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			For Eleanor

		

	
		
			
				“When a god sends mischief, not even the strong man may escape.”

				—Sophocles, Electra (line 152). Translated by David Grene, 1957, University of Chicago Press

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Julia

			
			I am going to die, Julia thought, staring at the river far below. From this height, its surface looked as hard and unforgiving as concrete.

			The logical part of her brain, the part that had once excelled in law school, reminded her that yes, of course she was going to die: Death was part of being human. She was just more aware of said mortality when standing at the top of a bridge.

			Julia had felt this close to death once before, a long time ago.

			She drew in a shallow breath, hurrying to push those memories aside. Nothing good came from thinking of that night.

			“Come on, Jules,” her boyfriend Harry prompted. “You can do this.”

			“Right,” Julia rasped, but didn’t move. She longed to lean back into the safety of Harry’s body, to grab his hand and drag them both off this bungee platform.

			“One,” Harry began counting. “Two…”

			Before he got to three, Julia closed her eyes and leapt into the void.

			For a heart-stopping moment, the air howled around her, raking delicate claws over her skin. It almost didn’t feel like falling, but like flying. Up was down and down was up, everything reduced to a chaotic blur of noise and color.

			Julia managed to fling her arms up around her ears, elongating into her old diving position from swim team.

			Her eyes closed as she sliced through the river’s surface. She’d gone deep, so far that the water closed over her pointed toes. Then the bungee cord yanked her back into the air, dripping wet—and laughing.

			When she climbed into the waiting motorboat and unclipped her harness, Julia’s heart was racing. Harry stood on the platform far above her, wearing his yellow Kawarau Bridge employee shirt. The motorboat driver shouted an all-clear, and Harry took off running.

			As he jumped into the air, he curled his body into a somersault and flipped once, twice, a third time, each revolution as perfect as that of an Olympic gymnast.

			“Showoff,” Julia muttered once he’d joined her in the motorboat. May in New Zealand was usually the beginning of winter, though it was unseasonably warm today. It felt almost like Harry had conjured up this weather specifically so that they could go bungee jumping. “And why am I the only one who got wet?” she added.

			Harry flashed an impish grin. “I loosened the cord so you would have a full dunk. Newbie special. So, how do you feel?”

			Electrified, exhilarated, untouchable. “I feel…high,” Julia declared. Unlike some of the other students she’d met at Harvard, she had never experimented with drugs. But she imagined this was how it must feel—like you were somehow more alive than everyone else.

			“Adrenaline, the most powerful drug on earth,” Harry agreed.

			“I thought that was desire. You know, pheromones.” Julia’s tone was flippant, a touch flirtatious, yet a cloud passed over Harry’s expression at her words. It was gone in an instant.

			“I love you.” He leaned over to brush a kiss on her temple. “Ready to head home?”

			Home, the apartment they had rented together after only a few months of dating. It was small, and always smelled like a deep fryer thanks to the fish-and-chips shop on the ground floor below, but Harry was right. It felt like home.

			The two of them had met here in Queenstown, at a bar called Lenore: the sort of place with cheap beer and stickers on the walls, with a boisterous jukebox that played everything from K-pop to Elvis. It was one of the many bars catering to the young people who flooded New Zealand each year, drawn by the natural beauty and promise of adventure.

			Julia had been working on the Elysian Cruise Line back then. When she started as a tour guide after college, she’d been staffed on the Mediterranean route, shepherding hungover tourists around the Acropolis or the ruins of Pompeii. Her aunt and uncle had urged her not to take the job, exclaiming that a Harvard graduate could find something more stable, more settled. But after everything that happened her senior year, Julia had wanted to get as far from Boston—and Preston—as possible.

			The ad for Elysian Cruise Line had popped up when she was scrolling through job boards one afternoon. Escape and forget, it promised, with an image of pristine blue waters glittering in the sun.

			Escape and forget sounded pretty good to Julia. She couldn’t afford to take a cruise, but as it turned out, Elysian Cruise Line was always hiring tour guides. Especially tour guides with an art history background who spoke multiple languages.

			After several years in the Mediterranean, Julia had requested a transfer to the Sydney–Auckland–Queenstown route. She wasn’t sure why she felt a sudden itch to see that part of the world, but she figured, why not? She was utterly without strings, as adrift as a loose buoy on the tide.

			When Julia wandered into the bar that night, arm in arm with several coworkers, her eyes cut straight to Harry. She simply couldn’t help it. Even among the young, tanned, attractive crowd, he stood out in high relief, like the main figure etched on an ancient urn: as if he’d been drawn in sharp focus and everyone else was just background.

			“Oh my god,” one of Julia’s friends had murmured, following her gaze. “Who is that?”

			Julia had stared at him for one more moment—and then, though it was almost physically painful to tear her eyes from him, she turned away.

			She didn’t have time for men like that anymore. The ones who knew how attractive they were, who thought they could use you and discard you.

			Later, she would learn that Harry had been intrigued by her cool dismissal of him, had perhaps even seen it as a challenge. That must have been why he came over to ask if anyone from their group wanted to play darts.

			“We’re not interested,” Julia said swiftly.

			That elusive something had sparked in his expression again, amusement mixed with curiosity and a new alertness. As if he’d been half-asleep before Julia’s swift rejection jolted him awake.

			“Too bad,” he said slowly. “I was ready to put some money on it.”

			Julia told herself that was the reason she changed her mind, because she couldn’t resist the chance to fleece this group of frat boys. Little did they know how much time she and her best friend, Abby, had spent at Cutter’s back in Boston.

			“Why not,” she declared, marching toward him. “Twenty bucks?”

			He chuckled. “Let’s make it a hundred.”

			They settled into the game, watching each other. There were moments when Julia felt certain Harry would win, including an impossible shot where he split her dart straight down the middle. For a moment, the sly look on his face made her wonder if he’d done it on purpose, though she didn’t speak the thought aloud. No one was that good at darts.

			When she won, Harry pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and handed it over. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

			“A bottle of champagne.” Julia was well aware that this bar didn’t stock champagne, but she had a perverse desire to push him, just to see what he would do.

			He made a show of looking at the chalkboard menu behind the bar. “I’m afraid I’ll have to owe you a bottle. They don’t have champagne on offer.”

			On offer, what a funny phrase. Harry spoke with a slight accent, though Julia couldn’t place it, and she’d gotten rather good at accents after her years working for Elysian. He drew out his vowels the way Europeans did, yet he didn’t use their strong R’s.

			“In that case, I’ll take a vodka tonic with lime,” Julia decided.

			Moments later, Harry returned with their drinks, then clinked his beer mug to her glass. “Cheers. To your victory.”

			“To my victory,” she repeated, liking the sound of it.

			

			
				• • •
			

			“I should have showered before we ate. My hair smells like the river.” Julia unwound the elastic band from her ponytail, letting her dark brown hair fall onto one shoulder. Water droplets still clung to her curls, dampening her T-shirt.

			“Here, let me check.” Harry leaned over as if to smell her hair, then nuzzled her neck. Julia laughed and pretended to push him away. He sat back, grinning. “You smell fine to me.”

			“That’s because the rivers here are made of glacier water.” She reached across the table for a French fry—even after two years here, it was hard for her to call it a chip. “When I was at Harvard, the crew team used to dunk the freshmen in the Charles River. They smelled like drowned rats afterward,” she recalled.

			“ ‘When I was at Harvard…,’ ” Harry teased, repeating her words in a snooty voice.

			Julia smiled softly. She didn’t share much about her time at Harvard, except impersonal memories like this one.

			Harry reached for another bite of fried fish, swiping it liberally through the tartar sauce. “Our anniversary is next week. I was thinking we should go somewhere nice.”

			“Nice?”

			“Yes, nice. The type of place where you eat food that comes on an actual plate, not in a plastic basket. The type of place you need to wear dry clothes.”

			“I thought men loved wet T-shirts,” Julia quipped.

			“Trust me, I’m not complaining.” Harry eyed her appreciatively. “But don’t you think we should commemorate the fact that it’s been two years since we met? I feel so lucky,” he added in a more serious voice. “I still can’t believe we found each other.”

			Julia knew what he meant. It almost scared her—the fact that this man, who now felt so crucial to her happiness, had entered her life through a chance encounter. What if she hadn’t met him?

			“I’m so glad the other girls talked me into going out that night,” Julia reminisced.

			“Not to mention, we ended up at the same bar. What was it called? Lenoir?”

			“Lenore,” Julia said, correcting him. And then, because the old Julia must not have been as buried as she thought, she heard herself recite, “ ‘Let the bell toll!—a saintly soul floats on the Stygian river.’ ”

			Harry drew in a breath. “Edgar Allan Poe.”

			“You recognize it?” she asked, surprised. “Lenore” was hardly Poe’s most famous poem.

			“I knew Poe.”

			For a moment, Julia thought Harry was saying he’d known Poe personally, before she realized how absurd that sounded. Harry must have thought the same thing, because he ran a hand through his hair. “I mean, I memorized some of Poe’s poems in high school. It was the only thing I got right on the lit AP. Which I’m sure was not the case for you.”

			“Oh, no. I absolutely crushed the lit AP,” Julia agreed cheerfully.

			Harry nudged closer. “That’s one of the things I love most about you.”

			“How well-read I am?”

			“How unapologetically competitive you can be. I think I loved you from the moment you kicked my ass at darts.” Harry smiled broadly. “I’m so glad you moved to New Zealand and took a chance on us.”

			That first night, as they’d finished their drinks at Lenore, Harry had turned to her and asked, Do you want to get out of here? Julia had assumed he wanted to head back to his place.

			Uncharacteristically, she was ready to. There was something addictive about this man, something intangible and utterly thrilling. But instead of leading her to an apartment, Harry had broken into a boat rental shop and taken her on a rowboat, paddling into the still waters of Lake Wakatipu. They’d stayed out there for hours, watching the stars fade as dawn’s rosy fingers began to streak the sky.

			Julia wasn’t the type to relocate for a guy, certainly not for one she’d just met. But the very next day, she gave two weeks’ notice to the cruise line director and began searching Craigslist for Queenstown apartments. Really, it wasn’t as if she was giving anything up. Her job at the cruise line, waving that stupid blue flag around while tourists whined about not having Wi-Fi, was hardly something to mourn.

			So Julia had moved to Queenstown, where she sublet a room from a pair of South African women who led trail rides at a local ranch. She got another job immediately, at a company that led helicopter tours of the Milford Sound. And she kept seeing Harry.

			Several months later, when the South African women needed their room back, Harry suggested they move in together. It made sense, he argued: neither of them made much money, but together they could manage a small one-bedroom. They could even afford to travel on the weekends—to Fiji, to Auckland, to Hawkes Bay.

			“You’re right about our anniversary. We should celebrate,” Julia said now, smiling up at him.

			Harry nodded. “Perfect, because I have something special planned.”

			She reached for his hand, grateful that chance, or fate, had drawn them together. That the two of them had found each other, out of all the billions of people in this unpredictable world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Hera

			
			“Mrs. Ellene! We weren’t expecting you today!” The security guard nearly tripped in his hurry to open the turnstile. Tara gave him a cool nod as she passed, her Valentinos clicking vindictively on the lobby floor.

			The cluster of people waiting for the elevators—employees tapping at their phones, interns clutching iced coffees—automatically parted before her. When the doors to one of the elevators opened, no one dared to join her inside.

			She stepped out into the fiftieth-floor executive suite, breezing through the generic reception area: couches with simple lines, armchairs that looked like they’d never been used.

			“Mrs. Ellene!” A woman with a sharp gray bob sat behind the main reception desk. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ellene is still at a lunch. May I bring you something while you wait for him? A Perrier? A cappuccino?”

			“No, thank you.”

			The receptionist must have heard the note of dismissal in her voice, because she quickly stepped back.

			The perimeter of the executive floor was lined in offices, most of which were marked with Ellene family names—Alina, Hector, Paul, Diana. They were all empty, everyone attending the same corporate lunch that had detained her husband. She had planned it this way.

			Outside the largest corner office, a young woman sat in a cubicle.

			“Olivia,” she said coldly.

			Her husband’s assistant flicked her blond hair dismissively over one shoulder. She wore one of those Veronica Beard blazers that really shouldn’t qualify as office wear, its tapered sleeves barely reaching elbow length. Especially inappropriate given that Olivia had paired it with a short skirt.

			Tara resisted the urge to tug self-consciously at her own dress, a white Oscar with cap sleeves and gold buttons down the front. It had seemed appropriate when she put it on this morning—it conveyed righteous anger and old Hollywood glam at once—but next to Olivia and her long, tanned legs, the dress felt suddenly frumpy.

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Ellene, but Bruce is at an executive lunch at the club. I wasn’t aware he was expecting you?” Olivia’s pitch tilted up, as if asking a question. The nerve of her, using Bruce’s first name. Not to mention referring to the Knickerbocker Club as the club, as a member would.

			Tara’s grip on her peacock-blue handbag tightened. She glanced disdainfully over Olivia’s cubicle, which was strewn with papers and abandoned cans of Diet Coke. A pair of ballet flats sat beneath the desk, which Olivia must have kicked off after she walked from the subway, trading them for heels. Tara’s nose wrinkled at the candle burning on Olivia’s desk, the all-too-familiar Amour logo scrawled across its frosted glass surface.

			Tara despised that scent, though she knew better than to say so aloud. The Amour line had made millions for TWL, mostly thanks to these stupid candles, which always topped everyone’s gift-guide lists. The funny thing was, even though the entire world claimed to love the candle, no one could agree on what it smelled like. Some swore it was vetiver, others vanilla or honeysuckle, sandalwood or rose. It smells like desire, its creator, Tara’s daughter-in-law, always said. And since each person’s experience of desire is unique, everyone experiences Amour slightly differently.

			Desire? That candle smelled like a cheating bitch.

			Tara hated her daughter-in-law, the way she would have hated any woman who broke her beloved son’s heart. Though she pretended not to, for his sake. Because for some reason known only to him, he’d decided to stay with his wife, even after what she’d done.

			Tara was aware of her own hypocrisy, wanting her son to leave his wife when she would never dream of leaving Bruce. But it was different for her.

			“Would you like to wait in Bruce’s office?” Olivia asked, her lipsticked mouth curling into a smile.

			Tara ignored the suggestion. “Remind me, how long have you worked for my husband?”

			“Six months.”

			“And have you been sleeping with him the whole time, or is it a recent development?”

			She half-expected Olivia to deny it. Usually they did, at least at first—they would stammer that she was mistaken, that they had nothing but respect for Mr. Ellene. The more fragile women broke out in guilty tears. Yet Olivia did none of those things. She just stood, lifted her green eyes, and said in a bold voice, “You’re right, I’ve been sleeping with your husband. I love him.” There was something vicious and territorial in the pronouncement, something that made Tara inexplicably sad.

			“You love him,” she repeated flatly.

			“Yes, I love him! And he’s going to leave you. We have plans.”

			Poor, stupid mortal. Had she really been so foolish as to believe Bruce’s empty promises?

			“Whatever he told you, he was lying. He’s not leaving me.” Tara’s voice was almost gentle, but Olivia cut her off with a caustic laugh.

			“Don’t you get it? He doesn’t love you anymore.”

			That was when the girl’s hair caught on fire.

			For years afterward, long after insurance had paid off the medical bills—after the whole incident had been reduced to the stuff of corporate legend—people would speculate about what happened. Did Olivia take a step back, her glossy tresses catching the flame of the Amour candle? Did a gust of air come down from the AC vent, causing sparks to fly up like insects and settle in Olivia’s mane? Whatever happened, people would tell one another in hushed tones, she’s a cautionary tale about candles at work. This is why we have fire codes.

			The moment Olivia’s hair caught fire, she froze. The flames flickered around her head like a golden crown, casting her features in an ethereal glow.

			Then she screamed.

			The sound sliced through the other noises of the executive floor, the clacking of keyboards and ringing of phones.

			Olivia flung herself to the ground and began rolling back and forth. There was something pitiful about the whole thing: her Barbie-doll skirt hiking up around her thighs, the singed ends of her hair falling around her face.

			Tara stepped neatly over Olivia and walked to the corner of the desk. She leaned down and blew out the candle as if it were sitting atop a birthday cake.

			“What happened?” another assistant cried out, reaching the scene. Right on cue, Tara turned, lifting her manicured hands to her mouth in horror.

			“The candle caught her hair on fire! One minute we were talking and then—It was all so fast—”

			Within seconds, a crowd had gathered. The floor’s main receptionist, the gray-haired woman from earlier, took charge of the situation, pulling Olivia to one side and wrapping a cashmere blanket around her shoulders.

			In the hubbub, no one protested as Tara retreated to her husband’s office, murmuring something about feeling faint. It wasn’t a lie. She leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes against a sudden wave of exhaustion. These confrontations were always draining, and they seemed to be getting worse each time.

			She wasn’t sure how long had passed before she heard the office door swing open.

			“Seriously?” Bruce demanded without preamble. “You need to stop screwing with my assistants.”

			“I will, if you stop screwing them in the first place.”

			Her husband ran a hand wearily over his features. “At least go somewhere private, the next time you feel the urge to confront a mortal. What if you’d been seen?”

			“No one saw.” And even if they had, they wouldn’t have believed it—would have invented some rational explanation for what had happened.

			Mortals were willfully blind in that way. They had a remarkable ability to ignore the evidence of their own eyes, insisting on science and logic when the world was so clearly wild and supernatural.

			And magical.

			Tara glanced over at her husband, who leaned a hip against his desk, his deep blue eyes on hers. For all the eons that Tara had known him, this was how Bruce had looked. Unfairly handsome, his dark hair peppered with only the slightest bit of gray, his face creased with boyish mischief and, usually, lust.

			Bruce Ellene, also known as Zeus.

			For better or worse, Hera—currently operating among the mortals as Tara Ellene—had long ago accepted him, flaws and all.

			Sometimes she wondered if mortal women felt this way about their marriages. Not that she could ever ask a mortal. Like all the gods, Hera kept her true nature hidden, along with her name. When she said Hera aloud, the humans heard Tara, just as Zeus turned into Bruce. It was safer this way.

			“She’s going to be fine, you know,” Hera felt the need to add. She hadn’t meant to scar the girl, just teach her a bit of a lesson.

			Zeus shrugged. “We’ll give her a good severance package. I was planning to do that anyway, since…”

			Since he’d already been growing tired of Olivia.

			The phone on Zeus’s desk rang, startling them both, but within seconds it was picked up by a young man at a cubicle around the corner. “Mr. Ellene’s office,” he murmured, smoothly taking over Olivia’s job. Already Olivia’s desk area was empty, the black singe marks on the carpet the only evidence that she had been there at all.

			Zeus sighed and walked to the bar cart, a Victorian antique with original nineteenth-century wheels. He poured two measures of bourbon and passed one to Hera.

			Silence still hung between them, but it was softer, less aggressive than before.

			She lifted her drink in an ironic mockery of a toast, noting the Baccarat crystal tumbler. “Remember when we tried to buy them?”

			As always, Zeus knew exactly what she meant. “Too bad the sale didn’t go through.” He settled into the armchair facing the couch, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee. “You always did have a soft spot for pretty things.”

			No, that’s you, Hera wanted to reply. Yet she lacked the heart to keep attacking.

			The bourbon settled in her stomach, its warmth as familiar to her—and as infrequent, lately—as her husband’s touch. She and Zeus had been married so long ago that she could hardly recall it, her memories of that day as hazy as an old, faded painting. Truthfully, she couldn’t remember all that much. This was for the best.

			No one, human or immortal, would have been able to bear centuries of memories. It would only lead to madness.

			“Olivia didn’t matter to me, Hera. It was just…sex,” Zeus assured her, interrupting her thoughts.

			“She was under the impression that you were divorcing me,” Hera said quietly.

			Her husband scoffed. “That woman was getting too clingy. Delusional of her, thinking that I would ever leave you.”

			Just like always, Zeus had deflected blame onto someone else’s shoulders—and deliberately avoided the words I’m sorry. Nor had he promised to remain faithful, not that Hera would believe him if he did.

			They would keep doing this same dance, over and over and over again. Zeus would keep cheating, and she would keep pretending it was fine, because she was the goddess of marriage and domesticity. Because they had three children together, and their offspring had already fractured the family in irreparable ways.

			Hera would say or do anything to hold her family together.

			“Please, Hera, can we put this behind us?” Zeus added. “Forgive me?”

			“You’re already forgiven,” Hera promised, and reached across the couch to take her husband’s hand.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Aphrodite

			
			Everyone in this family had a role to play. The patriarch, the peacemaker, the comic relief, the prodigal son.

			Aphrodite? She was the token bitch.

			She hadn’t always been this way. Once upon a time—it felt like eons ago—she had been young and naïve, desperate to be understood. To be loved.

			But when you looked like Aphrodite, it was hard to be truly loved. She had been objectified and resented, manipulated and leered at and lusted after. Love, however…that remained elusive.

			The sounds of horns and traffic wove around her as she turned onto Park Avenue. Everyone stared as she passed, male and female, young and old. Waiters froze midmotion, plates half-delivered to impatient tables; shopkeepers drifted out of their boutiques just to get a closer look. Aphrodite could practically feel their desires, as tangible as the brush of a feather over her skin.

			This was the reason she walked home from work instead of taking a company car, the way a wealthy mortal would. She liked being looked at.

			At Seventy-Second Street, the green awning loomed up before her: the entrance to her building. Aphrodite hesitated, then turned into the gourmet coffee shop on the corner.

			“A chai latte, please. And a croissant,” Aphrodite told the barista behind the register, whose name tag read Kimberly.

			As she waited, Aphrodite studied the girl. Her muddy brown hair was frizzy and riddled with split ends, her forehead covered in angry red acne. Kimberly seemed painfully aware of this from the way she hunched over, tugging her hair forward to hide her face.

			But when Aphrodite handed over her credit card, Kimberly came to life.

			“Oh my god! Are you really Valentine Ellene?” She pronounced Aphrodite’s mortal name with a perfect French accent, Vahl-an-teen, rather than butchering it as so many Americans did.

			Aphrodite blinked in surprise. “I am.”

			“I’m obsessed with your Amour line! I save up all my tip money for the candles. Sometimes, after the holidays, they sell them half-off at Bergdorf’s.” Kimberly was talking rapidly, her self-consciousness temporarily forgotten. “That scent! I can’t figure out, what is in it?”

			“Company secret,” Aphrodite teased. The famous Amour candles, which retailed for a whopping one hundred dollars for the mini size, had been the foundation of her whole career.

			Kimberly ran her hands down the front of her apron. “Sorry! Let me get you that latte,” she said hastily.

			As Aphrodite tucked away her wallet, her eyes lit on the small red product samples jumbled at the bottom of her purse. An idea struck.

			“Want some goodies?” she offered, and Kimberly’s face lit up.

			As she withdrew each item—a face serum, a lip gloss, a perfume—Aphrodite squeezed it between thumb and forefinger, willing the beauty products to take on a little spark of magic. To make this girl beautiful in the eyes of the world, but more important, in her own eyes.

			Confidence was always the most powerful aphrodisiac. Men had known this for centuries, but for some reason, women still hadn’t figured it out.

			“Thank you,” Kimberly breathed. She accepted the samples as reverently as if Aphrodite had passed her the mythical treasure of Troy.

			Aphrodite walked the remaining half block to her building, ripping off bites of the buttery croissant and popping them into her mouth. She noticed a few women casting her bitter glances as they passed, probably wondering how someone with her figure could snack on bread, but calories were a mortal problem. And the croissant helped restore some of her flagging energy. That hadn’t been a complicated enchantment, but still. Magic was magic.

			When the elevator doors opened into the penthouse, Thalia stood there, waiting. “Your husband is home,” she announced without preamble.

			Thalia was a minor goddess, one of the three Graces. Aphrodite had long ago selected her as a handmaiden, which these days meant Thalia functioned as a personal assistant—plus—nanny.

			Aphrodite’s mouth went dry, and she started toward the playroom. She hadn’t seen Hephaestus in…a month? Or was it two?

			She reached into her bag and spritzed on a dose of the Amour perfume. As always, the scent of it steadied her. It was the same feeling she got from a good blowout or a new pair of Manolos—it made her stronger, more grounded.

			She found Hephaestus on the playroom floor, patiently assembling a plastic racetrack. Next to him, a toddler with platinum curls, the same color as Aphrodite’s own, clapped in delight.

			“Mommy!” Eros cried out, noting her arrival.

			Hephaestus drew in a breath and looked up. “It’s good to see you,” he said slowly.

			Was it? Aphrodite never knew how her interactions with Hephaestus would go. He was taciturn, his emotions as unruffled as the waters of some subterranean lake, while Aphrodite’s mood swings were volatile (albeit short-lived). He was content to sit for hours in silence while she craved conversation and laughter. Aphrodite usually invited Hermes to her society galas or fashion shows because she never could drag Hephaestus out of his workshop.

			Sometimes, in the middle of the night, she wondered if he regretted marrying her. Why had he married her, anyway?

			Of course, she knew why. Lust. He had wanted her, plain and simple, and Hephaestus was too honorable to simply take what he wanted. Their marriage was a trade, her beauty for his position and security.

			Aphrodite had always looked like this, even as a mortal. The other gods—or more accurately, the goddesses—spoke of her beauty as something almost separate from her, a cosmic gift that had inexplicably fallen on Aphrodite and that she didn’t deserve. She should be grateful, they sniffed, judging her with sidelong glances.

			Aphrodite was grateful. But a gift as magnificent as her beauty didn’t come without strings. There was always a price to pay, which Aphrodite knew all too well.

			When she was a human, beauty had brought her so much—immeasurable joy, and something she thought was love, and in the end, unbearable heartache. And then Hephaestus had come along.

			When he’d revealed himself as a god, just like in the old stories, Aphrodite had been awed…and intrigued. In his own shy way, he began wooing her—he, an immortal, treating a penniless human as if she were a queen. When he had proposed, offering to deify her, she accepted without a second thought.

			Yes, their marriage had been a bargain, and for her part, Aphrodite was satisfied with how that bargain had turned out. She refused to consider their relationship in any other terms—refused to acknowledge that Hephaestus, in his earnest, honest heart, might love her. Because Aphrodite certainly didn’t deserve his love.

			“Looks like you boys are having fun,” she declared, sinking onto the carpet next to the racetrack. Eros came over to plant a sticky kiss on her cheek.

			“We are.” Hephaestus snapped the last section of Hot Wheels track into place. His dark eyes darted to his wife and back again, as if he hadn’t decided the tone of their interaction, either.

			Aphrodite should have been used to Hephaestus’s size by now, but it struck her anew each time she saw him. Even seated, he seemed enormous, the plastic cars so fragile in his hands. She would never have called him handsome, yet Hephaestus wasn’t unattractive; he kept his dark curls short and his beard neatly trimmed, emphasizing his square jawline.

			Besides, Aphrodite had never cared all that much for handsomeness. In her experience, men could be attractive for plenty of reasons: Their power, charm, sense of humor. Their ambition.

			She toyed with her thin gold necklace. “How was your trip?”

			“The usual. What have you been doing while I was gone?”

			“The usual, too,” Aphrodite assured him, which was true. Despite what the other goddesses thought about her, she had only cheated on Hephaestus once.

			Unfortunately, that one time, he’d caught her.

			It struck Aphrodite as deeply unfair that the male gods, namely Zeus, had countless affairs without consequence, yet she would forever carry a scarlet letter for a single infidelity. She certainly hadn’t set out to cheat on Hephaestus. It had just…happened, one night at Olympus. Her resentment of Hephaestus’s family, her irritation at never being good enough for Hera, and her unbearable loneliness had all crystallized one evening into a prickly energy that she’d recognized as lust. Irrational, unquenchable lust.

			Then she’d seen Hephaestus’s brother Ares.

			Ares, whose anger felt as combustible as hers, whose passion and restlessness had matched her own. What happened next felt inevitable.

			If only Hephaestus hadn’t come looking for her. If only he hadn’t started shouting when he found her with his brother, drawing the attention of Zeus and Hera. Aphrodite had closed her eyes and tugged her clothes up over her bare breasts, wondering if this meant the end of her marriage to Hephaestus. He could call the other gods to a vote, cast her out of the Olympian Pantheon. She would spend the rest of her days as a minor goddess, alone with a mere sliver of her former powers.

			But he hadn’t left her.

			Silence stretched between them now, the air heavy with uncertainty and the scent of Aphrodite’s perfume.

			Eros shattered the moment by throwing a plastic car at Hephaestus’s head. “Car!” he squealed. “Car, car!”

			“I think it might be your bedtime.” Aphrodite tugged the protesting toddler to his feet and glanced at the doorway, where Thalia already stood.

			After they’d given their son a good-night kiss, Aphrodite and Hephaestus turned back to each other. So many things lay unspoken between them.

			“I have something for you.” He headed to the couch, where he’d tossed his travel bag, and withdrew a black velvet box.

			A reflexive excitement coursed through Aphrodite. She was like a child in this way; she never could resist the allure of presents.

			When she pulled back the lid, her breath caught. Hephaestus often brought her a small gift from his travels: a loose gem for her to set as she chose, or a simple gold bangle. But this necklace was impossibly extravagant. Enormous diamonds and emeralds were linked in an Art Deco pattern, each stone massive in its own right.

			She watched, speechless, as Hephaestus lifted the curtain of her hair and placed the necklace against her skin, over the thin gold chain she always wore there. He knew better than to try to take it off.

			They both stared at Aphrodite’s reflection, which blazed in the mirror like a flame. The emeralds turned her blue eyes a deeper, more turquoise color, the geometric lines of the stones emphasizing the curves of her collarbones.

			“I love it. Thank you,” she said simply.

			Hephaestus rested his hands on her shoulders in a deceptively casual gesture. For a moment, Aphrodite thought he might sweep her into his arms and carry her to bed. Surprisingly, she wanted him to.

			She thought back to that night three years ago, several months after he’d caught her with Ares on Olympus. The one and only time they had discussed her infidelity.

			Hephaestus had come home late from a work trip, taciturn as always. Unable to handle the silence, Aphrodite had asked how his meetings went. Our vendors are cheating us, he’d said tersely. Liars, all of them.

			That word, cheat, had started it all.

			Maybe they didn’t mean to cheat, Aphrodite had snapped in reply. She wasn’t sure why she said it, other than she longed to finally address what had happened.

			Address it they did—in a loud, ugly, vicious way. An awful part of Aphrodite had relished that fight. Finally, she had cracked through her husband’s placid surface and exposed the beating heart beneath.

			When they fell into bed, it felt like the natural conclusion to all the wounds they had inflicted on each other.

			Obviously, Aphrodite had slept with Hephaestus countless times during their marriage. But something had been different that night. He had been different. He had kissed her with a possessive fierceness that wiped everything else from her mind, until there was nothing in the world but the sensation of his body against hers. Everywhere his hands touched, sparks seemed to trail in his wake, the white-hot sparks of a hammer striking in a forge.

			The next morning, still flushed and crackling with sensation, Aphrodite had looked over to find that he was gone. The only evidence he’d been there at all was the rumpled pillow on his side of the bed.

			They had never mentioned her infidelity again.

			Then, barely a month later, Aphrodite had learned she was pregnant. At the news, an incredulous smile had spread over Hephaestus’s face. “A baby,” he’d murmured, resting a tentative hand on her belly, which was still toned and flat. The gods had plenty of demigod children scattered over the world, but this—a true god, fully divine and immortal—was inconceivably rare.

			Eros’s arrival had shifted things between them, had brought a new center of gravity to their marriage.

			Hephaestus’s hands were warm on her shoulders, his eyes still locked on hers in the mirror. Aphrodite felt that little shiver again. Most men were so easy to read, probably because most men’s desires were so clear. But Hephaestus’s thoughts had always eluded her.

			Had they reconciled, or was this merely a truce?

			She would find out in time, Aphrodite reminded herself. That, they had plenty of.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Julia

			
			“Where are you taking me?” Julia protested, but Harry just tugged her onward. They were near the bay, in the part of Queenstown that catered to tourists, full of women in camel-colored coats and men in Barbour jackets. Quite far from their usual haunts.

			“You’ll see.” Harry flashed her a mischievous grin. “You clean up nice, by the way.”

			Beneath her coat, Julia was wearing her swishy black dress from New Year’s and stilettos. She kept stumbling over the cobblestones. Normally, she wouldn’t have bothered with heels, but when she’d FaceTimed Abby earlier, Abby had convinced her that two years was a significant milestone.

			“I’m not saying he’s going to propose,” Abby had remarked, peering at the phone, which was wedged against her computer monitor. She worked as a director of engineering at Google in their London office. “But two years merits something special, Julia.”

			“What, like a new sex position?” Julia had quipped, and her friend laughed.

			“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t had a relationship that lasted two years since high school.” Abby had shaken her head. “But we’re not talking about me right now; we’re talking about you.”

			As Harry started tugging Julia toward the marbled entrance of a boutique hotel, she cast him a dubious look.

			“I still owe you that bottle of champagne. I haven’t forgotten!” Harry exclaimed at the expression on her face. “Besides, it’s a special occasion.”

			They couldn’t afford a place like this, but Julia swallowed her protests and walked to the bar. It was empty save a group of women in cashmere sweaters and tailored pants. They cast her skeptical glances that made Julia shrug out of her jacket and flip her dark hair over one shoulder, daring them to judge the way her hemline skimmed over her thigh.

			“We need a bottle of champagne, please,” Harry asked the bartender, who immediately placed a menu before him. Julia waited for her boyfriend to flounder, or at the very least ask for a recommendation, but Harry scanned it for a moment, brow furrowed. “The 2014 Ruinart,” he decided, after a beat.

			“Excellent choice,” the bartender said officiously.

			Julia glanced over, an eyebrow raised. She’d never seen Harry drink a mimosa, let alone order from an overpriced wine list. “Since when do you have an opinion about vintage champagne?”

			“As you so often remind me, I have opinions on everything,” he pointed out, which startled a laugh from her. It was true; Harry never hesitated to share his thoughts, whether they were about weed gummies (for tourists only) or the Hobbit movie set tour (a guilty pleasure) or cowboy boots (only if you wore them while riding, never for the sake of fashion).

			The bartender popped the bottle with a soft hiss, then poured their champagne into flutes with stems so painfully skinny that Julia worried they might snap.

			“Cheers,” Harry said, tapping his glass to hers.

			Julia lifted the champagne to her lips and took a small sip. It tasted like honey, its bubbles exploding along the back of her tongue.

			A sudden commotion in the lobby made her set down her glass. “Just send it to my room,” a man’s voice boomed. “I don’t see what the problem is.”

			Julia glanced over to see a man at the concierge desk wearing a fluffy robe and slippers, his hair damp, as if he’d come straight from the pool or perhaps the spa. He wasn’t classically handsome, certainly not the way Harry was. His features were rough and his torso soft, like that of a former athlete who’d declined in middle age. Yet he had that elusive something that Harry did. A sort of magnetic pull that inexplicably drew your eyes.

			“Julia?” Harry asked as the man in the lobby glanced up.

			The stranger’s eyes raked eagerly over her long legs. Then he noticed Harry, and his grin broadened.

			“Well, shit.” Ignoring the concierge, who was still stammering a reply, the man strode into the bar area. “What the hell are you doing here?”

			Julia watched the storm of emotions on her boyfriend’s face. “We can go,” she murmured, but it was too late, the stranger had come to join them.

			“Dylan. It’s good to see you,” Harry said, though he didn’t sound happy.

			Dylan smiled in a way that was boyishly mischievous, almost infectious. “And who is this lovely lady?”

			He smelled like chlorine and spa products. Up close, Julia saw the crease lines around his eyes and mouth, though they gave him an air of good-natured indulgence rather than exhaustion. He looked like a cheerful frat boy who’d never grown up.

			“I’m Julia,” she introduced herself, since Harry didn’t seem inclined to say anything.

			“Enchanté.” Dylan lifted her hand and placed a kiss on her knuckles. Julia was so charmed that she forgot to be self-conscious about the burn marks on the backs of her hands.

			“How do you two know each other?” she asked.

			Dylan cast a wounded glance at Harry. “You haven’t mentioned your favorite cousin?”

			“I don’t—”

			“Favorite cousin?” Julia exclaimed. Harry so rarely shared details of his life before her. It had taken months before he admitted that he’d once been a marine, and that despite his odd accent, he was American. But no matter how hard she pressed, he never disclosed much about his family. I pushed them away, was all he ever admitted. They’ve never really understood me, and then I made it worse. I did some things I’m not proud of.

			Julia knew how it felt when your family didn’t understand your choices. For years, every time she FaceTimed her aunt and uncle, they asked if she was ready to move back home. I saw Sue Ellen Craddock at Kroger, her aunt Jess would exclaim, her son Matthew came back to town and is teaching high school science. Julia wasn’t sure if these tidbits were supposed to make her want to date Matthew Craddock or apply for a high school teaching job. Probably both.

			Thankfully, her aunt and uncle’s questions had lessened ever since they had visited last year and met Harry. They clearly sensed that he was good for her, and that she was happy in Queenstown, even if it was painfully far from home.

			Dylan climbed onto the bar stool next to Julia with a wink. His robe fell slightly open as he moved, revealing a pair of swim trunks printed with tiny martini glasses. “Lucas,” he called out, waving to the bartender. “Grab me a glass and put the bottle on my room, please.”

			“You don’t have to do that,” Harry protested, though he seemed resigned to his cousin’s presence.

			Dylan shrugged. “I’m here for work; the family is paying. Let them foot the bill.”

			“You work for your family?” Julia asked.

			Both men were momentarily silent at her words. The bartender poured champagne into another flute, filling it all the way to the brim, before depositing the bottle in a bucket of snow. Where did the snow come from, Julia wondered; did they ship it from the mountains?

			Dylan accepted the champagne absently. “Forgive me, Julia, but how long have you and Harry been…” His eyes darted between them as if he was searching for the appropriate word. “Together?”

			“Two years,” Harry said.

			“Tonight is our anniversary, actually,” Julia chimed in.

			“Ah, congratulations.” Dylan gestured with the dangerously full champagne flute, though miraculously, none of it sloshed over the sides. “In that case, I should let you get back to celebrating. I’ll see you next month, Harry.”

			Harry’s reply was immediate. “I’m not going.”

			Julia glanced at her boyfriend in confusion. He hadn’t mentioned any family events next month.

			“Why not?” Dylan pressed. “Everyone will want to see you. They’ve all been wondering what you’re up to.”

			Harry’s eyes narrowed. “This isn’t a coincidence, is it? You being here. How long have you been looking for me?”

			Looking for him? Julia knew that Harry wasn’t close with his family, but did they not even realize where he was?

			Dylan chortled through a sip of champagne, then lowered the flute, eyebrows raised. “As usual, my dear cousin, you’ve been spending too much time with people. It makes you vastly overestimate your own importance.”

			There was something funny about the way he’d said people, but before Julia could parse it out, Dylan gave a careless shrug. “Us running into each other? It’s just a coincidence.”

			Harry nodded, but his lips were still pressed together. Julia decided to fill the awkward silence.

			“I’m sorry, Dylan, you said you work for your family?” She attempted a smile. “What do you do?”

			“I’m here as an advance scout. We’re thinking of buying this place and adding it to the TWL portfolio,” Dylan announced.

			Julia felt her mouth fall open in shock.

			TWL was one of the world’s biggest conglomerates, founded by the elusive billionaire Bruce Ellene. Even if she hadn’t worked on their cruise line, Julia would have recognized TWL from its alcohol brands (Bordeaux wine, champagne, expensive bourbon), its luxury goods (half-a-million-dollar watches, diamonds, leather handbags), its boutique hotels.

			“But your last name is Adams,” she said slowly, turning to Harry.

			Dylan looked at his cousin in consternation. “Seriously? We all knew you’d run away, but no one imagined you were using a fake name.”

			“I didn’t want to be found,” Harry said stiffly.

			“No one was looking for you that hard. Honestly, things have been easier without you. Though I have to say, I get it,” Dylan added, chuckling. “If I had a shot, I would absolutely sleep with—”

			“Stop,” Harry cut in.

			The tension between the two men was palpable. Julia could practically taste it in the space around them, like the acrid, bitter smell of an electrical fire. Sleep with whom? Julia longed to exclaim. They were talking about an ex-girlfriend of Harry’s, right?

			But that wasn’t as pressing as the massive lie he’d been telling her for the past two years. Julia couldn’t stop thinking of those paychecks she’d once collected, stamped with the TWL logo in the corner.

			“Harry. If your family runs TWL, then you are…”

			“Filthy rich? The heir to a billion-dollar corporate empire, or at least one of the heirs? Yes, and yes.” Dylan drained his glass and set it down with a resounding thunk. “Harry is one of the few Ellenes who refuse to work at the family business.”

			Julia stared at her boyfriend. His jaw was clenched, an angry vein pulsing in his temple. But what right did he have to be angry, when he’d kept something like this from her? It was a pretty major secret to conceal from the person you loved.

			Harry was an Ellene. He was one of them—the rich people she dealt with on VIP tours—or worse, like Preston.

			Actually, Harry was richer than Preston, and he was certainly richer than the people she took on tours. His family didn’t go on cruises; they owned an entire fleet of cruise ships.

			Julia said, her voice very quiet, “I used to work at TWL. On the cruise line.”

			“Really? Which cruise?” Dylan asked, but Julia’s eyes were fixed on Harry. His face had twisted into a mask of contrition.

			“I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to—”

			“You knew,” she interrupted. “You listened to endless stories about my time on that boat, and you never thought to mention that your family owned it? That your father was my boss’s boss’s boss?”

			“I think you’re missing a few bosses in the middle there,” Dylan said cheerfully. “Corporate bureaucracy and all.”

			Harry and Julia both ignored him.

			“I’m sorry, Jules! I should have told you who I really was. But when we met that night, I never imagined that it would go this far,” Harry said urgently.

			Dylan reached across the bar for the champagne bottle and topped off all their glasses, then stood. “I should probably, um…Julia, it was a pleasure meeting you. Harry…” After an awkward pause, he started off, still clutching his full glass of champagne.

			When his cousin’s steps had receded, Harry reached for Julia’s hand.

			She tugged it away. “Harry, this was a big thing to lie about.”

			“I know you won’t get it, but my family isn’t like yours. I needed to separate myself from them, after—after what happened,” he fumbled. “Coming to New Zealand and living as someone else, it was all so liberating. I’ve gotten to meet people on my own terms, without the complications of being an Ellene.”

			“I’m glad you had so much fun playacting at being poor.”

			He winced. “Julia, I wasn’t trying to play at anything. I just love the person I am when I’m with you. That’s the real me, not the person I used to be, with my family.” He reached for her hand again. “Please, forgive me?”

			Julia stared at the handsome lines of his face. It struck her that no matter how well she thought she knew him, there were vast stretches of Harry’s past that would remain locked to her. She would only ever see the parts of him that he showed her.

			But then, she hadn’t shared her entire history, either. Harry didn’t know about her relationship with Preston. He didn’t know what had happened that awful night twenty years ago. Those memories were so painful that Julia had locked them away, even from herself.

			“I just wish you had trusted me enough to tell me the truth,” she said quietly.

			“Of course I trust you! It’s my family I don’t trust,” Harry hurried to interject. “Or maybe…maybe I don’t completely trust myself.”

			Julia laid her hand atop Harry’s on the counter. As always, even a slight bit of physical contact sent a shiver down her spine.

			Harry wrapped her hand in his, closing his eyes. “Please, Jules. I would never forgive myself if my family came between us.”

			Julia didn’t know how to reply, so she just sat there, absorbing the revelations of the past ten minutes. After a moment, a strangled laugh escaped her chest.

			“What is it?” Harry asked.

			“I just…” The laughter was bubbling out of her harder now. “I can’t believe you’re an Ellene, and you still agreed to live in that apartment with me! We don’t even have a washing machine!”

			“Is that supposed to be a drawback? I don’t really enjoy doing laundry,” Harry said equably.

			“You eat boxed ramen—”

			“I love ramen!”

			“You made me pay you back that time you bought tickets to the local winemakers’ festival!”

			He looked a bit sheepish. “Sorry. I should have treated you to that one. I was just trying to be believable as, you know…”

			“As an ordinary person?” She shook her head, still smiling. “I think you owe me for that ticket. Fair warning, my interest rates are steep.”

			They were quiet for a long moment, both sipping their champagne, grateful to no longer be fighting.

			“What was Dylan talking about when he said your family is getting together next month?” Julia asked after a beat. “Is it a wedding?”

			“More like a family reunion. But I’m not going,” Harry said quickly.

			“Why not? I want to meet your family.”

			“I promise, you really don’t.”

			Julia started to protest, only to fall silent at something in Harry’s expression. She could let it go, at least for tonight. Might as well salvage what was left of their anniversary.

			She shifted on the bar stool so that she was fully facing Harry, her eyes roving over his handsome features: his chiseled jawline, his striking blue-gray eyes, the light brown hair that curled around his ears. After two years together, she felt like Harry’s face was as familiar as her own reflection. And yet the whole time it had belonged to someone who had lied about his name. Who was, apparently, worth millions. The thought was dizzying and slightly terrifying.

			“I love you,” Harry said again, as if he sensed her uncertainty.

			Julia leaned in to brush a quick kiss over his lips. There would be time for questions later—and she had so many of them. “I love you, too. Happy anniversary.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Hermes

			
			Hermes checked his reflection in the mirrored walls of the elevator and nodded, pleased. His button-down looked fantastic with his dark-wash jeans—tucked in, of course, to reveal the pewter H of his Hermès belt (an affectation he never could resist). If he could have worn a Birkin bag with impunity, he would have.

			When he reached the level marked Penthouse, the elevator deposited him directly in the two-story foyer of Zeus and Hera’s apartment. Moments later, Hestia appeared, wiping her hands on her apron. “Hermes! We haven’t seen you in ages!” she exclaimed.

			Poor Hestia. She looked so drab, almost leached of color. Her mousy brown hair fell in wisps around her face, which was lined and weary in a way that made her seem more mortal than goddess. It was shocking to recall that she had once been a member of the Olympian Twelve—the goddess of the hearth and home, quiet guardian of laborers and travelers. Then Aphrodite had entered the mix.

			Hestia had been unceremoniously demoted to make room for Aphrodite, her powers distributed among the other Olympians. Hestia was still technically the goddess of the hearth and retained a few minor powers, like the ability to conjure up a flame or bless a mortal’s threshold. But Hera was now the symbol of domesticity, and Hermes the protector of travelers.

			Hermes wondered, sometimes, whether Hestia resented the goddess of love. If he had been demoted, he would surely have plotted revenge. But he never saw anything on Hestia’s face except the same placid, detached calm.

			“Is Hera here?” he asked, handing Hestia an overpriced bouquet from a Park Avenue floral shop. “I texted, but she didn’t answer.”

			“She’s out.” Hestia accepted the flowers and pressed her lips together, a telltale sign that she wanted to say more.

			“Oh—I have something for you, too, all the way from Shanghai.” Hermes withdrew a parcel from his shoulder bag, gratified at the light in Hestia’s eyes. The other Olympians never realized how much could be gleaned from a touch of kindness, especially to someone like Hestia.

			“You shouldn’t have,” Hestia exclaimed, unwrapping the package to reveal a set of celadon salt-and-pepper shakers.

			Hermes tried to sound nonchalant as he asked, “Do you know when she might be back? I need to tell her something important.”

			That was the reason he had come, as always. To deliver information to Hera.

			Once upon a time, before humans began to worship at the altar of iPhones and emails, Hermes had been the gods’ messenger. Now the gods all texted one another. Yet the Olympians still needed his help with other, often frivolous things. They sought a relic from across the globe, they wanted to track down a mortal descendant (or a mortal lover), they needed help stealing something from a rival, they wanted to spy on another god.

			Which was why Hermes always knew what everyone was up to. Knowledge was power, especially among the Olympians. They were a family constantly at war—with the rest of the world, sure, but mostly with one another.

			Hermes couldn’t wait to deliver this particular bit of news. It was so important, so personal, that Hera would surely grant him a real reward—money, or perhaps even real estate. The other gods thought him crass for wanting such things, but Hermes adored all the inventions humans had created to help them forget their own mortality: heated tile floors, de Gournay wallpaper, four-hands massages. And if you were going to deal in human objects, you needed human currency.

			The problem was, no matter how often Hermes got his hands on a bit of cash, he seemed to spend it almost instantly. Or lost it gambling.

			Hestia paused. “I don’t know when she’ll be back. She’s been preoccupied ever since last week. There was…an incident at the office.”

			Again, Hestia hesitated. Hermes said nothing, sensing that silence would draw out more secrets than any words.

			“It was his second assistant. A young woman named Olivia.”

			“Ah,” Hermes said softly. He’d never understood why Hera forgave her husband’s incessant cheating. It felt wrong that Zeus, who already lorded it over all of them—whose dominion spanned the skies and all the earth—should be callous to his wife in the bargain.

			“Please let her know I stopped by. I’ll see you soon,” he told Hestia.

			When he reemerged into the afternoon sunlight, Hermes hesitated, shuffling in place like an athlete at the starting block. He had no desire to return to the small apartment he kept in Brooklyn. Maybe he should head to Times Square, or better yet, to LaGuardia. He always felt slightly powerful, hearing the mortals mutter about their travel woes: Let this be an express train or I need to make my connection. Perhaps the words of mortals did strengthen him, Hermes thought. Perhaps those pleas were the modern version of prayers to him, the god of travel.

