you can’t tell me you never considered dating one of them.”

      “No, I didn’t.” Luke looked up, visibly offended. “When I’m working, I’m working. My duties are the only thing I think about.”

      “Until you met Melody, you mean?” Nash’s little twinkle brightened into all-out mischief.

      Luke froze. “Uh… I… Um…”

      Ryann returned at that pivotal moment. I adored her, but I could’ve screamed, her timing was so poor. Luke had been about to say something, I could’ve sworn it.

      “Any news?” she asked sadly. Lux had gone under, likely to inflict maximum pain on Ryann’s emotional receptors. We’d filled her in on what had happened, and made sure to reiterate Finch’s unwillingness, but it had prompted her to go and get some air regardless. I didn’t blame her. It was a lot to take in, and we had no idea how this would end for Finch.

      Nash shook his head. “Nada. How are you holding up?”

      “As well as can be expected,” she replied. “I just wish I could hold him, you know? His head is so messed up, he probably thinks I’m angry with him or something, or that I blame him for this. But I don’t, and I just want him to know. I want him to know how sorry I am that he’s been forced into this.”

      “There’s nothing worse than not being able to touch the person you love when you need it most,” Nash agreed.

      “You took the words right out of my mouth.” Ryann sighed and sank onto the nearest armchair, tilting her head up to the ceiling. “There’s so much I want to say to him, but Lux keeps taking over whenever we’re alone, and she keeps stealing that chance from me. I’d give anything to have him here right now, just so I could hug the bejeezus out of him.”

      I should’ve been focused on her sorrow, I know I should’ve, but her words struck a chord deep inside me. A chord that had only been plucked with a tentative hand before now, but Ryann’s sentiments had started it singing. My gaze rested on Luke, who turned at that exact moment, his cheeks still a cute shade of red.

      Odette? I asked.

      Yes, little one? she replied.

      What do I do?

      Seize the moment, Melody. Her voice sounded hopeful. Live without regret, and you will never live an unfulfilled life. If I had my time again, I would grasp Remington and kiss him, and love him with my whole heart until the world itself stood still for us.

      Aye, lass, ye go and get that tasty morsel, else I’ll break me way loose of the afterlife and have him fer meself! Sinead cut in, making me blush furiously.

      Thank you. I think I know what to do, I said hurriedly before my face gave me away. Thank you.

      Odette chuckled. I will be waiting to hear all about it.

      We’ll get the good stuff on ice, eh? Sinead added.

      Wish me luck. I performed the telepathic equivalent of hanging up the phone and readied myself for what I was about to do. I might have said all that stuff about waiting until Finch had his happiness, but what Ryann had said changed all that. If I waited, I might regret it forever. I didn’t want to live with regret. Besides, who really knew when death was coming? It had taken Finch by surprise today, and I imagined Luke hadn’t expected to get a bullet through his chest. When it came for me, I wanted to be able to stare that hooded figure in its hollowed eyes and say, “I did everything I wanted.”

      “Are you okay?” Luke peered at me with concern, making me realize I’d been uncharacteristically silent for several minutes. Even Ryann and Nash were looking at me oddly.

      I nodded. “I’m more than okay.” I was done standing on the sidelines. I was done fearing rules and whatever else life tried to throw at me. I was done being the mouse who never squeaked, in case I got in trouble. And I was done being someone who lived most of her life inside her own head. Imagination was marvelous, but perhaps reality could be just as nice.

      “Are you sure, because you zoned—”

      I didn’t let him finish. I grabbed him by his shirt, the way Odette would’ve with Remington, and lifted up on tiptoe. His eyes widened as I kissed him firmly on the lips, leaving everyone in the room, Luke included, speechless.

      At first, he did nothing. Then, his arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer. I’d never felt so safe in my life, which was ironic considering where we were and what kind of danger we were in. His lips pressed back against mine, soft and amazing. As far as first kisses went, this was meteoric, blowing every romantic couple in every novel I’d ever read clean out of the water.

      Reality was just as nice as imagination. No… it was better.

      Applause burst through our private bubble.

      “Finally!” Nash whooped. “It’s about time!”

      I pulled away, grinning like a fool. “I hope you… um… didn’t mind that?”

      “Mind?” Luke stared at me with wide-eyed astonishment. “Of course I didn’t mind!”