			Of course, Hermes was also the god of thieves, and trickery, and lies. Which probably explained why he liked casinos so much.

			Before he could decide which way to go, a hand closed over his arm.

			“Hermes. I’ve been looking for you.” A man in a trench coat stood before him, tall as a monolith, with a thick neck and hands like slabs of meat.

			Hermes glanced down the sidewalk, heart racing. He wasn’t all that surprised to note that for once, Madison Avenue was empty. If he could just twist away from the goon’s grip, he could start running—

			“Oh no you don’t. None of that nonsense.” The goon wrapped a shackle around Hermes’s wrist. It was thick, made of a metal that looked like bronze, though he knew it was something far stronger. Something forged by Hephaestus.

			Hermes gritted his teeth against the nausea that threatened to overwhelm him. “I don’t have the money, okay?”

			“You’ll have to take it up with your uncle,” the goon said ominously. “He’s waiting.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Hades

			
			Like everything Hades owned, the apartment was expensive, with dark-veined marble countertops and unlacquered brass hardware and hand-woven rugs. The living room was so vast it could fit multiple groupings of furniture, along with the poker table, around which several dozen people currently stood.

			Hades glanced across the table at the only other player who remained in the game, some thirty-something startup billionaire. The type of new-age tech bro who wore Vince waffle sweaters, who attended music festivals in Miami and bragged about his membership at Zero Bond. Unimpressed, Hades turned his attention to the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked over the streets of Soho.

			There were so many humans down there: streaming into the subways, pouring in and out of restaurants. Little did they know that up here in the penthouse, Hollywood celebrities and finance CEOs gambled vast sums of money in what had become the world’s most exclusive, most expensive poker game. It only happened once a month, but the buy-in was a hundred thousand dollars. And the stakes only went up.

			“Raise,” the tech kid said at last, shoving his remaining chips onto the table. The other gamblers—who’d long ago folded and were now standing around the table clutching tumblers of Glenfiddich or glasses of Dom—gasped.

			Hades gave a wolfish smile, then pushed his own chips forward.

			His opponent’s face collapsed when they flipped over their cards and he saw Hades’s hand.

			“You cheated!” the tech bro spluttered.

			No, Hades hadn’t cheated. He was shockingly puritanical about playing poker like a human would. Where was the fun in winning if he used his powers?

			“Congratulations, Lucian,” the dealer said deferentially, using Hades’s most recent alias. To these humans, he was nothing more than a mysterious and wealthy man who showed up at the poker game. They had no idea that he owned this apartment, let alone that he was a god.

			When he saw Cerb in the corner, Hades reached into his pocket for his silver ring and slipped it on. The humans who’d been looking at him glanced away, as if they’d forgotten he was there. With a sleepy blink, the dealer began shuffling the cards, and several men reclaimed their seats at the poker table.

			Hades stood and made his way through the guests. None of them looked at him, not once. A waitress wove past him with a tray of drinks, neatly swerving the tray to avoid hitting him, though she didn’t seem aware of him at all. At least, her conscious brain wasn’t aware of him, even if she sensed his presence on some instinctive level.

			When he reached Cerb, Hades tucked the ring back into his pocket, becoming visible once more. Cerb didn’t even flinch at his sudden reappearance.

			“Your nephew is here. I grabbed him outside Zeus and Hera’s place,” Cerb explained.

			Hades nodded. “Bring him upstairs.”

			Several minutes later, Cerb entered Hades’s office, dragging Hermes unceremoniously by the scruff of his neck. Hades nodded at the opposite chair, but Hermes crossed his arms and stubbornly remained standing, though he swayed a bit on his feet.

			When Cerb had left, Hades opened a drawer and withdrew a key, then walked around to unlock the handcuff on Hermes’s wrist. Relief instantly flooded the other god’s face.

			“Don’t even think about trying to run off. You know I’ll find you again, and it will only be worse,” Hades warned.

			Resentment flashed in Hermes’s hazel eyes, but he sat.

			“For the god of luck, you had a terrible run at poker,” Hades said mildly, taking his own seat. “Didn’t you learn from your mistakes last time?”

			“I can’t pay you back, at least not right now—”

			“I don’t want money,” Hades cut in.

			Few of the gods understood how to deal in mortal money, content to perpetually live off handouts from Zeus. But Hades had long ago seen the writing on the wall. If the gods were going to live among men, they needed to operate like them. So he’d started investing—with great success. Hades had amassed a monumental fortune, the sort that could only be made by someone who had centuries to watch those investments pan out, someone observant and insightful and patient. Someone unafraid to get their hands dirty.

			“What I want is information,” Hades went on. “I assume you saw Hera this afternoon? What did you two talk about?”

			“She wasn’t home,” Hermes said evasively.

			Even better. “So she hasn’t heard your news yet?”

			Hermes just stared at him.

			Hades repeated himself slowly, as if speaking to a child, then added, “This is how you’re going to repay your debt to me, by telling me what you planned on telling Hera.”

			“If I do…my debts will be cleared?” Hermes asked carefully.

			“Why don’t you share what you know, and I’ll decide how much it’s worth.”

			“After you’ve heard it? That’s hardly fair!”

			“I’m always fair,” Hades replied, his tone dangerously calm.

			Hermes shuffled his designer shoes against the floor as if he was thinking of running. Really, he looked ridiculous in that getup, a preppy button-down with sunglasses looped through the neck.

			Finally, he cleared his throat. “It’s about Ares. Dionysus saw him in Queenstown.”

			“Dionysus went looking for Ares?” Hades asked, surprised. If any of the gods had been searching for Ares, he would have assumed it was Hermes, a known busybody who constantly inserted himself into everyone’s business.

			“No,” Hermes said, almost defensively. “It was a coincidence.”

			Hades nodded, knowing that it wasn’t a coincidence at all. When two Olympians were in the same vicinity, they inevitably found each other, as if some divine gravity—the Fates, most likely—forced them together.

			“What was Ares doing in New Zealand?” Hades asked. No one in the family had seen the god of war for over three years.

			“Apparently, he’s there living with a mortal woman. They were out celebrating an anniversary. I asked Dionysus for more, but he could only tell me that she’s pretty, and is named Julia.”

			Interesting, Hades thought. “Did Ares give any indication of whether he’s coming next month?”

			Every year, the gods gathered at Olympus—every last one of them, down to the minor deities of rivers or dreams or railroads. Artemis would emerge from whatever mountain range she’d been wandering; even Hypnos would wake for the occasion from his enchanted slumber. This was the gods’ annual celebration of their own divinity, and none of them dared miss it.

			None of them, of course, save Ares.

			But the gathering at Olympus was more than just a party. It also served as the Council of Twelve’s annual meeting to discuss the fate of the mortal world. They chose presidents and kings, settled the outcome of wars, meted out gifts or punishments to mortals they loved or despised. Hades wasn’t one of the Twelve, but as keeper of the humans, he was entitled to join these council meetings, even if he rarely did so. Hades had no interest in hearing the blustering arguments of Zeus or Apollo. And he had his own ways of influencing mortal affairs.

			Besides, Hades knew that none of the other gods actually wanted him there. What kind of party would it be if the Lord of the Dead showed up to kill the vibe?

			The thing was, he’d never asked for this role. Zeus had assigned it to him when he’d divided the world among the first three gods, giving himself the heavens and skies, Poseidon the waters, Hades the mortals. Which meant that Hades had the most complicated, volatile job of the three of them, and also the hardest.

			He was the god of death, yes, but of mortality more broadly. The humans in all their messy glory were his to manage.

			“I doubt Ares will come to Olympus,” Hermes mused in reply to Hades’s question. “He’s kept his distance for the past three years. Why would he get tangled up in his family again now?”

			Because Hades wanted him tangled up in it. It was high time that Ares rejoined the other gods, and with the mortal woman in tow.

			“Are we finished here?” Hermes asked. “My debts are clear?”

			“Yes, you’re free to go.” Hades bent over a pad of paper, already thinking of all he must do before Olympus. Hermes stood, pushing back his chair, and started briskly toward the door.

			“Give it back, Hermes,” Hades said absently, his pen still scribbling.

			Hermes froze. “How did you…”

			“Lucky guess.”

			Resentfully, Hermes marched back over to the desk and tugged a bottle of red wine from beneath his shirt—how had he even slipped it in there? The wine fridge was on the other side of the room, built into the lacquered bookshelves and disguised with a painted panel.

			Hermes stared mournfully at the bottle of wine, a 1982 Petrus, before handing it back to Hades. “Your wine collection might be your only redeeming quality.”

			Hades barked out a surprised laugh. If nothing else, Hermes had balls. “You know what, keep it. Consider it an offer of friendship.”

			Hermes stared at him warily, not touching the Bordeaux. “What do you mean, ‘friendship’?”

			“I’m hoping you’ll consider meeting like this again. Sharing what you know, about Ares and the other Olympians.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I would compensate you, of course,” Hades cut in. “The better the information, the higher the reward.”

			Hermes hesitated for a long moment. Then his hand darted out as he grabbed the wine. “Fine.”

			Hades nodded. “You’ll start by reporting to me at Olympus.”

			“Olympus?” Hermes repeated, not bothering to hide his shock. “You’ll be there?”

			“I will.”

			When it became clear that Hades wouldn’t elaborate, Hermes shrugged and headed for the door. Hades waited until it had shut behind him before allowing himself a small, pleased smile.

			To think that after all this time, he would attend the gods’ annual meeting at Olympus again. He was surprised to find that he was looking forward to it.

			For so long he’d been alone, set apart from the other gods because of who he was: the Dread God, the Lord of the Underworld, the Iron King. He had wealth, and he had power, but not enough of either to do the one thing he truly wanted. To challenge Zeus.

			But maybe, at last, he could find a way to do so.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Ares

			
			“You’re absurdly fast, you know,” Julia panted. She reached up to tug at the elastic band that held her ponytail, letting her hair fall around her face before sweeping it back again and retying it. Ares found the whole motion surprisingly erotic.

			“I’ve trained for marathons before,” he said quickly. Next time he would make sure to run at a more ordinary mortal pace. They had just finished the trail that looped around Queenstown’s harbor and were headed back to the apartment.

			“You ran the New York marathon a few years ago, right?” Julia prompted.

			Ares nodded. Actually, he’d done the New York marathon dozens of times over the years, along with Boston and Tokyo, London and Kilimanjaro. He had invented marathons.

			Each of the gods claimed ownership over something. The more powerful the deity, the greater their domain: from Zeus, Lord of the Skies, all the way down to the minor nymphs who ruled over a single pond.

			Humans had a tendency to simplify, which was why they’d always referred to Ares as the stormer of cities, the breaker of walls—the god of war. Ares did count soldiers among his followers, but also explorers, athletes, rock stars. Humans who competed in triathlons and World Cups, who blasted themselves toward the stars in rickety metal spaceships, who climbed mountains and tamed wild animals, who tested the limits of what was possible. He embodied humanity’s wildest and most extreme impulses, their courage in the face of impossible odds.

			He was the god of physical prowess. Of adventure, spontaneity, living on the edge. And yes, of war. The place where all those things came into brutal focus.

			They turned onto their street, weaving past a delivery boy on a bicycle. Ares’s eyes traveled over the familiar landmarks: the laundromat, the drugstore, the fish-and-chips shop on the corner. He couldn’t help thinking, a bit wryly, that his mother would be appalled by where he lived—and was immediately annoyed with himself for the thought.

			Over the past three years, he’d done a remarkable job of banishing his family from his mind. Until he and Julia ran into Dionysus last week. What a fool Ares had been, taking her to a luxury hotel, even if he’d deliberately chosen one that his family didn’t own.

			Julia unlocked their mailbox, marked 2B, and began shuffling through envelopes as they walked up the stairs. “Do you want to head to Carlos and Molly’s tonight?” she asked. “She texted that they’re having some people over later, very casual.”

			Ares opened their apartment door and flicked on the lights. “Sounds great.”

			When Julia didn’t reply, he looked back to see that she was standing in the hallway, frowning at a heavy cream-colored envelope. “This one looks expensive. Maybe a wedding invitation?”

			Ares’s heart plummeted.

			He watched, powerless to stop her, as she sank onto the couch and opened the letter. It did resemble a wedding invitation, the words embossed in swirling calligraphy:

			Please join us for a weekend of

			Conversation and Cocktails

			The Island of Olympus

			Transportation will be provided from Athens upon request

			Conversation and cocktails. What an understatement. The gathering at Olympus was vicious and unpredictable, a week of shifting alliances and high tension, the entire thing fueled by bottomless alcohol and magic.

			“It’s an invitation to your family reunion,” Julia said slowly.

			“I guess so.” Ares watched as Julia placed the invitation onto their cheap coffee table and began tracing the overlapping curlicues of the S in cocktails.

			“Olympus,” she murmured. “You failed to mention that the reunion is in Greece, on an island named after the Greek gods’ mythical mountain.”

			“My family has a weird sense of humor,” he said hastily. “Besides, so much of my family lives abroad that Europe is the most convenient location.”

			Julia bit her lip, then looked up. “Harry…I really think we should go.”

			He sank onto the couch next to her. “If you want to go on a trip, let’s do Fiji. There’s no point in going all the way to Greece for a few days of boring family stuff.”

			“Why are you so determined not to go? Are you worried I’ll embarrass you around all your rich relatives?” Julia asked, her voice quiet.

			Ares stared at her. “What? Of course not. But, Jules, it’ll be miserable.”

			“I’m not asking because I want to go on a fun trip. I’m asking because I want to know you better. You’ve met my grandmother, and my aunt Jess and uncle Daniel,” Julia pointed out, naming the only family she had left. “I should meet your family, too.”

			My family will treat you with contempt, or if we’re lucky, they’ll just ignore you, Ares wanted to say. And what if taking her to Olympus put her in danger? Though it was forbidden to hurt a mortal under the protection of another god, “accidents” still happened.

			Ares had his fair share of enemies. A god who didn’t dare strike at him directly might decide to hurt him by going after Julia.

			“My family is complicated,” he said helplessly.

			Julia looked away, her voice tense. “All families are complicated, Harry.”

			“Not like mine. We love each other, but we’re always fighting. I wouldn’t expect you to understand—”

			“Because I didn’t grow up with money?” Julia demanded. “What does your family possibly have to fight over? Opera tickets and vacation houses and—” She spluttered as if searching for the perfect insult. “Yachts?”

			As if the gods would waste their time arguing over yachts. They only ever fought over one thing.

			Power.

			Julia crossed her arms. She was still sweaty from their run, her cheeks flushed and her athletic shirt clinging to her skin, but it only made her more formidable. “This is about that woman, isn’t it?”

			Ares went as still as one of Athena’s statues. “What woman?”

			“The one Dylan mentioned. Your ex-girlfriend,” Julia pressed, watching his face.

			For once, Ares wished that Julia weren’t so smart, so observant. What had possessed Dionysus to bring that up? Of all the shameful things Ares had done—and there were plenty to choose from—sleeping with Aphrodite was the worst of them all. He’d certainly hoped he would never have to share any of it with Julia.

			That was yet another reason he had no desire to return to Olympus. It was where he’d ruined everything, three summers ago.

			

			
				• • •
			

			The council talks had been especially contentious that year, dragging on and on as each of the Twelve presented an issue for discussion. They had already covered the American presidential election, two major corporate mergers and acquisitions, and climate change, always Demeter’s issue of choice. Aphrodite had tried to shut down some video app that she insisted made young woman hate their bodies, only to be overruled in the name of technological innovation. Hera worried about the declining birth rate in Japan and was permitted to cast fertility charms in the water supply. Ares almost suggested that Hera enlist Aphrodite’s support—it seemed logical that more sex would lead to more babies—but he kept quiet. Even back then, no one would have dreamed of putting those two goddesses together.

			Then it was Ares’s turn to present an issue to the Twelve.

			He cleared his throat nervously. Public speaking, especially before his quick-witted sister and judgmental family, always left him feeling defenseless. As if he’d walked into a fight without any weapons.

			“I’d like to close the cobalt and copper mines in the Congo,” Ares began. “Too many young boys are getting conscripted to work in the mines, and—”

			Zeus cut in with a loud guffaw. “Getting a humanitarian impulse, Ares? Why don’t you stick to what you do best and decide which team should win the World Cup this year.”

			“We need those mines open,” Hephaestus chimed in. “Those metals are used for all sorts of human technologies, like computer chips and conductive wire.”

			Ares knew that Hephaestus was trying to smooth things over, to soften their father’s brusque teasing. But there was a note of condescension in his words that stoked, rather than soothed, Ares’s resentment.

			“Sounds like my brother is talking his own book,” Ares observed, leaning back in his chair. “The more humans scrabbling in the dirt for metals, the better for him.”

			It was true: the more humans who worshipped a given god, the stronger that god’s magic became. And while worship might not have happened in temples anymore, it was still worship. Humans still devoted their time and energy to something. They delighted in their families (Hera’s domain) or their careers (Zeus’s). Farmers were the modern devotees of Demeter, scholars the quiet followers of Athena. And every human lingering at a bar, demanding one more cocktail before last call, was unknowingly a worshipper of Dionysus.

			Though the Olympians were too proud to admit it, especially not to one another, this was the worry that constantly plagued them—the danger of becoming irrelevant. The fear that they might lose too many followers and wake up one morning to find that they’d slipped out of the Twelve.

			Ares knew he had nothing to worry about. Humans would always find new reasons to keep fighting one another.

			“Sounds like you’re talking your book, Ares,” Hephaestus replied quietly. “Everyone knows that if those young men aren’t in the mines, they’ll join the army.”

			That was the moment everything went south.

			Ares tried to persuade the other gods, but their eyes had already glazed over with disinterest. They all believed what Hephaestus had implied: that Ares had suggested closing the mines for his own gain, not that of the mortals. Teenage boys who should have been out in the world living, instead of down in the dark, mining elements for the construction of cell phones.

			In the end, the other gods all voted against him—except for Aphrodite.

			Ares had stormed out of the council meeting, not bothering to stay for Dionysus’s rambling plea about something called Fyre Festival. Anger pounded through his veins with each heartbeat. Why did he bother showing up to these meetings when his family ignored him? He should follow Hades’s example and stay away.

			He started down the path with long, tense strides. The Olympians’ private villas were scattered over the island, all made of bright white plaster, with curved archways and high ceilings. Ares saw his own villa in the distance and quickened his steps, only to nearly collide with a figure running from the main house.

			“Sorry.” Ares reflexively put his hands on Aphrodite’s shoulders to steady her. She was wearing a dress with thin straps, her skin warm beneath his palms. He quickly let go.

			“Thank you,” he added gruffly, “for being the only one who supported me in there.”

			“You made a compelling argument,” Aphrodite replied. As if she knew it was precisely what he needed to hear.

			Ares let out an angry breath and stared at the ocean. Gulls whooped and soared over its deep blue surface. “I hate these meetings. My opinion never matters.”

			“Nor does mine,” Aphrodite murmured. “The other goddesses all hate me.”

			Ares should have probably made some kind of polite protest, but they would both have known it for a lie. The other goddesses did despise Aphrodite, probably because they were all jealous. Ares felt a surprising beat of kinship with his sister-in-law in that moment. No one understood them.

			“You’re still angry.” Aphrodite tilted her head toward the beach in an alluring movement. “Come on, I’ll show you where I go when I’m upset.”

			Ares followed her to a small crescent of beach past the dunes. The air was cool, but the sand still felt warm from the day’s sun. The ocean was gentler here, its waves broken by rock formations a hundred feet from shore, creating tidepools of shells and starfish that glittered like gemstones.

			“See? It’s impossible not to feel calm here.” Aphrodite leaned back on a blanket that she’d conjured out of nowhere and closed her eyes. Her hair fell around her shoulders in a soft curtain. Ares was acutely aware of all her bare, tanned skin, of how low her dress skimmed over her body. She opened her eyes, her lashes startlingly dark, and patted the blanket next to her. “Come on,” she purred. “Sit with me.”

			Ares realized what she was doing—what she was offering. The air seemed to swirl around him in a perfumed cloud, tugging him toward her perfect body.

			Later, when the family would gossip about what had happened, they would all proclaim that Ares slept with Aphrodite because he’d been pissed off at Hephaestus. But Ares had barely thought of his brother, except perhaps to acknowledge that this would hurt Hephaestus if he found out. He won’t find out, Ares told himself now, or perhaps he no longer cared. The only sensation pounding through his veins was white-hot desire.

			He wanted Aphrodite more than he’d ever wanted anything in his immortal life. He wanted her with a hunger that felt all-consuming, a hunger so combustible that he felt certain he must have her, right now, or he would die.

			They fell back together onto the blanket, drowning in a vortex of lust and longing.

			If only Hephaestus hadn’t known that this inlet was Aphrodite’s favorite spot. They might have been able to pretend this whole thing had never happened, to add it to the long list of secrets the Olympians kept from one another.

			But Hephaestus did find them. And roared like some wild, wounded animal.

			Ares hadn’t known that his brother, normally so self-contained, could make such a sound. Dozens of gods gathered around within moments, staring at the titillating sight of Ares and Aphrodite, who both hurried to put their clothes on. Hephaestus turned to Zeus as if waiting for his judgment. The silence was deafening.

			Ares also looked at his father, the most notoriously unfaithful god of all. To his relief, Zeus’s eyes were crinkled with unmistakable amusement.

			“Oh, Ares,” Hera cried out, aghast. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “What have you done?”

			At his wife’s words, Zeus hurried to give a stern frown. “I’m disappointed in both of you,” he began, but Hephaestus stepped forward, red-faced and imposing.

			“I will deal with Aphrodite. This is a private matter.” Hephaestus’s voice rang out like a hammer striking metal. Then he turned to Ares. Power lifted his hair from his head, as if he were caught in an inferno of his own making. “As for my brother, he must leave. Now.”

			Ares blinked. “I swear, I didn’t—”

			“Leave,” his brother boomed. “You claim to be a man of honor, yet you are the most despicable of all of us. Leave, Ares, and don’t come back.”

			

			
				
				• • •

			Of course, Ares couldn’t explain any of this to Julia. He couldn’t tell her about the year he’d spent after leaving Olympus, how lost and alone and pissed off he’d felt. First he’d headed to the Middle East, thinking he might as well focus on the thing he was best at. He would go to war.

			Except modern warfare had no place for him. The type of battle that Ares relished was an honorable one, both sides fighting for what they considered a noble truth. A fight where champions challenged each other in single combat, where soldiers held to an irrefutable code of honor, even among enemies.

			Now wars were fought from behind screens, as with everything in this modern world. They were fought with drones and bombs, by harming civilians and ignoring treaties. I deserve this, Ares had thought, I’m as dishonorable as these men bombing hospitals. The notion left a sour taste in his mouth.

			After a while he’d moved on, roaming his way through India and then East Asia. He scaled mountains, went skydiving, climbed into underwater cages where sharks bit at him beneath the surface. Eventually, he’d found himself in New Zealand, and met Julia.

			She was like no one he’d ever met, mortal or divine.

			Julia made him feel like he’d been lost his whole life and had finally come home. Perhaps it was her confidence, or her intelligence: not bookish like his sister Athena’s, but quick-witted and clever. Her ideas shot into the world as fast as a hail of arrows. Or perhaps it was the simple joy that emanated from her. Each time she grabbed his hand and pointed at a sunset, or gave a little moan of delight as she tasted fresh gelato, or tilted her head back and laughed, he would think anew how much he loved her.

			Be careful, he imagined his mother saying. Hera always warned her children not to get too close to mortals. They are so vibrant, so very alive, and then before you know it they are gone.

			Ares had no intention of letting that happen to Julia.

			He longed to tell her everything: his real identity, his history with Aphrodite, the truth about his family. But he didn’t dare. Ares knew too many gods who had revealed themselves to mortals they loved, only for the humans to run off. Then Mnemosyne would have to chase down the human in question and wipe the entire relationship from their memory.

			The gods’ secrets must be protected at any cost.

			As hard as it was to live with this fiction, he had to keep letting Julia think his relatives were just a bunch of judgmental billionaires. It would be far more painful for Ares to watch her forget that she’d ever known him.

			“Who was she?” Julia asked quietly. “The ex-girlfriend Dylan was talking about?”

			Ares revealed as much of the truth as he dared. “She wasn’t an ex-girlfriend. She was someone I got involved with very briefly, before I left home, and it caused problems with my family.”

			Julia blew out a breath, wisps of dark hair catching around her face. “Because she wasn’t rich, and they disapproved of her?”

			Ares winced. “They disapproved, but it had nothing to do with her background. And they were right to be angry with me about her. The whole thing was a mistake.”

			“It’s hard not to feel like I’m a mistake, too,” Julia said quietly. “How can we have any kind of future if I’ve never met your family? If you keep this huge piece of your life separate from me?”

			Ares leaned his head back against the couch cushions. He was starting to get a feeling he rarely experienced, one he’d had a time or two in the sparring ring. The sensation that he was about to lose.

			“You really want to go?” he asked Julia.

			The change in her was instantaneous. She lit up, turning to Ares and pulling him close. “Yes,” she said emphatically. “Please, let’s go. And if it’s hard on you, if you hate it, we can leave,” she promised, tilting her head onto his shoulder. “But I’ll be right there with you, every step of the way.”

			“All right. Let’s go,” Ares heard himself say.

			He was going to regret this. Taking Julia to Olympus?

			He might as well toss her straight into the lion’s den.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Julia

			
			Julia held tight to the side of the speedboat, watching as a once-blurred coastline came into view. She glanced over at Harry, but he just stared at the island with an inscrutable expression.

			She still couldn’t quite believe that her Harry—who was happiest in a ratty old sweatshirt, who ate falafel from street carts, who worked at a bungee jump—was an Ellene. She’d been trying, lately, to ask more about his past, but he was as reticent as ever on the topic of his family. Julia told herself that it didn’t matter. After all, if she’d found out Harry was in massive debt, she wouldn’t have left him. Shouldn’t it be the same in the opposite scenario?

			At least Harry had agreed that they could attend his family reunion in Greece. Julia was looking forward to meeting everyone, and hopefully gaining a new understanding of the man she loved.

			Though she would have been lying if she said she wasn’t nervous.

			Over the past weeks, Julia had done some surreptitious googling, trying to prepare herself for what lay ahead. She’d started with Harry’s father, Bruce Ellene, only to find that he had a surprisingly slim online presence for the CEO of a major conglomerate. The news sites that did mention him merely called him a “strategic genius” or a “reclusive businessman.” None of the websites featured photos. He didn’t seem interested in any of the brand-building that CEOs usually invested in. He had sponsored no charities, given no TED Talks.

			As for Harry’s mother, her name was listed on various philanthropic websites—the New York City Ballet, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Garden Club of America’s Upper East Side location—and that was it. Like her husband, she had zero photographic presence.

			Their speedboat hit a wave and Julia yelped, holding her baseball cap so it wouldn’t fly off. Harry reflexively reached an arm around her, tucking her into his side.

			The past twenty-four hours had been a surreal blur, starting with the private plane that had picked them up in Queenstown—a plane that was twice as big as their entire apartment. It had stopped to refuel in Mumbai, amid profuse apologies from the pilot, who explained that even the biggest jets couldn’t carry enough fuel for a twenty-one-hour flight. When they boarded and the flight attendant stepped forward to introduce herself as Blair, Julia had shot Harry an incredulous glance, wondering why they needed a flight attendant for just the two of them. Harry had fiddled with his AirPods, oblivious.

			“Would you like some wine?” Blair asked. When Julia nodded, Blair pressed, “What type? Mr. Ellene stocks the plane with everything, though his preference is usually a Bordeaux vertical.”

			“Um, sure. That sounds great,” Julia had mumbled. The type of wine she’d been about to request was red.

			To Julia’s dismay, and Harry’s amusement, Blair returned a few minutes later with three glasses of wine. “A lovely vertical, if I do say so. The ’03, ’04, and ’05 Château Margaux.”

			“Here, I’ll save you the trouble of doing the whole vertical,” Harry whispered conspiratorially, once Blair had departed. He leaned over to push the last glass toward Julia. “The ’05 is best by a mile.”

			She reached for the wine and swallowed a big gulp, trying to hide how overwhelmed she felt. Since when was a single glass of wine at a time insufficient? What else did billionaires do differently, if they didn’t even drink like normal people?

			When they landed in Athens, a waiting SUV had shuttled them to the docks, where they’d boarded a motorized yacht for the ninety-minute ride to the Ellenes’ private island.

			As they drew closer, Julia realized that a mountain—or was it a dormant volcano?—rose up from the center of the island, so tall that its summit was shrouded in clouds. It reminded her of photos she’d seen of Mount Etna. “Where are we?”

			“In the Aegean Sea. Mykonos is a few hours that way.” Harry pointed across the deep blue water. Julia obediently glanced over, though all she saw was endless horizon.

			They pulled up to the dock, where a cluster of young men in polos and khaki shorts stood ready to tether the boat. A few of them jumped on board to collect her and Harry’s suitcases, which suddenly looked battered and pitiful.

			As soon as they’d disembarked, another man stepped forward, holding a tray with two drinks on it. “Sir,” he murmured to Harry, gesturing to a crystal tankard of foamy beer. Then he nodded in Julia’s direction. “My apologies, miss, I didn’t know your preference, but an Aperol spritz is customary this time of day.”

			“Thank you.” Julia reached for the glass, which had a slice of blood orange bobbing merrily at the top. She’d seen people drink these on the cruise line but had never actually tried one.

			“Harry! You made it!”

			A woman with dark blond hair was half-jogging toward the dock, lifting a hand to shade her owlish gray eyes.

			“Alina.” Harry’s smile was genuine, his eyes crinkling with delight. “I’ve missed you.”

			Julia knew next to nothing about Harry’s sister Alina, except that she split her time between Shanghai, Tokyo, and London, running the European and Asian offices of TWL.

			She watched as Harry pulled Alina into a brief hug, then stepped back just as quickly. Both of them looked embarrassed by their own display of affection.

			“You brought a date! Smart move,” Alina murmured, then held out a hand in Julia’s direction. Julia introduced herself, wondering what exactly Alina meant by that remark. Had Harry’s family been judgmental when he showed up at previous reunions alone?

			“Julia went to Harvard, too,” Harry offered his sister, who brightened.

			“Oh, you did? Which school?”

			It took a moment for Julia to realize that Alina was asking which graduate program Julia had done. “I went to Harvard for undergrad. I was an art history major.” She smiled in amusement. This was probably the first time in her life that she’d felt inferior about doing college, and only college, at Harvard. “You were in law school, right?” she asked Alina. “Or was it business school?”

			“Oh, I did both,” Alina said, almost carelessly.

			Julia’s eyes widened. “Impressive. I think the only thing harder than a JD/MBA is probably an MD/JD. I’ve heard everyone drops out of that one within a year.”

			Alina opened her mouth to reply. For an instant, Julia thought she was going to say that she also had a medical degree, but that would be impossible, right?

			Harry cleared his throat. “Can you ladies do your Harvard reminiscing later?”

			“Of course. You must both be exhausted.” Alina led them up a winding stone path, chattering to Julia about her college classes. She had a truly impressive knowledge of the art history course catalog. Julia kept stealing glances at Alina, wondering how much older she was than Harry—two, maybe four years? Her face was unlined, her steel-gray eyes bright and assessing. She was tall, and though Julia wouldn’t have called her graceful, she walked with precise, clean, purposeful steps that made Julia aware of her own walk, a tired and halfhearted shuffle.

			They passed verdant green lawns that sloped toward the sea, dotted with olive and citrus trees. At least a dozen villas were scattered over the landscape, glittering like sugar cubes in the late afternoon sun.

			“Really, Harry, I’m glad you’re back,” Alina was saying to her brother. “The last few council meetings were brutal without you. I had to listen to Diana drone on about astrology and lunar cycles, without anyone to play hangman with.”

			“Council meetings?” Julia asked Harry. “I thought you weren’t involved in TWL.”

			“It’s not a board meeting, it’s family stuff,” he said evasively. By that, Julia assumed he meant the management of all the various Ellene wealth and properties. He shot her an apologetic look. “We usually meet for a day or two at the reunion. Do you think you’ll be okay on your own?”

			“Of course,” Julia assured him, though she felt far from certain.

			Then they crested a rise in the hill, and the main house came into view.

			Julia gasped. It was colossal, as big as a hotel, constructed entirely of pristine white limestone and marble. A tumbled stone wall surrounded it. Julia stepped closer, tracing the ruins with a finger.

			“That wall dates from the Frankokratia period. The thirteenth century,” Alina explained in an academic voice that made Julia think of college. “After the Fourth Crusade. Our family’s archers ducked behind the wall for cover before shooting their arrows.”

			It took a minute for Julia to register what Harry’s sister had said.

			“Your family has owned this island for eight hundred years?” She tried not to sound shocked, but honestly, Julia felt entitled to a bit of shock. Her own family couldn’t trace its lineage any farther than her mother’s grandfather, who had come from Ireland to Ellis Island at the turn of the last century. Just who were the Ellenes?

			“It’s been our family home for a long time,” Harry said hastily.

			Before Julia could explain that most families did not, in fact, hold on to real estate for the better part of a millennium, a figure appeared at the front door of the main house.

			Alina shot her brother a concerned glance. “I’ll be in the foyer, if you need me to intervene. Good luck.” She gave Harry’s arm a supportive squeeze, then darted around the figure on the front steps with a deferential nod.

			Harry reached for Julia’s hand and tugged her forward to meet Bruce Ellene. “Father,” he said, in what struck Julia as a rather formal greeting.

			Belatedly, Julia realized that Harry had abandoned his beer, and quickly set her empty cocktail glass on a table. She hadn’t even realized that she’d finished it. No wonder rich people liked Aperol spritzes; they were as easy to drink as liquid candy.

			Then she glanced up at Bruce Ellene.

			Her first thought was that he looked vaguely familiar. Of course, there was no way they had met, even when Julia had worked on his cruise line. It wasn’t as if the CEO stopped by to deliver motivational speeches to the staff. Perhaps his photo had been printed in one of her employee handouts, and she’d forgotten it until now.

			Harry’s father was undoubtedly handsome, with symmetrical features and a sloping nose: not quite the same sort of handsome as Harry, whose features were blunter, his smile quirky and uneven. Bruce’s eyes were the blue-gray of the sky before a storm, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly trimmed. He wore a casual linen shirt and loafers, yet there was something unmistakably intimidating about his presence—the sense of great power, held on a leash. He seemed to crackle with energy, as if the very air surrounding him was laced with electricity.

			“My son. I am glad to see you.” Bruce used the same formal tone as his son.

			Then the two men closed the distance between them, and Bruce pulled Harry into a hug.

			When they stepped apart, Bruce was still gazing at his son. “I have to say, we didn’t know you were coming. We didn’t even know where you were.”

			“That was kind of the point,” Harry said under his breath.

			Julia was still processing Bruce’s statement. He hadn’t known they were coming? But then, who had sent the jet?

			“Your brother is here, you know.” Bruce’s tone was sharp, almost a warning.

			Julia glanced at Harry in confusion, but he only nodded. “Father, this is my girlfriend, Julia Dodds.”

			Bruce’s attention turned to Julia for the first time, and he held out a hand. When she shook it, he looked into her eyes as if he could see into her very soul.

			“It’s lovely to meet you,” Julia said softly.

			“Julia,” he repeated, and flashed a cavalier, charming smile. “Welcome to Olympus.”

			The front door swung open again, revealing a woman who could only be Harry’s mother. She was painfully elegant, her dark hair swept into a chignon, her white silk dress cinched at the waist.

			“Bruce, there you are!” she exclaimed. “Have you seen Paul? The baby managed to get hold of an arrow, and he’s stabbed Diana with it.”

			An arrow? Was archery something that rich people did as a pastime?

			Tara’s eyes lit on her son, and she drew in a breath, her expression melting into one of affection, and worry, and relief.

			“Harry,” she breathed, in a tone so full of love that it made Julia’s chest ache with longing for her own mother.

			Tara ran forward, hugging Harry to her chest and squeezing him tight. She murmured something in his ear. Julia wasn’t certain, but she thought it was, “Never do that again, all right?”

			Harry’s father disappeared into the main house, giving Harry and his mother space for their private reunion. Julia wondered if she could follow, but then Harry took a step back and reached for her, tugging her toward Tara.

			“Mother,” he began, “I’d like to introduce Julia. My girlfriend.”

			Tara glanced at Julia with what could only be described as polite indifference. “I’m sure it’s nice to meet you.”

			“The pleasure is all mine, Mrs. Ellene,” Julia replied. “Your home is beautiful.”

			“I’m glad you think so.” Tara turned briskly to her son. “I wish you’d told me you were bringing a guest. There’s nowhere for Julia to stay; we’re completely at capacity. I’ll have to put her in the bird room.”

			Julia was about to point out that she could stay with Harry, that they lived together in Queenstown, but a glance at his mother’s pursed lips made her hesitate. Tara clearly held traditional views about premarital sleeping arrangements, and the last thing Julia needed was to start on the wrong foot with Harry’s mother.

			“Of course, I’m happy to take the bird room.” Julia smiled as broadly as she could.

			Harry hesitated. “Mother, isn’t there anywhere else? The bird room is pretty small….”

			“I don’t mind small. I’ve spent my fair share of time on bunk beds,” Julia said politely. She was talking about her freshman dorm at Harvard, not to mention the staff quarters on the cruise line, but Tara stared at her with evident distaste. Julia resisted the urge to tug self-consciously at the hem of her T-shirt, which was crumpled and stale from hours of travel.

			“What brought you to Queenstown, Julia?” Tara asked.

			“The usual. I came for adventure, and stayed because New Zealand is magical.”

			“Julia has a job guiding tours of the Milford Sound,” Harry explained proudly. “She leads tour groups in German, French, and Spanish.”

			Tara’s pleasant expression seemed pasted on her face. “Four languages, you’re quite accomplished. Your parents must be so proud.”

			“Actually, my mother passed when I was nine. I was raised by my aunt and uncle.”

			“I got to meet them last summer. They’re wonderful,” Harry chimed in, putting an arm around Julia’s waist in silent support.

			Tara made a sympathetic clucking sound. “Oh, I’m sorry. How hard it must have been for you to grow up without parents.” She hesitated only an instant before adding, “I imagine it forced you to become self-sufficient at a young age, not to mention ambitious.”

			There it was. Oblique and indirect, but still, Julia caught it—the implication that she was a gold-digger. That she’d targeted Harry because she wanted to, what? Marry rich? When, in fact, his wealth was starting to frighten her.

			Before Julia could blurt out that she’d had no idea about Harry’s money, his mother smiled serenely. “Why don’t I show you to your room? You’ll want to change before meeting everyone, of course.”

			Julia was never one to second-guess her wardrobe, but suddenly she wished she’d bought a new dress for this trip.

			“I’ll meet up with you later,” Harry promised, leaving Julia to follow his mother.

			She had a brief impression of the entry hall, bright and airy with a grand marble staircase, before Tara led her into the living space beyond. Through an archway Julia saw a sprawling terrace, lit by the fiery orange of the setting sun. A second, reflected sunset gleamed in the pool farther down the lawn. Julia was surprised that there were no yachts or sailboats dotting the waves, especially if Mykonos was nearby, but the water was empty—as if the entire ocean, too, belonged to the Ellene family alone.

			As she followed Tara through the open-air great room, Julia couldn’t help but notice the absence of family portraits. There were no framed wedding photos, no snapshots of kids playing on the beach. It made the whole place feel more like a hotel than a home. Julia decided not to ask about it, though she had been secretly looking forward to seeing photos of Harry as a child, grinning at the camera through missing front teeth.

			Tara turned down a back hallway and went up a narrower staircase at the rear of the house. At the top, she threw open a door, revealing a room hardly big enough for a twin bed. A single nightstand was shoved into one corner, and the lone window looked out over the back lawn.

			“I know it’s a little cozy,” Tara said, far too cheerfully.

			Julia glanced at the waffle-weave blanket on the bed, at the plain white walls, eerily reminiscent of those in the cruise ship’s quarters. “Why is it called the bird room?” She’d expected a sparrow painting on the wall, or maybe that the bedding would be printed with tiny hummingbirds.

			“Because the birds sing right outside the window at dawn. It’s such a special way to wake up,” Tara said sweetly.

			Julia was no fool. She’d been on scholarship at one of the most elite institutions in the world; she recognized when she was being hazed.

			“How lovely,” she replied brightly, matching Tara’s tone. “It’s perfect.”

			When Harry’s mother had left, Julia wandered over to the window and pressed her forehead to the glass. What the hell was she even doing here, on a remote island in Greece, surrounded by all this money and animosity?

			Julia had a sudden longing to talk to someone who knew her—someone who would unwaveringly, unhesitatingly take her side. She reached for her phone to call Abby.

			“Do you think your parents know the Ellenes?” Julia had asked her friend the last time they FaceTimed. Abby had grown up on the Upper East Side. For all Julia knew, she’d attended the same all-girls’ high school as Harry’s sister Alina.

			“Oh, I already asked,” Abby had replied. “My dad has never met Bruce, but my mom has crossed paths with Harry’s mom through one of her charities. She said Tara is…” Abby had hesitated before saying, “Quite the personality.”

			That was Abby’s mother’s way of calling Tara a bitch.

			Seeing the expression on Juila’s face, Abby had sighed sympathetically. “If she’s as bad as my mom thinks, and you need to get away, just sneak on a plane to London.”

			Julia was out of her depth. She might have gone to Harvard, but she was still helpless when it came to the Ellenes’ world of galas and private schools and garden clubs. Abby might have left it all behind, but she was still born to it. She still understood it in a way that Julia never would.

			No Service, her phone informed her. Julia frowned, noticing the missing bars. After a few attempts to find Wi-Fi, she gave up and flopped back onto the twin bed. The mattress felt lumpy and old, but Julia was suddenly so tired. No, not just tired—exhausted, with a weariness that seeped down into her bones. She needed to shower for dinner, to find Harry, to…

			Julia’s thoughts fragmented as she fell, hard, into sleep.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite leaned against the railing and glanced around Zeus’s yacht, the Titan. She didn’t see Ares yet, but it was only a matter of time. She felt lovely and deadly at once, her body flush with awareness of her own intoxicating beauty.

			But then, Aphrodite had always felt strongest out on the water. Perhaps that was why artists loved to show her emerging from sea foam—to emphasize the startling blue of her eyes, the liquid curve of her body, the way her hair rippled down her back like sunlight dancing on water. Though Aphrodite liked to think that there was something figurative about this depiction, too. That the ocean mirrored her: her moodiness, her irrepressible mischief, her uncharted depths.

			Her capacity to destroy, if needed.

			“Don’t look, but Helios is hitting on Iris. Again.” Hermes sidled up next to her, wearing sunglasses and a pink linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

			Aphrodite had always felt like she and Hermes were two of a kind: both bright and glittering and in constant motion, both bucking the dull traditions of the other Olympians. Both were members of the Pantheon yet excluded from the true inner circles of power, overshadowed by the heavy hitters like Zeus and Apollo.

			Aphrodite let out an amused breath. “Helios has never learned to keep it in his pants.” At least Zeus showed some discernment in his human affairs, but Helios seemed to run after every last mortal who sunbathed on a beach. The phrase sun-kissed hadn’t come from nowhere.

			“Another round?” Hermes nodded at her empty rosé.

			“You’re a terrible influence,” Aphrodite replied, handing him her glass.

			“Of course I am. That’s why you love me.”

			“That, and your wicked comebacks.” It was delightfully satisfying, gossiping with Hermes, especially when he was mocking someone. And Aphrodite so loved to mock the other goddesses. They started it, she reminded herself. They had ganged up against her from day one and refused to change their minds.

			Her memories of the past thousand years might have been hazy, but Aphrodite would never forget how it had felt, standing before the Olympian Council in her frail mortal body. Listening as they debated whether to make her one of them. In the end, the vote had just barely passed in her favor, with all the gods voting for her, and all the goddesses against—all except Hera.

			A choice that her mother-in-law likely regretted.

			As usual, Hephaestus hadn’t joined today’s outing. He claimed the ocean made him seasick, which Aphrodite secretly doubted, given how close he was with his uncle Poseidon. She suspected that Hephaestus was simply looking for excuses to avoid the party. He’d much rather be alone in his dark, smoky workshop—because of course there was a forge on Olympus—than out in the sunshine with the other gods.

			Not that Aphrodite minded. With her husband gone, it would be easier to talk to Ares.

			Apparently he’d arrived last night, bringing some mortal along with him. Aphrodite almost felt sorry for the poor woman. She was clearly here for Aphrodite’s sake: to prove to everyone that Ares was over her, or even—as absurd as the thought was—to make Aphrodite jealous.

			She put on her cat-eye sunglasses and wove toward the front of the yacht. Sure enough, Ares was up there, talking to his sister. Athena looked ridiculous in cuffed black pants and low-slung black pumps, as if she only knew how to dress for an office in Tokyo, not a yacht in the Mediterranean.

			As Aphrodite expected, there was no sign of the mortal—what was her name, Julia? Aphrodite had made certain of that.

			It had been easy, really. She’d walked by Julia’s room last night, mere minutes after the woman arrived, and tugged at the thread of Julia’s desire, making her crave sleep. When Ares had come looking for her, Julia was jet-lagged and groggy.

			The other gods always dismissed Aphrodite. Stupid of them, really. Didn’t they realize that desire, the sheer intensity of wanting something, was one of the most powerful forces on earth, as strong as Zeus’s thunderbolt and Poseidon’s tidal waves?

			Aphrodite kept moving toward Ares, ignoring Athena’s angry stare.

			“Hey, you two,” she said cheerfully when she’d finally reached them. This close, she could see that Ares was leaner, his hair longer and streaked from the sun. He looked pointedly away from her, but Aphrodite was undeterred.

			“Aphrodite, back the hell off,” Athena snapped. “Stop getting my brother into trouble out of boredom, or spite, or whatever this is.”

			Aphrodite sniffed and turned toward Ares. “Can we talk alone?”

			“I don’t think we should be seen together,” Ares mumbled. He was still staring at the ground, as if afraid to set his eyes on her.

			“I disagree,” she said levelly. “We can’t be seen avoiding each other. That would only add smoke to the flames. If we talk like everything is normal, what could they possibly have to report?”

			Athena gave a derisive snort, but Aphrodite kept her eyes on Ares. After a beat, he nodded.

			“Athena, please just…give us a minute.”

			His sister sighed. “I’ll be right over here.” She cast Aphrodite one last warning look before stomping off. It took all of Aphrodite’s willpower not to magically break the stilettos off those ugly pumps she wore.

			She turned back to Ares, looking up at him through her eyelashes. “It’s good to see you again,” she murmured. When he didn’t reply, she added, “You left so abruptly.”

			Finally, Ares met her gaze. “Of course I left abruptly, Aphrodite. Your husband—my brother—told me to get the hell out. Which I deserved.”

			“You never tried to get in touch. Not once over the past three years!” That, perhaps, had stung more than anything else: the realization that anyone, man or god, could sleep with her and then walk away without a backward glance.

			She was Aphrodite, the goddess of sex. No one got to leave her. She was supposed to be the one to leave them.

			“I didn’t exactly think it was a good idea to reach out,” Ares said flatly.

			“But you just ran off, and left me to deal with the fallout!”

			She hadn’t meant to come at him with accusations, at least not at first. Aphrodite swallowed, surprised to find that she was blinking back tears.

			“What happened between us was your fault as much as mine,” she added in a heated whisper. “Yet your family blames me for what happened.”

			Ares seemed surprised by her words. “I think it’s safe to say that they blame me, given that Hephaestus banished me afterward.”

			“Trust me, they blame me plenty,” Aphrodite seethed. “It’s not fair that you get to come back, the prodigal son, as if nothing ever happened. While I’m still being punished for what we both did!”

			She expected Ares to fight back, but he stared down at the blue waves below. Dolphins were chasing alongside the yacht, grinning and jumping in a perfectly choreographed dance—Poseidon, always such a show-off.

			“I’m sorry,” Ares said at last. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve been answering for our actions, too. Hephaestus still hasn’t spoken to me.”

			“You’ve only been back a day. Give it time.” Aphrodite let out a breath. “It took much longer than that before Hephaestus forgave me. But he did move past it, in the end.”

			Ares frowned. “Then why did you say you’re still being punished? Who else blames you for what happened?”

			Aphrodite could have rolled her eyes at his stupidity. “Who do you think? Your mother.”

			“Oh. Right,” he said awkwardly. “Well, I’m sorry.”

			“If you really feel sorry, then you could talk to your mother for me,” Aphrodite insisted.

			“Talk to her?” Ares repeated, bemused.

			“You could tell Hera to move on, convince her to stop icing me out.”

			“Aphrodite, I wish I could help,” Ares told her, with surprising gentleness. “But I have enough on my plate trying to get Mother to approve of Julia.”

			At first, Aphrodite didn’t comprehend what he’d just said. Then she barked out a strident laugh. “You can’t be serious. That mortal woman? Why do you care what your mother thinks of her?”

			“Because I love her,” Ares said quietly.

			Aphrodite laughed again. “Love her? Come on, Ares, you’re using her. You brought her here to deflect attention from us. Which was smart, by the way—”

			Ares silenced her, placing a hand on her shoulder. He glanced about, then drew Aphrodite toward the steps that led up to the captain’s deck, out of sight of the rest of the party.

			“I’m not using Julia. I love her,” he said again.

			This was ridiculous. How could Ares think he loved some ordinary mortal, after he had slept with her? The notion was downright insulting.

			“You’ve forgotten what love feels like.” She nudged closer to him, her breasts brushing against his chest. “I can remind you, though. I swear that I’ll make sure that no one sees us this time.”

			“There is no ‘this time,’ ” Ares said firmly, stepping back.

			“Maybe not here on Olympus, but—”

			“No, Aphrodite. Never again.”

			Aphrodite looked at the flat and unyielding planes of Ares’s face. Impossibly, unbelievably, he meant what he said. He really was telling her no.

			Never in all her years had Aphrodite been rejected. It was a decidedly unpleasant sensation.

			“You’re going to regret this,” she warned.

			Aphrodite whirled back onto the deck with the anger of every woman in history who had ever been scorned. Her gold bangles clinked with each step.

			None of this was right. The sky should have been below her and the sea above, the entire world turned upside down, because that was the only explanation for why Ares had refused to intercede for her with Hera—then refused her.

			Who the hell did Ares think he was, dismissing the goddess of love? Did he think he was more powerful than desire? Well, she would prove him wrong.

			No one rejected Aphrodite and got away with it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Julia

			
			Julia had never seen a party like this, except in the pages of a glossy magazine covering some celebrity wedding. It felt a bit like a wedding, with long rectangular tables arranged on the lawn. Gardenias, roses, and calla lilies spilled down the center of each table in glorious profusion, lit by dozens of enormous white tapers. There was no tent: the tables sat beneath the open skies, offering a spectacular view of the sunset over the water. Julia wondered if there had been any kind of rain plan, or if the Ellenes simply expected the weather to do their bidding, the way everything else in the world seemed to.

			A waiter hovered nearby with a tray of hors d’oeuvres, but Julia didn’t take any. The so-called cocktail hour had stretched to a second hour, the laughter and conversation growing rowdier as everyone consumed glass after glass of champagne. Guests drifted about the lawn in maxi dresses that whipped around their ankles, or in sport coats and bow ties. Even Harry had put on a light blue jacket over his crisp white shirt, with loafers that she hadn’t realized he owned.

			“You all right?” he asked.

			“Of course,” she assured him, grateful when he reached for her hand. She normally didn’t wear much jewelry, but this morning when she’d woken up, Julia had put on her mom’s ring. It was just a plain brass band, nothing at all compared to the diamonds and bangles flashing around her, but wearing it made Julia feel better. She had the reassuring sense that her mother, Claire, was there with her, reminding Julia of her own strength.

			Reminding her not to take shit from anyone. Even billionaires.

			“Harry!” Tara bustled toward them, wearing a dramatic dress with elbow-length sleeves. She gestured to the tall, broad-shouldered man at her side. “Can you come help your brother move the iron bench? The string quartet says it’s in their way.”

			The words were normal enough on the surface, but there was a frantic energy beneath them that made Julia pause. Weren’t there plenty of other men, not to mention staff, on this island who could move heavy objects?

			Julia cast a curious glance at Harry’s brother. Though she’d met Alina the moment they arrived, she hadn’t yet seen Harry’s other sibling this weekend. His muscled shoulders strained beneath his sports coat. He had a close-cropped beard and soft-brown eyes, which were currently fixed on his brother.

			“Harry. You’re back,” Hector said slowly.

			Julia blinked, startled by the odd greeting. Had Hector not seen Harry since his arrival? Surely he’d run into his brother on the boat earlier?

			“I am.” Harry hesitated, then added, “Is that okay?”

			“It’s not as if you need my permission.”

			There was another moment of awkward silence before Tara cleared her throat expectantly. Hector stepped forward and hugged his brother then, thumping him awkwardly on the back, before quickly stepping aside.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Hector. I’m Julia,” she cut in, since he didn’t seem to have noticed her.

			Hector turned to her in something like surprise, holding out a hand to shake. His sheer size intimidated her, but there was something warm in his eyes, something that put her at ease. “Julia. I’m so glad you were able to join us.”

			Tara put a hand on each of her sons’ shoulders. “Come on, boys,” she chided. “I need help, or the string quartet can’t set up!”

			Julia retreated a step. There was no chance she would let Harry’s mom accuse her of being clingy. “I look forward to chatting more later,” she told Hector, then smiled at Harry. There was still a strange expression on his face as he mouthed a goodbye and followed his mother and brother across the lawn.

			“Can I interest you in a spritz?”

			She turned around to see a young man with blond hair and hazel eyes. He was wearing a pale blue sports coat, ridiculously preppy with its windowpane check pattern, and a belt with a silver H that even Julia recognized as Hermès. He smiled, lifting his hands in a rueful gesture, an Aperol spritz in each.

			“I’m Percy, by the way,” he introduced himself.

			“I’m Julia. Harry’s girlfriend.” She accepted the cocktail warily. “I think these are dangerous. I had one the other day and then slept for twenty-four hours.”

			“First of all, everything here is dangerous. You can’t blame the spritz.” Percy said it like a joke, but Julia couldn’t help feeling there was truth to his words. “As for your long sleep, I’d blame jet lag.”

			She took a very small sip to be polite. Though the spritz was delicious, she didn’t want to pass out again. Apparently, when Harry had come to find her this morning, Julia had moaned, I just want to sleep, let me have what I want! She didn’t even remember saying that.

			Harry had hesitated, then left for the yacht without her. She’d still been sleeping when he came back that afternoon and finally shook her awake.

			Julia had forced herself to rally, determined to attend the family dinner. Though she was starting to realize that she might have underestimated how many people were included in Harry’s “family.” If only she could download some kind of guide to keep them all straight.

			Speaking of which…“I still can’t get Wi-Fi on my phone,” she told Percy. “Isn’t there a network here?”

			“It’s pretty spotty. Old house, you know,” Percy said breezily. “Don’t you find it liberating, giving up the doomscrolling of Instagram?”

			“It’s not Instagram I’m worried about. It’s my email.”

			“Whoever is emailing you, they’ll just have to wait,” Percy replied. There was something antsy about him, something almost unstable. Julia had the odd thought that if you glimpsed him out of the corner of your eye, his outline might shimmer like quicksilver.

			She glanced around the gathering again and sighed. “You know, when most people invite you to a family dinner, it’s a table of six. Not a seated dinner for three hundred.”

			“I take it Harry didn’t warn you what this weekend would be like?” Percy wasn’t being cruel—if anything, he sounded sympathetic—but Julia knew he was staring at her dress, a red one she’d bought at a thrift store in Queenstown. She’d thought it was fashionable until she saw the couture items and expensive jewelry around her.

			Julia kept her head high. Her mom always said that a girl could live on three dresses: a white one for summer parties, a black one for winter, and one good option in a solid color. Pale blue or navy is a safe choice, Claire would muse, zipping up her own blue dress before heading to her job at the local newspaper.

			Well, Julia had chosen fire-engine red. She never did learn to play it safe.

			“Harry didn’t prepare me for any of it. I’ve lived with him for two years, and the whole time, I had no idea he came from all…this.” She gestured vaguely around them.

			“That sounds like Harry.” Percy paused a moment, swirling the ice in his cocktail. “You sound American, but you met him in Queenstown? How did that happen?”

			Might as well tell the truth, Julia thought. “I met Harry while I was working on the Elysian Cruise Line. Like I said, I had no idea who he was—he told me his last name was Adams! We ran into each other at a bar, and, you know. The rest is history.”

			“You worked on the cruise line,” Percy repeated, with something like disbelief. “Doing what?”

			“Leading group tours. I was an art history major in college.”

			“Oh, what kind of art did you study? Please, don’t say modern. There are far too many specialists in modern art as it is, all of them clamoring for jobs at Sotheby’s, trying to sell Kusamas and Kehinde Wileys to tech millionaires who can’t tell good art from bad.” Percy shuddered dramatically.

			“Not modern. Actually, the opposite,” Julia replied, amused. “My senior thesis compared depictions of Athena and Ares in ancient Greek vase painting. It’s fascinating, really. Athena was always shown surrounded by other people, mainly humans. But Ares was invariably a singular figure on the vase, and he appears so much more infrequently in religious—Sorry,” she added self-consciously, aware that Percy was staring. “When I went on too long about my thesis, my roommate Abby used to throw a pillow at my head.”

			“Save your pillow for a more exciting use,” Percy quipped, but he was still studying her. “I’m just intrigued to meet a classicist in the modern age. Most people think the ancient world is dead and gone.”

			“Well, they’re wrong,” Julia declared. “The ancient world has left its fingerprints all over modernity.”

			Percy tilted his head. “Tell me, why didn’t you go into academia? You obviously have the brain for it.”

			“Art history doesn’t pay the bills.”

			The moment the words left her mouth, Julia regretted them. It felt ridiculous to talk about money in front of Harry’s family, who were richer than god.

			To her relief, Percy laughed. “Unfortunately, art is an expensive hobby. Almost as bad as polo. Still,” he went on, “I know what we pay tour guides on the cruises. It’s not any better than what you could’ve made as a junior professor.”

			“I only took the tour guide job out of necessity. I was supposed to go to law school, but—…” Julia broke off, wondering why she felt the need to explain. There was just something about Percy. He had a way of setting you at ease, a carefree charm and bright laugh that made you want to reveal pieces of yourself.

			“But?” Percy prompted.

			“But it turned out that law school wasn’t in the cards for me,” Julia said vaguely.

			Law school had been her mother’s own plan, before she got pregnant with Julia and had to drop out. Julia knew it wasn’t her fault, and yet, she hated that the very fact of her very existence had forced Claire to give up on her dreams. Maybe I’ll go back to law school someday, Claire used to say. Julia had been a child, then, too young to understand that adults say someday when they mean never.

			That was the reason she’d wanted to go to law school. To live the life that her mother had never gotten the chance to.

			“Probably for the best that you aren’t a lawyer,” Percy said in a lighthearted tone that didn’t fool Julia. He was giving her space to recover her emotions. “I mean, look at Alina. She always seems so…tired.”

			“I like Alina,” Julia protested, wanting to defend Harry’s sister.

			Percy chuckled. “Of course you do. Fellow nerds, unite!” His words were affectionate, so Julia didn’t take offense. If anything, she felt oddly pleased that Percy was comfortable teasing her.

			“I’m afraid I don’t know many people here,” she admitted. “Can you point out who’s who?”

			“I’d love to,” Percy said with relish. “The red-faced man laughing by the bar is Harry’s cousin Dylan. He used to head the company’s fine wines division, but they had to transfer him to hotels. Not that his responsibilities have really changed,” Percy added, amused. “From what I can tell, all he does is visit luxury hotels and go wine tasting.”

			“Great work if you can get it,” Julia quipped. She refrained from mentioning her unexpected run-in with Dylan, the impetus that had brought her here.

			Percy nodded to a tall, striking man standing next to a wiry, athletic brunette. Neither of them were smiling. “Paul and Diana. They’re twins and only ever hang out with each other. Isn’t that a little weird? Like, you’re not in the womb anymore, find some new friends.”

			Julia laughed appreciatively. “There was a pair of twins like that at my high school, but they were identical.”

			“Did they do that thing where they dress alike? So creepy!”

			Julia started to reply, only to feel Percy tense beside her. “What is it?” she asked.

			“Oh, just my uncle Lucian. I’m surprised he came, is all. He never attends these things.” Percy gestured to a pale man with dark hair who looked to be in his early thirties. He was dressed as preppily as everyone else, in a seersucker suit. But there was something imposing about him, something no-nonsense that made Julia suspect he found this party—his own outfit, even—as ridiculous as she did.

			She started to ask Percy more but hesitated, feeling the sudden, unmistakable prickle of someone watching her. She turned around slowly.

			Staring at her from across the lawn was the most beautiful woman Julia had ever seen.

			It almost hurt to look at her, she was so striking, with long blond hair and impossibly symmetrical features. Her perfectly lipsticked mouth was pulled into a frown. And her blue eyes were narrowed on Julia.

			“Is it just me, or does that woman hate me?” Julia asked.

			“Don’t mind Valentine. She hates everyone,” Percy said quickly.

			Most people, when they were caught staring, flushed guiltily and looked away, but not Valentine. She tipped her chin up and held Julia’s gaze, as if daring her to come say hello.

			“Is she Harry’s ex or something?” It was the only explanation for Valentine’s behavior.

			“What?” Percy sounded shocked. “Why would you say that?”

			“Because she’s looking at me like she wants to crush me under those spiky heels of hers.”

			“Like I said, she’s never been the most welcoming. She’s married to Harry’s brother. Anyway,” Percy singsonged, in a clear attempt to change the subject, “if you’re ever in New York, you need to come visit. I must show you my Manet.”

			“You have a Manet?” It was enough to momentarily distract Julia. “Was it handed down through the family?” She would have heard if a Manet had been on auction recently.

			“Nah. I stole it,” Percy said blithely.

			Julia stared at him a moment, then burst out laughing. “For a second there I almost believed you!”

			The sudden sound of a chime cut through the hum of conversation. A man in a crisp white suit was striking a metal triangle. “Please, find your assigned seats,” he called out.

			“Julia!” Harry hurried over. She couldn’t help noticing that he was no longer with Hector. Was it her imagination, or did she pick up on an unexplained tension hanging between the brothers?

			“Just in time,” he declared as the chime sounded again. He held out an elbow to escort Julia to the table, and she smiled at him.

			As they walked to dinner, Julia swore she could feel the stare of that woman, Valentine, as tangible on her back as a physical touch.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Hera

			
			Hera had always loved hosting a formal dinner.

			She relished the choreography of it all, the intricate dance of making sure everything ran smoothly, down to the very last detail. And she’d put in so much work for tonight’s event. There were the new linen cocktail napkins, monogrammed with the family crest in sage green to match the floral arrangements. Thomas Keller himself was in the kitchen making his salmon cornets, simply because they were Zeus’s favorite. And the seating chart was a masterpiece, particularly given how many gods were feuding, or flirting, or—like Aphrodite and Ares—had to be kept apart for their own good.

			Tomorrow afternoon the Olympian Twelve would retreat to the council chamber on the mountain and begin their endless annual discussions. Hera secretly dreaded it. She much preferred this part of the weekend: all the gods together, celebrating their own immortality. At least here everyone pretended to get along.

			When dinner had ended, the guests all drifted to their feet once more, clutching espresso martinis or glasses of wine. The moon was a pale sliver overhead, but the stars were especially bright on Olympus, and scattered lanterns cast a flickering glow over the lawn. A lone violinist played beneath an archway woven of flowers that Hera was certain she hadn’t ordered. Persephone’s work, most likely. Hera would have scolded any other goddess for interfering in her décor, but it was too lovely to complain about.

			As always, Hera and Zeus lingered near the elaborate stone firepit at the edge of the terrace. Minor gods flocked around them, showering the couple in flattery and thanks.

			“Mother?” Ares came forward, bowing his head like a supplicant in a temple.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			“I’d like to request an audience with you.”

			Hera blinked, caught off guard by the formal language. It wasn’t like Ares to use the old protocols. Athena and Hephaestus, yes, but never her youngest.

			Zeus was a few feet away, talking to Poseidon, swirling the wine in his glass with casual nonchalance. But Hera knew he was tracking their conversation in his peripheral vision. Zeus was always aware of what happened around him—and usually, what happened far from him, too.

			“Why don’t we take a walk?” she suggested. Her husband didn’t need to know everything.

			Hera led her son across the grassy lawn, where servers had already cleared the remnants of dinner. Olive trees stood sentinel around the entrance to the gardens, which were lit only by scattered torches.

			The shadowed path was lined with sculptures every few yards: marble busts, and fountains, and a sundial carved from a single block of marble, shaped like a massive seashell. Hera paused, noticing a jagged crack that traced along the curve of the shell. When had that appeared?

			She rested her hand on the fracture and closed her eyes. Ares shuffled his feet restlessly behind her but remained silent. He knew how much Hera loved this—using her powers for good, to fix what was shattered. To heal what was broken.

			When the marble gleamed once more, smooth and perfect in the moonlight, Hera stepped back and gave a satisfied nod.

			She led Ares around another corner, then paused at a gate and pressed her fingers over the lock. The gate hummed in contentment at her touch and swung open. Hephaestus had created the lock, which opened for Hera alone.

			“I’m so glad you’re back, Ares,” she said as they stepped inside. “I worried about you.”

			“I’m fine, Mother,” he assured her.

			It was true that she’d worried about Ares, but if she was being honest, Hera had feared for Hephaestus more. She still feared for him. He was the one with a cheating wife. Ares had made a mess of things, had nearly broken their family when he betrayed his brother, and then he’d run away. Leaving the rest of them to pick up the pieces.

			If only hearts could be mended as easily as a fragment of marble.

			Ares met her gaze, his blue-gray eyes intent. “I wanted to talk to you about Julia.”

			That mortal woman? Hera had hardly spared her another thought since she’d banished the girl to the bird room. Which had been a little petty of her, perhaps, but Hera had never cared for beautiful mortal women.

			They all reminded her of Zeus’s paramours.

			“All right,” Hera said slowly.

			Her son hesitated, choosing his words carefully, and Hera realized with a start that he had changed. The Ares she knew was always speaking—or acting—without forethought. But there was a new steadiness to his movements, as if the sharp edges that once defined him had been smoothed over.

			“I was planning to ask Julia to marry me, and would like your blessing.”

			Hera drew in a breath, surprised. Most gods conducted their mortal affairs without the added complication of marriage, primarily because most gods moved on rather quickly. Occasionally, though, a god did wed a human. It signaled to the other gods that this was more serious than a typical dalliance. In marrying Julia, Ares promised to provide for her for the rest of her mortal life, to love her even as she grew old and wrinkled while he stayed forever young. He would recognize the demigod children they had together, grant them whatever powers and status he could.

			“I realize you haven’t had a chance to get to know her yet, but she’s really wonderful,” Ares was saying. “When she met me, I was still in a dark place, after—…”

			“Of course,” Hera said quickly, to keep Ares from speaking it aloud.

			“Julia drew me out of it,” Ares went on. “Even after everything that’s happened to her, losing her mother at a young age, she’s got an innate and contagious sense of joy. She’s strong, and brave, and she makes me happy.”

			Happy. What a mortal word. The gods didn’t speak of happiness the way humans did, as some kind of goal to be reached. They sought pleasure, certainly. And they were motivated by many of the same things as humans: power, vengeance, passion, anger. But happiness was a human word, elusive to the gods.

			Or perhaps it had always just felt elusive to Hera.

			“Then I’m happy for you,” Hera forced herself to say. “Julia will sign a prenup, of course. And you know that once you reveal the truth, you’ll need to bind her under one of Apollo’s unbreakable vows. You are going to tell her before the wedding?” she added, watching her son’s expression. “Julia should know what she’s committing to.”

			“I’ll tell her when the time is right,” Ares promised. “It’s just been a lot for her, learning that our family is wealthy. I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

			Hera understood Ares’s desire to put off a painful conversation. But if he really wanted to marry this woman, he would need to tell her the truth sooner or later. Eventually, Julia would realize that her husband wasn’t aging at all.

			Ares would tell Julia who he was, and then Apollo would seal her tongue with one of his spells, silencing her from ever revealing what she’d learned. The alternative—wiping Julia’s memory of their entire relationship, if she refused to accept the truth—would hurt Ares far more.

			“You can have the villa in Italy, if you think Julia would like it,” Hera went on. “Surely you don’t mean to live in New Zealand forever? It’s hardly a place to raise children. I imagine that Julia would enjoy Italy as she grows old, surrounded by grapes and fresh air and sunshine.”

			Ares’s expression darkened. “I really care about Julia. I don’t want to lose her.”

			Hera’s heart ached for him. “I know. And I’m thrilled that you’re committing to marriage. But, sweetheart, you are going to lose her,” she said gently. “That’s what will happen in the end. Just try to enjoy the time you do have together.” It was something countless gods and goddesses had faced over the centuries. Athena, in particular, was known for falling head over heels for intelligent men—Newton, Cavendish, Montaigne—and setting them up with inventions and wealth, then wildly mourning them once they passed. As they all did, in the end.

			Ares stared down at the roses that lined the garden beds, his brow furrowed.

			“What if I could have forever with Julia?” he asked softly. “What if I could make her a member of the family?”

			Hera swallowed against a sudden dryness in her throat. “You can’t mean…”

			“I was hoping to make Julia a goddess.”

			Deify a mortal. The last time they’d done it was for Aphrodite.

			Hera fumbled to reply, unable to hide her shock. “Ares. You do know that apotheosis is a massive undertaking? It requires great power, and a vote of all the Olympians in council. You’d need two-thirds agreement to make it happen.”

			It was rare enough to get half the gods to agree to something, let alone eight of the Twelve. They were often of a dozen different minds on any given topic.

			Ares nodded emphatically. “I know, but we got the votes before.” For Aphrodite, he meant.

			Hera stared at her son, blindsided. He didn’t understand the sheer magnitude of what he was asking.

			It was one thing for Hera to bless their marriage—not that she had much choice in the matter, as the goddess of marriage. It was another thing entirely for her to agree that Julia should be with them forever. She knew nothing about the woman.

			“You do realize that if Julia joined the Olympian Council, someone would be demoted,” Hera reminded him. There was only ever room for twelve gods or goddesses among the inner circle.

			“I assume that Father will make that decision,” Ares replied, apparently unperturbed. They both knew that he wouldn’t be the one demoted—that, if history was any precedent, a goddess would have to step aside for another goddess. Perhaps Artemis, Hera thought; she had grown irrelevant in recent centuries.

			Or perhaps, given all the trouble she’d caused, Aphrodite.

			“You’ll support me in this, won’t you?” Ares pressed. “When it comes time for a vote, you’ll help?”

			“Oh, Ares. Of course I want you to be happy.” Hera chose her words carefully. She wouldn’t lie, not to her son, but neither would she make a promise that she had no intention of keeping.

			“Thank you,” he said softly.

			Then, to Hera’s surprise, Ares stepped forward and hugged her.

			Hera closed her eyes, relishing the rare moment of closeness between them. Mothers weren’t supposed to admit to having favorites, but of her and Zeus’s three children, Hephaestus had always been the one she cherished most, just as Athena had always been Zeus’s favorite. Perhaps it was strange for Zeus to lavish attention on their only girl, but Athena had been utterly unlike Hera from the moment she was born. She was Zeus’s through and through, as if she really had sprung from his head, the way the old myths claimed.

			Ares, though, had never quite belonged to either parent. And since he drifted in and out of their lives—always disappearing to some far-off place to fly fighter jets alongside humans, or fling himself out of those jets in a parachute—it didn’t matter. If there was a conflict within the family, they usually ended up at a stalemate: Hephaestus aligned with Hera, Athena aligned with Zeus, and Ares nowhere to be found.

			But that didn’t mean Hera felt any less protective of him.

			“I was wondering if I could go to London,” Ares asked when they pulled apart. “Can I get a ring from the safety deposit box?”

			“I’ll have Martin bring some options here,” Hera said quickly. She had her own reasons for wanting Julia to select a ring from the family heirlooms.

			Hera didn’t share Ares’s belief that he’d met Julia by chance. Cruise line workers didn’t just happen to start dating the son of the CEO. Like so many of the mortals who got involved with the Olympians, Julia was likely another gold digger.

			One thing was certain: Hera needed to know more about her. Only then could she decide what to do about Ares and his outrageous plan to deify her.

			Hera had allowed the wrong human woman into their family once before. She’d cast the deciding vote in Aphrodite’s apotheosis, admitting her to the Pantheon—not for Aphrodite’s sake, of course, but for Hephaestus’s. Like every mother in history, Hera wanted to give her children everything their hearts desired.

			Look how that had turned out.

			Hera had no intention of repeating her past mistakes. After all, she wasn’t just the goddess of marriage. She was the goddess of family.

			And there was nothing she wouldn’t do to protect her own.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Aphrodite

			
			Though Aphrodite couldn’t set foot in Hera’s enchanted rose garden, nothing prevented her from lingering outside its metal gate and eavesdropping.

			She had been watching Ares all night—as much as she could, given that Hera had seated them so far apart. When she had seen him walking with Hera toward the gardens, Aphrodite followed at a careful distance. She listened, holding back an audible scoff, as Ares insisted that he would marry Julia.

			What he said next left Aphrodite incandescent with rage.

			He honestly thought he could make that woman a goddess?

			It was galling enough that he’d rejected Aphrodite in favor of some nondescript mortal with no fashion sense. Now he wanted to put Aphrodite’s position at risk? She was no fool; she’d heard Hera’s remark that someone would be demoted from the Olympian Council to make room for Julia. Just as Hestia had been kicked out when Aphrodite was deified.

			No one had ever explained to Aphrodite why there couldn’t be thirteen Olympians. Or why another goddess had to be the one demoted, instead of Dionysus, or even Hermes.

			It would happen again if Julia joined their ranks. And this time, Aphrodite would be the one voted out.

			After all the trouble she’d caused, the other goddesses would probably vote to deify Julia because it gave them a chance to get rid of Aphrodite.

			She needed to scare that woman away. Now.

			Aphrodite ran wildly back toward the lawn, her thoughts scattering—only to collide with a broad, solid chest. One that belonged to her husband.

			“Aphrodite. Are you all right?” Hephaestus curled a hand around her waist, steadying her.

			“I was feeling a little dizzy. I needed to get some air,” Aphrodite said swiftly.

			Hephaestus was too kind to point out that they were already outside, already breathing fresh ocean air. He merely nodded, his brown eyes fixed on her. “It’s been a long weekend. And you were up with Eros in the middle of the night, weren’t you?”

			“I was,” Aphrodite said swiftly, grateful that he’d ascribed a noble motive to her movements. She hadn’t actually woken up for their child, of course. That was what Thalia was here for. Aphrodite had simply been tossing and turning, her sleep fitful after that conversation with Ares on the yacht. She’d finally padded over to the sliding glass doors and stepped onto the terrace, inhaling the warm ocean air.

			She’d seen something bobbing on the waves—a rowboat, she’d realized, with its oars tucked in. That could only be Poseidon, sleeping out on the water, as was his habit.

			It had hit her, then: the familiar hollow sensation in her chest. The feeling of being untethered, bobbing like Poseidon’s boat on the waves without anywhere to go.

			That must have been the reason Aphrodite went back to bed and nestled against Hephaestus, curling an arm around his burly, broad-shouldered form. He was so warm to the touch, like sleeping near a furnace.

			“Hey,” he’d murmured, stirring enough to drop a drowsy kiss on her brow.

			Aphrodite had waited, her body shivering like a bowstring, wondering if he would initiate something more. Then the sound of his snoring had risen into the air.

			Now Hephaestus took a step back, his arm falling from her waist. Aphrodite fought a strange urge to place it there again. She looked up, her eyes locking on his—just as a figure in an ugly red dress moved past.

			“I’m sorry,” she told Hephaestus, and turned aside. If he was hurt, or confused, he didn’t show it. He simply nodded and watched her go.

			The first floor of the main house had a bathroom specifically designed for these family reunions, with multiple stalls and a row of sinks, like you might find at a luxury hotel or a country club. The wallpaper was patterned with vibrant blue peacocks (Hera’s touch, of course) and gilded so that it shimmered in the light. Embroidered hand towels had been arranged neatly on the Thassos-marble counters. Light poured from crystal sconces with hand-painted shades.

			Aphrodite lingered at the sinks, studying herself in the mirror. As always, the sight of her own perfect reflection was soothing.

			When Julia emerged from one of the bathroom stalls a moment later, that red dress glaring like a traffic light, Aphrodite was ready.

			She applied her lipstick slowly, her movements delicate and precise, watching Julia. The mortal was pretty enough, in a girl-next-door sort of way, with an athletic build and long dark hair. Aphrodite felt her magic itching beneath her skin at the sight of Julia’s imperfections. If she’d been anyone else, Aphrodite would have lifted her palm and given the woman a makeover. She would have started with that dress, which did Julia no favors, hanging on her body like a limp garbage bag. Not to mention how much better Julia would look with real eye makeup instead of waterproof mascara.

			“I’m afraid we haven’t been introduced. I’m Valentine,” Aphrodite said at last. “You’re Harry’s new girlfriend, right?”

			“Apparently, my reputation precedes me,” the woman replied. “I’m Julia.”

			“How did you meet Harry?” Aphrodite prompted.

			Julia recounted what was clearly a well-worn story: how she’d seen Ares at a bar and he’d challenged her to a game of darts, and they’d proceeded to stay up all night talking.

			Talking? Is that all? Aphrodite thought viciously.

			“So, what do you think of the reunion so far?” Aphrodite reached into her purse for a comb and began tracing it through her hair, enjoying the way Julia watched in mesmerized fascination. No one ever looked away once Aphrodite got out her comb.

			“It’s…big,” Julia said at last. “I didn’t really know what I was in for.”

			“The Ellenes are such a close family, and there are a lot of them.” Aphrodite’s voice dripped with false sympathy. “It took me years to keep track of everyone, and I still get some of the cousins’ names wrong!”

			It was the right note to hit. Julia seemed to forget that she’d been wary of Aphrodite and leaned forward, bracing her palms on the pristine marble counter.

			“I had no idea that Harry came from money. It was so much easier back when he was just Harry Adams, a guy who worked at a bungee jump and took me canyoning on the weekends.”

			What a lie. As if anyone believed that Julia hadn’t known exactly what she was doing, going after the son of her company’s CEO.

			“Well, I for one am glad he brought you,” Aphrodite said softly. “Harry hasn’t come to a reunion since the one three years ago, of course. I’m glad you changed that.”

			As she’d hoped, Julia took the bait.

			“You know, Harry still hasn’t told me what happened here three years ago,” Julia mused aloud. “I know he had some kind of falling-out with his family, but every time I bring it up, he shuts me out.”

			Aphrodite went pale—easy magic, forcing the blood away from her face, something even Hestia could have managed.

			“Do you know what happened?” Julia pressed. “Did Harry get into a fight with his father?”

			“With his brother, actually. My husband.” Here it was, Aphrodite thought, the moment they had both been waiting for.

			“What were they fighting about?”

			She leaned a hip against the counter and looked down, biting her lip. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—forget I said anything.”

			“Please, Valentine. Whatever happened, Harry clearly regrets it, but I can’t help him move on if I don’t understand,” Julia begged.

			Now Aphrodite’s eyes were bright with tears. “I thought you knew, otherwise I would never have mentioned it….”

			“Mentioned what?” Julia asked, bewildered.

			Aphrodite lifted her gaze and delivered the killing blow. “It was me. They were fighting over me.”

			A beat of heavy silence echoed through the bathroom. In the distance, they could both hear the sound of laughter and music, the hum of conversation from the party.

			“Are you saying that you and Harry…” Julia floundered, but Aphrodite remained silent, forcing this woman to say it aloud. Julia swallowed. “You had an affair?”

			It only happened the one time, actually, but Julia didn’t need to know that.

			“Like I said, please forget I mentioned it! I hate that I came between the two brothers.” Aphrodite wrung her hands as if distraught. “I hate that I’m still coming between them.”

			Julia shook her head, though she was visibly reeling. “No, Harry wouldn’t do that. I know him.”

			“I blame myself, you know,” Aphrodite went on mournfully. “I knew Harry was in love with me, but I didn’t stay away. Then it just…happened. Now Hector hasn’t seen his brother for three years, because Harry didn’t dare come home. He doesn’t trust himself around me.”

			Perfectly delivered, she thought with a touch of pride. Just the right amount of regret to make it sound like a real confession.

			“No.” Julia sounded like she was trying to convince herself. “Whatever happened in the past, Harry is with me now. He has moved on.”

			“I hope you’re right,” Aphrodite agreed. “I hope he didn’t stay away for three years for my sake. Harry has the best of intentions, but he’s misguided and lost.” She placed a gentle hand on Julia’s forearm. “Let me give you a piece of advice, one woman to another. The Harry you think you know—some rugged adventuring type who takes you on glacier hikes, buys Asahi beer, sleeps on a mattress on the floor—that isn’t him. There’s so much of him that you’ll never understand.”

			Julia tore her hand from Aphrodite’s grip. “Actually, I think you’re the one who doesn’t understand him. As you just pointed out, you haven’t seen him in years.” Julia smiled, but there was an edge to it. “A lot can change in that time.”

			The sheer audacity of this mortal, insisting that she knew better than a goddess? Aphrodite spoke her next words over a roaring in her ears.

			“I didn’t want to say this, but you should know that Harry isn’t serious about you. He brought you here as a prop. To make me jealous. Or maybe to show everyone that he’s done with me.” Aphrodite still spoke in a hushed tone, as if she regretted this whole mess. “I’m sorry, Julia. I hope I’m wrong, but I wouldn’t count on a future with Harry if I were you.”

			Julia’s eyes flashed with confusion, but she shook her head. “Harry and I love each other.”

			“So he’s never lied to you? Left anything out, hidden something he didn’t want you to see?”

			She watched Julia’s face crumple with sudden confusion and doubt.

			Of course “Harry” had lied. He was lying to this woman every minute, masquerading as a mortal, hiding his true name.

			And when you lived with someone, you sensed when they were keeping something from you.

			“I’m sorry,” Aphrodite said again, “but I should be getting back to the party.” She turned on one Aquazzura heel, not bothering to glance back at the mortal.

			She already knew she had won.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Julia

			
			This early in the morning, the Athens airport was barely stirring to life, its retail options still shuttered and dark. Julia sighed. Her body ached for a coffee, but the intercom had just announced that her flight was boarding. She would have to make do with the watery stuff on the plane.

			It didn’t matter. By tonight, Julia would be sitting at a neighborhood pub with her best friend, telling Abby the whole awful story of what had happened. She reached for her phone and sent her a quick text: Boarding soon. Will text when I land in Frankfurt. It would have been better to fly straight to London, of course, but the direct flights were all sold out. And Julia felt desperate to get out of Greece, immediately.

			Last night, after her conversation—or was it a confrontation?—with Harry’s sister-in-law, Julia had returned to the party in a state of shock. She’d mumbled something to Harry about feeling exhausted, then stumbled upstairs to the tiny bird room. For once, Julia was grateful for her forced separation from Harry. She needed space to sort through her angry, tangled thoughts.

			Perhaps Valentine’s remorse had been genuine, or perhaps she was trying to intimidate Julia. Did it matter? Julia could tell that Valentine was telling the truth. It all made a sickening kind of sense: Harry’s estrangement from his family, especially from his brother. His refusal to tell Julia the reason why. Alina’s remark that bringing Julia was a smart move. The way Percy had tensed when Julia asked, Is she Harry’s ex?

			Harry had slept with his brother’s wife.

			It was one thing to lie about his family background, to bring Julia all the way to Greece without adequately preparing her for the wealth and judgment she would face. But how could she trust him again, knowing that he’d done something like that? To his own sibling?

			Julia had known, with the clarity that hits in the middle of the night, that she needed to leave.

			She’d thrown her clothes into her suitcase and hurried down to the docks, where a lone figure in the white Olympus polo was sitting by the speedboats. To her surprise, he’d offered little resistance when she asked for a ride back to the mainland, even at that ungodly hour. Perhaps he’d been instructed to take guests wherever they asked.

			Standing here at the airport, about to flee to Germany, Julia’s mind went back to the night she’d met Harry. She remembered thinking that he reminded her of Preston. It had been something in his voice, or the bold assurance with which he carried himself. At the time, she’d assumed it came from being the most attractive man in the room—but now she saw that, just as with Preston, it was a confidence born of privilege, of being so rich that nothing could ever really hurt you. Of living with a safety net of money and connections.

			It was the kind of confidence that crossed far too easily into selfishness.

			Julia had known Preston Hayes since her freshman year at Harvard. Or more accurately, she’d known who he was, because everyone on campus knew Preston. His family’s name was emblazoned on the side of the library, a testament to their $100 million donation to the university.

			Preston, of course, had zero awareness of Julia. When he had handed her his student ID so she could swipe him into the dining hall, where she worked as part of her academic scholarship, he’d looked right through her. Julia was too busy studying to care; she had a full course load as an art history major who was also prelaw. She assumed Preston must have been prelaw, too, because she kept seeing him in those classes—History 205: The Supreme Court, or English 300: Writing for the Law.

			Then junior year, at a Harvard Law School info session, Preston had sidled up to her. “Julia, right? I’m Preston.” He’d been so very handsome in his blazer with its monogrammed pocket square, his blond hair a bit shaggy, his smile charming and oh so confident.

			“So you want to go to law school?” Julia had asked, then felt instantly ridiculous. Why else would he be here? But Preston had nodded as if the question made sense.

			“My dad wants me to go. Four generations of lawyers in my family.” He lowered his voice as if letting Julia in on a secret. “Dad’s trying to convince me to be president someday.”

			It shouldn’t have impressed her, the way this boy spoke about being president as if it were an item at the grocery store he debated taking off the shelf. Yet at the time, she’d been dazzled by it.

			“I missed last Thursday’s history class.” Preston gave a sheepish smile. “Could I borrow your notes?”

			When he brought back Julia’s spiral notebook, having photocopied not only Thursday’s notes but the entire semester’s worth, Preston also brought an invitation to that weekend’s formal at his final club.

			Julia should have seen the red flag. From the very beginning, their relationship had been transactional.

			But she’d been young and blinded by his charm, and, quite honestly, by the new attention she received as his girlfriend. For the next ten months, Preston squired her around to boozy brunches in the square, to football games, to final club events. Julia was convinced that she loved him. When they both applied to Harvard Law School, she actually wished him good luck, even offered to proofread his essay, because she was worried he might not get in. His grades were middling at best.

			A few weeks later, when the dean of Harvard Law School emailed to request a meeting, Julia was thrilled. This must be an admissions interview. She splurged on a new blazer for the occasion, showed up half an hour early out of sheer anxiety.

			When she walked into the dean’s office, he frowned at her over his glasses. “We need to discuss this,” he said ominously, holding up a printed slip of paper.

			It took a moment for Julia to recognize it as her Harvard Law School application essay. Not her personal statement, but the analytical essay, in which she’d been asked to “discuss how a legal system should weigh the rights of individuals against the needs of society.” Julia had leaned on what she knew best—the classics—and compared the modern idea of justice to the ancient Greek justice meted out by the gods. She’d seen the concept in Greek art so many times that the essay had written itself.

			“Of course, Dean Carlton. Is it a question of my argument?” Julia asked hesitantly. “I went back and forth on whether to include the Oresteia, as it’s a work of fiction, but fiction can often reveal surprising truths about the time in which it was written—”

			“The essay was spectacular,” the dean cut in, still frowning. “The problem is that another student submitted the same one. Word for word. Miss Dodds, nothing is more important to us at Harvard than ethical behavior. We will be forced to conduct an investigation, and will report back when we have reached a decision….”

			Julia’s ears were roaring. She didn’t need to ask who the other student was—she knew, with a sickening certainty.

			Preston had done this.

			Unsurprisingly, the so-called investigation determined that she was at fault and Preston was innocent, that she had copied the essay from him. As if Preston had ever thought about the Oresteia a day in his life.

			In the end, all the law schools Julia had applied to withdrew their offers of acceptance. Her advisor said she was lucky to graduate at all, though Harvard stripped away her magna cum laude.

			Back in Marietta after graduation, Julia stewed over the betrayal. Had Preston always planned on stealing her spot at Harvard Law, or did he copy the essay on impulse, worried that his family’s connections weren’t enough to make up for his weak academic record?

			Then she’d seen the ad for Elysian Cruise Line, the place where you could escape and forget, and applied on the spot. They accepted her within days. A stroke of much-needed good luck, after all the bad luck she’d faced over the past year.

			Now she wondered if the same misfortune that had led her to Preston had also led her to Harry. Why did she keep attracting these rich, selfish men? Did something about her draw them in like moths to a flame? Or was this bad karma, the universe punishing her for some unknown mistake she’d made?

			“Boarding group five,” the gate agent announced in English, sounding utterly disinterested. Julia joined the sleepy group shuffling toward the kiosk.

			“Julia!”

			At first, she thought she’d hallucinated Harry’s voice. Then she saw him sprinting through the terminal: weaving around small children, jumping over suitcases like a track star clearing hurdles. He was wearing athletic shorts and one of his old work T-shirts that read Kawarau Bridge, making him look more like himself—more like the Harry she knew—than Julia had seen in days.

			When he reached her, Harry didn’t seem the slightest bit winded. “Please, can we talk?” he asked, eyes beseeching.

			Julia held her boarding pass out to the gate agent. “I’m getting on this plane.”

			“Then so am I.”

			Had Harry known where she was headed and bought a ticket on the same flight? No, Julia realized, he wasn’t pulling out a boarding pass at all. Instead, he withdrew a black ID card from his wallet and handed it to the gate agent.

			The woman blanched, eyes widening, then began frantically tapping at the screen. “Sir, there are no more first-class seats. Please allow me a moment to reallocate the passengers so that I can accommodate you.”

			It took Julia a moment to realize what the airline representative meant. She was going to boot someone from first class and give the seat to Harry.

			“That won’t be necessary; I’ll sit next to my traveling companion.” Harry gestured to Julia.

			Ignoring him, Julia made her way toward the jet bridge.

			“Actually,” she heard Harry say behind her, “would you mind holding the plane for a few minutes?”

			“Of course, Mr. Ellene,” the gate agent murmured.

			Julia quickened her steps, but Harry jogged to catch up and reached for her bag. “Please, let me take that,” he offered.

			She tugged it away from his grip, whirling on him. “You’re seriously holding the plane? What was that card you showed her, anyway?”

			“An Aegean Airlines black card. The airline only issues ten of them; that gate agent had probably never seen one in person before. I only got it out because I’m desperate.” Harry’s words had all come out in a single breath. “Please, Julia, talk to me. Why did you run off without telling me?”

			“I needed to get off that island, okay?”

			They had reached the end of the jet bridge, where a few strollers and a wheelchair were lined up with pink gate-check tags. Harry ran in front of Julia and spun around, putting his hands on her shoulders. His broad, muscled body seemed to draw all the air from the space, or perhaps all the light, because Julia had the disorienting sensation that he was glowing in the dimness. He was as golden and beautiful as the sun and had just as much gravity.

			“What happened?” he pressed.

			All the fight drained out of her, and she turned her face up, tears pricking at her eyes. “Is it true? You slept with Valentine?”

			Harry’s breath hitched. “Who told you?”

			Well, he wasn’t denying it. Julia wasn’t sure what she would have done if, on top of everything else, Harry had lied to her. Again.

			“Does it matter?” she asked wearily. “I just care that it’s true.”

			“Please, Julia. What happened between me and Valentine was a one-time thing, and it was a terrible mistake.”

			She hitched her bag higher up on her shoulder. “So you didn’t bring me to your family reunion to make her jealous?”

			“What?” Harry asked, startled. “Of course I didn’t bring you to make her jealous. I didn’t even want to come to Greece at all! You’re the one who insisted upon it after we ran into Dylan.”

			“Oh, so now it’s my fault?”

			“You know that’s not what I meant,” he pleaded.

			A few other passengers got onto the jet bridge, casting Harry and Julia curious looks before weaving around them onto the plane. Julia ignored them all. She kept staring at her boyfriend, trying to make sense of the past twenty-four hours.

			“I don’t get it, Harry. What were you thinking, having an affair with her when she was married to your brother?”

			“Like I said, it happened one time. I was so angry, and confused, and all of a sudden she was right there—”

			“You were angry,” Julia repeated. “So you and your brother fought, and then you slept with his wife to get back at him?”

			“No, of course not!” Harry ran a hand over his face, then looked back up at her. “My relationship with Hector is complicated. We have never been especially close.”

			“That doesn’t excuse your behavior!”

			“I know it doesn’t. Sleeping with Valentine was a mistake, one that nearly cost me my family. Some of them still haven’t forgiven me, as you probably noticed this weekend,” Harry added heavily. “They’re right to blame me.”

			Julia heard the rumble of the PA system as the pilot made an announcement, probably informing everyone that their flight was delayed. The plane was only a few yards away, yet it felt very far off, as if she and Harry were in a temporary bubble on the jet bridge.

			She let out a breath. “You’ve kept so much from me. The fact that you’re an Ellene, this huge secret from your past…”

			“I’m sorry,” Harry said again. “I didn’t tell you my real name because I needed a fresh start, away from all of this. I was so lost when I came to New Zealand, Julia. And then I met you, and I started to feel like a new, different person. As for this thing with Valentine…” He held out his hands, palm-up, in a gesture of helplessness. “I didn’t even know how to begin to tell you. How was I supposed to bring up something like that? I worried that you would judge me for it and leave me forever. Just like you’re trying to do now,” he added, eyes darting toward the plane.

			A plane that he was forcibly keeping from taking off. Manipulating the world through his network of privilege, just like Preston had done.

			Julia knew she should stop thinking of Preston. But looking at Harry, she felt the same sensation of whiplash, of bewildered hurt—the same realization that the man she loved wasn’t who she’d thought he was. That he thought the ordinary rules of right and wrong didn’t apply to him.

			“Julia, I hate thinking about the person I was back then,” Harry insisted, a new urgency to his voice. “I’ve changed. You helped change me. You make me a better version of myself. It’s one of the many reasons I love you.”

			I love you, too, Julia thought, but couldn’t bring herself to say the words. She was still too raw, too wounded.

			She did love Harry, so much. And she knew how it felt to have parts of your past that you didn’t want to share, that were simply too painful to think about.

			But the things she’d kept from Harry were so much smaller than what he’d concealed from her. She’d never lied about her identity. She’d never put Harry in a position where he would feel betrayed.

			“I don’t see how we move forward from this,” she said mournfully, before boarding the plane.

			Harry followed her into the central aisle. “Then we don’t move forward. We move back. Let’s go home to Queenstown, forget this week ever happened.”

			A few of the other passengers shot them curious looks, but most were busy on their phones or already dozing off.

			“Queenstown isn’t really home to me,” Julia pointed out.

			“Then we’ll move wherever you want to go. As long as I’m with you, I’m home.” Harry tugged on her hand, forcing her to turn around in the narrow aisle.

			Julia’s breath left her chest as he fell to one knee.

			“I love you,” he said again. “I love your brilliance, your sense of adventure, your inner fire, your unwavering moral compass. I love the life we’ve built together—the real life, not the past few days with my family, but just us. I love the person I am when I’m with you. Please, Julia, marry me. I don’t have a ring, but—” He hesitated. “I promise to get you one, as soon as I can.”

			The silence stretched out for a long beat, then an old woman a few rows back crowed, “If you don’t marry him, sweetheart, I will!”

			Her comment tore a laugh from Julia’s chest, a laugh that she realized was mingled with tears.

			Oddly, she remembered something her mother used to say: I love you so much it hurts. What else was love if not letting someone under your guard, drawing them close enough that it was wonderful and joyful and, yes, occasionally painful?

			Harry had done an awful thing, but he said he’d been a different person back then, and Julia needed to believe him. She needed to trust that the past two years mattered more than the upheaval and secrets of the past week.

			He was asking her to marry him—to spend the rest of their lives together, to build a future, and a family, together. Didn’t this commitment matter so much more than whatever he’d done in his past?

			“Yes,” she heard herself say.

			“Yes?” Harry repeated.

			“I love you. Yes. Yes!”

			Amid scattered applause and whoops of approval, Harry rose to his feet and embraced her. Dimly, Julia realized that a few of the other passengers were filming the whole thing. She didn’t care, just held him close as he pulled her into a kiss.

			When they finally broke apart, Harry’s head was tipped downward toward hers. “Are we still going to Frankfurt? Or should I book us a flight somewhere else?” he asked. “London, to see Abby? Paris? The Maldives?”

			“You didn’t bring a suitcase,” Julia pointed out, and Harry just shrugged.

			“I can buy T-shirts and sandals wherever we go.”

			The prospect of running away with him was so very tempting. Then Julia thought of his family, who would be spending several more days at the island, eating and gossiping and judging one another. They would all whisper that Julia couldn’t hack it—especially Harry’s mother, Tara, who had treated her with cool disinterest at best.

			If Julia had any hope of winning over her future mother-in-law, she couldn’t start things off by running.

			“I think we should go back to Olympus,” she declared.

			Harry’s brows drew together. “Don’t you want to take some time away, just the two of us? Far from my family and all their meddling?”

			“But that’s just it. They’re your family,” Julia repeated. “And we’re engaged, so for better or worse, they’re going to be my family, too. If we’re really getting married, then we need to do things the right way. We should go back and see this reunion through.”

			Harry nodded slowly. “If you’re sure,” he said, pulling out his phone and starting toward the front of the plane. “Let me call us a helicopter to the port.”

			Julia started to follow, only to pause before a middle-aged couple who were sitting together.

			“I think I saw you two filming the proposal,” she began. The couple looked embarrassed at being caught, and she smiled, trying to put them at ease. “I was wondering—would you AirDrop the video to me?” Julia held out her phone, showing her home screen: a scanned photo of her and her mom, from the summer Julia was seven.

			“Oh, of course!” The woman pressed play, then frowned down at her phone. “Wait—what did I do? Jerry?” She held out her phone to her husband, who chuckled.

			“You recorded in selfie mode, Hannah. This is a video of your face.”

			Hannah winced. “But you got one, didn’t you?”