      “That has been a long time coming.” Ryann chuckled, seeming to forget her own troubles for a moment. “I have to say, I’m glad I was here for this momentous occasion—though not in a weird way.”

      I sank back onto my heels. “This is a momentous occasion indeed!” I chirped, still gazing into Luke’s shining eyes. “This is the first step I’m taking, to seize control over my life. And to help myself, and the rest of you. I needed to prove I was brave enough to take that step, and now I have. So… it starts here.”

      “It does?” Luke asked softly, still dazed.

      I pressed my palms to his firm chest. “It does.” I tilted my head around his muscular frame to look at the others. “And we’re all going to need to be brave to succeed.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Nash arched an eyebrow.

      “Our next move is to dig deeper into Atlantis so we can fill in the current blanks in our knowledge. Namely, why their Bestiary is glitching, how they live for five hundred years, how they managed to kick Erebus out the first time around, and how we can get the heck out of here!” My heart swelled with joy and refreshed determination, all because of one sweet, lingering kiss. The power of love, used properly, could be a valuable tool instead of the weapon that Lux, Erebus, and Kaya seemed intent on making it into.

      Nash smirked. “Oh, so nothing major then?”

      “Lux won’t let us disrupt the suitor race or the ensuing wedding. She wants to see Erebus suffer, and she’ll remove anyone who stands in her way.” Ryann wrung her hands nervously. “But… you’re right. We need to be brave. Kaya can marry Davin, for all I care. She is not taking Finch!” Her forehead scrunched, as if she were fighting off Lux. And dare I say it, she seemed to be winning, at least for now.

      Yes! You show that ball of pesky light who’s boss! I cheered her on inwardly, in case any insult or encouragement gave Lux the boost she needed to seize the reins. But at that very moment, it looked as if we were all taking back control of our lives.

      Aside from Luke, perhaps. He was still staring at me as if the world around us had stopped. But I knew better. It hadn’t stopped, but it had changed. Irrevocably. And in truth, that was a far greater achievement.
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      Minutes passed. The longest minutes of my life. Kaya just sat there, pensive and totally in her own head, gazing out the window as if I weren’t even here. Every thought I’d ever had about this woman being my escape ticket had zipped right out that same window. She was presenting as many obstacles as the cosmic beings who’d been wrecking my life since I made that deal to kill Katherine. What was this, some kind of payback from beyond my mother’s grave? A continuous “screw you” until I reached the point where I started to wonder if it’d been worth it?

      It’ll take more than this to make me regret saving the world, Mama dear. But the prospect of actually marrying Kaya brought me pretty close to the edge of reason.

      “He must be boiling over right now, wondering what I am doing with you here in my private quarters,” she murmured, her fingers fidgeting with a strand of her hair.

      “Well, you can keep your private quarters to yourself,” I muttered. Not my classiest retort, but hey, she’d lined it up. I might have been on my knees in the metaphorical sense, but nobody would ever rob me of my sense of humor.

      She cast me a disapproving look. “Do not ruin this for me, Finch. I am enjoying the idea of Erebus pacing a floor somewhere, furious that I could even consider doing this to him. It will infuriate him, and he deserves every torment he endures. He deserves to suffer for the heartache he caused me and my people when he deceived and betrayed us. Now, he shall taste his own medicine.” She scoffed, but it landed flat. There was too much lingering sadness in her tone. “He thought he could toy with me. Let us see how he likes it when the tables turn.”

      Don’t give up now. I thought of Ryann and made one last effort to untangle myself from this web. Preferably before the resident black widow decided to chow down and munch me alive.

      “I get that you want to make Erebus suffer. I mean, you’ve said the word ‘suffer’ about a hundred times since you sat down. Good for you. Smack that son of a blobfish where it hurts. But please, for the love of Chris Evans’s left pectoral, don’t bring me into this. Drop this garbage about me being a suitor. Tell Daddio you don’t even want me. You don’t need me involved to make Erebus pay or to please your people. Just do whatever you had planned for me to Davin, or Faustus, or any of them, to be honest. It’ll have the same effect. It might even have more impact if you pick Davin, since he escaped Erebus and used everything he’d told him to come here. And who knows, maybe the Atlantean people will get on board with the resurrection thing. They might love him, and you, for giving them the choice.”

      I rambled on, and she did nothing but look out the window.