			Jerry was already pulling out his own phone, winking at Julia. “Luckily for you, I’m not as technically challenged as my wife….” He trailed off, then laughed. “Or maybe I am.”

			His phone revealed a series of blurry gray photos, documenting the carpet that ran down the aisle.

			At the front of the plane, Harry looked back expectantly. “Jules? What’s going on?”

			“Coming!” she called out, then turned back to the couple, amused. “Thank you for trying.”

			It would have been fun, showing the video to her aunt and uncle and especially to Abby, but maybe it was better that Harry’s proposal remain undocumented. It would become the sort of story that was told and retold for years, embellished each time, until Julia and Harry were old someday and bickered cheerfully about the details.

			Julia pulled her phone from her pocket and typed out a quick text to Abby. Change of plans, I’m staying in Greece with Harry. Will call you later.

			She could do this—could go back to Olympus and show the Ellenes she was stronger than they realized. That she belonged in their world, even if she hadn’t grown up with a trust fund.

			They had better get used to her, because she wasn’t going anywhere.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Hades

			
			Hades smiled to himself as he approached the pool, a grand turquoise teardrop on the lawn near the main house. Sunlight shimmered over its surface, yet he had no intention of actually swimming. He knew better than to get in water that might be enchanted.

			He was here to watch the show.

			Dozens of figures were already in the pool or lounging around it, sprawled on lemon-yellow chaises that matched the striped umbrellas. Human staff walked about with trays of delicacies: Popsicles, glasses of cucumber water, and to Hades’s amusement, gel eye masks that they applied beneath the gods’ eyes like spa attendants. Trees laced over the lower half of the pool, casting it in dappled shade.

			As he strode past their lounge chairs, the other gods blinked at him in shock. Hades had surprised them already, simply by showing up at Olympus; everyone knew that he rarely came to family events. And when he did attend, he certainly didn’t join their efforts at socializing or tanning. Yet here he was, wearing a navy swimsuit that emphasized his pale skin and dark hair.

			Amused, Hades held their gazes, and the other gods all quickly looked away. No matter. He didn’t care what any of them thought.

			He took an empty lounge chair and listened to the various snatches of conversation. A few of the other gods were whispering about him, but most were discussing Ares and his mortal woman. The two of them had fled the island this morning, abruptly and without permission. It was delightfully shocking, especially since Ares was already the subject of much speculation.

			Hades glanced around the pool, his gaze hidden by enormous Ferragamo sunglasses. Apollo lay on a watermelon-shaped floatie with one hand flung over his eyes, a beer clutched in his other hand. Two naiads—or were they dryads? Hades never could tell them apart—splashed around in the shallow end. Aphrodite drifted near the steps with Eros, who was treading water with the competency of a human adult, snatching at little whirlpools with his chubby toddler fingers. When Eros laughed in delight, water droplets would spray up out of the pool to rain upon his head. Typical Poseidon, Hades thought, showing off for Aphrodite.

			A few minutes later he saw Hermes striding toward the pool, wearing some ridiculous terry cloth shirt and matching shorts. Hades coughed meaningfully. Hermes hesitated an instant, then jerked his head in the direction of the pool house.

			Hades stood, stretching his arms overhead, and followed.

			Hermes waited by a row of teak outdoor showers, tossing a fluffy white towel from hand to hand like a football. Hades noted with amusement that the buttons on his terry cloth shirt were made from real seashells.

			“You’ve been avoiding me,” he observed dryly.

			Hermes stilled. “I thought my debts to you were cleared.”

			“They are,” Hades agreed, “but if you have anything else you’d like to tell me, I’ll make it worth your while.” Hermes would probably share all his news with Hera first, but still, it was worth a try.

			“All I know is that Ares and Julia left sometime in the early hours of the morning,” Hermes said evasively.

			“Julia ran off, and Ares chased her,” Hades inferred. Why else would they have left so abruptly? When Hermes nodded, Hades took another guess. “What made her leave? Aphrodite?”

			“Maybe.”

			Interesting. Hades hadn’t ever paid much notice to Aphrodite, but her impetuousness might have worked in his favor. In chasing after Julia, Ares had shown his hand. He really cared about this mortal.

			Such behavior was unprecedented for Ares, and the other gods never did well in unprecedented situations. They liked stability, predictability, all of them set in their roles.

			Except Hades. He spent enough time around mortals not to be fazed by erratic behavior.

			If anything, he loved chaos for the opportunities it created. And this mortal woman was already causing more disruption than Hades could have hoped for.

			He looked back at Hermes. “What do you think of Julia?”

			Hermes seemed startled by the question. Perhaps no one ever asked for his opinion, just pressed him for gossip and secondhand news. The realization made Hades feel almost sorry for him.

			“I saw you chatting with her last night,” Hades went on in a gentler tone. “What’s your read on her?”

			Hermes paused. “Julia strikes me as smart and thoughtful. I feel a little bad, honestly, that she got dragged into all this mess because she ran into Ares at a bar. She’s been shell-shocked enough, learning that he’s from a wealthy background. If she finds out the real truth…well, she’s setting herself up for more pain.”

			“Hermes. Who knew you had a heart?” Hades quipped, though he was surprised by the earnest reply.

			Hermes flushed but held Hades’s gaze. “I just don’t think she deserves what’s coming.”

			“Maybe Julia can hold her own.”

			“Maybe,” Hermes said dubiously. “There does seem to be more to her than meets the eye.”

			Indeed, Hades thought. Julia was a far greater complication than any of the Olympians would have guessed.

			A commotion sounded near the pool, voices raised in sudden excitement. Hades sauntered over, lifting his sunglasses to better watch the scene unfolding before him.

			Julia and Ares were back. They stood by the pool, Ares’s arm wrapped protectively around Julia’s waist.

			Hades glanced to Hera, whose smile was too broad to be convincing; then to Aphrodite, who was climbing out of the pool with deliberate slowness, exposing her body one perfect inch at a time, as if directly challenging Julia. Then he looked at Zeus.

			The king of the gods was clearly oblivious to the danger Julia posed. He congratulated her and Ares, shouted at the staff to bring out champagne.

			Well done, Julia, Hades thought smugly. Less than a week on Olympus and already the mortal woman had pissed off Aphrodite, unnerved Hera, and sent Ares running after her. She was driving a small but powerful wedge among the Olympians. And the more the Olympians fought among themselves, the weaker Zeus’s position became—which meant Hades might have a chance, at last, of unseating him.

			Hades pulled his sunglasses back down over his face and headed toward the bar. It was still morning, but he was ready for something celebratory. Maybe a frozen rum drink.

			After all, the fun was just getting started.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Julia

			
			Two days later, Julia hesitated at the door to her future mother-in-law’s study, then lifted her hand and knocked. “Come in!” Tara singsonged from within.

			Julia drew in a breath, then ventured into a room that belonged in Buckingham Palace far more than it did in an island getaway. A gleaming antique desk sat in one corner, its surface free of clutter or papers—but then, who needed a study at their summer house? (Julia was coming to realize that rich people had many things they didn’t need.) A love seat faced a pair of delicate armchairs with striped silk pillows, and the walls were lined with portraits of dull-looking men and women, and their even duller-looking dogs.

			Tara stood from behind her desk. “Thank you for coming, Julia.”

			As she stepped inside, Julia noticed a vase on a side table, painted with the traditional reds and blacks of ancient Greek pottery. That must be a reproduction, Julia told herself. Surely even Tara Ellene didn’t have art in her office from the fifth century BC. Besides, real Greek pottery always depicted moments from mythology or battle, and this vase showed an intimate domestic scene, of a mother with three children.

			“I asked you here because you have a decision to make,” Tara said crisply. “Martin, darling, you can join us!”

			The door swung open once more, revealing a man with a receding gray hairline, in a three-piece suit that looked like it had been plucked from some Julian Fellowes show on the BBC. He was pushing a cart before him, almost the way a flight attendant would push drinks on an aircraft, except that this cart was a beautiful antique silver thing, probably once meant to hold crystal decanters. Somehow, Julia knew that Martin wasn’t here to pour her a vodka tonic.

			“Martin is one of the lead curators at the British Museum,” Tara explained to Julia. “He helps us out on occasion, managing our personal collection.”

			“And what a joy it is!” Martin smiled deferentially at Tara. “It was my distinct pleasure to transport these pieces from London for you.”

			That was when Julia noticed the sleek wooden boxes arranged on the top of the cart, each flat and roughly rectangular, each the size of a laptop.

			She watched, dumbfounded, as Martin lifted the lids one by one, revealing dozens of rings: cushion-cut diamonds, solitaire diamonds, emeralds, sapphires, pink diamonds. Countless priceless carats, all glittering ostentatiously on nests of black velvet.

			They were here to pick out an engagement ring.

			“Should we get Harry?” Julia turned to Tara, who chuckled in amusement.

			“Whatever for? You’re the one who has to wear this; you should be the one to select it. Besides,” Tara added, “I thought it would be nice for us to have some time alone, just the two of us.”

			Julia had no choice but to smile in agreement.

			She’d hardly spent any time with Tara since she and Harry returned from the airport two days ago. But she’d registered the look on Tara’s face when she and Harry found his parents at the pool and shared the news of their engagement.

			“Mother, Father,” Harry had said, straightening his shoulders as he approached. “Julia and I have wonderful news. We’re engaged.”

			For a single heartbeat, Julia saw a flash of emotion from Tara—worry, perhaps, or dismay. It was smoothed away instantaneously, replaced by a radiant smile.

			“Congratulations!” Tara had cried out. Julia doubted any other woman could seem intimidating in this moment—her feet bare, wearing a swimsuit and a loose cover-up, sunglasses perched on her head—but there was such command in Tara’s presence that she might as well have been wearing a tiara and ball gown. She moved as if she were a queen, as if she expected everyone to curtsy to her, and the power of her conviction was so great that Julia almost did curtsy, before realizing how absurd that would look.

			That very afternoon, Harry had disappeared into a conference room with a small group of his relatives. Amid all the drama of the past few days, Julia had almost forgotten that there were business meetings at the reunion. But she didn’t mind being left alone. She’d claimed a chair by the pool, indulging in a paperback thriller she’d found in the main house. Not that she had much time to read. Family members continued to approach her, plying her with champagne, peppering her with questions and congratulations. If only Percy were there to help her keep track of everyone, but he’d joined the group in the conference room.

			Valentine was in the business meeting, too. Not that Julia had any intention of seeking her out.

			“Come on, Julia. Just try a few rings,” Tara urged, breaking into Julia’s thoughts.

			Julia took a wary step toward the jewelry cases, as if the gems might grow teeth and jump up to bite her. Tentatively, she slipped a deep blue stone onto her hand.

			Martin gave a little sigh of contentment. “The diamond was mined in Myanmar. There is a local legend that blue diamonds are the frozen tears of a goddess, forever weeping for her deceased mortal lover.”

			Julia didn’t like the sound of that. She slipped it off her finger.

			Martin pulled an enormous diamond ring, at least eight carats, onto a folded square of black velvet. “This one belonged to the dowager empress of Russia. It was among her belongings when she fled to Paris after the Russian Revolution.”

			“And it was acquired at auction?” Julia had heard that in her final years, the empress began quietly selling off her jewels.

			“Oh, no.” Tara sounded slightly offended. “It was a personal gift to the family.”

			Of course, Julia thought wryly. She was starting to realize that Harry’s family was the oldest of old money, given how long they had owned this estate—given that they had jewels that were personal gifts from the Romanovs, back when there still were Romanovs.

			Apparently, families like Harry’s didn’t buy engagement rings at Harry Winston like other rich people. They flew their personal curator down from London with the equivalent of the crown jewels inventory. How had the Ellenes even insured all these pieces for Martin’s trip?

			Each of these pieces felt so lavish, so heavy with significance, so…big. Julia couldn’t walk around wearing any of these rings.

			That was when her eyes drifted to a gold band in a corner. It was slender, far less ostentatious than the others, its surface covered in a vintage scrollwork pattern. It was studded with tiny flecks of stone that glittered in the light.

			Following her gaze, Martin reddened. “Oh! I’m sorry, that shouldn’t even be here. It’s an ancient Mycenaean ring. Those aren’t even diamonds; they’re rock crystals, though of course, since they date from the fourth century BC, they are still priceless.” Martin reverently lifted the ring. “This was only included because I gave instructions that all rings in the family collection be packaged for shipment, without specifying engagement rings. I thought that was implied, but…”

			He trailed off as Julia held out her palm hopefully. “May I?” she asked.

			With a questioning glance at Tara, who nodded, Martin handed over the ring.

			Julia slid it on thoughtfully. An unassuming gold band, studded with rock crystals instead of diamond pavé. It complemented her mother’s ring, which she was still wearing on her right ring finger—unlike every other jewel in this display case, which would have clashed with Claire’s simple band. In fact, Julia thought, there was something poetic about it: wearing her mother’s ring on her right hand as a symbol of her past, and Harry’s ring—her future—on her left.

			The rock crystals were subtle, more like a scattering of glitter than a big showy stone. Really, this ring was very Julia, if you ignored that it was a two-thousand-year-old priceless relic.

			“We could add a central stone,” Tara suggested. “It would be easy, really, to work this into a setting and feature a diamond from the family mines. Right, Martin?”

			He nodded assiduously, but Julia let out a little cry of protest. “You couldn’t possibly alter this ring. It belongs in a museum!”

			“But it’s not in a museum,” Tara said easily. “It’s ours, and we can rework it as we please. That’s the whole point of owning things, isn’t it? No one can tell you what to do with them.”

			Julia wasn’t sure that was at all the point of owning things but knew better than to say so aloud.

			Tara looked to the curator for confirmation. “What do you think, Martin, six carats? Eight? A princess cut would look lovely on Julia—”

			“I don’t want a large diamond,” Julia said again, more firmly this time. “I could hardly wear something that grand on my tours in New Zealand.”

			The room fell silent. Tara shot Martin a look. He gestured that Julia should give him the ring, so she twisted it off and handed it to him.

			“I’m so glad you found a ring that speaks to you,” Tara said gently. “Martin, would you be so good as to clean it for us?”

			Martin nodded and retreated from the room, pushing the cart of priceless family heirlooms before him.

			“Shall we have some tea?” Tara moved over to the sitting area. Reluctantly, Julia perched on one of the armchairs opposite. She started to cross her legs at the thigh, then realized that Tara had tucked one ankle behind the other. Perhaps that was considered more appropriate when wearing a dress? Julia adjusted her position to match her future mother-in-law’s.

			See? she wanted to say. I may not have been born to this, but I’m a quick study.

			Tara reached for a teapot—when had a staff member brought that in? It felt almost like it had been conjured from midair—and filled two porcelain mugs. “Milk? Sugar?” she offered politely.

			“No, thanks.”

			Tara raised an eyebrow but handed Julia her mug, an airy thing with a curled handle. “Julia, I hope you know how happy I am for you and my son.”

			“Your support means so much to both of us.” Belatedly, Julia added, “And thank you so much for the ring.”

			“I’m pleased that you like it. Family heirlooms are always special. They carry the weight of history, of legacy.” Tara busied herself with the tea set, spooning sugar into her own mug, then pouring cream from a small pitcher. When she finally looked back at Julia, her lips were pressed into a line. “You must know, of course, that what you said about wearing this ring while guiding tours in New Zealand—that cannot happen.”

			Fair enough. The ring did belong in a museum, after all. “I’ll keep it in a safe during working hours,” Julia agreed.

			Tara shook her head. Her auburn hair was twisted into a bun, not a single hair loose or out of place. Julia sensed that this was a woman who had never reached up to redo a ponytail in her life.

			“I’m afraid you misunderstand me, Julia,” Tara clarified. “Your time in New Zealand has drawn to a close. Don’t you see that Harry should return to New York now? And of course, as his fiancée, you will want to come with him.”

			So that was what this was about. The nerve of Tara, thinking she could ambush Julia with ring shopping and order her to move halfway around the world.

			“I’m afraid I don’t agree,” Julia said evenly. “I’m thrilled that we’re starting a life together, but that doesn’t mean we need to move. We’re both happy in New Zealand.”

			Tara let out a breath. “I’m not suggesting that Harry move because he’s engaged. He should move because he’s reconciled with his family again. Surely you know that for the past few years, he has been…distant?” Tara added. Julia heard a slight note of challenge in the question, as if Tara doubted just how close Julia and Harry were.

			“He told me that you were estranged, yes,” Julia replied evenly. “I’m so glad that I begged him to come to this reunion.”

			There. Let Tara know that she had Julia to thank for Harry being at Olympus.

			“We’re all glad that Harry is here,” Tara agreed briskly, “but he still has a long road ahead. The relationships he needs to repair…these things take time.” She leveled a stare at Julia over the top of her tea mug. “Did Harry ever tell you why he left home in the first place?”

			Because he slept with his brother’s wife. Even though she knew this, Julia couldn’t bring herself to say the words. It felt like she would be accusing Harry, and hadn’t she promised him that they would be starting fresh?

			“I know there was conflict in the family,” Julia said carefully.

			Tara lifted her tea mug for a long, slow sip, as if its contents might give her strength. When she finally lowered the mug, she sighed.

			“There was certainly conflict in the family. The thing you might not know about Harry, because you haven’t seen him around Bruce all that much, is that he has always been eager for his father’s approval. He longs for it, in fact,” Tara said slowly. “But Bruce is stingy with his praise. Especially when it comes to Harry.”

			Julia had noticed that Bruce favored Harry’s sister. He was always leaning over to ask for Alina’s input, to review a work memo with her or have her jot down a thought before he forgot it. When she’d mentioned it to Harry, he’d given a rueful shrug. Alina is Father’s favorite, just as Hector is Mother’s, he’d explained, his voice matter-of-fact.

			Appalled, Julia had insisted that parents didn’t have favorites, but Harry had quickly shrugged it off. It’s fine, Jules, he’d assured her. As long as I’m your favorite.

			But she’d gotten the sense that it wasn’t fine, no matter how much he protested.

			“Harry and Bruce both have big personalities,” Tara went on. “Three years ago, at this very reunion, Bruce said something cutting to Harry—something I’m sure he regretted. Unfortunately, Hector took Bruce’s side. And then Harry did something to push the family even farther away,” Tara added mournfully. Julia assumed she meant that he’d slept with Valentine.

			Julia still couldn’t forgive it, but oddly, Tara’s story helped her understand why Harry had done such a thing. If he already felt misunderstood within his own family, if he’d tried to make his giant of a father proud, only to be rejected…that sort of resentment could easily turn to bitterness, even loneliness. It could prompt you to do something reckless, or wildly self-destructive.

			“Was Bruce upset that Harry doesn’t work at TWL?” Julia guessed.

			“What an astute observation,” Tara said approvingly. “That wasn’t the cause of their argument, though of course, if Harry did take a job at TWL, it would do a great deal for his relationship with his father. Bruce keeps offering him a position, you know.”

			Julia had the sensation that she was floundering, her certainty melting into a dangerous indecision. “Harry has never mentioned wanting to work at the company. As I said before, he and I are happy in New Zealand.”

			“Is he?” Tara pressed. “Or do you think there’s a part of him that wants to gain the closeness with his father that he’s always longed for?”

			“I don’t…” Julia trailed off, swallowed. What protest could she possibly make, after that kind of an appeal?

			Reading her silence as cautious assent, Tara smiled. “I think you’ll enjoy New York! Alina mentioned that you went to Harvard. Surely you have lots of friends in the city?”

			“I know some people,” Julia said vaguely. She hadn’t really kept up with her Harvard friends, except, of course, for Abby.

			Tara nodded. “Excellent! It’s settled, then?”

			It wasn’t settled, not by a long shot, but Julia didn’t protest. She and Harry needed to talk about all of this.

			Tara was right about one thing, at least. There was no going back to the way things had been—living in that cramped apartment in New Zealand, pretending they had nothing bigger to worry about than making next month’s rent. Too much had changed for them to pick up the pieces of their old lives.

			A knock sounded at the door, and Martin reemerged holding the ring. Tara gestured for him to give it to Julia.

			Julia hesitated. For a moment, it looked like one of the crystals had winked, almost like an eye.

			She needed to eat something, she thought, shaking her head in confusion. And then she slipped the ring onto her left hand.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Julia

			
			Julia felt her phone buzz as she turned onto Sixth Avenue. She saw the name on her screen and smiled, pressing Accept. Her interview, if it even counted as an interview, wasn’t for forty-five minutes.

			“Julia!” Aunt Jess’s face filled the screen. “I’m so glad we caught you. I’ve been trying you for days!”

			Julia ducked into a square of green space on the corner and sank onto a bench. “I’m sorry I didn’t call back! We’ve been so busy, with the move and everything.”

			Back on Olympus, the day after she looked at rings with his mother, Julia had asked Harry if they should leave Queenstown. “Things are different now,” she’d said tentatively. “Would you want to move? To New York, maybe?”

			Surprise had flickered in Harry’s eyes—and also something bright and eager, something that Julia thought was hope. “Really? Are you sure?”

			As hard as it was to admit, Tara had been right. Harry needed some time near his family, to rebuild all the bridges he had burned three years ago. Julia couldn’t fix his relationships for him; only Harry could do that. But she could make things easier for him, by agreeing to come to New York. At least then he’d have the space and time he needed to make things right.

			“If New York is where you need to be, then it’s where I need to be, too,” she’d assured him.

			It had taken a depressingly short time to dismantle the life they had built in Queenstown. Within days they had broken their lease, quit their jobs, packed their clothes into suitcases, and given away everything else: the mismatched flatware and battered coffee table; the dresser that Harry had assembled himself, losing screws under the bed, making silly jokes about needing to screw. All of it was wiped away within days, as if their life in New Zealand had been nothing but a dream. Then they had boarded a first-class flight to JFK and come to stay with Harry’s parents on the Upper East Side.

			Julia knew it was only temporary. She and Harry would start looking for an apartment as soon as they settled on a neighborhood, and—at least in her case—on a budget. And she knew she had no grounds to complain, given that they were staying in a penthouse. But it frustrated her that she and Harry were still in separate rooms, even now that they were engaged.

			Her uncle Daniel squeezed into the frame. “Julia! Congratulations again on the engagement. We’re so thrilled for you and Harry.”

			“I hope you’ll visit soon, and a lot more, now that you’re so close!” Aunt Jess jostled her husband to the side, trying to get a good look at Julia. “You should bring Harry’s parents, too, of course. I just redid the guest bedroom. It has the loveliest new quilt, and we cleaned out all those books in the closet.”

			Julia couldn’t picture Bruce and Tara Ellene in her aunt and uncle’s guest bedroom.

			“I’m not sure they’d be able to join,” she said swiftly, “but why don’t Harry and I send you a couple of weekends that work for us?”

			Her aunt frowned. “Daniel and I really should meet them, now that you’re planning a wedding. We’re happy to come to New York, of course. But don’t the Ellenes want to visit Marietta so we can start wedding planning? There’s a new venue outside of town, an old barn that’s turned into an event space. Mary Beth’s daughter just got married there, and it was—what do they say on Instagram?—very rustic chic.”

			As if Tara would go anywhere that prided itself on being rustic chic, let alone plan a wedding in Marietta. “Harry and I haven’t gotten a chance to discuss location just yet,” Julia said evasively.

			Her aunt and uncle exchanged a glance. “Weddings are supposed to be in the bride’s hometown,” Aunt Jess sniffed.

			Daniel put a warning hand on his wife’s shoulder, then looked back through the phone screen at Julia. “As long as you’re happy. I just don’t want Harry’s family thinking they can hijack the wedding because they’re rich.”

			Of course, Tara would hijack the wedding; Julia had already resigned herself to it. The very day she and Harry had announced the engagement, the Ellenes had quietly assured her that they would be paying for everything. If the Dodds were footing the bill, the wedding would have been a modest affair, in their backyard or perhaps this new country-chic barn. But Julia knew the Ellenes would have been appalled by that, and she wanted them to approve of this marriage, even if her family couldn’t afford the type of party they were used to.

			“You know, we may not be millionaires, but we do have some money set aside for your wedding,” Aunt Jess remarked, after a beat. “We can’t let the Ellenes cover everything. We plan to contribute.”

			“Can you put me in touch with Harry’s father? I’ll send him a check,” Daniel chimed in.

			Julia’s heart swelled with love for her aunt and uncle. They had never intended to have children, and yet here they were, acting like an overprotective mom and dad.

			“That’s very generous of you,” Julia told her uncle, though she suspected that the sum total of her “wedding fund” was a rounding error for the Ellenes.

			“I have to get going. I have a meeting,” she told them. “I’ll call again soon, all right?”

			Once they’d said their goodbyes, Julia rose and turned onto Nineteenth Street, checking the numbers as she passed. There was a deli, a dry cleaner, an old brownstone with a sign that Julia thought was a literary agency, or perhaps an independent publishing house. Julia felt her mood lifting as she walked down the block. It was hard to feel worried about anything in New York in June. The city felt warm with the heady first rush of summer, everyone wearing sundresses and rushing eagerly to internships or happy hours, to parties or the park.

			She’d briefly lived in New York, the summer before senior year. She and Abby had shared Abby’s old high school room on the Upper East Side, in exchange for taking care of the family’s cats all summer. Abby’s parents kept inviting the girls to come to Nantucket for a weekend, but Abby and Julia were happy in the city, Julia working at a nonprofit, Abby at a tech startup. On the weekends they met up with friends from school, flashing their fake IDs at one of the bars on the Lower East Side, where they would drink too many beers and sing woefully off-key karaoke before coming back to collapse in their twin beds, surrounded by the paraphernalia of Abby’s high school life.

			At the corner, Julia drew to a halt. A sign above gleaming floor-to-ceiling windows read LM Gallery.

			Inside, the white walls were covered with a delightfully eclectic mix of art. Julia was immediately drawn to the works of German expressionism—she saw a Kirchner, and was that a Kandinsky?—but the rest of the gallery was filled with more modern pieces. A few paintings in oil on canvas, some giclée prints, various small-scale statues on pedestals. She kept wandering about, studying the art, checking her watch every thirty seconds.

			“Julia? You’re early.” A middle-aged woman with long red hair emerged from the back of the gallery, her heels clicking over the polished floor.

			Dr. Lucy Marshall had spent several years as a guest lecturer at Harvard, teaching a graduate seminar that met once a week on Friday afternoons. She didn’t hold traditional office hours; she was far too busy with her real job. She’d spent over a decade running European Art at Sotheby’s, until a few years ago, when she’d opened this gallery.

			“Professor Marshall.” Julia stepped forward with a tentative smile.

			Her former professor waved away the title. “Please, you’re not a student anymore! Call me Lucy, I insist.” She eyed Julia’s blazer and the way she clutched tight to her handbag, which contained her printed résumé. Something softened in her expression. “I was excited to see your name in my inbox. Why don’t you step into my office?”

			Julia followed her to a cluttered room at the back of the gallery. Papers were scattered over the desk and bookshelves, spilling out of manila envelopes, squashed in defeat beneath abandoned coffee mugs. Lucy plucked a stack of books from a chair and gestured for Julia to sit.

			“Thank you again for agreeing to see me.” Julia swallowed, not wanting to begin by asking for a favor. “The gallery is wonderful. I love how you placed the black-and-white prints across from the Richter.”

			“It was time for me to leave Sotheby’s,” Lucy said easily. “But what about you? How have you been since our last seminar? Was that five years ago?”

			Julia nodded. “I’ve been living abroad since graduation. I was in the Mediterranean for a while, leading group tours for American visitors. Then I spent two years in Queenstown.”

			“I lived abroad after college myself, in Vienna. There’s nothing like it,” Lucy said fondly. “What brings you to New York?”

			“I’ve just moved here. Actually…” Julia hesitated. “I’m looking for a job. I was wondering if you knew of anyone who might be hiring?”

			“In the art field?”

			Julia hesitated. She’d called Abby for advice the other day, and her best friend had agreed that Julia needed to be up front with her former professor. What if Lucy called Harvard to check her academic record?

			“Yes, in the art world,” Julia agreed. “When I took your seminar, I was prelaw—”

			“Oh, I remember,” Lucy cut in, smiling. “Undergrad students who are prelaw don’t usually take Art 580: Romanticism and the Sublime.”

			“I didn’t end up going to law school. There was an issue with my applications….”

			Lucy looked at her sympathetically. “An allegation of plagiarism, right?”

			“You heard about that?” Julia asked, startled.

			The art dealer nodded. “I’m still in touch with the university art department. I asked them about you, because I was curious what you were up to. They told me some story about how you’d copied an essay from a boyfriend.”

			“It’s not true,” Julia began, and her professor waved a hand, silencing her.

			“I know. Julia, you wrote the most original and thought-provoking essays I ever had the privilege of grading. I take it he wasn’t the best boyfriend, was he?” she added softly.

			“Not at all.” Talk about an understatement.

			“I don’t want to excuse his behavior, because what he did was wrong, but perhaps it’s for the best that you aren’t a lawyer. You belong in the art world, not drafting contracts.” Lucy studied Julia, her head tilted. “So, what made you move to New York?”

			Julia couldn’t bear to say that she had come here for a man, not after she’d just spoken of Preston. At least her engagement ring didn’t have an enormous diamond in the center, as Tara had wanted. Even so, Julia folded her right hand over her left, so that only her mother’s ring showed.

			“I was starting to feel adrift in Queenstown,” she said truthfully. “I missed being close to art. Though I still worked as a tour guide, leading groups on the Milford Sound, it was nothing like the feeling of introducing people to the Acropolis. And I missed my family. They’re in Georgia,” Julia added, “but at least this way I’m closer to them.”

			Lucy nodded sagely. “It gets hard after a while, being an American expat. I remember waking up one day in Vienna with an overwhelming homesickness for ranch dressing. The real, bottled Hidden Valley Ranch. That was when I knew it was time to come home.”

			“It was Sour Patch Kids for me,” Julia said with a smile. She hesitated, not wanting to push, but then asked, “What do you think? Would you be willing to put me in touch with anyone who might be hiring?”

			“No,” Lucy pronounced.

			Julia’s heart sank. Of course. She didn’t exactly have a ton of experience in the art world—she doubted many gallery owners or dealers would consider her time at Elysian Cruise Line working in art—and worse, she’d been accused of fraud. Even if Lucy believed her, she couldn’t put her name and reputation on the line for a random former student.

			“I’d like you to come work here. For me,” Lucy finished.

			“Here?” Julia repeated, blinking in surprise.

			“As you can see, I’m in dire need of organizational help.” Lucy gestured around the cluttered office. “I can’t pay much in the way of a salary, but I am generous on sales commissions. You said you worked as a tour guide, right?” Lucy smiled. “Hopefully that gave you some experience in dealing with difficult people. Selling art is not for the faint of heart. And as much as I hate to say it, we must take the measure of every customer and adjust our prices accordingly. Now, when can you start?”

			

			
				• • •
			

			When Julia walked out of the office, she was startled to see Harry waiting on the street—studying a painting through the window, hands clasped behind his back, as if he’d heard that was the correct way to look at art.

			“What are you doing here?” she blurted out.

			“I wanted to see how your meeting went. Well, I take it?” he asked, matching her smile.

			“Lucy offered me a job!”

			Harry pulled her into a hug, right there in the middle of the sidewalk, ignoring the irritated glances of the people who pointedly stepped around them. “Of course she did!” he said loyally. “She’d be a fool not to hire you.”

			He took a step back and tugged Julia’s hand, urging her down the street. “Can we walk for a while? I want to show you something.”

			“Sure.” To be honest, Julia was glad for an excuse not to rush back to the Upper East Side.

			They strolled into the West Village, past high-end boutiques and buzzing wine bars and a pet store where puppies romped in the window. As she and Harry neared, dogs hurried to press their adorable little noses against the glass, watching Harry with rapt attention. “They love you,” Julia teased, at which Harry laughed and said, “Dogs always do.”

			He paused on a quiet, tree-lined street, filled with red brick town houses. “Should we go up?” he asked nonchalantly, nodding at number 5.

			“Wait—where are we?”

			Harry said nothing, just marched up the steps and withdrew a key from his pocket. He opened the door and stepped inside, flicking on the lights.

			The town house was empty. The bare floors were made of wide oak planks, stained a warm caramel, the same as the exposed wooden beams that soared over the high-ceilinged living room.

			“Whose house is this?” she asked, though part of her already knew the answer.

			“Ours,” Harry said. “If we want it, that is.”

			Julia started up the staircase, her heart pounding. “I thought we said we were getting an apartment. We’re only two people.”

			“I know this feels big, but it’s actually less square feet than some apartments,” Harry explained, following her up the stairs and into the main bedroom. “And just think, your commute to work would be so easy. You could walk!”

			“What about your commute to work?” she asked. As Tara had promised, Bruce had offered his son a job at TWL in “project management and client relations.” It sounded a bit vague to Julia, but Harry had explained that it was decidedly not a desk job. It would include site visits to factories and client offices, and the occasional round of golf to close a deal.

			Harry shrugged. “I won’t be at the company offices all that much. And when I am, I can take the One uptown.”

			It took Julia a moment to realize he meant the subway. That, more than anything else, reassured her. They were in New York, where his family exerted a gravitational pull the size of a black hole, but she hadn’t lost him, not yet. Not as long as he was willing to join the sweaty masses on the subway instead of taking a town car. Or, for all she knew, a helicopter.

			He was still her Harry. The Harry who told slightly off-color jokes and made her laugh so hard her belly hurt. The Harry who tried to cook pancakes and burned them so thoroughly that the smoke alarm went off, evacuating their whole building. The Harry who’d surprised her with a hike up a glacier in the middle of summer, just because she’d confessed that she missed New England winters. She would never forget how surreal it had felt, seeing snow in the middle of a hot summer day.

			Julia walked through the bedroom to the spacious bathroom, then up another flight of stairs to the guest room, before heading back down. Harry didn’t say anything. He just watched her, giving her space to think.

			“How much is it?” Julia finally asked, once they had gone back downstairs to the kitchen.

			“Within our budget,” Harry said evasively.

			Which meant nothing if your budget was limitless.

			“Harry, you can’t keep paying for everything.” It created such a fundamental imbalance in their relationship. If it was his house, paid for with his money, what did that make her?

			“Why have money if I can’t spend it on things that matter to me?” Harry said, challenging her. “If you hate this house, I won’t say anything more, but I think we could be happy here.”

			New Zealand was over, Julia reminded herself. They were no longer two young people running away from their problems—playacting at being adults, paying their rent month to month, falling in love as easily as breathing. They were engaged now, and putting down roots. Facing the things they had been running from.

			Their relationship would never again be as carefree and effortless as in New Zealand. But perhaps it could be something stronger. Everyone always said that marriages took work, and maintenance, as if they were machines falling constantly into disrepair. Well, Julia had never been afraid of hard work. Anything worth having was worth fighting for.

			She could see a new life unfurling before her and Harry. They could decorate this house with cozy furniture—not the antiques his mother preferred, but warm furniture that begged to be lived in. They could wander this neighborhood hand in hand, sit at a wine bar for a glass of merlot. They could seek out new friends, new rhythms, new adventures.

			“All right,” she heard herself say.

			Harry grinned. “Is that a yes to the house?”

			“Yes.” She hoped she wouldn’t regret this.

			“Oh, good. I couldn’t have let the Thai food sit out there any longer.” Harry moved eagerly to the front door, where he grabbed a brown paper bag from Uber Eats.

			Julia stared at him, surprised, and Harry grinned. “What? It’s our tradition now, right?”

			Back in New Zealand, the night they had moved into their shared apartment, they had ordered Thai food, which they had eaten sitting cross-legged on the floor, because they hadn’t yet owned a stitch of furniture. Worse, the takeout place hadn’t sent them any chopsticks, so they’d grabbed fistfuls of pad thai with their bare hands.

			“You know what,” Julia said slowly as Harry laid the takeout boxes on the floor before the fireplace. “I think the takeout can wait.”

			Hearing her tone, Harry grinned and started across the room toward her. For a moment there, Julia felt the need to avert her eyes; he seemed bigger or brighter or more impossibly handsome than she could bear to look at.

			Then his hands were around her waist and he was hoisting her up, setting her gently on the kitchen island. Julia had always loved the way he lifted her, as if it were completely effortless. As if she weighed nothing at all.

			The marble counters—how impractical to have marble where you cooked, she thought distractedly—felt cool through the silk of her dress. Julia shifted, wrapping her legs around Harry to anchor him in place, and leaned down to kiss him. She wondered if this was what he always felt like, being taller, bending down to her.

			“Should we move?” Harry growled, when they finally broke apart. “These counters are a little tall for what I’m planning.”

			“I didn’t know you were an engineer,” Julia teased, breathless and a little dizzy.

			“More like an expert in a very specific field of geometry.”

			“You make an excellent point. Let’s see if the bathroom counters offer us a better angle,” she agreed.

			“I don’t think we need a counter at all.”

			Harry scooped her up in a single motion, his hands cupping her ass to hold her weight flush against him. Julia hooked an arm around his shoulder, reaching with the other hand to unfasten his pants. Her blazer had been tossed aside, and she wondered dimly when that had happened; she didn’t remember removing it. Harry had always been mysteriously good at getting her clothes off.

			Their faces were very close, their breaths intermingling. Julia’s dress was bunched up around her waist, her thighs slick around Harry’s torso. She let out a little cry, and her back arced instinctively as he angled her against him, moving her slowly up and down. It was all so acutely delicious: the sensations of friction and heat, the salty tang of him as she nipped at his jawline, the way he held her so perfectly.

			That was the thing about Harry. There seemed to be no limits to what he could do, the things he could make her feel. Sometimes it frightened her, the sheer force of what she felt for him, physical and romantic all at once, and almost blinding in intensity.

			“I love you,” she whispered, holding tight to him. He was the only solid thing in a delirious, spinning world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				Hera

			
			There was no view quite like the one from Hera and Zeus’s dining room, which occupied a corner of their fortieth-floor penthouse. The floor-to-ceiling windows offered dramatic vistas of Central Park as well as the southern half of Manhattan, including the gleaming spire of the TWL office building. And of course, the room itself was exquisite, with a massive oak table and a gleaming Louis XIV sideboard—in this case, one formerly owned by the Sun King himself. The frescoed ceiling overhead had been imported from Greece, lifted here by a crane, and painstakingly reinstalled by a team of specialists. The whole operation had stopped traffic on Seventy-Second for a day.

			Hera glanced around at her perfect room: at the crystal sconces on the walls, the silver platters of fresh berries and scones. It didn’t feel quite so perfect as usual. Julia was here—and Hera was beginning to find the woman’s presence increasingly unnerving.

			She glanced at her husband, but Zeus was staring down at The Wall Street Journal, indifferent to the mortal.

			He clearly hadn’t tried to use any magic on her, or he would have been just as alarmed as Hera.

			“Your dining room is lovely, Tara,” Julia said into the silence. She didn’t seem bothered that Ares had left her alone with her future in-laws. With a glance upward, she added, “Especially the ceiling! It reminds me of one I used to visit with my tour groups, on Samos.”

			That was another thing Hera didn’t like about this mortal: She was far too observant. Ignoring the comment about the fresco, Hera said simply, “I find great joy in setting a beautiful table.”

			Julia nodded in agreement. “That’s a Martha Stewart quote, right?”

			Next to Hera, Zeus turned a page of the newspaper and snorted back a laugh. They both knew that if Martha had said that, it was only because Hera had prompted her to.

			Hera watched, incredulous, as Julia reached for a slice of toast and buttered the entire thing at once. Then she bit into it, as if it were a slice of pizza! Hadn’t anyone taught this woman the proper way to eat toast: breaking off one ladylike segment at a time, then buttering that individual piece before popping it into your mouth? Only a complete Neanderthal would slather butter over the top like that.

			Things like buttered toast were meant to be savored. But mortals were always rushing from one thing to the next, as if determined to cram as much as possible into their time on earth. Even now, the minutes of Julia’s life were relentlessly, quietly, ticking away.

			Unless Ares got what he wanted and found a way to keep her among them forever.

			“Good morning.” Ares strode into the dining room, his hair still wet from a shower. He came over to kiss his mother on the cheek, then took the seat next to Julia.

			How did Julia not feel it—the divinity crackling off him like lightning, the sheer force of his otherworldliness?

			“Thank you again for letting us stay here,” Ares began.

			Hera forced herself to smile. “Of course! What else is family for?”

			“We have some exciting news.” Ares spooned a hearty helping of scrambled eggs onto his plate. “We found a place in the West Village yesterday, so we’ll be moving tomorrow.”

			“You’re moving in together,” Hera repeated flatly. “Before you’re married.”

			Julia flushed at that, self-consciously, or perhaps in anger, Hera couldn’t tell.

			“I know we’re hitting the steps in a nontraditional order, Mother, but I promise you that we’ll hit them all in the end. That’s the most important thing,” Ares replied hurriedly.

			Hera bit back her protests and nodded, peeved at the way Julia shot Ares a grateful look.

			Zeus folded his newspaper with a loud rustling of pages. “The West Village?” he asked dubiously. “Why not just rent in the neighborhood?”

			Ares tactfully ignored his father’s suggestion. “It’s on Grove and has gorgeous views of the water from the roof deck.”

			“Wait, there’s a roof deck?” Julia cut in.

			A smile played around Ares’s lips. “We didn’t make it up there last night.”

			Julia’s expression made it abundantly clear why they had forgotten to see the roof deck. She quickly tried to deflect attention. “Harry was so thoughtful! He ordered Thai food and we had an impromptu picnic, sitting right there on the floor, just like the night we moved in together in New Zealand.”

			“How sweet.” Hera stole another glance at her husband. Surely Zeus, like Hera, realized what Ares had done—bringing a human into a new home, serving her food, sharing the marriage bed (with or without a literal bed).

			He had sanctified their home together, warded it from the other gods.

			That was the thing about ancient magic; it was usually quite simple.

			“That’s not all,” Ares added proudly. “Julia is starting a new job on Monday.”

			Hera tried to feign interest. “Oh, really? Where?”

			“One of my former professors runs an art gallery in Chelsea. It’s called LM Gallery,” Julia explained.

			“I wish I’d known you were looking for something in art; I just had lunch with Bradley last week. He’s always hiring at the museum. Most of the openings are in development, but that’s not so different from sales.”

			At last, Julia seemed impressed. “You don’t mean Bradley Williams at the Met?”

			“He’s an old friend,” Hera said simply. When you’d donated as much as she had over the years, you were entitled to call the museum director a friend.

			Julia hesitated as if tempted, then shook her head. “Thank you for offering, but I’ve already accepted the gallery position. Besides, I wouldn’t want you to call upon your personal connections for me.”

			Was Hera supposed to be impressed by this statement? As if Julia wasn’t going to call upon Hera and Zeus’s social network for her measly little gallery job, peddling what were likely unimpressive works of modern art.

			Her eyes drifted to the engagement ring on Julia’s finger. She didn’t understand what she had done wrong, but the magic wasn’t working.

			When Martin had taken the ring away to “clean” it, he had actually replaced one of the small stones with an enchanted relic—the Eye of Argos. It always took the form of a stone but could shrink or grow in size depending on how Hera needed to set it: in a ring, a watch, a diadem.

			The Eye of Argos should have given her a glimpse into Julia’s mind. Not in the way that mortals depicted mind-reading on television, as if you were eavesdropping on someone’s internal stream of consciousness, but more like a magical mood ring. Once a mortal slipped it on, Hera could sense their changes in emotion: their outrage, their joy, their fear. She’d been eager to deploy it on Julia and discover how the mortal really felt about Ares.

			But now, the Eye of Argos emitted an eerie silence. The spell had failed.

			Hera wasn’t sure yet what this meant, but she didn’t like it.

			“Mother,” Ares chimed in, “you’ll have to visit Julia at the gallery once she’s started. Surely you’re in need of some new artwork?”

			Julia looked at Hera in alarm. “Please, don’t do that. I wouldn’t want you to feel obligated to buy anything.”

			Here she was, acting again like she didn’t care about the money or connections. Hera was growing weary of Julia’s loud self-righteousness.

			“I was thinking of redecorating the guest cottage at the Hamptons house,” Hera conceded. No way would she commit to buying a new piece for the main Hamptons house, let alone this penthouse. She had no idea what garbage this gallery even carried.

			“I didn’t realize you had a Hamptons house,” Julia remarked, glancing from Hera to Ares. “Harry had mentioned a place in Sun Valley, but I wasn’t sure….”

			Hera was hardly inclined to give this mortal a full accounting of their real estate holdings. There were ski houses (Telluride, Sun Valley, Val d’Isère); there were apartments in cities around the world (Mexico City, Shanghai, the New Orleans Garden District); there were beach houses (Mayakoba, St. Bart’s—they’d just sold Mustique, no one who was anyone went there anymore) and country houses (Tuscany, Carmel, the winery in Calistoga). In the UK alone they owned a house in Mayfair, a castle in Scotland, and a sprawling estate in the Cotswolds, purchased from a marquess who’d fallen on hard times.

			“We’ll go to the Hamptons house soon,” Hera promised, an idea forming. “You know what, why don’t we throw you two an engagement party there?”

			Julia shook her head. “Thank you, but that’s not necessary.”

			“Oh, but a party is the best way to bring families together!”

			Not to mention that at parties, people lowered their guard, revealed their true selves. People acted foolishly and were easier to trick.

			“That’s a lovely offer, Mother, but the Hamptons isn’t really our scene,” Ares said hastily.

			“What is, then?” Zeus asked.

			Everyone looked at him in surprise, and he pressed on. “What is your ‘scene’? New Zealand? Or perhaps Europe? Because I quite agree with you,” Zeus said pleasantly. “The Hamptons have gotten overcrowded.”

			That wasn’t what Ares had meant, and they all knew it, but there was a note of finality in Zeus’s tone that made even the mortal woman fall silent. When Zeus made a decree from on high, everyone followed.

			“Julia’s best friend, Abby, lives in London,” Ares offered, after a beat. When Julia started to shake her head, he cast her a pleading glance.

			Hera gritted her teeth in a smile. “It’s settled, then! I haven’t entertained in London in far too long. I’ll call Norman right now and see when he’s free to cater.”

			Julia visibly swallowed back a protest, then nodded. “That’s so generous of you, especially given everything you’re doing for the wedding.”

			Zeus rose as if all this talk of parties and engagements had bored him. “Well, I’m out. Time to head to the office. Harry, you coming?”

			“I’m actually on site in Delaware today.”

			“Oh, right. The power plant?” Zeus looked at his son with interest for the first time that morning. “Call me if you have any issues sorting it out.”

			“Thanks, but I should be all good,” Ares assured his father.

			As her husband walked to the door, Hera stood. “Actually, Bruce, could I catch a ride with you? I’ve been meaning to stop by Bergdorf’s.”

			Julia made a show of checking her watch—a plastic sport watch that made her look like a teenager. “Is Bergdorf’s open before ten?”

			The nerve of this woman, challenging her openly like that. Hera met Julia’s gaze, and the two women stared at each other for a beat. Julia’s reflection flickered in the windows behind her, making her appear oddly sinister.

			Zeus was the one who answered. “Probably not for other clients, but my wife has never been restricted to normal shopping hours.” He held out an arm, suddenly chivalry itself. “Shall we?”

			When they were downstairs and in the backseat of the waiting town car, Hera turned to Zeus. “Thank you for backing me up on the engagement party.”

			“Hmm?” Her husband settled himself next to her, already scrolling through emails on his phone. He let out a little huff of annoyance. “I forgot I’m having drinks at Jean-Georges tonight. They won’t let me in without a tie.“

			Hera rolled her eyes affectionately, already digging through her purse. “This is why you should always wear a tie, even if the rest of the world has given up on proper business attire.” She pulled out a bobby pin and held it between thumb and forefinger. Power sizzled pleasantly through her veins as the small hairpin lengthened, transforming into a silk Ferragamo tie.

			“Blue, do you think, or gray?” She held the tie to Zeus’s throat, letting it flick back and forth between the two colors.

			“I defer to you,” Zeus insisted. Blue, Hera decided, and the tie settled into its new color. She tucked it through her husband’s collar and tied it with swift, practiced movements.

			“Thanks.” Zeus glanced back at his phone, then seemed to remember something. “Should I really drop you at Bergdorf’s, or are you going somewhere else?”

			“Somewhere else.” Hera waited for her husband to ask more questions, but he just nodded and returned to his emails. His palm slid onto her thigh in a gesture that was both affectionate and casually proprietary.

			Hera glanced at the tie, satisfied by her handiwork. There clearly wasn’t a problem with her magic. So why couldn’t the Eye of Argos tell her anything about Julia?

			Hera had considered the possibility that Julia might be a demigod but ultimately rejected it. Demigods felt different. You could sense the divinity kindling within them, hot like a flame. Perhaps Julia was being shielded by some other god. Or, more troubling still, by the Fates.

			There was one way to force Julia’s secrets out of her, one far more effective—not to mention riskier—than the Eye of Argos. But Hera never liked asking Apollo for favors. He was so pretentious about it, so self-righteous. She promised herself that she would do so only as a last resort.

			In the meantime…when it came to dirty little secrets among the gods, she knew precisely who to ask.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Hermes

			
			“Hermes?” There was a relentless thudding noise. A hammer, Hermes thought, groaning and shutting his eyes tighter.

			“Hermes!” The voice was louder now, more insistent. Through the fog that clouded his mind, Hermes registered who had spoken.

			The queen of the gods was here? At his studio apartment in Bushwick?

			In his sudden effort to sit up, Hermes flung out an arm, which came into contact with a body.

			He squinted, disoriented, at the young mortal in bed next to him. Tanned brown skin, shaggy dark hair, and was that a six-pack—no, an eight-pack? Curious, Hermes lifted the sheet to peer underneath. The stranger had on a pair of Hermes’s shorts, but Hermes himself was naked. Hmm.

			He drew in a breath and glanced around the room. He’d forgotten to close a window last night, and the city air drifted in, fragrant with that distinctly New York smell of sunshine and concrete and a hint of overwarmed trash.

			Ah, how he adored it here. New York, the city of grifters and hustlers and liars, of people from other places. This was a city constantly in motion, always reinventing itself.

			Hermes glanced back at the stranger in his bed. They had met late last night at a club whose name Hermes had forgotten, the kind where everything was shrouded in dim lighting and loud music. He sighed regretfully and shook the young man’s shoulder.

			“I’m sorry, but you need to go,” he said gently.

			The stranger woke and blearily registered Hera’s insistent knocking. “This way, please,” Hermes said calmly, like an airline attendant guiding a passenger down the aisle, except he was bundling the young man’s clothes into a ball and handing them to him, then leading him out the tiny door off the kitchen to the fire escape.

			“I—um, sure. I had fun, by the way,” the mortal called out, bewildered.

			“I had fun, too,” Hermes assured him, and shut the door. It felt like a rather asshole move, kicking him out this way. If he’d had more energy Hermes would have just turned the guy into a spider while he was still asleep, then tucked him into a kitchen drawer until Hera left. But transfiguration was such a draining branch of magic, especially when you were transforming a living thing. Athena had always been best at it.

			Hermes hurried into a pair of khakis and a golf polo. Then, smoothing his unruly hair with one hand, he opened the door to his apartment.

			There was something discordant about seeing Hera here, standing in the fluorescent lights of the hallway. Usually, Hermes was quite proud of his building, one of the latest luxury apartment complexes popping up in Brooklyn for trust-fund millennials who played at being hipsters. Hermes’s neighbors were the director of an off-Broadway play and a Peloton instructor who threw very loud, very fun parties. But now, seeing Hera here, Hermes felt slightly embarrassed by how cookie-cutter it all was. And how painfully small, compared to Hera’s vast penthouse.

			“Thanks for letting me drop by unannounced.” She smiled and followed him inside.

			Hermes watched her take in the studio apartment. In the corner stood his king-size bed, the fluffy Matouk bedding rumpled in a distinctly incriminating way. Stray shoes and wrinkled sweaters spilled out of Hermes’s closet. The walls were covered in an eclectic mix of art, everything from an abstract image he’d bought at a night market in Thailand—he’d thought it was a cloud, only to realize later that the cloud was actually quite phallic—to the Manet he’d stolen from the Louvre.

			He quickly recalled his manners. “Can I offer you something? Coffee, tea?”

			Hera sighed. “Hermes, you’re the one who needs coffee. I’ll make it.”

			He slumped gratefully at the table while Hera bustled around his kitchenette, turning on his coffee machine, scooping in fresh beans. Moments later came the heavenly sound of coffee pouring into a mug.

			“You do know it’s a weekday,” Hera said reprovingly.

			“It’s a Friday in the summer! Everyone knows summer Thursday nights are the start of the weekend.” Hermes would have protested more, but Hera had come over with his coffee, and he took a grateful sip.

			When he set down his mug, Hera placed her hand on his brow like a mother taking the temperature of a sick child. Her palm felt delightfully cool on his skin. Hermes felt the refreshing sensation spreading its tendrils through his body, soothing his overheated brain, lowering his pulse, sending a jolt of relief to his liver—which, while not in as bad a shape as Prometheus’s, had been decidedly abused last night.

			Hera was not Apollo, who could fuse broken bones, or Asclepius, the true healer among the gods, but Hermes would never underestimate her healing gift. Mending, she had always called it, the sort of healing that mothers all over the world do every day. The kind of mending that fixes bruises or fevers or skinned knees—or in Hermes’s case, a god-awful hangover that was already evaporating like smoke.

			When she’d finished, Hera took the other seat at the table. “Thank you,” Hermes croaked, and took another sip of coffee.

			Hera waved away his thanks. “I must admit, I had an ulterior motive in stopping by.”

			Of course she did. Hera’s moves were always calculated, her plans meticulous and often inscrutable.

			“I’m afraid I can’t attend the upcoming Curator’s Circle dinner. Would you manage it on my behalf?”

			Hermes blinked in surprise. The Curator’s Circle was the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s most exclusive donor group, consisting of only a dozen families: those whose annual donations numbered in the seven figures, whose names graced entire wings of the museum. Hera adored these events, as much for the socializing among “our sort of people” as for the art.

			“I’d love to. I’ll pick up Aphrodite on the way?” Hermes offered.

			“Actually, I’d like you to bring Julia. Help her meet some people in the art world.”

			Hermes took another thoughtful sip of coffee. Everyone knew that there was no love lost between Hera and Aphrodite, but still, the two goddesses tended to set aside their animosity for the sake of a Curator’s Circle event. Zeus never had any patience for museum functions, whereas Aphrodite shone at them. She was beauty personified, after all. Hera had tried, a few times, to invite the muse Polymnia, only to complain afterward that Polymnia was as bad as Athena, cornering the artists and trapping them in long-winded conversations about artistic technique or symbolism. At least Aphrodite understood the value of networking and could be trusted to either flatter or ignore the other guests as they deserved.

			Aphrodite looked forward to these events as much as Hera did. She would consider it a deliberate snub that a nobody mortal was attending in her place. And Hermes could guess why Hera had done it.

			As grateful as he felt for the mending, and the coffee, Hera’s clucking mother-hen routine hadn’t fooled him. He was not her son, like Hephaestus and Ares. She would always think of Hermes as an employee. Someone to do her bidding.

			“You’re asking me to spy on Julia.”

			“Spy is such a strong word! I want you to spend time with her,” Hera said innocently.

			“And report back to you?” Hermes was being impertinent, but when someone asked him a favor, he wanted the request spelled out in English. Or French, or Mandarin, or whatever language these particular dealings happened to be in. He knew from experience that if he wasn’t clear up front, trouble inevitably followed.

			Actually, even when he was clear, trouble usually followed. Probably because Hermes so loved stirring it up.

			“Well, yes,” Hera admitted. “If you find anything out about the mortal, particularly anything suspicious, I hope you would share it with me.”

			As usual, Hermes was tangling himself ever further in a knot of promises. He’d already told Hades that he would bring him intel like this. There was no easy way to deny Hera, but if she thought Hermes was double-crossing her—worse, if she learned that he was also working for Hades—he didn’t like to think of the consequences.

			Well, it would hardly be the first time Hermes had walked a narrow tightrope between opposing factions among the gods. What was the point of it all, if he couldn’t stir the pot a little?

			“I’ll keep an eye on Julia.” Hermes felt emboldened enough to ask a question. “Am I looking for anything in particular?”

			In other words, what had Julia done to earn Hera’s suspicions?

			“Oh, nothing. I’m just doing my due diligence as a mother. You know, watching over her for Ares’s sake.” Hera stood, giving Hermes’s shoulder one last pat. “Thank you, darling.”

			Poor Julia, Hermes thought as he pulled out his phone to text the mortal woman. Hera was not someone you wanted as an enemy.

			

			
				• • •
			

			Several weeks later, Hermes led Julia onto the roof of the Met, gratified when the elevator doors opened and she gasped.

			“It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed, hurrying forward. “I have to admit, I was skeptical about seeing Eliasson’s industrial sculptures on a roof, but this is just perfect.”

			It did feel like they were stepping into an enchanted world. Bars with white tablecloths flanked either end of the roof, which was scattered with Olafur Eliasson’s famous sculptures. As Julia had pointed out, they were all industrial in feel, made of fiberglass or metal tubing or sheets of aluminum. Yet they had a poignant beauty that Hermes couldn’t explain. At the center of the roof stood eight dining tables, each adorned with a miniature version of an Eliasson sculpture—an unusual centerpiece, but then, no one at this dinner was impressed by flowers anymore.

			“I can’t believe the museum can hold a party like this, out under the open skies!” Julia accepted the champagne that Hermes handed her, still looking around with wide eyes. “What if it rained?”

			“I’m sure they had an inclement weather plan,” Hermes remarked, though in truth, the Met never had inclement weather for events like this. Such were the perks of boasting a goddess as your major underwriter, even if the Met had no idea who Hera really was.

			“Why don’t we go mingle,” Hermes suggested. “This is a great opportunity to meet some of the city’s top art collectors. Speaking of which, how’s the new job?”

			“It’s only been a couple of weeks, but I love it so far,” Julia said eagerly. “My boss, Lucy, says I can pitch new exhibitions to her soon. I’ve already found the first artist I want the gallery to carry. An artist upstate who goes by the name of Lantern. He makes these incredible oil paintings, in the style of the Impressionists, but with updated subject matter….”

			Hermes smiled despite himself. There was something so contagious about Julia’s excitement, a warmth to her that felt both vulnerable and achingly human. He could see why Ares had been drawn to her.

			If only someone would upgrade her wardrobe, he thought with a mournful glance at her black shift dress and black heels. Dressed like that, Julia looked like she was interviewing to be an executive assistant, or worse, attending a funeral. Hermes wondered if she’d watched that Sex and the City episode about the little black dress—though come to think of it, Julia seemed more likely to have gotten the idea from Holly Golightly than Carrie Bradshaw. Either way, someone needed to tell her that one simply didn’t wear black in the summer. At least not among these sorts of people, in their flowy skirts and vibrant silk dresses.

			Hermes stood to attention as a balding man and his diamond-clad wife drew near. Arthur Gordon, founder of a multibillion-dollar hedge fund, and his wife, Allison, a friend of Hera’s.

			“Percy, it’s good to see you!” Allison hugged Hermes the way Tara did, with only half her attention. Then she looked quizzically at Julia. “And you are…”

			“This is Julia Dodds, Harry Ellene’s fiancée. She works at Lucy Keller’s gallery downtown.” Hermes saw Julia flinch at the introduction and belatedly realized why. He’d given her romantic credentials first and mentioned her job as an afterthought.

			Well, she had better get used to it. These people would value her association with the Ellenes far more than her little gallery job.

			Allison’s face lit up with curiosity. She stared baldly at Julia, taking in her sad black dress, her lack of real jewelry. “You’re the girl Harry met! We’ve all been wondering about you! Arthur, this is the woman Tara’s son is marrying,” she explained, elbowing her husband.

			“I see.” Arthur shrugged and took a sip of his Negroni, a cocktail that the museum had begun serving at these events specifically because it was his favorite.

			Allison looked back to Julia. “Please tell Tara how disappointed I am that we won’t make the engagement party in London. We have a wedding that same weekend in Carmel.”

			Hermes could see from Julia’s expression that she hadn’t realized the Gordons were invited to her engagement party. He doubted she knew most of the names on the guest list.

			He started to answer, but Julia beat him to the punch.

			“I’m sure Carmel is lovely this time of year,” Julia exclaimed. “Do you have a home there, or will you be staying at the lodge?”

			You had to hand it to Julia: She might not have dressed the part, but she sure as hell knew what to say.

			Allison stared at Julia as if trying to take the measure of her. “We have a house on Seventeen Mile Drive, though we’re members at the lodge, of course,” she said slowly. “Julia, you work at a gallery? What do you think of all these sculptures?”

			Julia nodded to the closest one, a multifaceted white sphere. “I think this might be my favorite. Did you know that it’s made of aluminum originally intended for automobiles? It’s such a lovely meditation on the different paths life can take, how there are multiple ways to the same destination.”

			“And here I thought it looked like a giant golf ball,” Allison replied, making a face.

			“I like that interpretation,” Julia replied without missing a beat. “But only if it’s the golf ball that won the Masters.”

			Arthur surprised them all by choking out a laugh. Allison stared at her husband in surprise, then turned back to Julia. “It’s nice to have someone else here who knows about art. I always have to drag Arthur to these things. He never takes art seriously enough!”

			“Art is too serious to be taken seriously,” Julia quipped in reply. When they all stared at her, she smiled pleasantly. “I’m afraid I can’t take credit. That’s an Ad Reinhardt quote.”

			For once, Allison seemed at a loss for words. She murmured something in reply, then tugged her husband away, still staring at Julia over her shoulder.

			Hermes waited until they were across the party before elbowing Julia. “Look at you, putting Allison Gordon in her place with a one-liner! And what was that nonsense about the aluminum being sourced from cars?”

			“That’s true,” Julia told him. “I downloaded the exhibit guide before we came.”

			“Little Miss Harvard, can’t resist the chance to do her homework,” he teased, though he was impressed in spite of himself. Few people were both intellectual and quick-witted. Even fewer dared to stand up to billionaires the way Julia had just done. Perhaps she could hold her own in this family after all.

			They wandered to the edge of the roof and stared out over the city. It was a tapestry of a thousand small lights: the golden glow of office buildings, where worker bees still tapped frantically at their laptops; the lights of a million apartments, of cars and taxis and Broadway marquees and billboards. And before them lay Central Park, a vast square of darkness. Underneath it all, Hermes felt the web of subway tunnels connecting the city, like the tentacles of some chthonic beast stretching out into the boroughs.

			“This view never fails to make me feel small,” he mused aloud. “Remind me, you didn’t grow up in a big city, did you?”

			“No. Did you?” Julia neatly turned the question back on him.

			Hermes gave an airy laugh. “I’m a citizen of the world; I’ve lived all over.”

			Julia cast him a surprisingly sympathetic glance. “I loved my time on the cruise ship at first, but it got old after a while. There is something about constantly moving that feels…” She hesitated, searching for the right word. “Isolating. No matter how many people you meet, you know you will always have to say goodbye to them soon enough.”

			Hermes was surprised at the insight. “Enough about me,” he said swiftly. “You grew up in Texas, right?”

			“Georgia, actually.”

			Time to speed things along. Hermes reached for the magic that lay coiled within him and coaxed it into his next question.

			“With your parents?” The words felt slick on his tongue, as if he could taste the compulsion that he’d woven around them, viscous like a soap bubble. Compulsion was one of his signature tricks. Hermes Dolios, they used to call him—which might be translated as Hermes the Deceiver, or Hermes the Cheat, or his favorite, Honey-Tongued Hermes.

			Julia shot him a look. “You sound a little funny. Are you feeling okay?”

			Holy Fates above. Was this woman immune to compulsion? Was that even possible?

			“Sorry. Allergies.” He cleared his throat. “You were telling me about your parents? I mean—you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” he amended. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

			Julia shrugged. “My mother passed away when I was nine. My father was never in the picture.”

			“He wasn’t a good guy?” Hermes felt clumsy, fishing for information without magic, relying on nothing but his wits and his charm. This was probably a sensitive subject, but Hera would definitely want to know about Julia’s absent father.

			“My mother never talked about him.” Julia sounded bitter. “I always suspected that he might have been a partner at the law firm where she was interning, because I’m pretty sure she received some kind of payout. All I really know for certain is that once she got pregnant, she dropped out of law school.”

			“I’m sure your mom was a very special woman,” Hermes said gently. “What was her name?”

			“Claire.” Julia smiled. “Even though it was only the two of us, we were so happy. She would do things like buy cookie cutters shaped like zoo animals, so that she could cut my PB & J sandwiches into elephants or crocodiles. She’s the one who got me into art; she loved to take me to the local museum on her days off. And she always said that she believed in magic.”

			That last detail piqued Hermes’s interest. “You mean tarot, Ouija boards, things like that?”

			“No, she was a lawyer, a logical thinker at heart. More like…she loved telling fairy tales, daydreaming about the impossible. With her, life was full of wonder and possibility.”

			“What happened to her?”

			Julia’s hand on the railing tightened. “She died in an accident.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Hermes said quickly, hoping that the rest of the evening would help Julia forget this conversation. Guilt squirmed in his chest, alongside a flicker of fear.

			His magic hadn’t worked on Julia. That had to mean something, and whatever it was, he suspected that it didn’t bode well for him. Should he tell Hera, or would this revelation only upset her? And Hades would surely want to know, too.

			Perhaps it was safer if Hermes kept this tidbit to himself, at least until he had done a little more digging into Julia—and what had brought her among them.

			As if on cue, a chime sounded around the rooftop. The museum’s head of development stood near the tables, smiling as he gestured everyone to their assigned seat.

			“Oh, we’re in for a treat.” Hermes started babbling, still trying to normalize things between them. “The food is nothing special, but they always serve the best wine at these events, because of course, the more wine they pour, the more readily the checkbooks come out….”

			It wasn’t until they were nearly at their table, with its glass pinwheel centerpiece and calligraphed place cards, that Hermes saw who else would be joining them.

			Aphrodite was seated next to Julia.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite couldn’t believe the nerve of Hera, inviting this drab little mortal to the Curator’s Circle dinner instead of her.

			Everyone in the family knew that the Met fell in Aphrodite’s domain. She was masterful at these events, representing the family with grace and style. Over the years she’d charmed countless artists into loaning works to the museum—or better yet, into selling to Zeus and Hera. Eventually, Hera had accepted the inevitability of Aphrodite’s presence, though she would never have dreamed of actually arriving at the dinners with Aphrodite, the way she would with Zeus. The goddesses took their own cars to the Met, though their apartments were a mere two blocks apart.

			But when Aphrodite had texted asking for details about tonight’s event, Hera had replied, with maddening nonchalance, that the Ellene seats were “already spoken for.”

			Naturally, Aphrodite had manipulated her way onto the guest list. All it had taken was a quick phone call to the development office, where an overeager woman named Kristi had been happy to add another seat for the Ellenes.

			Now Aphrodite was here. And, inexplicably, so was Julia.

			The mortal woman looked like the “before” character in a nineties makeover montage. She had on another nondescript sack dress, this time in black, and pearl studs—pearl studs? Who did she think she was, a teenager getting her ears pierced at Claire’s?

			Hera was sending Aphrodite a message by giving her seat to Julia, subtly warning her that Aphrodite’s spot on the Olympian Council could be usurped as well.

			“Julia!” Aphrodite leaned over to give the mortal a perfumed, performative hug. “I’m so glad that you’re here tonight. I’ve been wanting to talk to you ever since Olympus, but we haven’t gotten the chance.” Because you’ve been avoiding me, was the unspoken subtext. Because you’re afraid of me, as you should be.

			“We’ve been so busy with the move. Harry found us a place in the West Village,” Julia began, but Aphrodite wasn’t so easily dissuaded. She shifted on her chair so that she and Julia were face-to-face.

			“I feel terrible about what happened that night at the reunion. I never should have told you about me and Harry—”

			“It’s fine, really.” Julia’s tone was polite but firm. “We don’t need to mention it again. Harry and I have moved on, which means that you and I should, too. But thank you for apologizing,” she added.

			Aphrodite hadn’t meant her words to be considered an apology. She smoothed her napkin, pleased with the way her bracelets slid becomingly down her arm with the movement. “Of course. I’m just glad that we can be friends.”

			Julia seemed eager to change the subject. “Do you usually come to these events? This is very…intimate,” she concluded, with a glance around the rooftop.

			An army of waiters sailed over with the salad course, each plate topped with a trio of mandarin orange slices. Aphrodite saw Julia start to reach for her fork, only to pause when she registered that no one else had started eating.

			“I usually come with Tara. There is so much overlap between the art world and the beauty industry, you know,” Aphrodite replied. “Though I’m glad you’re here! I wonder whose place you’re taking? Scarlett’s?”

			“Scarlett’s?” Julia repeated.

			“Scarlett Johansson.” Aphrodite made sure to say it with the appropriate amount of nonchalance. “We’re at the director’s table, you know, with his personal guests. Scarlett normally comes to these events, as she’s quite active with the museum, but I think she’s filming another of those dinosaur movies.”

			Julia didn’t flinch. She just nodded as if she always sat at a table intended for Hollywood royalty and said, “Then I owe her, and Jurassic Park, a thank-you. This is a lovely night, and I’m grateful to be here.”

			It was an irritatingly thoughtful response. Peeved, Aphrodite gave a bright little laugh.

			“Oh, you have to thank Scarlett for more than that! She’s the reason your fiancé dresses like a grown man.”

			“Excuse me?” Julia asked. On Julia’s other side, Hermes cast Aphrodite an exasperated look, but she was committed now. She couldn’t rub her own history with Ares in Julia’s face, but she could still make this woman feel inadequate. Could pretend to be friends, all while making Julia second-guess herself.

			“Until they dated, Harry always dressed so poorly—T-shirts with the sleeves cut off, mesh running shorts. He looked like a high school athlete on game day.” Aphrodite placed a hand on Julia’s arm as if drawing her into the joke. “His thing with Scarlett was short-lived, but he was so desperate to impress her, he cleaned up his look. I mean”—Aphrodite lowered her voice to a stage whisper—“he used to wear short-sleeved button-downs. Can you imagine? Those should only be worn by children under the age of ten, or cartoon characters.”

			Julia shrugged off Aphrodite’s touch and reached for her fork, ignoring the reference to his famous ex. “I have never cared what Harry wears, so I wouldn’t have a problem with a short-sleeved button-down.” She managed to pronounce the phrase in a way that made Aphrodite feel slightly mocked. “But I’m thankful to Scarlett anyway, for Harry’s sake. I know his family cares about things like fashion.”

			Things like fashion? How dare this woman dismiss, in a single breath, everything Aphrodite stood for?

			Not that she’d always felt that way. There had been a time when Aphrodite thought she had more to offer, that she wasn’t just a pretty face. But that was eons ago.

			She stared out at the horizon, trying to gather her thoughts. It was the sort of lush Manhattan evening that had inspired writers and artists for generations. Fiery orange light blazed behind the skyline, causing shadows to pool in the streets below. The warm June air kissed her bare shoulders.

			Like all the gods, Aphrodite couldn’t remember much beyond the span of a human lifetime. But one night was burned into her mind.

			It had been a night much like this when everything changed. The night that they made her immortal.

			

			
				• • •
			

			Aphrodite met her husband by the river, as women of that age did quite often, except that her husband happened to be a god.

			She knelt at a washing board, scrubbing stains from her master’s work shirts. When she heard an approaching figure and glanced up, Aphrodite saw at once that he was immortal. The very air seemed to crackle and spark at his presence, power clustering around him like warmth after a summer storm. She assumed he was the god of this river, or perhaps of the mountain nearby.

			She assumed he would take what he wanted, as so many men did.

			But he didn’t. Hephaestus settled on the ground next to her and asked her name. Aphrodite told him, flinching, expecting violence. Yet he just leaned back on his palms and watched her movements as she kept running the fabric over her washing board. “I’m Hephaestus,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

			The next week, when she returned to the river, Hephaestus was already there—with a large metal contraption that would do the washing for her. “Now you can sit and talk to me, instead of laboring needlessly,” he’d offered as the metal arms of his mechanism scrubbed shirts in her stead.

			“Where did such a thing come from?” Aphrodite stared at the invention, marveling at its cleverness.

			Hephaestus looked almost shy as he replied, “I made it.”

			And so they talked. Aphrodite told him small, meaningless things: gossip from the wealthy household where she worked, stories from her childhood. She never mentioned her father, addicted to drink, or her mother, aged and embittered before her time. She certainly never mentioned the man at her previous position, the one who had hurt her indelibly, even though the wounds he’d inflicted were not the type to leave visible scars.

			Hephaestus never interrupted. He just nodded sagely and listened.

			Aphrodite began to look forward to the washing days. Each time, Hephaestus brought her a gift: earrings that changed color based on her mood; a wheeled cart that could drive itself, for carrying laundry back to the house. A clip that kept her long braid in place, after he’d watched her struggle to tuck back her waist-length hair. His eyes were always on her, and she saw the hunger in them, the eagerness. But he never touched her, not once.

			The day he knelt down with a ring, Aphrodite stared at him in shock. “Yes,” she breathed, with hardly a thought. She wasn’t such a fool as to think he loved her; she wasn’t sure she even believed in love, after what had happened at her last position. But Hephaestus wanted her, and he was giving her the immense privilege of choice.

			Aphrodite had the freedom to decide for herself, for the first time in her brief mortal life. Of course, she said yes.

			Within days, she was standing on Mount Olympus, naked and trembling, at the center of a circle drawn in blood—her own blood, from a slice near her elbow. The twelve Olympians had gathered around the circumference of the circle, staring implacably down at her. They, apparently, were allowed to wear clothes.

			Each of the gods held a tile, painted white on one side, black on the other. White was a vote in Aphrodite’s favor, a vote to deify her. Black, a vote against her.

			Hephaestus had told her that the last god to be deified was Dionysus—the son of Zeus and a mortal woman named Semele, who had died in childbirth, as so many women did. By the time he was a teenager, Dionysus had grown into a legendary host, throwing the most epic parties the world had yet seen. Even the gods clamored for invitations.

			Apotheosis, the process by which a mortal becomes a god, required a two-thirds vote of the Olympians—eight of twelve. According to Hephaestus, Dionysus’s vote had been unanimous. Even Hera had voted in his favor, probably out of pity that he’d lost his mother.

			The vote was distinctly less certain in Aphrodite’s case.

			Aphrodite wished she could run and bury her face in Hephaestus’s broad chest, but she forced herself to stand tall, tipping her chin up as a goddess would. She ignored the way the Olympians all stared at her, their gazes filled with either lust or envy or some combination of both.

			Then the tiles were flipped over, one at a time.

			Every male god voted in Aphrodite’s favor. She hadn’t met any of them except Hephaestus and Zeus, but she found that she could tell them apart easily enough—Poseidon carried a telltale trident, and Hermes had a mischievous smile. Aphrodite’s eyes had lingered for a beat on Hephaestus’s brother Ares, but he glanced away as he flipped his tile white side up.

			The women were decidedly less welcoming.

			A black tile from Artemis. A black tile from Demeter, and Hestia, and even Athena, Hephaestus’s own sister. Then it was Hera’s turn.

			Aphrodite’s future hinged on this moment. One more vote against her, and she would remain mortal.

			The queen of the gods had exchanged a glance with Hephaestus, then turned her tile white side up.

			And so it was done. Hestia fell from the divine Pantheon to a slightly lower status, making room for Aphrodite among the twelve Olympians. Then Aphrodite married Hephaestus and became the goddess of desire.

			That initial moment of support when Hera had flipped her tile in Aphrodite’s favor? It was not indicative of how their relationship would progress. Not that Hera ever insulted Aphrodite outright. Her scorn was more subtle and far more insidious.

			She invited all the other goddesses over for a dinner party but pointedly didn’t include Aphrodite, claiming that it was a potluck dinner and she’d had no idea Aphrodite even knew how to boil water. She raised her eyebrows at Aphrodite’s clothing choices, watched her behavior like a hawk at cocktail parties, made seemingly innocent remarks about the “very modern” way she’d decorated her and Hephaestus’s home. Most cutting of all was the constant implication that Aphrodite shouldn’t have been there, that she was lucky Hephaestus had deigned to marry her. “You were his choice,” Hera would say, with a little shrug that indicated just how baffling she found this choice.

			She was reducing Aphrodite to a cipher, forcing her to inhabit the role they had cast her in: goddess of desire, wanton, worthwhile for her beauty alone.

			Once, during a moment in bed that felt particularly intimate, Aphrodite had voiced these concerns to her husband. She always felt closest to him like this: when she was pressed up against him, her back against his rib cage. Feeling his heartbeat, his breath.

			“I don’t think the other goddesses like me,” she’d murmured, afraid to name his mother in particular.

			Hephaestus had just pulled her closer and kissed her. “Of course they do,” he’d argued. “They just take a little getting used to, that’s all.”

			No, they didn’t. They thought of her as an interloper, the goddess who had stumbled into divinity because of how she looked. Sometimes Aphrodite wondered if they could still smell it on her, even after all these years: the stench of mortality.

			Perhaps, on some subconscious level, that was why she’d slept with Ares. If the other goddesses were all going to hate her anyway, she might as well give them a reason.

			It happened after a particularly vicious council meeting at Olympus. Aphrodite had never cared for their annual retreat, though she pretended to, for Hephaestus’s sake. She felt at her loneliest here, as if she were a human again, wearing her vulnerable mortal skin.

			As usual, Aphrodite’s proposal to the Olympian council had gone ignored. Then she’d watched the other gods dismiss Ares out of hand, too.

			The moment the council meeting ended, Hera cornered Aphrodite to ask about their travel home. Zeus wants to stop by Paris, Hera explained. Do you and Hephaestus want to join? I was going to book us rooms at the George V. Aphrodite promised to go find Hephaestus and ask him.

			Even the thought of Paris, her favorite city in the world, wasn’t enough to break through the darkness that had overtaken her. She felt suddenly and unbearably lonely, so desperate for a moment of connection, of love, that she was trembling with it. And then she’d bumped into Ares, and it all seemed so simple. The longing that filled her spilled over onto him without any effort at all.

			I don’t have to be alone, she had thought, with something like wonder. Here was Ares, who felt just as isolated among the Olympians as she did. Maybe they should feel alone together.

			He was her husband’s brother, but in that moment, Aphrodite could only think of how painfully attractive he was. Her eyes darted hungrily over his chiseled shoulders, the fullness of his lips. She reached playfully for his hand and started tugging him toward her spot on the beach, relishing the rough scrape of his palm on hers.

			When she felt Ares hesitate, Aphrodite didn’t think twice. She unleashed her magic into his mind. There was a part of him that did want her, and Aphrodite let the full force of her magic amplify that desire, flaring it from a tiny flame into an all-consuming blaze.

			

			
				• • •
			

			“It is my distinct pleasure to introduce our guest of honor!” The museum director stood with a broad smile. “Mr. Eliasson, thank you for joining us!”

			So the artist himself had shown up to this dinner. Aphrodite twisted in her seat, tossing her curtain of hair over one shoulder as a man with hipster glasses approached. Predictably, his eyes flicked to Aphrodite first.

			Everyone always looked at her first—man, woman, child, it didn’t matter. That was the way of things.

			Then, to Aphrodite’s surprise, Julia leaned forward. Her smile was warm and completely genuine as she said, “Herra Eliasson, ég elska listina.”

			“You speak Icelandic!” the artist exclaimed.

			“Only that particular phrase,” Julia replied modestly. “I used to give art tours in the Mediterranean.”

			“Well, if you’re going to learn a single phrase in a foreign language, you chose a good one. Loving art is a universal emotion indeed.” The artist looked to Aphrodite again, then dismissed her, turning back to Julia.

			Irrationally, Julia’s triumph made Aphrodite want to scream. No one was supposed to outshine her. Especially not a mortal who had memorized a single phrase in a language spoken on one island. People were supposed to look at her. She was beauty incarnate, after all.

			Aphrodite reached for her wineglass, fighting off a new, sickening thought. What if Hera hadn’t just invited Julia here to mess with Aphrodite?

			What if she genuinely supported Ares in his quest to make Julia a goddess?

			When Aphrodite had eavesdropped on them, back at Olympus, she’d heard hesitation in Hera’s voice. But maybe the queen of the gods had changed her mind. Maybe, for some impossible reason, she approved of Julia.

			Hera’s had been the deciding vote back when Aphrodite became a goddess. If Julia had Hera’s support and became one of the Olympian Twelve…

			Aphrodite refused to finish that thought. Julia would not be staying, would not force another goddess from the Pantheon. Aphrodite would make certain of it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Julia

			
			Julia shifted closer to Harry, staring at the sixty-foot climbing wall before them. Neon footholds traced up its surface in a jagged pattern. The top looked unnervingly far, but Julia felt reassured by the weight of her harness, which was attached to a belay line. A gym employee named Bianca stood ready to pull Julia’s slack as she climbed, maintaining tension in the rope. Next to her, another gym employee stood ready to manage Harry’s belay line, though Julia suspected that her fiancé could have free-climbed up the whole wall barefoot.

			“Thanks for coming with me. I’ve been itching for a good climb.” Harry rolled his shoulders, his biceps and lats rippling beneath his T-shirt.

			Julia nodded in agreement, though she didn’t especially care whether they climbed. She would have been equally content if they’d gone to a miniature golf course, or a shot-and-a-beer dive bar, or on one of those tourist boats that ferried people to the Statue of Liberty. Anywhere that felt far from Harry’s family. No other Ellene would be caught dead here, Julia thought, staring around the sweat-stained gym with satisfaction.

			When she’d agreed to move to New York, Julia hadn’t realized they would see quite so much of Harry’s family. Of course, she loved her job at the gallery, the one thing that felt like it truly belonged to her. And she loved the new life she and Harry were building together. They wandered around the West Village in search of new dinner spots; they went on long, sweaty runs every Saturday morning. Just last weekend she’d dragged him to an “art show” in New Jersey that had turned out to be more of a flea market.

			But the Ellenes were constantly underfoot. Tara, in particular, called Julia on a daily basis with some question about either the engagement party or the wedding. She seemed to be tackling both events with the budget, and ruthlessness, of a dictator launching her nation into full-scale war. It’s just a party, Julia had said on more than one occasion. A remark that left Tara nearly apoplectic with shock.

			And it wasn’t just the meetings with event planners and florists. Harry’s parents were constantly inviting them to society parties and galas, to drinks at the Links Club and family dinners at the penthouse. We don’t have to go, Harry assured Julia, each time his father called, but Julia didn’t feel comfortable turning down all the invitations. Her future in-laws clearly expected their presence—and though Julia hated to say so, it wasn’t the worst thing for her career. At least at those parties she could make connections in the world of true art collectors. People who might come to the gallery and actually buy something, instead of wandering in to browse.

			Harry’s sister Alina had flown back to Shanghai after the family reunion, but Harry’s brother Hector and his wife, Valentine, were nearly always at these events. Julia was happy for Harry, of course. She knew how desperately he longed to reconcile with his brother. Harry and Hector still seemed awkward around each other, but they were both trying, and that had to count for something.

			“Shall we?” Harry asked, interrupting her thoughts. He started toward the wall without even checking his harness.

			“Let’s go,” Julia agreed, and reached for the first handhold.

			There was something very Zen about rock climbing, even in a gym. It was as much mental as it was physical. You had to study the course like a puzzle, formulate clever ways to get through the tough sections. Julia relished the way her entire consciousness narrowed to a single action, a single decision: where to put her hand, how to transition from one point of contact to the next. At its best, rock climbing felt graceful, Julia’s movements as fluid as a dancer’s.

			As she and Harry got into a rhythm, they exchanged a staccato conversation. Questions would be asked, only to be answered several minutes later when the other person had reached a stopping place. Below, Bianca and her coworker stood watch, following their progress, though Julia noted that Bianca’s eyes lingered a bit longer on Harry.

			“How was your trip to DC?” Julia asked. Harry had been traveling more often lately, mostly along the East Coast, on TWL business that remained inscrutable to her.

			“Not that interesting. Father was meeting with some senators and wanted me there, in case things got contentious.”

			Julia wasn’t quite sure how Harry could help in a political dispute but didn’t say so, not wanting to stomp on his excitement. He was clearly pleased to have gotten the rare one-on-one time with his father.

			“What about you?” Harry asked, easily grabbing an orange handhold. “Do anything interesting while I was gone?”

			“I sold something at the gallery, actually.” Julia folded one leg under her hips as she yanked herself upward.

			“Jules! That’s awesome!” Harry sounded maddeningly relaxed, not out of breath at all.

			“It wasn’t a big piece, but still. I’ll get my first commission.” It was a giclée geometric print, small but beautiful. The sort of thing Julia dreamed of buying for a home office, if she could ever afford it.

			She would be able to afford it once she married Harry, she thought. The realization made her feel strange.

			Julia paused, staring up at her footholds, then tried to swing around like a barn door to grab one of them. Her hand scrabbled into empty air.

			There was a split-second delay before Bianca tugged at the belay line and the harness caught her, slack tightening around Julia’s waist like a seat belt in a car crash. Harry watched, slightly tense, until she regained her footing.

			“Speaking of work, some of the other girls from the gallery go to trivia on Wednesdays with their boyfriends,” Julia panted, trying not to sound as though her heart was racing. “I was thinking we could go next week?”

			“I’ll pass, but you should absolutely go.” Harry cast her one last look, then started climbing upward again. “Trivia isn’t really my thing.”

			“Have you ever tried it?”

			“No.” Harry’s voice sounded oddly strained as he replied. “My domain is the physical. Athleticism, competition.”

			“My domain?” she echoed, teasing. “Are you quoting The Lion King? Everything the light touches is your kingdom?”

			“I should have said, being smart is not my thing.” Harry was too far ahead for Julia to see him, but she could picture the self-conscious smile on his face. The same one he wore when Julia was doing the Sunday crossword or started rambling about an obscure artist.

			“You are smarter than you give yourself credit for,” Julia said softly, a bit resentful of Harry’s parents. As far as she could tell, Bruce and Tara had done this to Harry—to all of their children, really, by trying to fit each child into a box. She’d heard them on Olympus, praising Alina for being so smart, or telling Hector how creative and thoughtful he was.

			Where else did that leave Harry except to think of himself as the wild one? The son who played contact sports and probably got into his fair share of fights at school?

			“Anyway,” she added, “trivia may not be your thing, but games totally are.”

			“Games?”

			They were nearing the top. Unlike at most gyms, there was a true ledge here, several feet deep, where climbers could pause to catch their breath. Julia hauled herself up to sit next to Harry, her ponytail damp on the back of her neck.

			“Yes, games,” she insisted. “Playfulness, obstacles, competition—it’s all part of trivia, the same way that it’s part of basketball, or rock climbing. I think you’d like it.”

			Harry sat with that for a moment. “You really think my thing isn’t war, it’s games?”

			“Who said anything about war?” Julia asked, confused. Where had that come from?

			“I meant competition.”

			Julia shook her head. “I don’t know why you’re fixated on a thing at all. You don’t need to commit to any single definition of yourself, Harry. You can be many things at once.”

			He looked over at her, a smile tugging at his lips. “Like how you’re brilliant and sexy at once?”

			“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she teased.

			They lingered for a moment longer, staring down at the empty gym. “This is nice,” Julia heard herself say. “It feels a little like the old days.”

			Harry must have heard something in her tone, because he looked at her with concern. “Do you miss Queenstown?”

			“No, I love New York,” Julia assured him.

			She felt nostalgic for the way their life used to be—easy, uncomplicated. Just the two of them laughing and making love and planning their next adventure. Without thinking, she let out a soft, almost wistful breath.

			“What is it, Jules?” Harry asked.

			It’s your family, she longed to say, and your money, and the world you grew up in. I don’t want any of it to come between us.

			“I feel overwhelmed,” she admitted. “The engagement party is so soon, and now we’re deep in all the wedding planning, too. It’s just…a lot.”

			“Do you want to call off the London party?” he offered.

			“No, of course not.” She smiled as she added, “I should warn you, Abby already bought us tickets to the London landmarks bus tour. My aunt and uncle are far too excited about it.”

			“I’ll buy us all some Union Jack flags to wave around,” Harry promised. When Julia’s smile faltered, he shifted his tone. “Is it the wedding? Because we can slow down the planning.”

			“It’s not that….”

			“Do you want to change the venue?” Harry kicked his feet restlessly against the climbing wall, making Julia nervous. “Forget what my parents said. If you want a ceremony in your aunt and uncle’s backyard, that’s what we’ll do.”

			Months ago, back when Julia and Harry were still staying with his parents, Tara had brought up the wedding venue. Julia had hurried to ask if they could get married in the South, so that it felt more familiar to her—and, more important, to her aunt and uncle.

			Aunt Jess and Uncle Daniel could just about handle an opulent wedding in Georgia. But if Tara insisted on somewhere like Lake Como or the south of France, Julia knew they would feel wildly out of place. Honestly, so would she.

			“That’s a lovely suggestion,” Tara had said carefully, “but I’m afraid we’ll have a lot of guests from our side. Is there a venue in Marietta that can accommodate us?”

			Harry had jumped to Julia’s defense. “What about Sea Island, or Palmetto Bluff? Somewhere not too far from where Julia grew up.”

			Tara shook her head. “Not big enough.”

			Harry had met his mother’s gaze. There was a meaningful note to his voice as he replied, “Then I guess we’ll have to find somewhere new.”

			As it happened, there was somewhere new—a resort on the coast of Georgia named Ismene Island. The sort of place with twisting palmetto trees and water oaks, with Planter’s Punch cocktails and two golf courses. “As it happens, our hotel group just built the property! Isn’t it a perfect coincidence?” Tara had exclaimed while Julia studied the website. “Yours will be the very first wedding there!”

			Julia had agreed without hesitation. It looked beautiful, of course, and was within driving distance of where she’d grown up.

			“If a wedding at home is what you’ve always dreamed of, just say the word,” Harry insisted now.

			“Home,” Julia repeated, and shook her head. “Harry, Marietta hasn’t felt like home to me in a long time.”

			“Then where is home?”

			“You,” she said simply. “As long as I’m with you, I’m home. Remember?” It was what he’d told her when he proposed.

			“As if I could forget,” Harry said warmly.

			Now the words struck Julia in a way they hadn’t before. Harry was her home. She’d been adrift for so long, living on a cruise ship, watching people come and go from her life without leaving a ripple in their wake. Until she’d met him.

			Harry was her safe harbor, the person she wanted to share everything with: good or bad, painful or joyous. Next to her love for him, all her worries evaporated like smoke. And really, what did she have to complain about? An all-expenses-paid trip to London, where her best friend lived? A lavish wedding at a resort that looked like a more picturesque version of the rural Georgia she knew?

			Julia nodded down at the gym, which was empty except for the two of them and their belayers. “Should we head down?”

			“Loser buys tacos,” Harry agreed.

			They didn’t speak much on the descent; it was always harder going down than up. Julia felt herself fall into intense focus, concentrating on her center of gravity, her balance. She was vaguely aware of Harry in her peripheral vision, darting down the wall with preternatural ease. The one time she dared a glance down, she saw that Bianca was staring, too, almost swooning.

			Well, Julia couldn’t blame the woman for ogling the perfect lines of Harry’s body. She felt a burst of pride in that moment, that he was hers.

			She turned her attention back to the wall, pausing at a particularly tricky section. On the way up, she had braced her hand on a hold and leaned on it, roughly the way you leaned in yoga triangle pose, so that she could swing her other hand higher. Maybe she could try that again.

			As she flung her body forward, she heard a sound that no climber ever wants to hear: the sound of rope squealing rapidly through wheels.

			“Julia!” Harry shouted.

			“Oh god, oh god!” Bianca cried out. Julia didn’t dare look down, though she knew what she would see—the woman scrabbling for a rope that had already slipped out of her hands.

			“Stay where you are! I’m coming!” Harry cried out.

			Julia couldn’t have moved if she tried. Except that she was moving, and not in a good way—one hand gripped the wall, but the other stretched out into midair. Her legs had started to shake. Dimly, she heard the employees on the ground descending into panic. If you hadn’t been busy lusting after my fiancé, you wouldn’t have dropped the rope, Julia wanted to say, but she couldn’t waste energy speaking right now. Every atom of her being was focused on maintaining her increasingly precarious position.

			An eerie calm descended over her in that moment, as if her body had accepted that she was forty feet in the air, wearing a harness that connected her to nothing at all.

			Would she die after falling from this height, or be paralyzed from the neck down?

			“Julia!”

			Harry was still too far, twenty feet below her at least, when Julia lost her hold.

			As in the movies, time began to slow. Or perhaps it was Julia who sped up, her heart chattering as fast as a hummingbird’s, bringing everything into frightening focus. She braced herself for the brutal impact of her body on the mat below.

			Her body did slam, but not against the floor.

			Somehow she was colliding with the rock wall, and Harry was pressed against her, his body covering hers the way it did in bed—his chest over her back, his arm sneaking around her torso. His legs braced against the sheer concrete of the wall, muscles straining.

			Impossibly, he was holding Julia around the waist, his hand clinging to a single handhold as he supported their combined weight.

			“You okay?” he murmured.

			Julia’s heart fluttered wildly against her rib cage. Her mouth was sharp with the metallic taste of fear. But she was alive. She closed her eyes, tucking herself tighter against Harry’s body, relishing the warmth of him, his solidity. His strength.

			“It’s okay,” Harry kept murmuring. Then, his voice tight with anger, he called out, “Belay down!”

			The gym employee hurried to let out slack, so that Harry could slowly ease them both to the ground. “It’s okay,” Harry kept saying. “You’re safe, don’t worry.”

			He waited until Julia was seated, taking small sips from a water bottle, before turning to the gym employees and saying something Julia couldn’t hear. Afterward, they scurried off like frightened rabbits.

			“How do you feel?” Harry asked, crouching next to Julia. His blue-gray eyes were bright with concern.

			“I’ll be fine.” Julia hugged her torso, unable to stop shivering. “A little cold, though.”

			Harry came to sit behind her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her against his chest. “That’s the aftereffect of the adrenaline. You should warm up in a minute; let me just get your hormones back to baseline.” There was something adorable about the way he said that, as if he were a first responder setting a broken bone, rather than a man who loved her—who could do nothing but hold her close.

			And yet, this did seem to be working. Julia felt herself calming because of the simple fact that Harry’s arms were around her. Her breath grew steady in her chest, her heartbeat slowing to match his.

			Finally, Julia twisted around to look at him. “Harry. How did you get to me in time?”

			“I climbed, of course.”

			“You were twenty feet away on a sheer rock wall!” Julia had a bizarre urge to ask if he had flown to her. But that was impossible.

			“Twenty feet? I was way closer than that,” Harry insisted.

			Right. He must have been closer, or he couldn’t have reached her in time. It was simply impossible.

			Julia stood, striving valiantly for a normal tone. “Can we get out of here? I want to eat an entire bowl of guacamole.”

			“Let’s go to El Cantinero,” Harry agreed, relieved.

			As they walked out of the rock-climbing gym, Julia resolved not to mention this incident to anyone else. Because really, what could she say? Her fiancé was like the hero from a fairy tale and had saved her from a terrifying accident.

			Yet she couldn’t help thinking of that final summer with her mom, when all those strange things had kept happening. Goose bumps trailed up her arms. Seeing her shiver, Harry shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over her shoulders.

			It was nothing, Julia reassured herself, just a combination of good timing and good luck. She refused to let herself think about it again.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite stared glumly out the window, watching the rain fall in heavy sheets against the London pavement. It was only five p.m., but already the skies were dark as the wings of night. Really, the weather in this city was more fickle than she was. Zeus could have cleared the rain with a mere wave of his hand, but he’d promised Demeter at the last gathering on Olympus that he would no longer interfere in natural weather patterns.

			Though Aphrodite suspected he broke his word on occasion. There was no chance it would still be raining at Ares and Julia’s engagement party that Friday.

			A party that was still happening, despite Aphrodite’s attempts to scare Julia off.

			She headed toward the front staircase, only to pause at the door to Eros’s room. Voices sounded inside: the low rumble of Hephaestus’s murmur, followed by Eros’s childish giggle.

			She hesitated a beat before pushing open the door.

			The nursery had always been Aphrodite’s favorite room of the Mayfair house. Its walls were covered in a whimsical William Morris print—real nineteenth-century wallpaper, not the new patterns they were churning out now, but an old one of tigers gamboling through trees. Scattered throughout the room were a painted train set, an old-fashioned rocking horse, and a massive stuffed giraffe, the kind that you would find on the display floor at Fortnum & Mason.

			Eros sat at the child-sized table. Hephaestus sprawled next to him, his legs stretched out on the carpet, a bowl of vanilla ice cream in one hand. “This is our secret, okay, Eros?” Hephaestus said softly. “Don’t tell Grannie Hera. She never let me have sugar before bedtime.”

			“What about Mommy?” Aphrodite asked. “Can I be in on the secret, too?”

			Hephaestus looked up, his startled expression giving way to a sheepish grin. “You caught me red-handed. Eros wouldn’t go to sleep, so I thought…”

			“Thought you would bribe him with sugar?” she teased.

			“Daddy!” Eros reached a hand across the table, gesturing for more ice cream.

			Aphrodite couldn’t help but smile. “Looks like you’ve made him an addict.”

			Hephaestus held the spoon toward their toddler’s mouth. “If sugar is his weakness, then so be it. There are worse things to want. Things you can’t be certain you will ever get.”

			Aphrodite wasn’t sure what to make of that. It was oddly personal and yearning. It made her wonder.

			To her own surprise, she sank onto the carpet next to them, not caring that her dress would wrinkle. “Come on, then. Share the love.”

			Hephaestus smiled. He might not have been handsome in the traditional sense, but when he looked like this, glowing with joy, he was handsome in a different way. Solid, steady. Kind.

			“My pleasure,” he said huskily, and scooped another bite of ice cream.

			Aphrodite’s breath caught as Hephaestus placed the spoon in her mouth, his eyes on her lips. The room was suddenly quiet.

			Then a clatter rose from the ceiling. Aphrodite looked up and saw that Eros’s Hot Wheels cars were flying, whirling through the air on a race course visible only to him.

			“He’s levitating things now?” she asked, and her husband shrugged. The gods’ powers were always erratic, especially so when those gods were mere children.

			“He was making Thalia cry earlier. I took over his bedtime when I found her sobbing and told her to take the rest of the night off.”

			Oh no. “What did Eros do to make her cry? Did he hurt her?” Aphrodite asked.