      “Hello? Earth to Her Highness?”

      “I have grown fond of your company, Finch, but you will not speak to me in such an informal manner.” She finally turned to address me, her tone cool. “I have told you my plans, and you are a necessary part of them. I realize you do not want to be in this situation, and I sympathize, but I will not cover old ground again. You are the best choice. I grow more certain by the minute. Your Merlin heritage makes you unique. I believe you could be everything that I and my people have been waiting for, for where there is fresh blood, there is fresh hope. So I suggest you show more caution going forward, because I would hate for any animosity to spring up between us. After all, that would make my father more inclined to force the love spell on us.”

      Sitting here like an ugly throw cushion certainly offered some perspective. Kaya was right. I didn’t want to be here, but I was stuck as a suitor, whether I liked it or not. Even if Kaya had agreed to remove me from the suitor race, I’d have had to face Lux and tell her I’d ruined her plans. And that would go down about as well as this was going down.

      “I also urge you not to attempt escape, for your own sake. Without a way out of Atlantis, your efforts will be futile,” Kaya went on, adding insult to injury. “This city is even more difficult to leave than it is to enter.”

      “Yeah, I got that impression.” I leaned back into the chair, wishing I could just melt into the cushions and disappear. Even Erebus hadn’t been able to jettison me out of here, and he’d almost killed me as an alternative.

      She sighed. “One more thing, Finch. I’m sorry I cannot change the path we are on, but… you ought to tread carefully from now on. It is not only your welfare that depends on your obedience, but the continued comfort of your friends. Especially Miss Smith, whom you are so obviously in love with.” She smiled. “Did you think I would be fooled by your Adley story?”

      “Adley was a real person!” I protested. “A real person, whom I loved very much. It wasn’t some story meant to trick you.”

      Kaya waved a hand. “Nevertheless, you do feel something profound for Miss Smith. I have noticed the way you look at her, and the way she looks at you. I may have appeared somewhat inebriated at my mother’s celebrations, but I was watching very closely. And I saw more than you thought I did. It is my prerogative, as the future queen, to make sure I am aware of everything around me.”

      “And you’d really use an innocent person against me, just to get what you want? You’d really use love as some bomb you can detonate so I don’t disobey?” I already guessed the answer. I just wanted her to admit it. I wanted to see how cold she was, so I could factor that into my plans.

      “I would not want to. I am not like Erebus; I do not choose manipulation first, or ever, if I can help it. But if you push me, you may leave me no choice. I have made my thoughts clear, and I intend to reward you. All you need to do is accept willingly, and all will be well.”

      There we have it, ladies and gents. She’s got a flavor of the ice queen about her, and she’ll do anything to get her way, if she has to. She tried to bolster it with reasoning, and remorse, and all this fluff about her people, but she was still making me do something I didn’t want to. That was Manipulation 101, in my book. Knowing that provided the encouragement I needed, but not without a flicker of irritation. This was the third time someone had figured out my feelings for Ryann and used them against me. And this was the umpteenth time someone had tried to move me about like a pawn in their own private game of chess.

      But that’s okay… It simply meant I had one more name to add to the list of people and entities I’d screw over, just like they’d screwed me over.

      They wanted to jerk me around like this? Fine. But I could play this game, too. I’d done it before, with Katherine, and I could do it again. Only, I’d be better this time. Better than I’d ever been before at deceit, and underhand tactics, and skillful manipulation.

      You clearly think I’m the mooncalf. But, you poor, oblivious creature, there’s something about me you don’t know… I’d never told her about my Mimicry skills, and for good reason. A skillful player never showed all their cards, but an expert player made their opponent believe they had shown everything. Habit had kept me quiet, and even if I hadn’t known it then, that secret would come in handy in the days to come.

      They’d poked the hornet’s nest, and now I had my stingers up, ready to fight back. And they only had themselves to blame for the monster they’d unleashed. I’d tried being the obedient little slave, bowing and scraping in the hopes of finally getting the freedom I’d damn well earned already. But now… I was done.

      Finch was back. The Finch everyone had thought was dead and gone, just new and improved. And this time, instead of waging war against the innocent, I was eyeing up Darkness, Light, an unkillable Necromancer, and an Atlantean princess with a revenge complex.

      Things were about to get Ancient Greek.

      Don’t say I didn’t warn you…
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