			“No, I mean exactly what I said—he made her cry. He was sitting in her lap facing her, a hand on either side of her face, while she wept. She said he had tugged into her heart and called out the tears.”

			Hephaestus refrained from pointing out that this was the other side of the coin from what Aphrodite did: playing on people’s emotions, making them feel, or desire, what she wanted them to. He was her son, after all.

			She looked up again at the flying cars. Eros’s little brow was furrowed in concentration as he guided them on their path, utterly absorbed in his imagination. Just like his father.

			“I wonder what he’ll be the god of,” she mused.

			“Mischief,” Hephaestus offered.

			Aphrodite laughed. “I was thinking more like flying cars, once the mortals invent them, but I like your suggestion better.”

			Unconsciously, she had leaned closer to Hephaestus, her shoulder nudging against his. He shifted as if adjusting his legs on the carpet, but the movement brought his head closer to hers. She felt a sudden urge to draw his mouth onto the curve of her neck, to feel his lips on her skin.

			“Aphrodite,” he growled, and she thought he must feel it too—this sudden, intense pull between them. Then he let out a breath. “I have some news. I’m heading to Paris tomorrow to help with a crisis in the French office.”

			“For how long?” Aphrodite did her best to sound surprised.

			She was the one who’d set this in motion. Earlier today, she had slipped out to meet with the head of the TWL London offices, a brisk British woman named Arabella. Aphrodite had magicked Arabella into thinking she needed to leave town, and that she couldn’t do so without Hephaestus’s help. She had also filled the woman with a fierce desire to forget the whole conversation, so that no one would suspect Aphrodite of fabricating this work crisis.

			She would be sneaking out tomorrow night, and she didn’t want Hephaestus to find out.

			“Only for a night or two,” Hephaestus replied. “I was thinking…what if you came with me? We could leave Eros with Thalia and be back for the engagement party Friday.”

			Aphrodite was supposed to say no, but her mouth couldn’t form the word.

			“We could stay at that hotel you like—the small one on the Left Bank, by the river. I’ll make a dinner reservation at Septime. And you can keep busy while I’m helping Arabella put out the so-called fire in the Paris office.” He hesitated. “Maybe you could visit that fashion designer you love, the one who makes the red shoes?”

			“They’re shoes with red soles,” Aphrodite murmured, though her heart swelled at the fact that Hephaestus was trying to recall Christian Louboutin’s name. All fashion designers were worshippers of Aphrodite, of course, but Louboutin had long been one of her favorites.

			“We could go shopping in the Marais,” Hephaestus added. “And get drinks at Candelaria.”

			His words were as magical and seductive as one of Aphrodite’s own spells.

			She found herself imagining it all: Waking up in that jewel-like room, wandering into the early morning light for fresh croissants and coffees, coming back to the still-rumpled bed and falling onto it with Hephaestus. Her thighs would hook up around his waist, his weight settling over her, until his emergency alarm went off and he had to leave for his meetings. They would find each other again at the end of the workday and disappear into an art gallery or wine bar, holding hands like mortal lovers.

			She hadn’t realized, when she had manipulated Arabella into wanting to leave London, that the woman would choose to go to Paris.

			Eros had withdrawn his jumbo-sized box of Legos from the closet, but neither parent paid him any mind. Aphrodite twisted around so that she was facing Hephaestus, who watched her steadily.

			She felt a sudden urge to tell him everything. About her fears that Julia would become a goddess, that her rise would mean Aphrodite’s fall. About the regrets that sometimes caught at her, the loneliness. The desire that pulsed through her right now.

			She couldn’t tell him. Hephaestus had been born a god, and a male one at that. He had no idea what it was like to feel vulnerable or weak, at the mercy of someone else. Certainly, he wouldn’t approve of what Aphrodite had done, in her various attempts to get rid of Julia. To protect her own position.

			Hephaestus had never resorted to subterfuge or tricks in his whole immortal life. If he found out what she was planning, he would never look at her like this again: his expression soft and tender, almost worshipful.

			Aphrodite couldn’t bear that thought.

			“I wish I could come,” she said softly, “but there are some things I need to handle in London.”

			“Right, you’re helping Mother with the party. Thank you for doing that.” Hephaestus dropped a quick kiss on her brow. “I know she doesn’t always make it easy.”

			“Let’s do Paris another time,” Aphrodite said swiftly.

			Hephaestus nodded, but a light had dimmed in his eyes. “I’d love that.” He stood, holding out a hand to help her to her feet. “Why don’t I get Eros to sleep. Unless you want to do bedtime tonight?”

			“No, I’ll leave you to it. Thank you.” Aphrodite smoothed her dress, trying to suppress the longing, or confusion, that still pulsed through her.

			She’d felt a moment of desire for her husband, but so what? Aphrodite was the goddess of sex. It was in her very nature to feel lust. She had more important things to focus on right now.

			Namely, destroying Julia.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Julia

			
			When Julia and Harry arrived at the Four Seasons London, Abby was already at the bar.

			“You’re here!” Abby rushed forward and threw her arms around her. Julia closed her eyes for a moment, relishing the sensation of someone familiar when everything in her life felt uprooted and strange.

			Belatedly, Abby acknowledged Harry with a smile. “Good to see you, too, Harry. Are you staying?”

			“Oh, no. I wouldn’t dream of crashing girls’ night.” He grinned, tucking his hands in his pockets. “I’m just delivering her to you.”

			“Thank you,” Julia murmured as he gave her a quick goodbye kiss. “I love you.”

			She and Abby settled at a high-top in the hotel’s bar area, all gleaming wood and leather. Julia took a moment to study her friend. Abby looked impossibly chic in winged eyeliner and sandals that revealed dark purple toenails, her chestnut hair chopped into a sleek bob. “You’re so European now. I remember the days your closet was full of argyle sweaters and Hunter boots,” she remarked.

			Abby tipped her head back and laughed, a delightfully unladylike sound. “We all have things we regret from college.”

			Julia had been to the UK once before, to visit Abby when her friend moved here two years ago. That trip had left her completely unprepared for the Ellenes’ house in Mayfair: an estate that stared smugly down at its neighbors, windows winking in the setting sun. When they saw the house, complete with a uniformed butler and housekeeper, Julia’s aunt and uncle had grown quiet with awe—and perhaps a touch of unease.

			“I know you said he was rich, but I didn’t realize how rich,” her uncle Daniel had murmured, casting Julia a sidelong look. She’d just smiled encouragingly. What could she say? I didn’t realize, either?

			Over the past few days, the tidal wave of Harry’s extended family had begun arriving in London. Julia had been surprised at how many of them were attending the party—they had all seen one another in Greece. Did they really need another excuse to get together? At least most of them were staying at hotels. “We rented out the Connaught, of course,” Tara had explained, as if there were no other suitable option in the entire city. But Harry’s siblings and a number of cousins were all staying in the sprawling Mayfair house, which left Julia feeling slightly claustrophobic. She couldn’t step into the hallway without running into men in smoking jackets or women in impeccably tailored dresses.

			Thank god she’d been able to escape the Ellene madness to see Abby.

			A waitress with a high ponytail came to take their order. “A ginger margarita,” Abby requested, so eagerly that Julia laughed and ordered the same.

			Abby grinned. “That’s one of my favorite things about Four Seasons hotels. No matter what country you’re in, the ginger margarita is always the same.”

			“Margaritas, the universal language,” Julia agreed. “If only we’d known when we first started this tradition.”

			Abby snorted. “Probably for the best. We would have had too many and puked up ginger syrup in the dorm bathrooms.”

			The tradition—and really, their friendship—had started when they were both at Harvard over Thanksgiving break their freshman year. Julia had stayed because she could only afford one flight home a semester and was waiting until Christmas, Abby because her parents were doing Thanksgiving in St. Bart’s and she refused to join them. Abby and Julia didn’t really meet until they were the only people left in the dining hall on Thanksgiving morning.

			“Hi. You’re Peale’s roommate, right?” Abby had asked, sliding into the chair across from Julia. “I’m Abby. What are you doing tonight?”

			Julia had mumbled an excuse, too embarrassed to admit that she’d been planning to start The Brothers Karamazov for her world literature class and bake her aunt Jess’s oatmeal cookies.

			“I want to go out,” Abby had declared, encouraged by Julia’s vague response. “Come with me?”

			“No one’s on campus,” Julia said slowly. Was there a party she didn’t know about? Not that she went to many parties in the first place.

			“We’re going out to the only place open on a holiday. A hotel. You have a fake ID, right?” Abby asked cheerfully. At Julia’s stricken expression, she just laughed. “Don’t worry, I have my cousin’s expired ID. She looks a bit like you. And they probably won’t card anyway.”

			That night, the two of them put on red lipstick and marched through the cold streets of Cambridge, bracing themselves against the wind. Abby led them to the boutique hotel across from campus, where they commandeered two spots at the near-empty bar. Abby had been right; no one carded them.

			They ordered beers and truffle fries and stayed there all night, exchanging stories. At one point, a group of young men with loosened ties tried to approach them. “HBS losers,” Abby muttered, “here over break and out to troll college girls, so lame.” She’d spoken imperious French and pretended not to understand them, until the business school guys wandered away, bewildered.

			On paper, Julia and Abby didn’t make much sense as best friends. Abby was actively trying to shake off her Upper East Side upbringing: she snuck away to get her cartilage pierced, refused to wear the clothes her mother sent her—all tailored dresses and crisp silk blouses—and ignored the other girls from her all-girls high school, which had sent no fewer than six students to their freshman class. Julia, on the other hand, was still figuring herself out. She’d put a corkboard above her desk, but so far the only things on it were photos of her aunt and uncle, an old picture of her mom, and a few concert ticket stubs.

			From that Thanksgiving onward, she and Abby were inseparable. They stayed up watching reruns of Grey’s Anatomy; they linked arms and walked across the snowy courtyards to off-campus parties; they camped out in the student center during finals, passing Swedish Fish and headphones back and forth while Julia wrote prelaw essays and Abby tapped away at some mathematical model. They entered the housing lottery together as sophomores, and as Abby liked to say, the rest was history.

			Their margaritas arrived in lowball glasses, with ginger sugar arranged artfully along the rim. “Cheers to you and Harry,” Abby said, clinking their glasses.

			Julia shook her head. “Cheers to us. Reunited.”

			She’d forgotten how it felt, being with someone she didn’t have to pretend around or prove anything to. She had Harry, of course, but it was different with a best friend. Harry loved Julia as she was now, but Abby had loved many versions of Julia—her confused eighteen-year-old self as much as the woman she’d become.

			Abby tucked a hair behind one ear, revealing a pair of earrings shaped like shooting stars. How wonderful that Abby was even more completely Abby than she had been in college. Perhaps this was what happened to some people as they got older: instead of trying to mimic others, they settled more deeply into their personalities, whittled away the excess until all that was left was their true selves.

			“I feel like I’ve shown a great deal of restraint in not asking until now,” Abby asked, “but can you please show me the ring?”

			Julia reached her left hand across the table, and Abby’s eyes widened as she studied the ancient Mycenaean ring. “It’s so perfectly you. Beautiful yet understated. Well done, Harry,” she said emphatically, and smiled. “He obviously understands you, if he chose this instead of some enormous rock from Harry Winston.”

			“Actually…” Julia tugged her hand back. “Harry didn’t pick out the ring. I did.”

			Abby shrugged, unconcerned. “So you went ring shopping together. That’s pretty common these days.”

			“Except that I went ring shopping with his mother.” Haltingly, Julia explained how Tara had summoned Martin and his cart of priceless jewelry all the way to Greece, then instructed Julia to select one.

			“Okay, that’s a bit much,” Abby declared. “It’s not Tara’s ring. Or her wedding.”

			“Except that it is her wedding, sort of, since she and Bruce are paying for the whole thing.” Julia couldn’t stop talking; the words kept pouring out of her, as if a dam had burst now that she was with her best friend. “I just wish it all felt like it had more to do with me.”

			“You’re the bride,” Abby said adamantly. “It has everything to do with you. Well, you and Harry,” she amended, “but mostly you. If you’re not happy with Tara’s interference, then push back. You’re going to be stuck with her a long time,” Abby added softly. “You know what they say: begin as you mean to continue. Don’t let your future mother-in-law walk all over you, or she’ll keep doing so.”

			“If it gets bad, I promise I’ll say something. I’m just venting right now.” Julia forced a smile. She could see how much it meant to Harry that he and his family had reconciled. The last thing she wanted was to rock the boat, at least not over something as trivial as a party.

			“I’ve been meaning to bring this up, but you’ll be my maid of honor, right?” Julia asked, deliberately changing the subject.

			“Thank god! I thought you’d never ask.” Abby leaned forward. “Vegas for the bachelorette? Or what about Charleston? I know you think those places are cheesy, but—”

			“No bachelorette,” Julia said quickly. “I don’t want to make a fuss. Really.”

			She didn’t have a bunch of girlfriends to celebrate with, anyway. Just Abby. And Harry’s family would find the whole thing unbearably tacky; she felt certain of it.

			“Fine. I’m just excited to be part of your big day. But be warned, I am not wearing a pink chiffon bridesmaid’s dress.”

			“I was thinking a lime-green one, actually. With giant puffed sleeves and layered skirts,” Julia informed her, and they both laughed.

			“How’s New York?” Abby asked. “Are you and Harry feeling settled yet?”

			“We’re starting to. Harry’s job involves a lot of local travel, but we’re finding time to do our own thing. He took me to a rock-climbing gym a few weeks ago.” Julia hesitated. “Something weird happened there, actually. The gym’s belayer dropped my rope, and Harry saved me from falling.”

			“Julia!” Abby exclaimed, so loudly that a few people glanced over from the bar. “Why didn’t you tell me! Are you okay?”

			Julia tried her best to explain what had happened: how she’d been terrified, clutching at the wall, only for Harry to appear next to her when she thought he’d been yards away.

			“Good thing Harry is so strong,” Abby said earnestly, and shook her head. “Saving your life, wow. It’s like you’re marrying Superman. Or one of the Jane Austen heroes you always used to gush about.”

			Right, Julia told herself. Harry saving her wasn’t strange; it was swoon-worthy.

			Abby turned to face the waitress who lingered awkwardly near their table, and the waitress shifted. “Oh, sorry! Another round?”

			“We’re good, thanks.” Abby waited for the waitress to leave before resuming their conversation. “Honestly, though, I’m still shocked that your Harry is an Ellene. He’s so…”

			“Grubby?” Julia supplied.

			“I was going to say ‘low-maintenance,’ but yes, he was distinctly grubby when I visited you two. He wore athletic shorts with a drawstring that was so frayed, the little fibers of the drawstring kept falling all over the floor.”

			Julia smiled at the observation. “That was a fun trip.”

			Abby had visited her last year, ostensibly because she’d never seen New Zealand, but Julia knew she really wanted to meet the man that her best friend couldn’t shut up about. It had been a whirlwind week: the three of them went jet boating down the Dart River, drank too much in Queenstown and ate late-night pizza from a street cart, went up to Waikato to see the Hobbit houses. It was on the long drive back, when they were engaged in a passionate debate about which Lord of the Rings movie was best, that Abby turned to Julia and whispered, This one is a keeper. Julia hadn’t realized until that moment just how desperately she’d hoped Abby would like Harry.

			“Though to be fair,” Abby mused, “if I were a secret billionaire trying to go unnoticed, I would wear worn-out athletic shorts, too.”

			Julia swirled the watery remains of her margarita. “I know Harry had his reasons for keeping it from me, but I still wish I’d known. It’s just a lot. You know, the money, the…” She waved a hand in a vague attempt to indicate the houses, the snobbery, the vast carelessness of these people who took everything for granted.

			Abby sighed. “Look, Julia, I will be the first to admit that I never thought you would end up with a trust-fund guy. I always thought you would marry someone like Sam.”

			“Sam?” Julia blinked, caught off guard. “We never even dated!” He’d been her best friend back in Marietta, her mainstay through middle school and high school. Even back then, Julia hadn’t been the type to seek comfort in a clique of girls.

			She and Sam had remained friends through college. He’d gone to Williams and had visited Julia a few times at Harvard, to Abby’s delight. A part of Julia had always wondered if something might happen between them—until it did, and their entire relationship imploded.

			“I’m just saying that you and Sam made sense, on paper at least!” Abby held out her hands in a placating gesture. “It goes to show that making sense on paper is not the foundation for a good relationship. Is he coming to the wedding, by the way?” she added.

			“Sam? We haven’t kept in touch.” Julia wasn’t even sure where he was living these days.

			“I wonder where he ended up,” Abby mused. “Though if we’re talking about your exes, it’s not Sam that we should focus on. It’s Preston.”

			“I told you, Sam and I never dated! He’s not an ex!”

			“Semantics,” Abby said airily, waving a hand. “Really, don’t you think some of your anxiety about Harry is because of Preston? You’re punishing Harry for Preston’s sins.”

			Preston. Julia didn’t like the notion that he still held any sway over her. “I don’t know.”

			Abby winced. “Hang on, I really have to pee, and then we can discuss it all in more detail. Grab another round while I’m gone?”

			Julia glanced about for their waitress, but after hovering awkwardly nearby for far too long, she seemed to have vanished. She pulled her phone from her handbag—a new one, another lavish gift from Harry’s family, which she would have returned except that the leather felt so deliciously buttery in her hands.

			Where are you? Tara had texted. And then, The florist is here, can you come meet with him?

			Julia left the messages unanswered and dropped her phone in her bag. She didn’t want to meet with the florist. She wanted to stay here with her best friend, far from the tentacles of Harry and his family.

			For just one night, she wanted to forget all about the Ellenes.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Aphrodite

			
			“And now you want to take your clothes off,” Aphrodite purred.

			Really, it was a shame saying those words under such circumstances, but she needed to get back before Julia suspected her friend’s absence.

			Eyes glazed from the spell Aphrodite held her in, Abby obediently unbuttoned her pants and stepped out. The two women were in the restroom of the Four Seasons bar, which was thankfully an individual bathroom, with its own marble sink, pressed linen hand towels, and a candle in the corner. Not an Amour candle, Aphrodite was peeved to note, but an ordinary one from Nest.

			As Abby undressed, Aphrodite began to do the same. For a moment, she stood in the bathroom wearing nothing but her underwear, a sight that so many would have killed for. But Abby was too entranced to notice.

			“Now you want to trade clothes with me,” Aphrodite murmured, and handed Abby the dress she’d been wearing.

			She took another long look at the mortal woman, considering her features, the slope of her eyebrows, the freckles on her forearms. And then she concentrated. Hard.

			When Aphrodite pulled on Abby’s pants, she no longer looked like herself. She was a perfect clone of Abby, down to the little wisps of hair that wouldn’t stay tucked behind her ears.

			None of the other gods had the ability to shape-shift. Aphrodite could do so thanks to her girdle, an enchanted object that allowed her to adopt the form of any woman, mortal or divine. Lately, she wore the girdle as a thin gold necklace, though it had taken other forms: a brooch, a cuff, and even once a pair of spangled Manolo heels. It felt like such a small thing compared to the other gods’ objects of power—Hades’s Helm of Darkness, Poseidon’s trident, Zeus’s thunderbolt. But shape-shifting could be quite useful, if you were clever about it.

			“Now you want to give me your earrings. And your purse,” she commanded. Once Abby handed over the items, Aphrodite fished the woman’s keys from her bag and gave them back. She would return everything else before Abby awoke the next morning.

			“A car is waiting for you at the hotel’s valet stand. All you want right now is to get in that car, give the driver your address, and go home to sleep. You want to forget everything that happened after you left the table.”

			Aphrodite started to drop her own phone in the purse next to Abby’s, only to notice that the screen had illuminated with a new message. She hesitated before opening it.

			Wish you were here, Hephaestus had written, with a photo of the Eiffel Tower.

			A strange pang shot through Aphrodite’s chest, and she tucked the phone away without composing a reply. She couldn’t afford regrets or second-guessing now. She’d been working on this plan ever since the Curator’s Circle event, when it became clear that Julia wasn’t just a source of annoyance but a real threat.

			Clearly, she hadn’t succeeded in breaking up Julia and Ares. It was time for another approach.

			Aphrodite had known that Julia was planning to see her best friend in London; Julia couldn’t shut up about it. So Aphrodite had come to the Four Seasons, too. She’d enchanted their waitress, giving her a desperate need to go out back and smoke, then shifted into the woman’s mirror image and began waiting on Julia’s table. She had lingered near the duo, listening intently.

			When things sounded juicy, she’d given Abby an insistent urge to run to the bathroom, so that she could then become Abby.

			“Goodbye,” she singsonged as the real Abby left the bathroom and stumbled in a daze down the hall.

			It was always a bit thrilling, becoming someone else. Sometimes Aphrodite thought that she, not Melpomene, should have been the goddess of actors and drama. She thrived on this—the sensation of stepping out of her own life and into someone else’s, of occupying a different-shaped space in the world. Of pretending.

			“You okay?” Julia asked when Aphrodite-as-Abby slid into the opposite chair. “You were gone a while.”

			“Oh, thanks for getting us more drinks!” Aphrodite reached for the cocktail before her. Really, couldn’t these women have ordered a vodka martini, or at least a nice Sancerre? Did it have to be a ginger margarita? Well, she would choke it down, if only to encourage Julia to keep drinking.

			“Sorry. Before I left, we were talking about…” Aphrodite trailed off, and to her relief, Julia filled in the rest of the sentence.

			“We don’t need to talk about Preston,” Julia said swiftly.

			“But you’re still upset about it,” Aphrodite ventured, because Julia certainly didn’t seem happy.

			“Of course I’m still upset! He dated me for a year, only to use me for my application essay and steal my spot at Harvard Law!”

			A romantic betrayal—interesting. Aphrodite could work with this.

			“Are you worried that Harry might do something similar?” she prompted.

			“What? No.” Julia blew out an angry breath. “Look, I know it isn’t fair of me to draw similarities between them just because they’re both wealthy. That’s what you meant when you said I was pinning Preston’s sins on Harry, right?”

			“Right,” Aphrodite said uncertainly. “That was an entirely different relationship.”

			“Harry’s money scares me,” Julia went on. “I know he’s not Preston; he isn’t trying to use me. But I worry that he and Preston share the same sense of entitlement, a sense that they’re more important than the rest of the world. How could Harry not feel that way with a family like his?”

			You stupid mortal, Aphrodite thought. We are more important than the rest of the world.

			Still, she was caught off guard by Julia’s comment. The woman had sounded sincere when she said that Ares’s money scared her.

			“If you’re having second thoughts about Harry, I’m here for you,” she offered, but Julia shot her a surprised look.

			“No, that’s not it. I love Harry. I’m just…this has all been a lot, and I’m still processing.”

			“Of course,” Aphrodite said soothingly.

			She wanted to know more about this Preston character, the one who had so wounded Julia that she mistrusted all rich men. “What ever happened to Preston, anyway?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

			Julia frowned. “You’re the one who told me to unfollow him, Abby. As I recall, you wanted to hire that voodoo woman in New Orleans to put a curse on him.”

			“I’m just curious,” Aphrodite amended. “He was such an asshole, I hope he got what he deserved.”

			“No chance. He’s probably campaigning for office already. Remember what he used to say, that he’d be a senator by thirty?” Julia shook her head dismissively. “Just like his father. He thinks politics are for people who want to bend the world to their will, not people who want to actually do good.”

			Aphrodite sensed that she wouldn’t be able pry anything more from Julia, at least not now. Time to move on to the main part of her plan.

			She smiled and noisily slurped the last of her margarita, then waved at the waitress, who appeared a little dazed after her magically prompted smoke break. “Should we get the check?” she asked Julia. “I was thinking we could go dancing.”

			“Dancing?” Julia sounded startled.

			“You told me you don’t want a real bachelorette, but can’t we go out, just the two of us? The night is young, and I want to celebrate that we’re reunited!” Aphrodite pleaded.

			Julia stared at her, and Aphrodite wondered if she’d laid it on a bit thick. Perhaps Abby didn’t talk like that.

			But then Julia laughed and said, “Why the hell not. If this is the only bachelorette I’m going to get, we should make it count.”

			

			
				• • •
			

			To her relief, Julia got into the spirit of it all relatively quickly, proving Aphrodite’s theory that all women love to be the center of attention, to act like the Bride with a capital B, if only once.

			Aphrodite led them to a tacky sex shop, where they giddily purchased Julia a white sash and rhinestone tiara that would have made Hera shudder, as well as a matching sash for Aphrodite that said Bride Squad. Then they went to a club, the sort of place that catered to twenty-somethings in tight clothes, dimly lit with funky purple spotlights. Aphrodite sailed over to the bar and ordered a pair of vodka Red Bulls, caught off guard when the bartender asked for payment. When she was in her own perfect body, everyone gave her things for free.

			“Red Bull? Really?” Julia exclaimed once Aphrodite returned with the drinks.

			“I wanted it to feel like college again,” Aphrodite guessed.

			Julia burst out laughing. “We never drank this in college!”

			“Then we’re making up for lost time,” Aphrodite insisted.

			Moments later, the DJ started playing Lady Gaga. Aphrodite inwardly cringed, but Julia tugged at her hand. “Remember when this was our song freshman year?”

			Julia and Abby had a different song for every year? As Hera would say, that felt excessive, but a part of Aphrodite was jealous. She wondered what it felt like, making that sort of memory with a friend.

			Julia’s brow furrowed, and she reached for her bag. “I think Harry might be calling—”

			“Let him wait! This is your night,” Aphrodite protested, pulling Julia onto a table. “Come on, you’re getting married!”

			Julia played right into her hands. She downed the vodka Red Bull and then a tequila shot; she laughed alongside Aphrodite, bumping her hips and tossing her sweaty hair in dance moves that were more ridiculous than suggestive. Aphrodite hated Julia a little bit, for being so beautiful and carefree even in her drunkenness. She glanced to the corner and caught the gleam of a camera lens in the dim light. Perfect.

			“I love you so much, Abby,” Julia half-shouted, throwing her arms around Aphrodite. “Thank you for tonight. I needed this.”

			With her arms around Aphrodite, her heartbeat elevated from the alcohol and adrenaline, Julia seemed so painfully human. So frail. Was this how Aphrodite had felt to Hephaestus back when she was mortal—her body so breakable, so small?

			Why does Ares want to marry you? she thought in bewilderment. What makes you special?

			Then she remembered that she was a goddess and could get answers.

			“So. What is it about Harry?” she asked, over the thump of the music. She wasn’t Hermes, able to coax humans into spilling their secrets with the magic of his voice, but she could reach into Julia’s mind, could make her want to share secrets with her best friend. She cast her powers toward Julia, seeking the knot of her desires—

			Nothing. She felt like she was hurling her power toward a smooth, blank wall.

			“What do you mean? What is it about Harry?” Julia repeated.

			Aphrodite tried to focus. Human desires were so easy to find, a pulsating knot of need and craving and envy all tangled together in their chests. She reached for Julia again, but still, she felt nothing.

			She’d depleted her powers today. Aphrodite couldn’t remember if she’d ever shape-shifted twice in a single evening. She was going to have one hell of a magic hangover when she woke up, her immortal body stuttering to refuel after she’d pushed it to the breaking point.

			But she couldn’t go home yet. The night was young, and Julia was being so obliging, embarrassing herself in ever more incriminating ways.

			Aphrodite reached to tug one of the straps of Julia’s dress down over her shoulder. The woman was so oblivious that she didn’t even notice. Perfect.

			“Should we get another drink?” Aphrodite suggested.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				Hermes

			
			Hermes had done some pretty weird shit for the other gods, in his unofficial role as errand boy–slash–private investigator. He’d tracked down one of Artemis’s lost tigers, only to find that the creature had been kidnapped by that Joe Exotic guy. He’d rigged the Nobel Prize in physics for Athena and the Grammys for Apollo. Once he’d even infiltrated a Michelin-starred restaurant because the pastry chef refused to give Hera his mocha cake recipe. It turned out that the recipe wasn’t written down, so Hermes couldn’t steal it—he’d had to pose as a busboy and take an illicit video of the chef baking the cake, all so that Hera could re-create it for Zeus’s birthday.

			But as he watched Julia dance on tables with her best friend, Hermes realized that this was a first. He had never before crashed a bachelorette party.

			Julia’s head tipped back at something her friend said, and she laughed—a laugh so simple and bright that Hermes felt slightly jealous. His emotions were never uncomplicated. There were always nuances to the way he felt, always strings attached. But seeing Julia, he felt almost nostalgic, if it was possible to be nostalgic for something you’d never felt.

			Then Julia swayed, nearly tumbling off the table she was perched on. The friend threw out her arms to catch Julia, and Hermes sighed. Too bad Ares could only regulate adrenaline and cortisol, a power tied to his role as god of war, helping humans conquer their fears. Julia was going to feel awful tomorrow. And Hermes doubted that Hera would offer to mend the woman’s hangover.

			When he was near Julia and her friend, he pretended to look up in surprise. “Julia!” he shouted over the din of the music. “Oh my god, what are you doing here?”

			Julia’s smile broadened. “I had no idea you were coming to my bachelorette party!”

			“I wouldn’t miss it.” Hermes held out a hand to help Julia down, then did the same for her friend, who moved with visible reluctance. “Nice to meet you,” he introduced himself. “I’m Harry’s cousin Percy.”

			The woman didn’t provide her own name. “Sorry, but this is a private event.”

			“Abby!” Julia scolded, or rather, slurred. “Percy is the cousin I told you about—the nice one. The rest are all so bitchy.” That last was said in a drunken stage whisper.

			Oddly, Julia’s words sent a warm glow through Hermes’s chest. “Can I give you a ride back?” he offered, ignoring Julia’s overprotective friend. “I was just on my way out.”

			“No, don’t go!” Julia wrapped her hands around Hermes’s wrist, tugging him in the direction of the dance floor. “Stay and dance with us!”

			“I’ll get her home safe, I promise,” Abby added, eager for Hermes to leave.

			He blinked. For a moment, the woman’s outline seemed to flicker, as if she were an old-fashioned movie whose film reel had gotten stuck. Hermes saw Abby, with her short dark hair and square jawline.

			But at the same time, like a ghost overlaying Abby’s form, he saw Aphrodite.

			“Wait for us here, Julia. We’re going to get you some water,” Hermes said gently. “Abby, would you come with me?” He put a warning hand on Aphrodite-as-Abby’s arm, squeezing it hard, so that she bit back her protest.

			It was a sign of Julia’s drunkenness that she didn’t question this strange new pairing. She just nodded agreeably and kept dancing.

			As soon as they’d retreated toward the bathrooms, Hermes whirled on the goddess. “Aphrodite. What are you playing at, shape-shifting into a mortal?”

			She looked like Julia’s friend again, but her eyes narrowed in a way that was distinctly Aphrodite. “I’m afraid I don’t understand—”

			“Your illusion is guttering out like a dying candle,” Hermes snapped. “I’m starting to see you, which means the mortals will soon.”

			Only Hermes would have seen that flicker; magic worked better on gullible mortals than it did on gods. But Aphrodite was approaching burnout.

			She cursed under her breath. “I’ve used too much power tonight.”

			“Doing what?” Hermes asked, but Aphrodite ignored the question. She lifted a hand to her brow as if checking her own temperature.

			“Do I feel overheated to you? Maybe I should get Hestia to make me a cup of tea,” Aphrodite rambled. “I’m so weak that I couldn’t even dig into Julia’s desires, the way I did at Olympus.”

			“You magicked her at Olympus?” Hermes asked, surprised.

			Aphrodite rolled her eyes. “What are you going to do, tattle on me? All I did was make Julia sleepy, so she would go to bed and get out of my way.”

			Hermes decided not to make a big deal of this. “You should get back. Why don’t you go grab a cab, and I’ll grab another one for me and Julia.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t forget to change back into yourself.”

			Aphrodite flickered once more. She must have felt her magic draining, because she winced. “Fine. I’ll go.” But as she started to turn away, something occurred to her, and she glanced back. “Hera sent you, didn’t she? Is she tracking me with the Argos Eye?”

			“I used a nonmagical tracker. Julia’s phone.” Hermes jerked his thumb back toward the dance floor. “When Julia went totally MIA, Ares got worried, so I logged in to her laptop and pulled up the Find My Devices page.”

			Ares had offered to come with him, but Hermes had insisted on making this trip alone. Don’t be the groom who shows up at a bachelorette, he’d said flippantly. That’s a job for the fabulous cousin!

			The truth was that Hermes had wanted to find Julia himself. Knowledge was power, especially knowledge that you alone possessed.

			And maybe, a small part of him admitted, he’d been worried about Julia.

			He watched Aphrodite start toward the door of the club. Near the exit, she stretched her arms overhead and then—with a flash of light that Hermes knew only he could see—she became her own glorious self once more. There was obvious relief in the set of Aphrodite’s shoulders, now that she’d shed Abby’s form like a snake emerging from its skin.

			Hermes started back across the dance floor, his mind racing. Aphrodite couldn’t magic Julia either. It wasn’t just him. But why would Aphrodite’s enchantment have worked on Olympus and not work now?

			Could Julia be a demigod? Hermes had encountered plenty of half-divine offspring in his travels. He always felt the magic coiled within them, radiating like heat from a stove. He’d gotten nothing of the sort from Julia. No, he thought, she was purely mortal.

			But how could a mere human resist the power of two Olympians? Was another god shielding her? Perhaps she was under some kind of protective spell.

			One thing was certain: He couldn’t keep this from Hera anymore. Not to mention that he should probably share the news with Hades, too. At least Aphrodite had blamed her own exhaustion, rather than assuming there was anything unique about the mortal woman.

			Poor Julia, Hermes thought, glancing back in the direction where Aphrodite had disappeared. It was bad enough to have attracted the enmity of a god or goddess.

			Far worse to be the target of their envy.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite felt distinctly pleased with herself as she stepped out of the club. Not only had she led Julia into distinctly non-Ellene-approved behavior, she’d collected some crucial tidbits about the woman’s past. An ex-boyfriend who’d betrayed Julia, broken her trust? Aphrodite knew that information would prove useful, even if she wasn’t sure how just yet.

			She peered down the darkened street, wishing that she had Ares’s nighttime vision. Where were all the taxis? The street felt eerily deserted. Graffiti lined the neighboring buildings, which might have housed basement raves or tattoo parlors or, for all Aphrodite knew, overpriced apartments.

			She started toward the intersection ahead, relieved to once again inhabit her own body. Wearing another woman’s skin always gave her a vague sense of irritation, like an itch she couldn’t scratch. She reached down to tug Abby’s pants upward—they were too loose as well as too short, and Abby’s silk shirt was tight over Aphrodite’s chest—but Aphrodite lacked the energy to cast an illusion spell. For once, she was too exhausted to care what she wore.

			“Where are you headed, sweetheart?” a deep voice asked. “I’d love to buy you a drink.”

			Aphrodite stiffened. She hadn’t heard the man approach. He looked to be in his late thirties, tall and powerfully built, with pale eyes that lingered over her body.

			“Thank you for the offer, but I’m going home. To my husband.”

			Her husband. Aphrodite suddenly longed for Hephaestus—for his warm hands, his kindness. If he were here, this stranger wouldn’t have dared to hit on her.

			But Hephaestus was gone, hundreds of miles away, because she had arranged it. Because she didn’t want him here tonight.

			Aphrodite cast a glance over her shoulder, wondering if she should head back to the club. But she was more than halfway down the block, and there was a major intersection ahead, where streetlamps cast bright pools of light over the sidewalks. She quickened her pace.

			Undeterred, the stranger fell into step alongside her. He was dressed in a tailored shirt and jacket, an expensive watch gleaming on his wrist. But Aphrodite knew better than anyone that money was no indicator of how a person would behave. Of whether you could trust them.

			“Your husband?” the man scoffed. “He shouldn’t have let you out alone. A beautiful woman like you, walking the streets at night by herself?”

			The intersection was barely twenty yards away. Aphrodite heard approaching traffic, which surely meant that she could find a taxi. She was acutely aware of this man’s body, filling up the space next to her.

			“As I said, I’m heading home. Please leave me alone.” Aphrodite tried to sound firm, but there was a flicker of the old fear in her voice, and this stranger likely heard it.

			He stepped closer. Too close. Stupidly, Aphrodite kept thinking that the situation would resolve itself—that he would keep leering at her but stop before actually harming her.

			Still, Aphrodite reached within for her power, just in case.

			Nothing.

			The lake within her, normally teeming with magic, felt as hollow as a scooped-out gourd. She was drained, unable to summon even the flimsiest thread of enchantment. Her hand flew to the necklace at her throat, but the girdle’s magic was too entwined with her own—she couldn’t use it, not when she was this depleted.

			When the man moved, he was fast.

			In the span of a heartbeat, he’d flung Aphrodite backward, into a narrow alley. Her head snapped against the stone wall, her vision blurring. Buildings loomed to either side of her, but their windows were shadowed and dark.

			Aphrodite opened her mouth to scream, but the man’s arm pressed against her throat, cutting off her air. She struggled to breathe, to fight him off, scrabbling and kicking at him. But the weight of his body pressed urgently, inexorably, against hers as he reached down to rip at Abby’s pants in a rough, practiced motion.

			She no longer felt like a goddess. Suddenly, she was a mortal girl again, unable to stop those stronger or more powerful from doing what they wanted.

			

			
				• • •
			

			It happened in the seventeenth year of Aphrodite’s mortal life, after her parents sent her to work in the house of a wealthy family.

			“We can’t afford to keep you at home anymore. Not with your brother getting married,” Aphrodite’s mother explained, her voice hard. “Who knows,” she added, with a bitter glance at her daughter, “perhaps you’ll make something of the opportunity.”

			Aphrodite knew precisely what her mother meant by that. She also knew what happened to women who gave their bodies too freely. They ended up pregnant and alone, without any prospects at all.

			She tried to keep her head down, to work without attracting any attention. But it wasn’t long before the young master of the house took notice of her.

			He was so painfully handsome, as well-spoken and polished as a prince from a fable. Aphrodite didn’t stand a chance. He followed her about the house as she swept floors or folded laundry, speaking such passionate words of love and devotion that she couldn’t help but relent. He brought her gifts of money, which she refused, and of flowers, which she wove giddily into her hair.

			Aphrodite began unlocking the door of her room at night so that he could slip in.

			What a fool she was, listening to his empty promises. But she’d been young, and mortal, and believed him when he said he would marry her.

			Then one night at dinner, his father announced the young man’s betrothal to an heiress.

			Aphrodite was heartbroken. That night, she kept waiting for her young prince to come find her—to explain what had happened, maybe beg for her forgiveness.

			When her bedroom door opened, she turned toward it hopefully—but it wasn’t the young man she’d fallen for.

			It was his father.

			In that moment, all Aphrodite’s youthful illusions were brutally shattered. Obviously, her beloved had never cared about her at all. She had been nothing to him but an object of lust, something to be used and discarded. Why else would he have told his father about their arrangement?

			Aphrodite tried to say no. When the master kept walking toward her, she said it again, louder—No, she screamed, shouting at him to stop.

			No one came to her rescue. The other servants in this wing of the house clearly knew better than to interfere.

			She tried to duck around him and run, but he was faster and stronger than she’d expected. He knocked her to the ground, pulling up her skirts, pressing his weight atop her. Aphrodite tried to resist, shouting, scratching at his face with her fingernails. But he just grabbed her golden hair and knocked her head against the floor, hard.

			As he began to move methodically atop her, Aphrodite stopped shouting. Silent tears streamed down her cheeks, her body growing numb. She felt crushed by his body, by the knowledge that she was helpless. Unable to fight back.

			

			
				
				• • •

			Now, pressed against the wall in that back alley, Aphrodite felt it all again: the suffocating fear, the knowledge that she was at the mercy of someone stronger and more powerful.

			No, a voice deep within her protested. She was no longer a mere mortal, she was an Olympian goddess.

			Once again, Aphrodite reached for her magic, not really expecting to uncover much, but she was suddenly motivated by something she hadn’t felt in centuries: desperate fury. Outrage, that this man thought he could hurt her, that he could hurt any woman.

			A wave of incinerating magic surged out of her.

			The man flew violently backward, landing in the middle of the alley.

			Aphrodite stood there, trembling from the sudden surge of power. Where had it come from? She must have unlocked a reservoir of magic she didn’t even know she had.

			She fixed her eyes on the man who’d tried to hurt her, reaching for those last vestiges of power. The magic didn’t want to answer her call. Maybe it was only meant for self-defense.

			Aphrodite frowned, summoning the magic with her last iota of strength. Slowly, as if it felt reluctant to leave her, the power streamed from her body in invisible threads, snaking toward the man on the ground.

			Except that he wasn’t much of a man anymore. His bones began to shrink, his fingers becoming little claws, his eyes turning small and beady. The unshaven scruff of his beard stretched into whiskers.

			From beneath the pile of expensive clothing crawled a rat.

			“Serves you right,” Aphrodite muttered, well aware that he could hear her. “You act like vermin, you deserve to be vermin.”

			She managed to keep her head high as she walked out of the alley, though it took every last ounce of her willpower not to stumble. Her vision was blurred, her limbs heavy and brittle. She ran her tongue over her lips, which felt as cracked and dry as if they’d been sunburned. Aphrodite had pushed her magic far past its limits, farther than she’d even thought possible.

			Swaying as if drunk, she made it to the intersection. A taxi pulled up minutes later and she poured herself into the backseat, closing her eyes. When they pulled up to the Mayfair house, Aphrodite flung a wad of bills toward the driver without counting them, then walked with agonizing steps to the house. Hermes and Julia might be back, and the last thing she wanted was for anyone to see her like this.

			Once she was safely in her room, Aphrodite hurried to the en suite bath, where she peeled off her clothes and stumbled into the shower. She turned the water as hot as it would go, then sank onto the marble tile floor and wrapped her arms around her legs, shivering.

			Until tonight, she’d forgotten how it felt before she became an Olympian—the sensation of utter helplessness, of being without the protection of her magic. If Aphrodite were demoted from the Council of Twelve to make room for Julia, most of her powers would be stripped away. She’d be no better off than Persephone or Hestia or any other of the lesser goddesses. Able to do some minor illusion magic but nothing real.

			Nothing that would keep her safe.

			One thing was abundantly clear: Aphrodite could never again find herself as defenseless and powerless as she’d been tonight.

			Which meant she had to get rid of Julia, once and for all.

			When she emerged from the shower and wrapped a fluffy white robe around herself, Aphrodite reached for her phone. She sent Hephaestus a single message: Really wishing I had gone to Paris with you.

			She did a quick Google search then. In a matter of minutes, she’d found Senator Preston Hayes III, whose son Preston Hayes IV had attended Harvard with Julia.

			Aphrodite checked the time. It was only eight p.m. on the East Coast; a staff member was probably still in the senator’s office.

			She looked up the phone number and dialed.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				Hera

			
			Hera was always the first awake, especially in Europe, when everyone else was still groggy from the time difference. She would rise from bed, Zeus snoring next to her, and dress before padding down to the breakfast room. She listened as Cook fried an egg in the kitchen, as the groundskeeper quietly swept the back terrace, and felt a surge of satisfaction. She did so love this house.

			Or perhaps London itself was what appealed to her. There was something fastidious about this city, the sidewalks always swept clean, the public trash bins constantly emptied. Londoners would have been horrified if trash bags squatted on the curb, the way they did in New York.

			But today, Hera couldn’t even sit and properly enjoy her mug of tea. She had too much to worry about. Namely, that she was about to throw an engagement party for her son and a mortal woman she didn’t trust.

			Hera had to go through the motions, of course. She could hardly throw a party that was less than perfect. Every detail had been meticulously planned, from the string quartet (usually hired by Charles at Highgrove) to the flatware (Repoussé, of course, pulled from storage and polished for the occasion). In several hours, the florist would arrive with several trucks full of blossoms, which would be installed into flower arches and twisted around columns. Julia kept protesting that she didn’t “need all this,” a statement that Hera ignored.

			“All this” wasn’t for Julia. It was for Ares. Hera needed him to think that this match had her support, even if it didn’t.

			Even if she was still trying to figure out why Julia was really here.

			Her phone buzzed with a new message. Hera glanced down, surprised to note that it was from Gina, the mortal woman who managed TWL’s public relations. When Hera saw the photos Gina had attached, she sighed.

			Then she rang for Hermes. Truly rang for him, that is. Hera walked down the hall to the housekeeper’s station near the kitchen and pulled on a cord, and the bell in Hermes’s room chimed.

			Old houses had such lovely systems for summoning people.

			Hermes appeared in the dining room a few minutes later, impeccably dressed in a button-down. You would never guess that he’d been out all night, chasing down Julia, who had worried Ares by ignoring his calls.

			Hera gestured for Hermes to take the seat across from her. Magnanimously, she waited until he’d gotten his coffee before pouncing on him.

			“What do you have to say about this?” she asked, and slid her phone across the table.

			She watched Hermes study the photos that had been taken of Julia the previous evening. She looked so…common, dancing on a table with one arm flung in the air, a strap of her dress sliding down her sweaty shoulder. The light caught the rhinestones of that appalling bedazzled tiara. Really, who manufactured those things?

			“Are these paparazzi photos?” Hermes asked, then shook his head. “Aphrodite,” he muttered.

			Hera blinked. What did Aphrodite have to do with anything? “Julia and her friend were clearly having a bit of a spree.” Though Hera knew the woman’s name was Abby, she deliberately left it out; it was beneath her to recall the names of mortals. “But I thought I sent you for damage control.”

			“That’s not her friend in the photos,” Hermes said softly. “It’s Aphrodite.”

			Oh. Hera forced herself to remain calm as she reached for her tea mug. “So Aphrodite is shape-shifting again.” It struck Hera as yet another of her daughter-in-law’s moral failings: this impulse to shed her own form, one that anyone else would kill to inhabit, and pretend to be another woman. There was something cowardly in it, something escapist, as if Aphrodite couldn’t face what it meant to be herself.

			“I think the real Abby was there at first,” Hermes explained. “Aphrodite made the woman feel sleepy, sent her home, and took over. The nightclub and all the”—he waved a hand—“all the accessories were her idea.”

			“I take it the paparazzo was there at Aphrodite’s bidding,” Hera finished for him.

			“I assume so, yes.”

			Aphrodite was trying to get rid of Julia. She wanted Ares back, or at the very least, she didn’t want Julia to have him.

			Hera had hoped that the family could put that whole sordid love triangle behind them, but here was Aphrodite, up to her old tricks.

			Not that it was entirely Aphrodite’s fault. The mess Ares and Aphrodite had made—Hera had played a role in it, too.

			It had been obvious that Hephaestus and Aphrodite were drifting apart. So Hera had intervened. That was what mothers did: they fretted about their children long after they were grown and attempted to help them as best they could.

			There was no magical way to fix a marriage, of course. Marriage was not a simple and uncomplicated thing like lust or rage, to be turned on or off the way you flicked a light switch. It was as elaborate and complicated as one of Hephaestus’s inventions, with many nuances and moving parts. No, Hera couldn’t draw upon her magic to make everything better for Hephaestus and Aphrodite, but she could make them long for companionship. For the intimacy and understanding that come from a spouse.

			She decided to brew her potion on Olympus. The island was the wellspring of the gods’ power; her magic was strongest there. And she needed this elixir at full force, if she wanted to trick the goddess of desire into feeling desires of her own.

			That afternoon, at the council meeting, Hera had moved about the table refilling water glasses and iced teas. Aphrodite’s drink contained a little something extra.

			Immediately after their meeting was over, she’d chased down Aphrodite, urging her to walk back with Hephaestus. But he was deep in conversation with Zeus, and Aphrodite, as usual, appeared restless. I’m walking back, Aphrodite had declared. Hephaestus, I’ll see you at the villa?

			How stupid of Hera, letting the goddess out of her sight for even a moment. She couldn’t have foreseen that Aphrodite would bump into Ares on the path. The spell made Aphrodite feel an instant kinship with him, drawing her attention to all the ways she and Ares were similar—both of them adrift, both resentful of the other gods.

			The potion should have made Aphrodite feel a spark of connection with Hephaestus, her husband. Instead it drove her straight into his brother’s arms.

			Hera had never told a soul about her intervention, not even Zeus. Especially not Zeus. He might misunderstand, and blame her for the affair.

			“These photos haven’t gone to print, have they?” Hermes asked, interrupting her thoughts. He was still frowning regretfully down at Hera’s phone as if he, not Julia, were the one in the cringeworthy photos.

			“The Sun threatened to publish them with the headline Ellene Bride-to-Be Is Ready for Her Tiara! But no, nothing has been printed,” Hera told him.

			The gods had to be very, very careful about controlling their image, or mortals might eventually notice that the same individuals kept showing up, generation after generation. There was a spell in place to prevent humans from snapping photos of the gods. If they tried to do so without the god’s permission, the photo would turn out blank.

			But Julia wasn’t a goddess, and there were no protective spells around her.

			“They aren’t printing the article?” Hermes repeated. “Did you bribe them?”

			“Not with cash.” Hera sighed. “I’m going to need you to find me something on the prime minister. Today, if possible.” That was the only trade the Sun’s bottom-crawling editor had been willing to make: burying Julia’s photos in exchange for a scoop on someone more famous to the unwashed masses than an Ellene. Someone political.

			“So you’d better go to Ten Downing now. Follow him for a while, compel him if needed,” Hera concluded.

			Hermes didn’t rise from the table. He hesitated, staring down into his coffee. “There’s one more thing,” he said slowly. “Have you sensed anything…unusual about Julia?”

			Plenty. “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Hera admonished him.

			“Have you attempted to use your powers on her? Because Aphrodite and I were both unsuccessful,” Hermes admitted, with visible reluctance. “Aphrodite says that she was able to enchant Julia on Olympus. But after we left Greece, I tried to compel Julia and drew a blank. Last night Aphrodite tried to tug at her desires, and she couldn’t influence her, either. Julia didn’t even seem aware that she was resisting us. It was as if she had some kind of—of shield,” he added helplessly.

			“That is strange indeed.” Hera didn’t say more. She was hardly about to tell Hermes that she, too, had encountered Julia’s strange defenses. Or that the Eye of Argos had failed for the first time in Hera’s memory.

			If she’d learned anything from her husband over the years, it was that you didn’t need to share everything with those who worked for you. Especially not your shortcomings.

			“Perhaps she was touched by the Fates as a child?” Hermes mused, fingers drumming restlessly against the table. “She could have inadvertently absorbed power from them? Or maybe she’s under some kind of protective spell.”

			“I didn’t ask for your theories,” Hera said tersely.

			Hermes flinched. “I only thought—”

			“Your job isn’t to think, Hermes. Just go find me something on the PM to give those awful tabloid people, all right?”

			Hermes’s expression shuttered. “Of course.”

			Hera instantly regretted snapping at him. But Hermes had already vanished from the dining room, leaving nothing but a slight breeze in his wake that ruffled the edges of the tablecloth.

			She stood and retreated with a sigh. It was a sign of how distracted she was that she didn’t even bring her tea with her. The conversation with Hermes had only left her with more questions than before.

			Who—or what—was Julia, and why had she appeared among the gods?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				Julia

			
			Julia had to hand it to Tara; the woman could really throw a party, even if this party wasn’t like anything Julia would have planned for herself.

			Guests spilled through the solarium, a room whose wide-planked wooden floors were covered in antique furniture and Venetian lamps, onto the back lawn of the Mayfair house. White hydrangeas floated in the plunge pool like tiny stars. Waiters passed canapés on silver trays—fresh figs with goat cheese, steak tartare on little wafers, seared scallops in delicate porcelain spoons. She was amused to note that Harry’s cousin Dylan was stationed firmly at the bar, where men in jackets poured the specialty cocktail, a vodka and lavender thing with sprigs of mint. And inside, an entire wall had been filled with photos of Julia and Harry in silver frames. Julia had paused at the pictures, wondering where Tara got them all, before the event coordinator grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her outside.

			Now she stood next to Harry in a receiving line, shaking hands with an interminable number of strangers who all asked her the same questions: Where was she from, where did she go to school, were her parents the Dodds who had chaired Charity: Water’s gala last year? It stung a little, knowing that they were all trying to assess her worth—trying to decide whether she was a gold digger who had targeted Harry or someone who actually deserved him.

			Julia stole a glance across the lawn at her aunt and uncle, who were clustered at a high-topped table. Catching her gaze, they waved cheerfully, but Julia could tell they were overwhelmed by all of this. How could they not be?

			“You okay?” Harry asked, drawing her back a step, away from the line of guests waiting to get their attention.

			Julia gave a rueful smile, wondering just how many people were left in the receiving line. “I’m good. Though I have to admit, I would rather do the Tower of London ghost tour again than face these crowds.” Her eyes drifted to Tara, who was still greeting her guests with the cool condescension of a queen deigning to speak with her lowly subjects.

			“I know it’s a lot of people.” Harry’s gaze lit up as he caught sight of someone behind Julia, and he put his hands on her shoulders to spin her around. “Go. I’ll man the ship for a while.”

			Julia’s entire body flooded with relief as a figure in a gold-fringed dress marched forward, dark bob swinging. “Abby!” she exclaimed, looping her arm through her friend’s and guiding them toward the house. She hadn’t seen Abby since their adventures, or misadventures, at the club several nights ago.

			“I’m so glad you could make it!” Julia went on. “I’ve been wanting to thank you for the bachelorette party.” It had been worth it, even if it did get her in trouble with her mother-in-law.

			Tara had cornered Julia at breakfast the next morning and shown her the paparazzi photos. She had been graciousness itself, assuring Julia that the situation was “being handled,” whatever that meant. But Julia couldn’t help but feel that the whole situation was a mark against her.

			“I don’t understand. How did the paparazzo even know who I am?” Julia had wondered aloud.

			“It’s their job to know,” Tara had said simply. “I’m sorry to say that you’ll have to get used to it. Be more careful moving forward.” In other words, Ellene family members did not dance on tables in a sweaty, sloppy mess.

			It had shaken Julia, knowing that she was now someone the tabloids would keep tabs on. That she could be the subject of one of those ridiculous “baby bump” headlines on display in the grocery store checkout aisle.

			“About the bachelorette.” Abby lowered her voice meaningfully. “I want to make sure you’re okay. That’s why I called you yesterday. Did you black out the way I did?”

			Julia guiltily recalled that Abby had tried her yesterday, while Julia had been in a last-minute meeting with the party planner. Not that anyone listened to her opinion. But after her dressing-down from Tara at the breakfast table, Julia had felt obligated to show up.

			“You blacked out?” Julia repeated. “You did have a lot to drink at the club. I mean, you got us vodka Red Bulls.” And all those shots.

			Abby made a face at the mention of Red Bull. “I don’t remember the club at all. My memory cuts out at the Four Seasons.”

			“What? But—we only had two drinks at the Four Seasons, and you didn’t even finish yours,” Julia protested, as if this might change things. It made her unreasonably sad that Abby didn’t remember any of it: singing Spice Girls, walking through the streets arm-in-arm in their cheap hen-party gear, kicking off their heels at the club and dancing barefoot because their feet hurt. Laughing as they reminisced about all the foolish things they had done in college.

			“I must have been drugged. It’s the only explanation that makes sense,” Abby mused.

			The hairs on the back of Julia’s arms prickled with a strange sensation. A sort of vertigo, as if something uncanny had tilted the world like a fun-house mirror.

			She hadn’t felt this sensation in years. Not since the summer her mom died, the summer everything got strange and unexplainable.

			That is, until recently.

			Until Harry’s family had entered her life.

			“I can’t believe something like that would happen at the Four Seasons! We should report it,” Julia began, but Abby reached for her hands and squeezed them reassuringly.

			“It’s okay, really. Nothing bad happened. I checked my Nest cam, and I made it home perfectly fine by myself a little after ten.”

			“You mean two,” Julia said, correcting her. No way had Abby made it home at ten; they had barely arrived at the club by then.

			Abby didn’t seem to be listening. She took a step back, letting go of Julia’s hands. Her brow creased a little as her eyes traveled up and down Julia. “I have to say, you look very…”

			“Bridal?” Julia supplied, attempting to sound lighthearted.

			Tara had picked out this dress: a long-sleeved one with buttons up the bodice, all the way to her throat. It was designer and very expensive, composed of multiple layers of lace that swished pleasantly over one another. But it was just so demure, so prim.

			“You look like Queen Victoria,” Abby said bluntly. “What’s with the historical vibe?”

			“Tara gave me this dress,” Julia admitted.

			Her friend sighed. “We talked about this. I’m sure Harry’s mother means well, but you can’t let her walk all over you.”

			“It’s just a dress,” Julia said swiftly. “You know I never really care about what I wear. When there’s something worth fighting about, I’ll stand up for myself. I promise.”

			If this had been Abby’s engagement party, her friend would have probably shown up in a hot-pink jumpsuit, just to make a statement to her future mother-in-law. But Julia had no desire to make waves.

			Whatever issues Harry might have had with his family, she felt certain of one thing. He loved his mother. The last thing Julia wanted was to create conflict with Tara, especially over something as trivial as a white cocktail dress. Even if it was a bit frumpy.

			She braced herself for another protest from Abby, but her friend was staring across the party, wide-eyed. “Oh my god. What is he doing here?”

			Julia followed her friend’s gaze and blinked.

			No, it was impossible. Surely Preston Hayes, her college boyfriend, wasn’t at her engagement party.

			“Who is that woman he brought?” Abby demanded.

			Julia shook her head, still reeling. “That’s not his date; that’s Valentine. She’s married to Harry’s brother.”

			Valentine looked impossibly beautiful, almost ethereal, in a flowy dress with an uneven hemline. As if she heard them talking, she turned to stare directly at Julia, an eyebrow raised mockingly.

			Could Valentine know, somehow, about Julia’s history with Preston? What if she’d brought him here to mess with Julia—as a challenge, as an attack?

			But that was impossible. Julia hadn’t even told Harry about Preston.

			“He’s going to meet your future in-laws,” Abby warned as Preston started toward the Ellenes. Belatedly, Julia realized that Preston was accompanied by his father, a genial and red-faced man wearing an American-flag pin on his lapel.

			Julia cursed under her breath. “Sorry, I have to go handle…whatever that is.”

			She arrived in time to hear Bruce exclaim, “Senator Hayes! How lovely for you to join us this evening.”

			The senator nodded. “It was no trouble at all. When your assistant called a few days ago and explained the error, I was all too happy for an excuse to get across the pond. I hate DC this time of year,” he added bluntly. “And while I’m grateful that you were willing to fly us over, you know I can’t accept corporate gifts of that nature.”

			“Of course,” Bruce replied, though something in his expression made Julia think he hadn’t known his assistant offered the senator a transatlantic flight.

			“This is my son Preston,” the senator added, gesturing for Julia’s ex to step forward.

			Julia’s heart thudded in her chest as Preston shook Mr. Ellene’s hand, then Harry’s. “Congratulations, man,” he said, too loudly. “Julia is a special woman.”

			Harry frowned. “I’m sorry, have you met?”

			“I’m Preston,” her ex said, as if that should explain everything.

			Julia stepped in hastily. “Preston and I went to Harvard together,” she explained, before Preston could divulge their past. She was aware of Abby bobbing along in her peripheral vision, probably trying to decide whether to intervene.

			“Harry’s sister Alina went to Harvard, too,” Julia offered, trying to draw Preston away from Harry. “I should introduce you.”

			Preston refused to budge. He was still staring at Harry, trying to get the measure of him. “Alina, you said? I feel like I would have remembered an Ellene overlapping with us.”

			This was surreal. The last time Julia had seen Preston was six years ago, when she’d gone to confront him at the Porcellian Club’s house—which club members called the Barn, as if to mock how ornate it all was. Their motto was inscribed over the front entryway, Dum vivimus vivamus. While we live, let’s live.

			She’d found him sprawled on a leather couch downstairs, his arm around a girl with long hair and a short dress.

			“Julia?” Preston hadn’t even bothered to shift away from the blonde nestled against him. “What are you doing here? We aren’t officially on tap, but you can grab a beer if—”

			“You copied my essay.”

			There was an uncertain moment of silence. Then Preston stood. “Julia, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You stole from me!” Julia insisted.

			Preston laughed. It twisted his handsome face into something ugly. “I stole from you? You have nothing I could want.”

			Seeing him now, those words echoed nastily through Julia’s brain. You have nothing I could want.

			No. She wasn’t that girl anymore—the girl who’d been so desperate for approval that she’d allowed a man to use her and discard her. She had seen too much to ever be that naïve, that trusting, again.

			“Harry, you were at Harvard with us too, right?” Preston went on, in that easygoing, chummy way of his. “I was a porkie.”

			“A porkie,” Harry repeated flatly. Julia loved him so much in that moment, for making the term, breathlessly coveted at Harvard, sound diminished and small.

			“The Porcellian Club.” Preston sounded miffed at having to explain himself.

			“No. I didn’t attend Harvard.”

			Harry must have sensed Julia’s unease, because his arm slipped around her waist, reassuring and perhaps a touch proprietary. As if to warn Preston not to push his luck.

			“My mistake.” Preston chuckled. “I thought I recognized a fellow brother, but I guess the only thing we have in common is Julia.” He said her name meaningfully, making it abundantly clear in what context, exactly, he knew Julia.

			Heat flooded Julia’s cheeks. She felt Harry’s arm tighten around her waist. To her relief, Bruce and Tara had entered their own conversation with the senator, so they were unaware of the drama unfolding among the young people several feet away.

			“You two…,” Harry began.

			“We dated, all of senior year,” Preston said, too loudly.

			“Funny. Julia and I have been together for some time. She’s never mentioned you.” Harry’s voice was casual, but Julia heard the knife-edge of warning beneath.

			Preston’s swagger seemed to fade a little, but then he flashed that smile again—the one that had always opened doors, made girls fall into his lap, made professors rush to forgive him. Except Julia knew, now, that it wasn’t really about his handsome smile. Things fell into his lap because of his family’s money and power.

			Both of which the Ellenes had in spades.

			“Congratulations,” Preston said again to Harry. “I’ve always thought Julia was the one that got away. Or maybe I’m the one that got away?” he added with a laugh. “I guess the jury’s still out!”

			Finally, Julia found her voice.

			“I think I’m the one who was lucky to get away, given your history of cheating.” Julia spoke lightly, but she saw Preston’s eyes flash. She felt perversely glad to have pissed him off.

			Then, summoning her most Tara-esque voice, she stepped back. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find the event planner.”

			Julia had to leave this conversation now, before she did something she might regret. Slapping a senator’s son at an engagement party was hardly the careful behavior that Tara had requested.

			“Jules,” Harry murmured, but she brushed past him.

			That was when she saw Valentine watching her again. The woman gave a pleased little smirk and tilted her head in Preston’s direction, as if to say, You’re welcome.

			Julia nearly stumbled in her high heels.

			She thought back to the other night, at the Four Seasons bar, when Abby had asked her about Preston. Could Valentine have eavesdropped on them somehow? Julia hadn’t seen her there, but she recalled how the waitress had awkwardly lingered near their table. Was it possible that Valentine had bribed the woman to listen in on their conversation, maybe even record it?

			The very notion felt outlandish, but Julia was starting to realize that there was nothing these rich people wouldn’t do.

			Maybe it was time she and Valentine had a conversation. An honest one this time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite was in the garden, pretending to study the water that gurgled from a marble fountain. Back on the terrace, a mere twenty yards away, guests drifted by in a brightly colored blur. The low hum of their conversation had grown louder as everyone moved on to their second or third cocktail. And these were regular drinks, not even spiked by Dionysus—at least, as far as Aphrodite could tell.

			Footsteps sounded down the walk, and Aphrodite looked up, unsurprised to see Julia marching toward her.

			“Julia! How is your night going? You look beautiful!” Aphrodite reached out to play with the silk of Julia’s dress, well aware that the mortal would find it annoying.

			Irritatingly, Julia did look beautiful, even if she was wearing a dress that Tara had clearly selected: a white silk thing with a high neck and long sleeves. Aphrodite suspected that it was from one of the British designers’ “mature” lines.

			Julia pushed her hand away. “How did you do it?” she demanded.

			“I’m sorry?” Aphrodite asked, though she knew perfectly well what she was being accused of.

			She had summoned the ghosts of Julia’s past to wreak havoc on her future.

			Aphrodite had been irritated when the photos of Julia’s sloppy night out never surfaced. She’d called the Sun for a reason, knowing that Hera had relationships with all the other news sources in town. But she should have known by now that there was no limit to the Ellene influence. Hera must have paid off the tabloid or found some other way to ensure the photos never made it to print.

			At least she’d already set her other plan in motion.

			When she’d called Senator Hayes’s office, Aphrodite had posed as an Ellene family assistant, asking if the senator planned to attend the engagement party this week. “Oh, the invitation never arrived?” Aphrodite had asked apologetically. “I’m so sorry, can we fly the senator to London to make up for the error? Perhaps his family would like to join as well?”

			The senator hadn’t even taken her up on the free flight. Perhaps he’d hoped the invitation presaged a donation for his next campaign, or perhaps he, like everyone else, simply wanted a chance to be near the elusive, legendary Ellenes.

			Whatever the reason, he had shown up, and brought his feckless son with him. Thus ruining Julia’s big night.

			“Preston,” Julia hissed. “How did you know to bring him here? Did you pay the waitress at the Four Seasons to spy on me and Abby?”

			I was Abby, Aphrodite thought, though a part of her was reluctantly impressed that Julia had figured it out.

			“You mean the senator and his son? I’m afraid I just met them tonight,” she replied.

			Julia ignored her. “Whatever you thought you might accomplish by bringing Preston here, it didn’t work. I’m not going to cry about him, or fight with Harry, or cause a scene.”

			“I’d say you’re causing a scene now,” Aphrodite remarked crisply, an eyebrow raised.

			“You should know that Preston is ancient history. He can’t do anything to hurt me, not anymore.”

			Julia’s voice shook a little with that last declaration, as if she were trying to convince herself as much as Aphrodite. Oh, how wrong she was. The people you had once loved—even the ones who didn’t deserve that love, even the ones who betrayed you—forever held some measure of control over you. That was the inherent risk in giving your heart away.

			For some reason, Aphrodite thought of Hephaestus then. Of all the ways she’d hurt him, as Preston had done to Julia.

			She shook her head and turned back to the mortal. “Why don’t we get you some water? I think maybe you should slow down on the cocktails, hmm?”

			“I don’t want water. I want you to admit what you did.” Julia said it softly, but the words thrummed with anger.

			Aphrodite gave what she hoped was a sympathetic sigh. “Do you hear yourself? Your accusations are completely irrational.”

			“No, what’s irrational is that you slept with your husband’s brother, and yet you have the nerve to act like I’m the one who doesn’t belong here! You really think that you can intimidate me into leaving?” Julia challenged. “Guess what? Even if I’m gone, Harry won’t choose you. You can’t have both brothers, Valentine.”

			The nerve of this mortal.

			“I don’t want Harry. But I do want you gone.”

			Julia crossed her arms over her chest, seemingly pleased that they were fighting at last, instead of playing at being nice. “What did I ever do to you?”

			“I’m trying to warn you,” Aphrodite insisted. “You should get out now, before things get ugly. You’ll never make the cut. A girl who worked on a cruise line, who dances on tables?”

			At that, Julia’s eyes narrowed.

			“Oh my god. You’re the one who alerted the paparazzo, aren’t you? Were you following us?”

			Aphrodite didn’t respond.

			“I can’t believe it. You’re just like Preston,” Julia said slowly. “You’re all the same: manipulative, selfish, careless of other people. You disgust me.”

			“If that’s what you think, then why do you want to join this family?”

			“I’m not sure I do.”

			“You can’t have it both ways, Julia,” Aphrodite said softly. “You can’t be with Harry and not be a part of all this. It’s all or nothing.”

			“Harry is not the same as the rest of you. He and I will do things differently—”

			“Do you hear yourself?” Aphrodite gave a bitter laugh. “You’ve already moved to New York so that he can be close to his family again. What makes you think that the sacrifices will stop after you’re married? When you met Harry, he was running away because of what he did.”

			“Because of what you both did,” Julia said, correcting her.

			“And which of us stayed and faced the consequences?” Aphrodite asked ruthlessly. “Your fiancé did the same thing as always: he fucked up, then ran away. That’s who you’re marrying. But now he’s back, because that’s the other thing Harry always does. He comes home. He will always choose his family, every time.”

			Julia’s cheeks went pale, and she sagged a little, as if the fight had drained out of her.

			“You can think whatever you want about me; I don’t care,” Aphrodite went on, dealing the killer blow. “But be honest with yourself about Harry, and what your life will look like once you become an Ellene.”

			Julia seemed like she was about to say something; then she shook her head and walked off.

			“I’m sorry,” Aphrodite called out after her, though she didn’t feel sorry in the slightest. As one of her favorite poets had written, all was fair in love and war.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				Julia

			
			Julia must have been more of an Ellene than she realized, or perhaps it was the Presbyterian pragmatism that she’d inherited from her aunt and uncle, but she didn’t make a fuss after her confrontation with Valentine. She just went back to the party as if everything were fine.

			If anyone looked closely, they might have noticed that she was clenching her drink too tightly, smiling too broadly. But the only person who seemed to sense that something was wrong was Abby. Julia avoided her best friend’s gaze, not sure how to explain. She’d never told Abby about Harry’s affair with his sister-in-law. She told herself that it was too personal, that it wasn’t really her story to tell. But deep down, Julia knew that wasn’t the reason she’d kept silent.

			Abby would consider it a deal-breaker. And Julia wasn’t ready for her friend to sour on Harry.

			Ignoring Abby’s concerned glances, she kept circulating through the party, giving Valentine—and Preston—a wide berth. She found herself repeating the same lines over and over as various guests congratulated her. Thank you for coming. Did you travel a long way? Isn’t it lovely in London this time of year? She felt like an actress, pretending to be someone else, reciting words that a stranger had written. Words that had nothing to do with the real her.

			The real her. Julia wasn’t certain who that was anymore. All she knew was that it wasn’t this woman, standing in a buttoned-up silk dress with long sleeves, listening to gossip about the prime minister—whose shockingly incriminating internet history had been published yesterday—or debates about utterly frivolous topics, such as which really had the best skiing, the French Alps or the Swiss.

			When the last guests had finally left, Julia headed upstairs to the room she’d been assigned in London. It was a distinct upgrade from the bird room, with a canopied queen-size bed and a dresser where a collection of ceramic dogs was displayed. Wearily, she reached behind her neck to unzip her dress.

			“What happened tonight?”

			She looked up to see Harry standing at the door. He didn’t cross the room to help her with the zipper, to lift her hair and kiss the back of her neck as he normally would. He just lingered where he was, watching her.

			“You mean, when Valentine tried to sabotage me by inviting my ex-boyfriend?”

			Harry blinked. “What are you talking about?”

			“Valentine admitted it! Your sister-in-law, or should I say your ex-girlfriend?” Julia knew from Harry’s sharp intake of breath that she shouldn’t have said that, but she couldn’t help lashing out.

			“She admitted that she tracked Preston down and invited him? That’s what she said?” Harry demanded.

			Julia hesitated. Had Valentine confessed all of that, or had she merely implied that she was guilty? “Well, she didn’t deny it,” Julia insisted.

			Harry frowned. “Who is this Preston guy, anyway? You didn’t mention him before tonight.”

			“Harry, I have a history. I never claimed to have been a nun before we met.”

			“That’s not what I meant, and you know it! I just wish I’d had a bit of warning, instead of having to smile while that asshole kept looking you up and down, telling anyone who would listen that he was there first.” Harry clenched his hands into helpless fists. Julia rarely saw this side of him, but now and then, it broke through—this fierce, protective anger, which he usually held in check. “I can’t help wondering why you kept him from me,” Harry added bitterly.

			“Because he’s not worth mentioning!” Julia snapped. “You’re hardly in a position to judge me for keeping secrets, given that you didn’t tell me your real name.”

			“Are you seriously going to hold that over me forever?”

			No, Julia wanted to say, but for some reason the word didn’t form.

			Harry took a step forward. The air between them felt charged with hurt, resentment. Anger.

			“Julia. I get that he’s an ex-boyfriend, but why does seeing him again upset you so much?”

			“He hurt me, okay? I thought I had sworn off rich, entitled people after what Preston did to me, and yet here I am, about to marry another one!”

			Julia yanked the zipper down so hard that it jammed, ripping her dress a little along the seam.

			“Hey, it’s okay.” Harry walked around to stand behind her. “Let me.”

			Slowly, he set one hand on her hip, pulling the zipper all the way down. His hand brushed against her bare back for a single instant before he stepped away.

			That little step was a sign of how strained things were between them. Normally, once she was half-dressed, Harry would have scooped her up and carried her laughing to the bed. But neither of them was in was in the mood for laughter. Or intimacy.

			“Do you really think I’m like Preston?” Harry asked softly.

			Julia heaved a breath. “Of course not.”

			And then she told him. The whole story: How Preston had swept her off her feet, how she had been young and naïve enough to fall for it. How he’d stolen her essay, her spot at Harvard Law, her future. As she spoke, she stepped out of the high-necked silk dress, letting it pool on the floor, and shrugged into a pair of leggings and an old T-shirt.

			When she’d finished, Harry folded her into his arms.

			Julia let herself lean into him. She closed her eyes, relishing his embrace, the way he made it feel like he could protect her from anything. But she was wise enough, now, to know that such a feeling was an illusion.

			No one and nothing—not Harry, or his strong arms, or all his millions of dollars—could protect her like that. The only person she could count on to protect her was herself.

			“I’m so sorry,” Harry murmured. “I just wish you’d felt like you could tell me all of this.”

			Julia stepped back, meeting his gaze. Her smile was tinged with sadness as she said, “I know the feeling.”

			“Right, of course. I guess we’ve both held some things back.” Harry’s voice was rueful, soft. He was still holding her, his arms looped around her waist.

			“Harry. Is there something else you haven’t shared?”

			Julia wasn’t quite sure what she was fishing for. But she still sensed a weight of secrecy between them, like pressure building in the air before a storm. The awareness had started as a prickling in the back of her mind, and at some point over the past weeks it had grown.

			Harry released his grip on her back, sliding his palms down to catch her hands. “There are some things I haven’t told you,” he admitted. “Not because I don’t want to, but because I can’t. At least, not yet. Please,” he begged, his eyes meeting hers. “I promise I’ll tell you when the time is right.”

			Julia wanted so badly to trust him. Yet she hesitated. Seeing her pause, Harry hurried to add, “If this is about my family, then we can walk away from it all. The money has never mattered to me. We can go live like normal people, far away from all of this, like we did in Queenstown.”

			The thought was tempting—to return to their old lives, back when everything had been simple and straightforward. When it had been just the two of them.

			But Julia knew that there was no going back. Not anymore.

			She didn’t want to make Harry choose between her and his family, to pull him away when he’d only just gotten them back. Julia thought of how broadly he’d smiled when he’d stepped off the boat at Olympus and seen Alina. She thought of how much he loved his mom, how desperately he wanted to make amends with his brother.

			Worse, she thought of what Valentine had said tonight: You’ll never make the cut, and He will always choose his family, every time.

			For the first time since she’d learned about Harry’s money, Julia wondered if it was too much.

			She didn’t want to be part of a family that considered themselves too good for her. A family that was so focused on money and power, on hiding themselves behind high walls and never letting anyone else join their ranks.

			But she couldn’t bear the alternative, either: forcing Harry to run away with her, to leave his family and burn bridges behind him, again.

			Julia walked over to the vanity and untwisted her earrings, pearl droplets that Tara had insisted on lending her. She slid the diamond bracelet, also borrowed, off her wrist. Once she’d tugged her hair into a high ponytail, her transformation was complete.

			She no longer looked like the bride, like an Ellene. She looked ordinary.

			“What are you doing?” Harry asked, watching her.

			“I’m getting out of here.”

			He nodded as if this were completely reasonable. “I can get us a hotel room, and we’ll book a flight back to New York for the morning.”

			“I don’t want to go to a hotel room. I’ll go to Abby’s.” Julia tugged on her running shoes.

			“If you give me Abby’s address, I’ll call you a car,” Harry offered. He had come to stand behind her, and for a moment, Julia studied their reflections in the antique Venetian mirror—his so tall, so impossibly handsome, and hers so sad.

			“I’m going to take the tube.” Julia grabbed her purse—her real one, not the postage-stamp-sized thing she’d been carrying all night—and slung it over her shoulder.

			Harry frowned. “At this hour? I really don’t—”

			“This is something that I need to do alone. Please,” she added, her voice breaking, “just let me go.”

			Harry went still. Perhaps he, like Julia, didn’t know what she meant by that—whether she was just talking about going to Abby’s or something more.

			Julia didn’t look at him as she clattered down the stairs and out the grand front door. Then she was running, down the pathway to the gate, which opened automatically before her. Perhaps it was on a motion sensor, or perhaps a guard somewhere was watching her flee.

			The London night felt balmy and warm. Julia slowed to a walk, letting a few cars amble past. She navigated the broad residential streets, all full of enormous houses behind ivy-covered walls or fences, until she reached an avenue with more traffic. The red and white sign for the Underground was up ahead, but Julia didn’t turn toward it. Instead she drifted toward the lights of a café, where a few patrons lingered over glasses of wine or slices of cake.

			It was strange to think that none of these people knew about the Ellenes—at least, not outside the pages of a magazine. Just a few months ago Julia had been one of them. She had recognized the family’s name, but that was all. Certainly she’d never spared them more than a passing thought.

			Now she had agreed to marry one of them, to become one of them.

			Julia stared down at the engagement ring on her finger. For a moment, in the light of the dimming streetlamps, the glitter of the rock crystals felt almost menacing.

			She shivered and curled her hand into a fist, hiding the ring from sight.

			Maybe this was for the best. If she and Harry weren’t going to work, it was better that she realize it now. She could leave New York and never look back. What if she moved to Europe? Abby would be close, and there were some lovely galleries in Paris, or even right here in London.

			Julia turned aside at a crosswalk, tears blurring her vision. She didn’t want to start over. She loved her life with Harry: The mornings where they ran together along the Hudson and ended at Murray’s Bagels. The nights where she reached for him in the dark, and he matched her heat with his own, and then afterward, the way they would talk in that meandering, sleepy way about topics serious or absurd. She loved curling up on the couch with him while one of his awful movies played in the background, trying to read her Kindle while his hand kept skirting distractedly up her thigh, until they were making out to the sound of exploding cars and she had to lean over, laughing, to find the remote.

			She loved the way Harry made her feel that anything was possible.

			Suddenly, all she wanted was to be with him. What the hell was she doing, running away again? She couldn’t bear the prospect that they might be breaking up; it was unthinkable, it was devastating.

			Julia turned around, seized by a sudden desire to find him. To talk. She started running through the streets—

			“Jules!”

			Harry stood in front of her. In her overheated mind, Julia didn’t even question that he was there; she just pulled him close, buried her face in his chest.

			“Hey,” he murmured. “It’s going to be okay, don’t worry.”

			“I love you,” she sobbed, and then said it again. “I love you, I love you.”

			Harry reached beneath her chin to tip her face up. His blue eyes were very serious as he said, “I love you, too. I’ll walk away from all of it for you, okay? We can leave New York, start over somewhere new, forget this whole big production of a wedding.”

			Julia managed a smile, touched by the magnitude of the offer. “I couldn’t ask that of you.”

			“You didn’t need to ask. I offered.”

			Valentine had been wrong about one thing, at least: Harry wouldn’t choose his family over her.

			But as much as Julia wanted to say yes, to take him up on the offer and leave his family behind, she knew better.

			If she couldn’t give him up, and she couldn’t be the reason he lost his family, then there was only one option left.

			“No more running,” she told him. “We’re doing this the right way. But I will need a little more say in things, from now on.”

			“And I need to mess with Preston a little bit,” Harry declared. At the look on her face, he wore a sheepish expression. “I’m not saying I’ll take a baseball bat to his knees, okay? I just think I could, you know, get him fired from his law firm, or evicted from his house, or something.”

			“I don’t want to spend another minute thinking about Preston,” Julia told him.

			She was done worrying about the past, done letting it infect her future. She and Harry were together, and that was what mattered.

			If she had to fight for her place within his family, well, Harry was worth it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				Hades

			
			Really, Hades thought, Zeus’s behavior had become almost painfully clichéd.

			When Zeus had slipped out of the Mayfair house an hour ago, Hades had followed, invisible in the Helm of Darkness. He’d half-hoped that Zeus might surprise him—that he might be visiting an illegal gambling ring or overseeing the delivery of some illicit shipment that had slipped through customs. But it was nothing that exciting.

			Zeus had come up to the Sky Lounge at the Shard, ordered a bottle of wine, and immediately found a mortal woman to flirt with.

			Despite its name, which struck Hades as reminiscent of an airline lounge, the Sky Lounge was an exclusive club atop the Shard: the highest building in London. The Shard was a geometric monstrosity among the city’s genteel neighborhoods, all sharp angles and harsh lines, like the fragment of glass it was meant to resemble. To Hades, the whole building felt loud and blustering and a bit careless.

			Just like Zeus.

			There he was now, sitting near the window with a young woman, the city spread out below him like his own personal feast. Ridiculous. It was as if Zeus had come up here to prove he was the king of the gods, to sit up high and lord it over everyone.

			Hades stood there for a moment, watching as Zeus leaned back in his chair with that panty-dropper grin of his. Perhaps his errand was foolish, but he’d come this far.

			He twisted his ring and became visible again.

			He must have appeared in Zeus’s peripheral vision like a light turning on, but Zeus didn’t look over for several long beats. He kept listening to something the mortal woman was saying, nodding as if he actually cared about her thoughts. Hades took a step closer. He was dressed simply, though expensively, in a Loro Piana button-down and Armani jeans. He fit into this crowd, even if none of them spared him a second look.

			Finally Zeus muttered something to the woman, who stood, revealing how low her dress swooped over the bare skin of her back. She walked off, and Zeus turned to Hades.

			“Brother.” He gestured to the chair the mortal woman had vacated. “Care to join me?”

			Even though this was the precise reason he’d come, Hades felt uneasy as he took the opposite seat. There was always something overwhelming, slightly disorienting, about being the focus of Zeus’s attention. Hades couldn’t imagine how it felt for the mortals he encountered, both the women he seduced and the men he took things from. When you were near him, the sheer force of Zeus’s will felt as vast as the sky, and just as volatile.

			But Zeus’s strength was all brute force, Hades reminded himself. He had something that Zeus would never possess: Cunning. Cleverness. A slippery, deft, mutable mind that darted from one idea to the next like quicksilver, instead of always wanting to keep things as they were.

			Well. It was easy to support the status quo when you were at the top.

			“Thank you for inviting me to the party tonight,” Hades began.

			Zeus rubbed two fingers against his thumb like he was about to snap, then plucked a thin-stemmed wineglass from the air. Showoff.

			“Glad to see you out and about,” Zeus lied as he poured a measure of champagne into the glass and slid it toward Hades. “First the reunion on Olympus, and now this? We don’t usually see you at family events.”

			As if Hades had chosen to live in isolation. To be just as powerful as the Twelve, yet indelibly separate from them.

			“This particular family event felt worth attending,” Hades said easily. “And the young woman Ares is marrying—what’s her name?—she seems interesting.”

			Zeus shrugged, as if he couldn’t remember Julia’s name, either. “Ares is happy. That’s all that matters.”

			There were a few curious glances from nearby tables, which always happened when several of the gods came together. It was simply too much power for mortals to ignore. As much as they sought to deny the supernatural world, to explain away everything magical or strange, they could still sense it on some deep-rooted biological level.

			And of course, Hades and Zeus made an arresting pair. Though Zeus had called Hades brother, they looked more like colleagues. It was their body language, wary and distrustful, as well as the seeming difference in their ages. Zeus resembled a mortal who had aged quite handsomely, but still one in middle age. Hades looked no older than Ares or Athena, like a mortal in his late twenties. He’d never understood why this was, though he imagined it must have irritated Zeus no end.

			Perhaps watching over the mortals had affected Hades in some mysterious way, keeping him young—though that made no sense, because if their mortality was rubbing off on him, wouldn’t it make him appear older?

			Hades took a sip of the champagne. Zeus had so many flaws, but his taste in wine was not one of them.

			“Why do you think Ares chose Julia, when he could have had any woman in the world?” he asked casually.

			“Who knows why Ares does anything? Now, I’m sorry, but did you have a reason for following me here tonight, or can I get back to my conversation with…” Zeus gave up on trying to remember the woman’s name and settled for a wave toward the other room.

			Clearly, Zeus had no idea that Julia was worth a second glance, that there was anything at all unique about her. But then, he’d never been all that observant. He had a tendency to see what he wanted to see, to accept things at their surface value instead of delving deeper.

			His wife knew something was going on, though. Hermes had reported to Hades earlier today and explained that Julia was impervious to magic. Hera has figured it out, too, Hermes had relayed, and is desperately trying to learn why.

			Hades had a strong suspicion about why Julia was impervious to magic. And perhaps it made him weak, but he felt that he should give Zeus one more chance to change things between them. To warn him, to help him even, in exchange for some thanks. Some respect. Some real power.

			One chance to turn back, before it was too late.

			“I’m sure we can find a mortal for you, too,” Zeus was saying, gazing hungrily toward the young woman in the low-cut dress.

			“I’ll pass,” Hades said dryly.

			Zeus scoffed. “You don’t need to be such a monk, just because you’re the god of death.” At the word death, the candle on the table flickered, as if a gust of wind—an ill wish, perhaps—had passed over it. Zeus didn’t seem to notice. “A little harmless pleasure might do you a world of good, you know.”

			“Harmless pleasure,” Hades repeated. “They’ve never meant anything to you, is that right?”

			“Never,” Zeus agreed, but Hades heard the infinitesimal pause before his response. Zeus was thinking of one mortal woman. The one who’d died too young. The one he hadn’t been able to protect.

			Zeus drummed his fingers impatiently over the table, but Hades pointedly didn’t take the hint. “There is something I was hoping to discuss with you.”

			Zeus’s expression darkened. “Now isn’t really the time, Hades.”

			“It’s never the time, is it?”

			How foolish to think that Zeus might have listened, offered him even the slightest inch. Hades felt like one of those poisonous snakes that lived in the jungles, the kind that lay in wait, with its tail rattling, and hissed just before rearing up to sink its fangs into you. He just wanted to shake his rattle a little.

			It would make things more fun, when he really did strike.

			Zeus gave a heavy, put-upon sigh. “Whatever complaint you’re about to make, I don’t want to hear it.”

			“You really should listen—”

			“Or what?” Zeus demanded. “You’ll skulk around in your creepy little invisibility cap and throw a punch at me? I’ll strike you to cinders.” He said this matter-of-factly, as if he were remarking upon the weather.

			There was no use continuing this conversation. Hades drained the glass of wine before him, because it was simply too good to waste, then stood. “I’ll let you get back to your diversion.”

			“Goodbye, Hades.”

			Hades got into the elevator and started down to the street level, his anger fluttering around him like a physical thing, like bat’s wings. The lights in the elevator went out.

			The mortals in there with him cried out in surprise, but the elevator kept descending. When the doors opened into the golden light of the Shard’s lobby, they hurried to exit. Hades followed at a slower pace, his mind turning.

			Zeus had no idea what was coming for him, or what a crucial role Julia would play in it all. He had grown careless: too accustomed to being the strongest, to flexing his lightning bolt and getting what he wanted.

			But the strongest were no longer the victors, not among the mortals, not anymore. The humans were overturning the natural order of things, and now the cleverest were starting to win.

			Zeus, Hades thought, had made the grave mistake of underestimating him.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-One

				Julia

			
			Julia walked into the gallery and flicked on the lights, relieved to be back in New York, in her real life.

			It almost felt like she’d imagined the past week in London, like it had all been some kind of fever dream: Abby getting roofied at their spontaneous bachelorette, her confrontation with Valentine, that agonizing moment when she’d walked away from Harry, not knowing whether it was for the last time.

			Somehow, in the wake of that night, she and Harry had grown closer than ever. Perhaps that was a natural consequence of pushing your relationship to the brink of a breakup; you got every ugly thing out there on the table. Or at least, almost everything. Harry did say that there were still some things he couldn’t share, not yet.

			Julia told herself she didn’t mind. Those were likely family secrets, probably about a trust fund or company board structure, or maybe something illegal a family member had done, which his parents had covered up. She just had to trust that Harry would tell her as soon as he could.

			The entire flight back to New York, they’d held tight to each other’s hands, their foreheads tipped together. The flight attendant had finally come over with two flutes of champagne. “Newlyweds?” she’d asked fondly, and Julia realized that was probably how they seemed: insatiable for each other, like a couple giddily headed to their honeymoon.

			Now that they were back in the city, Julia had started to stand up for herself, little by little. Just this morning, when the wedding planner had emailed a rundown of the ceremony, Julia had noticed that she was walking down the aisle to something called “Trumpet Voluntary.” I would like an acoustic version of “Here Comes the Sun” for my entrance music, Julia had responded.

			She could practically hear the sniff of disdain in Tara’s reply. We can play the Beatles at the reception, but Ellene brides always process to “Trumpet Voluntary.” I’ve already hired six trumpeters.

			Then cancel them, Julia insisted, and hire a guitar player. So what if Ellene brides had “always” done things a certain way? They were about to learn that she was a different sort of Ellene, one who wasn’t cowed by tradition or money.

			The jangle of keys at the gallery’s back entrance interrupted her thoughts. “Julia?” Lucy called out, surprised. “I forgot what day you were coming back. How was London?”

			“London was great.” Julia hurried to change the subject. “Did I miss anything while I was gone?” When she’d asked Lucy for a week off, she hadn’t been completely forthcoming about the reason. She’d said she was going abroad to visit her friend Abby, completely leaving out the engagement party. Or the fact that she was getting married at all.

			“It’s always slow in August. Everyone’s in the Hamptons, or Europe.” Lucy started to say more, only to pause at the jingle of a bell. They had a customer.

			“I’ve got it,” Julia promised, but she felt Lucy following her into the gallery’s main space. Maybe she wanted to watch Julia at work, offer feedback on her sales techniques.

			It took a moment for Julia to recognize the woman striding through the door, wearing a tailored skirt and silk blouse. Allison Gordon, the woman she’d met at the Met event.

			“That’s Allison Gordon,” Lucy said under her breath. “Knock our prices down twenty-five percent for her.”

			Lucy adjusted prices based on the buyer, which apparently was common practice. So-called good clients, usually renowned collectors or famous people—“actually famous, not from reality TV or, God forbid, TikTok,” Lucy had explained—were given discounts to encourage a purchase. Conversely, “undesirable” clients were saddled with sales premiums and freight fees meant to deter them from associating with the gallery.

			Mrs. Gordon strolled along the wall of German expressionism, pausing before the painting of the naked woman with the white bow in her hair.

			“Twenty-five percent, really? You only gave ten to Emilia Clarke when she came in,” Julia murmured in reply.

			“That show isn’t on the air anymore. She’s no longer the Mother of Dragons; now she’s an out-of-work actress. The Gordons are tastemakers in high society, and worth billions.”

			That was exactly the point, Julia thought. Someone worth billions didn’t need a discount. But she bit back her protests and started across the gallery.

			“Good morning. Can I bring you an espresso or a Perrier while you browse?”

			Allison ignored Julia’s offer. “Good, it’s you,” she said briskly. “You’re the one marrying Tara’s son, right?”

			Julia was surprised that she’d left an impression. She hoped that Lucy wasn’t listening but didn’t dare glance over her shoulder to check.

			“I’m Julia Dodds. Harry is my fiancé,” she replied, determined to mention her own name before his.

			“Of course. As I said, I was sorry to miss your engagement party.” Allison moved past a series of mixed-media prints in bold colors.

			“You were in Carmel, right?” Julia recalled. “How was it?”

			“Rainy!” Allison exclaimed. “I hope you had better weather for your party in London. Though come to think of it, I’ve never seen it rain for a party of Tara’s. She has such luck when it comes to weather.”

			Julia wasn’t sure what to say, so she nodded in agreement. Allison sighed and turned to face her. “Arthur was impressed by you at the Curator’s Circle event. His birthday is coming up, and I thought I might surprise him with a new piece for his home office. What can you show me?”

			A home office for a billionaire. Julia scrambled to think.

			“Perhaps an abstract piece? Emily Wilford is one of my favorites.” Julia gestured to an acrylic painting, composed of green and blue dots against a white background.

			The woman sniffed. “It looks like something a toddler could make with a box of crayons.”

			Okay, nothing abstract. Julia hesitated, then decided, why not? She crossed the gallery to the opposite side, and Allison followed.

			“Have you heard of Lantern? He’s an American artist—well, everyone thinks he’s a man, but no one is certain. Lantern is a pseudonym,” Julia began.

			“Like Banksy?”

			“Lantern’s works are nothing like Banksy’s,” Julia assured her. “They are poetic and thoughtful representations of nature. See this one? It could be perfect for an office.” She gestured toward her favorite work in the gallery, composed of muted greens and golds with rough crosshatched lines. “It looks like it’s abstract, until you study it for a moment longer and realize that it’s a close-up study of tree bark.”

			The bark was actually that of a water oak, a tree that reminded Julia of her childhood in Georgia. Looking at this work always made her oddly nostalgic.

			She watched as Allison studied the canvas. “What does the tree bark represent?”

			“Strength, and survival in adversity, and the passage of time. But also…” Julia’s voice softened. “I like to think that this tree bark somehow suggests magic. There’s a mystical feel to the celadon green, the way it swirls in this knot of the tree into a deeper color and becomes almost blue. It’s not realistic, but it’s not supposed to be.”

			Allison stared at it another moment. “We don’t know anything about the artist?” she asked, still sounding skeptical.

			“He prefers not to work under his own name, but it’s assumed that he lives somewhere on the East Coast. Vermont, maybe, given how beautiful the trees are?” Julia guessed.

			To her surprise, Allison nodded. “Very well. I’ll have our banker wire over the funds this afternoon. You can coordinate with my assistant for delivery.”

			Julia belatedly realized that they hadn’t discussed the most important detail. “We should—I mean, the price is—”

			Allison made a hmph sound. “Oh, I don’t care about the cost. You’re practically an Ellene, and I’ve known Tara for years. I trust you to be fair.”

			Was Julia being welcomed into the world of the Ellenes—or was she being warned?

			Allison lifted her hand in a careless wave, then walked out with a brisk click of her heels. Julia took a deep breath before venturing to Lucy’s office. The door was open, but she still knocked.

			“I made a sale,” she said tentatively. “A Lantern, in fact.”

			“Yes, I was listening.” Lucy looked up from her computer screen, her expression unreadable. “You sold a painting to a friend of your mother-in-law.”

			“We’re not—”

			“Julia, you aren’t legally obligated to tell me anything about your personal life,” Lucy said stiffly. “But I can’t imagine why you didn’t share that you’re getting married. I thought you were single. I thought you went to London to visit a friend. And it was actually for your engagement party?” She shook her head. “Why did you feel the need to lie?”

			“I really did see my friend! It wasn’t a lie,” Julia protested. “I just—I left out some of the truth.” The excuse sounded flimsy to her own ears, like something a kindergartner would use to avoid a time-out.

			“What other truths have you left out?” Lucy asked, echoing Julia’s words.

			“Nothing! I didn’t tell you about Harry because I was trying to get a job on my own.” Julia let out a breath. “The Ellenes have so much of everything. I wanted to prove that I didn’t need them to pull strings for me.”

			“Julia,” Lucy said heavily. “I know you took this job for those moments of passionate connection to a work: when you see a painting and it makes you want to laugh, or cry, or fuck. It’s such a joy finding a work like that, getting to promote that artist and help them find an audience. But let me tell you, those moments are few and far between. Most of this job is showmanship.”

			Julia blinked. “What are you saying, you don’t believe in the art you represent?”

			“Does it matter if I believe in it as long as the buyer does?” Lucy said, challenging her. “Last year at Art Basel someone sold a banana for six figures. An actual banana, duct-taped to the wall, that rotted within days! Our job isn’t to judge the art. It’s to make a sale.” Lucy paused, then added, “Like you just did, selling one of the Lanterns.”

			Maybe Julia wasn’t in trouble after all.

			“It helps, of course, that you had a personal connection. I hope more connections will find their way to the gallery soon.” Lucy leveled a stare at Julia. “Believe me, I wish we didn’t have to think financially at all, but if we want our artists to get paid, if we want the bandwidth to support more artists, then we have to sell their pieces.”

			Julia nodded slowly. Everything came back to money in the end, didn’t it? Even something as elevated and cerebral as art.

			Well, so what if it did? Money had almost come between her and Harry, but Julia had salvaged things. She wouldn’t let money ruin her love for her job, either.

			Lucy started to turn back to her computer. She added, almost casually, “So, when is the wedding?”

			Julia realized, then, what she would have to do. Perhaps some part of her had known all along.

			“In October, on the coast of Georgia. We haven’t sent out the invitations yet, but I’m hoping you’ll be there.”

			Interest flickered across Lucy’s face, though her voice was still stern. “I’ll have to check my calendar.”

			“I’ll seat you near Scarlett Johannson. You know she’s a big modern art fan.”

			Lucy’s lips were still pursed, but it was clear now that she was pursing them against a smile. “That is interesting,” she conceded. “Now go write up that paperwork for the Lantern sale. And make sure to bring your fiancé to the gallery soon. I’d like to meet him.”

			It was a stinging reminder of the trade Julia was making, of the divide between her previous self and her future self. Once she married Harry, the world would see her only as his wife. As Mrs. Ellene.

			Fine, then. If the world was going to consider her an Ellene, then she should start behaving like one. She would prove to all of them that she could, as Valentine had put it, make the cut.

			She would beat them at their own game.

			Julia walked back toward the front of the gallery, but she didn’t stop at her desk to draw up the sale paperwork. She pulled out her phone.

			“Hey, Percy,” she said when Harry’s cousin picked up. “Are you free this weekend? I want to go shopping.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Two

				Hermes

			
			“I’m so glad you suggested we go shopping,” Hermes told Julia as their Uber Black turned onto Lafayette Street. “I was starting to think you’d never ask.”

			Julia laughed self-consciously. “Is my look that bad?”

			“What look?” Hermes teased. “I thought your personal style was a pair of jeans and the top T-shirt in the stack.”

			“That was way too accurate,” Julia admitted. “But don’t I get some credit for dressing up at the engagement party?”

			“Julia. You looked like you were auditioning to play the dowager aunt in an Oscar Wilde play.”

			Her smile fell at his words. “I was auditioning, all right—to enter the family. And I’m still not sure I’ve made the cut.”

			Hermes was surprised by her vulnerability, and even more surprised by the burst of sympathy he felt. He knew that feeling of inadequacy far too well.

			Julia sighed and glanced out the window. “I have to admit, I thought you would want to go to Bergdorf’s. Or Saks.”

			“Oh, god no. Saks is for tourists who come in from the Midwest to see Hamilton and splurge on a single flashy handbag.” Hermes gave a dramatic shudder. “I haven’t set foot inside a department store in years, except for the time Tara sent me to Bergdorf’s for a limited-edition Chanel.”

			Of course, Hermes easily could have taken Julia to Saks, let her try on a few nondescript dresses while he pumped her for information. That was why he’d agreed to join her today, wasn’t it—because he was spying for both Hades and Hera? Honestly, given the whole Victorian-era look Hera had foisted on the girl, he suspected she wouldn’t want Hermes to actually help Julia at all.

			He’d seen the flicker of unease in Hera’s eyes when he related that Julia couldn’t be touched by magic. Hera was clearly as confused by Julia as Hermes was, even if she wouldn’t say so aloud.

			Hades, on the other hand, wasn’t all that surprised to learn that Julia was impervious to magic. Perhaps he knew something that Hermes didn’t.

			Their car pulled to a stop, and Hermes led Julia to the gleaming glass doors of a boutique, tucked between the storefronts on either side so discreetly that you might not even see it was there. Most mortals didn’t see it. Their eyes skimmed right over the entrance, sliding from the boutique that sold hand-poured candles on one side to the narrow wine bar on the other side.

			Hermes saw Julia scanning the storefront for a name, but she wouldn’t find one. This particular boutique was unmarked.

			“Percy,” she said hesitantly, “you know I don’t have the budget for anything too fancy—”

			“First of all, you certainly do,” Hermes said, cutting her off. “Second of all, you are no longer allowed to use the word fancy, all right? If you’re trying to give a compliment, then the correct term is nice, or perhaps lovely. If you want to convey that something is too much, then you can call it excessive. It’s not enough to look the part,” he warned. “You have to speak it, too.”

			“Thank you, Professor Higgins,” she said sarcastically, but Hermes could tell she’d been listening.

			The moment they stepped inside, a woman with auburn hair and square-framed glasses emerged from the back. “Hermes, darling!” She pulled him into an airy European double kiss, then squinted at Julia. “Who did you bring me today?”

			“Peitho, this is Julia. Ares’s fiancée,” he explained, then turned to Julia. “Peitho is the best personal shopper and stylist in New York.”

			Peitho, the goddess of physical appearance and seduction, was underappreciated among both gods and mortals. On the rare occasions she was depicted in Greek art, it was as a handmaid to Aphrodite, holding a ball of thread. (This also meant that she was often confused for Ariadne, who was famous for telling Theseus how to use thread to escape the labyrinth.) Peitho was certainly not in Aphrodite’s service. If anything, the two goddesses were in quiet conflict, both so tied to the physical, to beauty.

			“Ares’s fiancée.” Peitho sniffed. “Fine, I shall help. But next time, make an appointment!”

			“Thank you,” Hermes breathed, though he hadn’t doubted that Peitho would agree. She could never resist the chance to piss off Aphrodite. And supporting Ares’s new love interest was a surefire way to earn Aphrodite’s anger.

			Apparently, Hermes wanted to piss off Aphrodite too. He was surprised how annoyed he still felt about the stunt she’d pulled in London. It was a dirty trick: shape-shifting into Julia’s mortal friend, setting her up for paparazzi shots.

			Not to mention that he was the one who’d paid the price. He hadn’t exactly enjoyed digging through the prime minister’s nasty internet history so that Tara could slip it to the editors at the Sun.

			Peitho walked around Julia, studying her the way Julia probably studied statues in her art history classes—not judgmentally, but impartially, the way an artist sees only line and form and possibility. Then she clapped.

			Two assistants, wispy young women who looked like they worked at Vogue, appeared from the back room.

			“Start pulling gowns in a size four,” Peitho instructed them. “I want the new violet Oscar, the off-the-shoulder Elie Saab, the entire new collection of Giambattista, and Jason Wu. You are in dire need of Jason Wu,” she told Julia solemnly. “What size shoe do you wear, a seven?”

			“I do.” Julia sounded impressed.

			Peitho waved in the direction of her two assistants. “Pull several pairs of Jimmys in a seven. And someone call Pierre, tell him we need on-site highlights this afternoon.”

			At the mention of highlights, Julia’s brow furrowed. “I’m really just here for a couple of new outfits,” she insisted. “I don’t need highlights.”

			“Oh, but you do. You need it all,” Hermes said cheerfully.

			Julia looked like she wanted to protest, but the assistants had already come forward with a hanging rack of clothes. Hermes gave a little sigh of contentment and began sorting through the dresses, sliding them one by one along the silver rod. Occasionally, he paused to touch a particularly lovely bit of embroidery or a well-stitched seam, relishing the simple joy of expensive fabric.

			He loved beauty for the sake of beauty—loved things that were unnecessarily, pointlessly elaborate. Mortals were just so good at them.

			Julia stepped behind a Japanese folding screen printed with whimsical cranes. There was something old-fashioned about the scene, as if there might be a lady’s maid behind it, about to lace her into a corset.

			Hermes’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. Hera. He debated ignoring her, then decided it was safer to answer.

			“Is everything all right?” he murmured, turning aside so Julia wouldn’t overhear.

			Typically, Hera ignored his attempt at conversation. “Come over now.”

			“I’m a little busy at the moment. Doing something for you, actually—”

			“Where are you? In Manhattan, surely?” she demanded.

			Normally, Hermes gave in to all her demands. When Hera asked him to come, he put on his winged shoes and ran through the streets so fast the mortals couldn’t even see him.

			He was growing weary of her summons.

			“I’m with Julia,” he hissed. “Are you sure you want me to leave? I’m finally making some progress with her.”

			There was a beat of silence before Hera said, “Fine. Keep digging.” And then she hung up without another word.

			“Everything okay?” Julia emerged from behind the screen wearing a dramatic red gown with a plunging V-neck.

			Hermes tucked his phone away and turned to Julia. “Take that off! You look like Jessica Rabbit.”

			“Really? I was going for slutty firefighter,” Julia said lightly.

			Hermes was startled into laughing. “That gown does deserve to be set aflame.”

			Julia rolled her eyes but smiled as she disappeared behind the screen.

			The morning went on like that, with dress after dress punctuated by Hermes’s running commentary. When Julia stepped out in a long sequined gown, Hermes threw a hand over his eyes, pretending to be blinded by the reflected light. When she emerged in a halter neckline, he ooohed. “You have fantastic shoulders and arms; you should show them off more.” When she came out in a bright blue dress with pink accents, he scoffed. “God, you look like a baby shower invitation for twins. Or a 1992 Lilly Pulitzer photo shoot. I can’t decide which is worse.”

			Eventually, Julia emerged in an all-lace Dolce—a long-sleeved one, but with a shockingly short hem and a wide boat neck that skimmed over Julia’s shoulders. Hermes gave a slow clap. “Now, this is exactly what I meant! Old-world princess, but with an edgy twist.”

			Peitho handed Julia a pair of iridescent opal earrings. Then, with practiced hands, she pulled Julia’s hair into a chic low bun.

			The opals seemed to blaze against her deep brown hair, making her eyes gleam like a cat’s. She no longer looked like the athletic girl-next-door type Hermes had first met. She looked strong. Glamorous. And a little bit dangerous.

			“It’s just a dress,” Julia breathed. “How did it change me like this?”

			Peitho shook her head. “It’s never just a dress. It’s magic.”

			The moment was broken by Hermes’s phone buzzing again. He glanced down at the screen and sighed in resignation. Hera, of course.

			Peitho disappeared into the back, muttering something about Julia needing casual options and more footwear.

			“Do you need to take that?” Julia asked, her eyes on Hermes.

			“It’s Tara. I’m doing her a favor, and she’s…”

			“Not very grateful?” Julia supplied.

			“I was going to say impatient. No one is ever grateful, not in this family.” Hermes tried to sound flippant and careless, but Julia must have heard the hurt behind his words. She stepped forward, the lace skirts of the Dolce swishing as she moved.

			“It’s not fair of them to take you for granted, Percy.”

			Hermes shrugged, his eyes still on his phone screen. “They can’t help it.”

			“What, rich and powerful people can’t be expected to say thank you?”

			“I just mean, this is the way of things,” Hermes tried to explain. “Bruce and Tara ask for favors, and I help. I don’t exactly have the strongest position within the family.” That was how it had always been, among mortals just as much as gods. Power was concentrated in the hands of a few, while everyone else jostled along the hierarchy for what was left.

			“You can’t keep letting your family walk all over you, asking you for ‘favors.’ ” Julia put little air quotes around the phrase to imbue it with sarcasm. “I know how it feels, thinking that you’re lucky just to be part of it all. But I, for one, am done trying to win Tara and Bruce’s approval, acting like someone I don’t recognize on the slim chance they’ll decide I’m good enough. I already know that I am.”

			Hermes stared at Julia. What had happened to the mortal he’d met in Greece, the one Ares had to run after because she’d fled when things became too much?

			This woman wasn’t running anywhere. She was staying put, fighting for what was hers—and making Hermes feel like he could, too.

			Julia shook her head. “Tara might be obscenely rich, but that doesn’t give her the right to treat you like the help. You’re her family! You should stand up for yourself. You deserve more than the scraps from their table.”

			“If I stand up to Tara, I’ll lose what I do have,” Hermes said quietly.

			“Maybe you will,” Julia agreed sadly. “But maybe in the process, you’ll find something better. There’s a whole world outside of the Ellenes, and you’re stronger than you think.”

			Their eyes met—one pair human, one divine—and a beat of understanding passed between them.

			This was the moment when Hermes was supposed to pry information from Julia. He could ask more about how she’d met Ares, try to find out why Julia was impervious to magic. Hera would expect him to.

			But Hermes was so tired of doing what Hera expected, and more important, he wasn’t ready to cheapen this moment of connection to Julia. He didn’t want it to be an act. He wanted their bond to be real.

			Maybe it was.

			Hermes looked at her again. He’d always thought of Julia as vulnerable—because she was trapped in that mortal body, because she had no idea that she was in the presence of gods. But she didn’t look so frail anymore.

			In that Dolce dress, her expression intent and fierce, she looked as formidable as any goddess.

			“I’m rooting for you, you know,” he told her. And shockingly, he meant it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Three

				Hera

			
			“I’m so glad you were able to join me,” Hera said brightly as she and Julia followed a uniformed spa attendant. They were at Trellis, her favorite day spa, tucked between Upper East Side apartment buildings like a forgotten gem.

			Hera was growing increasingly frustrated with Hermes. He hadn’t brought her anything on Julia since London, when he’d shared that he and Aphrodite had both failed to enchant Julia in recent months, though Aphrodite had successfully used magic on Julia at Olympus. Hera’s mind had been whirling ever since, turning over various explanations. Could Julia be under a protection spell cast by another god? Perhaps she’d bathed in the blood of a dragon (never mind that dragons were long since extinct). Or she might have eaten the berries from Demeter’s sacred rowan tree, which granted mortals protection from both physical and magical harm, at least for a time.

			Was it possible that Hera had made a mistake when she activated the Eye of Argos? She thought back to when Julia had selected the engagement ring. Julia had slipped it onto her left hand, opposite that plain gold band on her right…

			What had Hermes said back in London, that it felt like Julia carried some kind of shield? No, Hera thought with dawning horror, it couldn’t be.

			Could it?

			She would find out soon enough. That was why she’d brought Julia here, after all. It was time to take matters into her own hands.

			Julia had clearly never visited a luxury spa, from the way she stared at everything: the chandeliers, the white marble counters, the bucket of ice where chilled cucumber slices were arranged in a circle. In the hallway behind them, curls of steam advertised the thermal baths and cedar-planked sauna.

			Once the attendant had opened their lockers and retreated, Hera gestured to the glass dish inside the locker. “You should put your rings in there. You know massage oil is impossible to clean from jewelry.”

			Julia bit her lip. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

			“No one is going to steal from you here.” To prove it, Hera untwisted all her own rings—which were worth a great deal more than Julia’s—and placed them in her own glass dish with a resounding clink.

			To her relief, Julia followed suit, taking off her engagement ring and then the simple gold one on her other hand.

			Hera tried not to sound too curious as she asked, “I don’t remember seeing that ring when we first met.”

			“I know it’s plain, but it has sentimental value.” Julia sounded a touch defensive. “It’s the very last present my mother ever gave me.”

			“What a lovely story,” Hera said soothingly. “Have you always worn it?”

			“I started wearing it again in Greece, after Harry and I got engaged,” Julia explained. “I think a part of me wanted to feel close to my mother, with all the changes happening in my life.”

			Or, if Hera was right, Julia might have known on some deep, subconscious level what the ring was for. She’d put it on to protect herself.

			“I’m sure your mother would be very happy for you,” Hera said softly.

			When they’d changed into the spa’s robes and jelly sandals, Hera led Julia to the courtyard at the center of Trellis, where women in fluffy robes usually sipped herbal tea and awaited their treatments. Today, however, they had the garden to themselves. Hera had specifically arranged for this, had rented out the entire spa for the day.

			It would have been hard to hide a Well of Truth from other spa visitors, even the Xanaxed Upper East Side wives who came here.

			Apollo had dug the well for Hera that very morning, after endless negotiations about what she would owe him. In the end, she’d promised power and influence for a new musician he was obsessed with—typical Apollo, always getting worked up about some human or another. Hera had felt the power surging around him as he’d struck the ground with his staff, a heavy bronze thing carved with intertwined laurel leaves.

			Moments later, water had bubbled up from the earth.

			Now, as they stepped into the courtyard, Hera saw Julia’s gaze cut straight to the Well. Perfect.

			“Oh, you must come drink the natural spring water,” Hera exclaimed. “It’s said to have healed more people than the waters at Bath!”

			“Really?” Julia asked skeptically. “Right here in New York?”

			Hera approached a table where glass tea mugs were arranged next to dried fruits and gluten-free cookies. “I always drink from the natural springs when I’m here. It’s one of the secrets to looking eternally young.” Before Julia could protest, Hera knelt and scooped a bit of water into one of the mugs. “Here, try!”

			Julia hesitated, but then her eyes glazed over as she registered the beauty of the water. It was crystal clear and so very cold, as if it had come from a pristine mountain lake.

			Water from the Well of Truth was intoxicating to humans. Whether they looked into its surface—and caught glimpses of prophecy, as did the Oracle at Delphi—or whether they drank from it, they were inadvertently forced to tell the truth. The water contained a colossal amount of power. Apollo only dug a Well on rare occasions, which was why a god always had to supervise any human who imbibed from it. Any more than a glass would be fatal to their mortal body. Just look what had happened to that young man Narcissus. He’d stumbled across an abandoned Well, one that Apollo had forgotten to fill in after he’d finished with it, and drank so much that he died.

			Humans could only handle so much of the truth, couldn’t they?

			Julia lifted the mug to her lips. Her first sip was slow, tentative, but the moment she tasted the Water of Truth, she began to tip back the glass like a frat boy chugging his first beer.

			“Slow down, there.” Hera quickly reached for the glass.

			The mortal’s face was relaxed into a dreamy smile, her eyes unfocused. She looked frighteningly high.

			“Why did you get involved with my son?” Hera asked, cutting right to the chase. “What are you planning?”

			“I’m planning to marry him.”

			A maddeningly curt answer, but the Water couldn’t force mortals to elaborate, only to tell the truth. Hera tried a different tack. “Tell me, who are you, really?”

			“Julia Dodds.”

			“Your whole name.”

			“I was Julia Alexandra Henningsen when I was a child.” Julia’s voice was flat, hypnotized. “After my mother died, my aunt Jess and uncle Daniel legally adopted me. I started using their last name.”

			Henningsen. That sounded familiar.

			“What was your mother’s name?” Hera asked, a chill tracing over her skin.

			Julia’s gaze began to refocus. Hera hurried to hand her the Water of Truth, and the mortal took another greedy sip. She then sighed in delight and answered, “My mother was Claire Henningsen.”

			Hera remembered that name now, even if she hadn’t heard it in eighteen years. “Was she married?”

			“My father was never in the picture.”

			“But your mother was seeing someone before she died,” Hera guessed. Julia nodded without answering, and Hera realized her mistake. She hadn’t asked a direct question.

			“What do you know about that man?” Hera asked. “Can you remember his name?”

			“I don’t think I ever knew it in the first place.” Julia frowned, her eyes focused eerily in the distance, as if she was casting her mind back.

			Hera was terrified to hear the answer to this next question. “What happened to your mother?”

			“Our house caught on fire. My mother didn’t make it, but I survived. No one knew how. The EMTs said it was a miracle.” The water still held her in its thrall; Julia was speaking matter-of-factly, without emotion.

			Fear shot through Hera’s veins, finding form in little blue flames that crackled at each of her fingertips. It was supposed to be the fire of domesticity, of a woman contentedly cooking soup for her husband and children, of a candelabra presiding over a well-set dinner table.

			She stared down at her fingers, watching the flames that licked there like blue fingernails. She hadn’t lost control like this in decades.

			Since the night she’d killed Claire Henningsen. Julia’s mother.

			

			
				• • •
			

			When she returned to the Upper East Side, Hera was surprised to find Zeus in the living room, one ankle crossed over the opposite knee as he scrolled through emails. She resented how good he looked like this. He had shrugged out of his jacket, a beautiful custom piece in a steel blue that would have looked ridiculous on another man but somehow emphasized Zeus’s casual, effortless sexiness.

			At her arrival, he looked up. “You weren’t at the TWL luncheon this afternoon.”

			Hera stood in the doorway. “I told your new assistant I wasn’t joining. No one wants the wife of the CEO at those things anyway. I always feel sorry for whoever gets seated near me, asking polite questions about the Hamptons when I know they would rather be next to you.”

			“Really? Because I, for one, would like to be next to you. Or on top of you.” Zeus said it so mildly, the way he would announce a new hire in a company meeting. Only a flash in his blue eyes revealed his boyish sense of humor.

			Hera chose not to acknowledge the innuendo. “Well, I’m sorry to have missed the luncheon. I was out.”

			She didn’t mean to snap, but she was still rattled by what she’d discovered at the spa. Her mind kept turning back to that time of their lives, to what she had done.

			Zeus had been having an affair, which was nothing unusual. Hera always learned of his indiscretions eventually. That was one of the curses of marriage: If you knew your spouse well enough, you could sense when they were hiding something from you. When they were hurting you.

			At first she hadn’t worried overmuch. Claire was just another mortal woman, and it would end as soon as he grew bored or the woman showed signs of aging.

			Except…this one didn’t end. Months passed, and Zeus seemed more infatuated with Claire than ever. So Hera intervened.

			All she’d meant to do was confront Claire, intimidate her into leaving Zeus. It wasn’t her fault that the woman was foolish enough to defy her. Claire had been so brazen, so unapologetic—insisting, just as Olivia had done earlier this year, that Zeus would leave Hera. That he loved her.

			Hera had shot a few sparks at the woman.

			She’d meant only to frighten her, to show this foolish mortal just what she was up against. How could Hera have known that the house was highly flammable—that it would light up like a pile of kindling, eager to burn? Certainly she’d never intended to kill Claire or her nine-year-old daughter.

			Later, when she learned of the carnage she’d wrought, Hera had known that the mortals were dead. No one could have survived a conflagration like that.

			But Julia had been wearing that ring.

			Hera remembered how Zeus had mourned Claire after her death. He’d never said why, of course, but he’d moped around for months, until his attention inevitably drifted to someone else—a real estate agent, a personal trainer—and he’d launched another affair. Certainly, he’d never suspected Hera of killing the woman.

			Hera had never murdered one of his lovers before. She had threatened and intimidated them, had even attacked them on occasion. But usually by the time she found out, Zeus was growing bored of them anyway. As with Olivia, he was often secretly relieved for the chance to cut them loose.

			Hera was the goddess of family, of motherhood, of bringing new life into the world. She was not supposed to end life. Zeus had never even thought to suspect her.

			If he ever learned what Hera had done, he would be incandescent with rage. Not because he’d loved Claire—she was just another in his endless string of dalliances—but because, unlike the others, she’d been taken from him before he got to decide he was done with her.

			If Claire hadn’t died, Zeus would have cast her aside once her body softened and her face grew too lined. Just as he did with all the others.

			“You were out,” Zeus repeated. “That’s decidedly vague.”

			“Yes, Zeus. I was vague on purpose,” Hera said dryly.

			He chuckled. “I know. You’re never anything by accident.”

			He was flirting with her. Under other circumstances, Hera would have been intrigued by this, but she was still unnerved by the memories that had resurfaced today. By the sickening, dizzying revelation that she had killed her son’s fiancée’s mother.

			Even if it was by accident.

			“Am I accurate in assuming that you’re up to something?” Zeus spoke that phrase, “up to something,” in a tone of camaraderie, almost of approval.

			“As it so happens, I am.”

			“Can I help?”

			That offer, more than anything, gave Hera pause. “If I need you, I’ll let you know.” A part of her longed to tell Zeus everything, bring him into her confidence so that they could look at the situation together. It was clear to Hera that Julia was not in their lives by accident.

			Hera had killed the woman’s mother—and now, eighteen years later, Julia was engaged to Hera’s son?

			No, Hera was not so stupid as to think this was coincidence.

			But there was no way she could share any of this with her husband. Above all, she could not let Zeus discover that Julia was Claire’s daughter. It might lead him to realize that Hera was responsible for Claire’s death.

			“Whatever’s bothering you, I could be a thought partner.” Zeus’s eyes were smoky as he added, “We could go upstairs, discuss it in bed.”

			Hera was surprised by his words. Though they slept in the same bed, it had been quite some time since they did anything there aside from sleep. Since before his affair with Olivia, at least.

			“Not yet,” Hera said, but she wasn’t convinced of her answer, and therefore, neither was Zeus.

			“Then have a seat. Talk to me,” he pressed.

			Hera started to sink into the chair opposite him, but Zeus was suddenly at her side, his hands around her waist. “Have a seat,” he said again, meaningfully, and started to tug her into his lap.

			Surprising them both, she let her weight sink back onto him, her legs settling over his. He was very still for a moment, then his arms snaked around her and pulled her close.

			His breath was warm against her ear as he whispered, “Who are you plotting against?”

			“I’m allowed to have secrets, Zeus.”

			Hera’s heart was pounding: from fear that Zeus would learn her incriminating secret, but also, maddeningly, out of desire. And she knew that Zeus could feel it.

			He pressed his lips against the side of her neck. It wasn’t quite a kiss, more like Zeus had decided to test the sensitive skin there, see where he could light her nerves aflame. Hera felt electrified with each of his exhales.

			She shouldn’t indulge in this. But it was so hard to resist the pull of Zeus’s gravity. She was drowning in it already, the sheer magnitude of him overwhelming her. Hera should probably consider herself grateful that he hadn’t already undressed her with a flick of his wrist.

			She shifted slowly, turning her face toward his, and lifted a hand to his cheek. It was the slightest bit scratchy with stubble.

			“You need to shave,” she murmured, her hands tracing the full swell of his lips. Zeus nipped at her fingers, and a surge of lust filled her.

			“You like it when I don’t,” he replied hoarsely. And then he kissed her.

			The kiss began slow, languid, like they had all the time in the world, like it didn’t matter that they were tangled in an armchair, her body atop his. Zeus slid his hands around Hera’s hips, anchoring her in place. Before she’d realized it, he’d tucked a hand beneath her skirt, to settle between her legs. When he slid a finger inside her, she moaned.

			It wasn’t fair that he could make her feel like this. It wasn’t fair that their marriage was so fraught, that she loved him and resented him and was addicted to him all at the same time. All those feelings swirled dangerously in her core, making her feel like she would combust.

			Hera knew precisely how this would end. She would have Zeus for one overwhelming, intoxicating night, and then she would spend another length of time waiting for him. Wondering when lightning would strike once more. Hoping, and second-guessing, and hating herself for being so damned wifely, sitting around pining for her husband. Craving another jolt that would bring her to this delirious high.

			She had more in common with Dionysus than she realized, Hera thought dimly. She was no better than any mortal with an addiction.

			Right now, though, Hera couldn’t bring herself to care. She wanted so desperately to fall into bed with Zeus. Or not bed, she realized as he slid her underwear down her legs. Perhaps they wouldn’t leave the sitting room, wouldn’t budge from this very chair. It was so unlike her, Hera thought, and felt oddly fond of this new version of herself. She liked this Hera: the one who talked back to her husband, who kept secrets from him, who had sex in a chair.

			Zeus seemed to like the new Hera, too. So she let him have her, to hell with the consequences.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Four

				Julia

			
			Percy would be proud, Julia thought with a satisfied nod at her own reflection. She was wearing a white Staud romper with bell sleeves, which covered her arms but left her long, tanned legs entirely bare. She’d paired it with studded gold hoops, flat blue sandals, and a raffia tote bag that made the whole thing feel more casual, and therefore, more like her.

			She and Harry were getting married in less than a month. And to her relief, her new attitude was starting to work: the more she stood up for herself, the more the Ellenes seemed to respect her. Tara hadn’t even protested when Julia announced that she’d called Vera Wang and requested a change to her wedding gown, trading the skirts of floral Alençon lace for simple-cut tulle.

			“It’s your dress; you have to love it,” Tara had agreed, and proceeded to invite Julia to a day spa for some “pre-wedding pampering.”

			She’s finally warming up to me, Julia had thought proudly. Though for some reason, she hadn’t felt especially relaxed after the massage. Wedding nerves.

			She and Harry were about to go uptown to make the very last wedding decision, this time about the cake. The old Julia would have asked why they were flying down a cake instead of using a pastry chef in Georgia, and why this tasting was happening at Bruce and Tara’s apartment instead of a bakery. Now she knew. They weren’t flying down the cake; it would grow stale, even on a private plane. They were flying down the chef.

			And of course, when you were an Ellene, you didn’t go to people at their place of work. People came to you.

			When she stepped into the bedroom, Harry looked up from where he lay sprawled on the bed, hands laced behind his head. “You look amazing,” he told Julia, and swallowed. “Maybe even a little intimidating.”

			Good. That was precisely what Julia had been going for.

			It was harder to draw upon that confidence when they stepped into the Ellenes’ entry hall. The penthouse was so painfully lavish, with its sweeping city views and marble fireplaces and custom silk pillows, carefully arranged on sofas that Julia was terrified to sit on.

			“Harry! There you are!” Heels clicked on the marble floors as Tara Ellene sailed forward to hug her son.

			Julia saw the moment that Tara noticed her and took in her outfit: the designer handbag, the chic romper, the sandals. “Well, don’t you look lovely,” Tara murmured.

			“Thank you,” Julia said simply.

			What was that saying about speaking truth to power? Perhaps in this case, Julia was speaking money to money. Perhaps she should have started doing it long ago.

			“Everyone is already here,” Tara explained, lacing an arm around Harry’s forearm as she led him into the living room. “Frances is in the kitchen now, plating slices of her favorite cakes. Wait until you taste her icing! She is a creative genius….”

			Julia didn’t hear the rest of what Tara was saying. Her attention had shifted to a lithe, blond figure rising from an armchair. What was Valentine doing here?

			“I hope you don’t mind that Hector and I dropped by.” Valentine’s smile faltered a little when she registered Julia’s appearance, but then she gestured to her husband, her voice lowering. “He has such a sweet tooth, he couldn’t pass up the chance to eat extra wedding cake.”

			“Hector,” Harry said warily.

			“Harry.” Hector echoed his tone, without stepping forward to hug his brother.

			Julia’s heart ached at the stiffness of the interaction. Ever since she and Harry had moved to New York, the brothers had danced around each other—exchanging shallow niceties at family dinners or events, quickly turning aside and talking to other people.

			She wondered when—or rather if—Hector would forgive Harry for the affair. After all, he’d forgiven Valentine, hadn’t he?

			“I’m so glad you could both join!” Julia directed her warm words at Hector, deliberately ignoring his wife. “No way can Harry and I eat all this cake without help.”

			Then the elevator doors opened again, and Percy stepped inside, holding a wrapped box like a supplicant presenting an offering at a temple. For an instant, Julia worried that maybe she should have brought something too—flowers? A candle? No, Bruce and Tara were her future in-laws; she shouldn’t have to behave like a guest each time she entered their home. And really, Percy shouldn’t have to, either.

			Julia hadn’t known that Harry’s cousin was coming today, but she felt grateful for his presence. Here, at least, was an ally.

			Tara accepted the box from Percy without saying thank you, as if it were her due. “Gyokuro tea. What were you doing in Japan?”

			Japan? Percy had just been shopping with Julia last weekend. How had he gone to Japan and back since then?

			“I went over for a few days to help Dylan with something,” Percy explained.

			“Another full-moon rave?” Tara shook her head reprovingly. “Dylan is supposed to be partying, but you should be above such escapades.”

			Julia didn’t understand. Why was Dylan supposed to party, while Hermes was expected to dart about the globe like an errand boy, fulfilling the demands of various family members? Not to mention that the full-moon rave was in Thailand, not Japan.

			“I bet Japan was lovely,” Julia said, beaming at Percy. “Even if you couldn’t see the cherry blossoms this time of year.”

			Tara ignored Julia. She turned to Percy and made a flitting motion with her hand, almost the way one might shoo off a fly. “I’m afraid I can’t discuss anything now. As you can see, we’re all busy. Why don’t you come back tomorrow?”

			That was when Julia realized that Percy hadn’t been invited to the cake tasting. He’d come over at Tara’s bidding, probably to do another “favor” for her.

			“I’m glad you’re here, Percy! We were about to taste cake samples.” Julia kept smiling as sweetly as she could. “Would you please stay?”

			All the heads in the room swiveled in her direction. She could tell from their confused, annoyed expressions that they thought she’d overstepped. They operated under a strange double standard, treating Percy like he was the hired help and they were living in a Downton Abbey–esque world where he was supposed to eat with the servants, not the lords of the manor.

			Well, it was time someone put an end to it.

			“I’d love to,” Percy said softly. Julia could tell that he was genuinely touched.

			As they all headed into the dining room, Julia caught Valentine stealing glances at her outfit. The other woman frowned, probably annoyed that Julia had suddenly become chic.

			And you said I wouldn’t make the cut.

			

			
				• • •
			

			When they got into the car that afternoon, it took several minutes before Julia realized that they were going the wrong direction.

			“Excuse me, driver. We need to turn around,” Julia began, but Harry put a hand on hers, and she fell silent.

			“Actually, I have a little surprise planned for the two of us.” He grinned in excitement. “We’re heading to the Thirty-Fourth Street heliport on the East River.”

			Julia’s smile faltered a little. A helipad meant more excess, more throwing around great sums of money.

			An hour later, when their helicopter touched down in a clearing in the middle of the Catskills, she realized that she’d misjudged Harry.

			“We’re going camping?” she asked eagerly. They had camped once in New Zealand, in Fiordland National Park, where they’d woken up to a breathtaking view of Milford Sound. Julia remembered nestling into Harry’s shoulder, drinking the coffee that he’d brewed for them over the fire, the grounds a little sticky on her tongue. The sun had glittered like fire over the sound’s placid waters and the dramatic snowcapped mountains that surrounded them.

			As if reading her mind, Harry said, “I know it’s not Fiordland, but I figured we needed to get out of the city for a while. To just…breathe.”

			Julia nodded, grateful, and followed Harry’s lead as they stepped out of the helicopter. A pair of backpacks waited for them, fully stocked with gear: a pair of sleeping bags, a tent, water bottles.

			“My favorite spot in the Catskills is a couple of hours away,” Harry explained. “Is that all right?”

			“Of course.”

			After they’d changed into athletic gear, Harry slung his bag effortlessly over his shoulder, then helped Julia adjust the straps of her pack.

			It was midafternoon; shadows were beginning to gather in the underbrush, lengthening as she and Harry walked along the trail. Julia fell silent. The scents of earth and growing things twined around them, heady like perfume.

			“You love it out here,” she observed, watching Harry.

			“I do,” he admitted. “Camping just feels so simple, you know? It’s full of concrete tasks—pitch your tent, carry your gear, refill your water. Walk onward, one foot in front of the other. It forces you to live deliberately.”

			Julia swallowed. She didn’t want to upset him, but she had to ask. “Are you sure you should be working at TWL? Maybe you need a job that’s more…active.” Like coaching high school football, she wanted to say. Or leading white-water rafting trips in Colorado, or being a park ranger for the National Park Service.

			“Don’t worry. I have boxing for staying active.” Harry glanced back over his shoulder with a provocative grin. “And I have you. I’d say we find lots of ways to be physically active.”

			Julia knew she should drop it. She would never push him on this normally, but out here in the cool, clean air, things felt different. Harry felt different. “It’s just—you seem much happier away from it all,” she insisted. “Do you really like being part of the corporate rat race?”

			“Actually, my job has some pretty interesting moments,” Harry assured her.

			“I still don’t really understand what you do,” Julia said helplessly. “What does project management and client relations mean, anyway?”

			“Oh, you know. Playing lots of golf at Liberty and tennis at Maidstone. Do you know how hard it is to convincingly let these guys win? I have to lose, but just barely, so that they believe it was actually a close fight.” Harry’s laughter faded as he added, “And of course, Father needs me to help bully the occasional TWL subsidiary that tries to step out of line.”

			Julia wondered what Harry was like in a contentious board meeting. Perhaps Bruce needed his quiet, intimidating presence as a counterbalance to his own temper.

			A thunderous roar reached her ears. She cast Harry a questioning glance, and he grinned. “Best camping spot within helicopter distance of New York. Believe me, I’ve tried them all.”

			They turned a corner, and Julia gasped. A river twined through the forest before them, ending in a twenty-foot waterfall.

			“It’s spectacular,” she breathed.

			Harry reached to unclip her backpack and slide it off her shoulders. Julia noted that while she was damp with exertion, he didn’t even seem winded. “Should we swim?” he asked, eyes glinting with mischief.

			“It’ll be freezing!”

			“Chicken.”

			Harry tucked his hands under his arms to make chicken wings and made little teasing sounds, boc boc. There was something so boyish about it, so endearing, that Julia burst out laughing.

			She sprinted giddily for the river, peeling off her clothes and tossing them onto the bank. When the freezing water hit her skin, she gasped. It was ice-cold, bracing, the sort of cold that momentarily wipes your mind blank. Julia hoped that Harry had brought a sweatshirt. She turned back toward the bank, shivering.

			“Jules, come on!” Harry had gone to stand behind the waterfall, in a little alcove tucked behind the sheet of falling water. “Your lips are turning blue,” he called out. “Come here, I’ll warm you up!”

			Her wet bra still clinging to her body, she waded behind the waterfall to Harry. He settled his hands over her bare shoulders. “Better?”

			To her surprise, it was. They seemed to be standing in a magical pocket of warmth, as if the water swirling around her and Harry were coming from the jets of a hot tub. Julia let out a contented sigh. “So much better. Is this a natural hot spring?”

			“Something like that,” Harry murmured distractedly. He’d pulled her torso flush against his, melting away any last vestige of cold, and his hands tangled through the long, wet strands of her hair.

			Julia tipped her face up. But instead of lowering his mouth to hers, he began trailing fiery kisses down her jaw, to the achingly sensitive spot on her neck, just below her ear. Julia let out a moan. Her hands slid down his stomach to the waistband of his wet shorts, and she tugged at them impatiently. God, this man’s body was perfection, as chiseled and taut as the marble statues she’d studied in college. Carved from years of running and boxing and all the other endless, restless movement that made Harry himself.

			The water thundered a few feet away, spray flying up in a misty haze, settling in Julia’s eyelashes. Little bubbles began roiling around her, almost as if she were in a hot tub, but Julia hardly noticed. Right now, it felt like she and Harry were the only two people in the world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Five

				Ares

			
			Ares really needed to take more care with Julia’s mortal body. He shouldn’t have challenged her to run into the river, not when it was so close to freezing. Once he’d seen her shivering, he’d hurried to heat the water surrounding them. It was minor magic, a power he’d used countless times before to wash wounds or sterilize water for drinking. This was by far the most enjoyable use he’d ever found for it.

			Still, he shouldn’t have put Julia in that position. Of all the gods, Ares was the most painfully familiar with the fragility of human life (except, of course, for Hades), because Ares’s followers were constantly dying. That was the inherent risk that came with testing your own mortality. The humans who lived by Ares’s values were always jumping out of airplanes, racing cars at top speed, climbing mountains that humans were never meant to scale. And they often paid for it with their lives.

			It was easy to forget that Julia was as mortal as the rest of them. She was so brave, as brave as Ares sounded in all the myths humans told about him. In the past months alone, he’d seen her talk back to Hera and stare down an ex-boyfriend who had betrayed her in the most despicable way. She had faced her own death on a climbing wall and hadn’t even screamed; she’d just closed her eyes and focused on staying alive.

			He needed to tell her the truth so that they could hurry and deify her. That was the whole reason he’d planned this trip to the Catskills, to reveal who he really was.

			It was Athena’s idea, actually. Earlier this week, Ares had called his sister on a predawn run. Athena had always been the easiest family member to talk to, even when she was halfway around the world. When he mentioned that he had yet to tell Julia the truth, Athena clucked at him reprovingly.

			“You can’t keep putting this off, Ares. Julia deserves to know before the wedding,” Athena chided him.

			Ares suspected his sister was thinking of all the mortal men she’d revealed herself to over the centuries, from Byron to James Joyce to Churchill. Many of whom had referenced her in their writing, if obliquely.

			“I know I need to tell her. It’s just…” Ares hesitated before admitting, “I’m afraid.”

			Because this was Julia. She was sharp and observant and wry and thoughtful. And beneath it all, vulnerable. Ares couldn’t bear to see her hurt.

			Especially when he was the cause of it.

			Athena sighed. “Maybe you should take Julia out of the city, away from all of this, so it’s just the two of you. The truth…It’s a lot for a mortal to handle.”

			“Our family is a lot to handle.”

			“Oh, so you’ve met Mother?” Athena had quipped, and they both laughed.

			“This is delicious,” Julia declared, scraping the last bite of scrambled eggs from her plate. She caught Ares’s eye across the campfire and grinned. “I should have known you would cook us breakfast for dinner. I’ve never seen you make anything but eggs or pancakes.”

			Ares chuckled. “My culinary talents are not my best quality.”

			“Trust me, I’m not complaining,” she assured him. “This is so much better than a gourmet meal at some Upper East Side restaurant.”

			He watched as she pushed back the sleeves of his sweatshirt, an old Yankees one that he’d thrown into the backpack at the last minute, which hung too loose over her athletic frame. “Sorry I forgot to pack a sweatshirt for you. That was a complete oversight.”

			“As long as you don’t mind, I’m not complaining. I love this sweatshirt.” Julia snuggled deeper into it, smiling. “It’s so soft. You must have worn it and washed it a thousand times.”

			It was more vintage than she realized, but Ares didn’t mention that. His gaze traveled hungrily over Julia—her bright eyes, her hair still damp around her head, her legs in their black spandex tucked against the log where she sat. Damn if the sight of her in his clothes didn’t spark some primeval territorial impulse. He wanted to march straight through the fire, which wouldn’t burn him, and take her in his arms.

			“Harry…,” she began hesitantly. “I was hoping we could make some changes after we get married.”

			Ares’s stomach plummeted. This was the whole reason he’d brought her here, yet he wasn’t ready to talk about his family. Then he would be forced to tell her the truth, to see the expression on her face when she realized just how colossal a secret he’d been keeping.

			“If you mean that we should get a dog, I totally agree,” he replied in an attempt to deflect. “But only a proper dog, like a Great Dane or a Bernese mountain dog. None of these tiny breeds that women carry in their purses.”

			“I would love a dog,” Julia agreed, smiling. Then she shook her head. “But I was talking about something else. After the wedding, I want to establish a little more space from your family. To set some boundaries.”

			“Boundaries?” Ares repeated.

			“I can’t be like Valentine and Hector,” Julia said helplessly, “living a few blocks from your parents, always stopping by the penthouse for dinner or brunch. I mean, don’t your brother and your father share a car to work every morning?”

			“We live in the West Village,” he protested, still dodging the issue.

			Julia sighed. “We’ve seen your parents a lot this year. I get it, we’re planning a wedding, which they are very generously paying for. Of course that involves a lot of meetings. But I’m hoping that once we’re married, we can carve out our own space. That we won’t become…” She hesitated, searching for the right word. “Absorbed into their family unit. I want us to build our own lives.”

			Smoke curled up from the campfire between them. Ares let out a breath. “I’ll say it again, we can cancel the whole wedding.”

			“No, I don’t want to,” Julia assured him. “I just want to make sure that afterward, we are the most important people in each other’s lives. That our family comes first, before anything else.”

			Ares braced a hand on the log where he sat, letting the bark dig into his palms. Here he was, worrying about Julia’s physical safety, when she’d been feeling cornered and threatened enough to ask for boundaries. Of course, it hadn’t been easy on her, learning about his family’s money, realizing the scope of what she was signing on for.

			And she didn’t know a fraction of it.

			“Julia, you are the most important person in the world to me,” he said softly. “I promise to spend forever proving it to you.”

			“Forever is a very long time,” she pointed out.

			Here it was, his opening. Ares was supposed to come sit next to her, take her hand, and say, Speaking of forever, there’s something I need to tell you.

			He couldn’t form the words.

			“Harry,” Julia said softly, “when did you know that you wanted to marry me?”

			“The moment we met,” he said easily. “When you kicked my ass at darts.”

			She snorted out a breath. “No, really. When did you know?”

			This time, Ares paused before replying. “I can’t think of a specific moment. I just remember waking up one day and thinking that…you’re the only person I’ve ever met who makes me want to die.”

			“I what?” Julia exclaimed.

			He winced. As usual, words were unwieldy and clumsy to him. “You know what I mean….”

			Julia stared at him. “No, I really don’t.”

			Ares walked around the campfire and went to unzip the door of the tent, which he’d pitched in the clearing behind Julia. This conversation would be easier if they were both lying down, holding each other. If he could feel her heartbeat.

			Sensing his intent, she followed him inside and stretched out atop the sleeping bag, then reached for his hand, pulling him toward her.

			Gratefully, Ares lay down next to Julia. Their bodies fit so perfectly together, her back against his chest, his arm thrown over her like a shield. If only he could protect her from everything.

			“You make me want to live every moment to the fullest,” Ares said slowly. “You make me want to see everything there is to see, all the nature and wildness and even the art in the world—to be greedy with life, drinking it in. I used to skate along the surface of things, cutting corners. And now I realize that I wasn’t trying to get away from anything, I was trying to find my way to you.” He heard her draw in a breath at that, and kissed her. “You make me want to live, and then you make me want to grow old together, and die together.”

			“Oh, Harry,” Julia breathed, and Ares knew that for once, he’d said the right thing. “I love you.”

			She rolled over and nestled closer against him, tucking her head onto his chest. Ares felt his breathing quicken. He couldn’t keep putting off this conversation.

			“Julia,” he began nervously.

			“Hmm?”

			“Remember how I said that there were things I hadn’t told you? Well, it’s about my family.”

			Julia shifted contentedly in his arms, which he took as a sign to continue.

			“Actually…we aren’t ordinary. It’s not just the money, it’s…we’re…”

			Suddenly Ares regretted coming into the tent, starting this conversation in the hushed darkness atop the sleeping bag. He wanted to see the expression on Julia’s face as he spoke his next words.

			“We are gods,” he told her. “My name isn’t Harry. It’s Ares.”

			He waited, his entire body coiled with tension. Julia said nothing.

			Shit. She must have been livid, or heartbroken, her mind racing with a thousand questions. He wondered if she was thinking of all the Greek artwork she’d studied in college, art that depicted him. Or maybe she thought he’d lost his mind.

			“I’m sorry,” he went on. “I really wanted to tell you. I’ve just been trying to find the right time.”

			It was another few seconds before Ares lifted himself onto one elbow to look at her face.

			Julia was asleep. She hadn’t heard a word he’d said.

			Ares sighed and lay back down, settling his arm over her slumbering form. After all the wedding planning these past months, after that hike, after the pleasure he’d wrung from her body in the river…it was no surprise she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

			He could tell her in the morning, of course. He should tell her in the morning. But a part of Ares already knew he wouldn’t.

			Deep down, he was relieved that Julia hadn’t heard his confession. That he got to stay with her here, in this temporary bubble of happiness, for a little longer.

			When she learned the scale of what Ares had kept from her, she would feel angry, and rightfully so. Or worse, she would feel heartbroken.

			The other gods would laugh if they knew. To think that Ares—the great stormer of walls, breaker of weapons, besieger of cities—was a coward about this one thing. A conversation with a mortal woman.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Six

				Aphrodite

			
			There weren’t many places in Manhattan that Aphrodite feared to visit, but the Doubles Club was one of them.

			It was a door behind a door behind a door, a private members’ club that had catered for decades to the Upper East Side social set. Aphrodite was far more comfortable in glamorous settings, low-lit back rooms where models and fashion designers drank craft cocktails while wearing graphic tees and smoking vape pens. None of those things, graphic tees or vape pens or craft cocktails, were present at the Doubles Club. It was all Burgundy wines and bow ties, full of members with names like Muffy and Daisy and George.

			Aphrodite stared for a moment at the unmarked door, painted a deep claret color. Then she drew in a breath and started reluctantly down the staircase to the basement club.

			She had done her best to dress the part, wearing a black-and-white houndstooth silk blouse that tied with a bow at the neck and a matching pencil skirt. Very demure and buttoned-up and not at all Aphrodite. Hopefully Hera would notice that she was trying.

			That was precisely why Aphrodite had ventured here, into the land of pearls and headbands and—ugh—Chanel No. 5. She needed to talk to Hera about Julia, who was becoming a far bigger thorn in her side than Aphrodite could have imagined.

			She hadn’t expected the woman to stay after Olympus, let alone after what happened at the engagement party in London. But inexplicably, Julia was still moving forward with this wedding to Ares.

			The final straw had come last week, when Julia marched into Hera and Zeus’s penthouse for the cake tasting, dressed like a fashion plate and staring daggers at Aphrodite. It was clear enough that the outfit, and the glare, were a challenge.

			Julia was declaring war.

			Well, that mortal didn’t know what she was up against.

			The entrance hall of the Doubles Club was hung with old nineteenth-century Parisian cartoons, which depicted men smoking pipes, men holding monocles, men wearing cravats. The only female figure was a circus performer in a leotard walking across a tightrope.

			No one had ever claimed that these sorts of clubs celebrated women. Even if the ladies who lunch all jostled for invitations here.

			Aphrodite gave Hera’s name to the maître d’, and cast a bit of magic toward him for good measure, filling him with a sudden urge to help her. He smiled and eagerly ushered her into the dining room.

			Hera was seated at a table near the wall, surrounded by a group of mortal women. They all looked the same in their Oscar de la Renta dresses and Chanel jackets, all picking at salmon salads or cups of vichyssoise. The only thing at the table that they seemed to be consuming with any enthusiasm was the bottle of Sancerre.

			For a moment, Aphrodite was overcome by an uncharacteristic wave of loneliness. There had been a time, long ago, when she hoped that she and Hera might do this: linger at lunch, exchanging stories, bonding.

			Then she’d had an affair with Ares, and Hera’s attitude toward her—which could hardly have been described as warm—had devolved into outright hostility. Hera never said anything cruel in front of Hephaestus, but it didn’t matter. Aphrodite knew perfectly well what her mother-in-law thought about her.

			The more pressing question, Aphrodite reminded herself, was how she felt about Julia.

			Though Hera was going through all the motions, planning an elaborate wedding as if she welcomed Julia with open arms, Aphrodite had started to doubt her mother-in-law’s sincerity. She knew that Hera would never dream of rejecting Ares’s fiancée outright. No, Hera would plan their wedding as if she really did approve, while simultaneously, and discreetly, working to derail it.

			As she approached the table, Aphrodite pasted a smile on her lips, only for that smile to falter at the expression on Hera’s face. The maître d’ must have realized his error, since he turned quickly back toward the host stand.

			Aphrodite stood her ground. At last, Hera acknowledged her.

			“Can I help you with something?” she demanded, not bothering to make introductions. Aphrodite knew that these mortal women had no idea about the affair—Hera would never have dreamed of sharing something so scandalous—but she doubted that Hera’s feelings toward her were a secret. This is the daughter-in-law, their pointed glances seemed to say. The one she can’t stand.

			Aphrodite smiled as sweetly as she could. “I was hoping you might grant me a moment of your time.” She had phrased it using the old words, as a supplication. Something the other goddess couldn’t ignore.

			Hera gave a beleaguered sigh. “We were just finishing. Why don’t you and I find someplace to talk.” She stood abruptly and headed for another door in the corner, one that led to a small, private room with a table that seated ten. The sort of place that members might rent out for birthdays, or that the club might use for wine tastings.

			As soon as the door was shut behind them, Hera whirled on Aphrodite. “You have some nerve, showing up like this at my club. How did you even know I was here?”

			Because you always have lunch here on Thursdays. You’re a creature of habit, Aphrodite thought.

			“I need to discuss something with you,” she said instead. “I thought of trying to find you at home, but…”

			But Hera would have turned her away. Aphrodite never came to the penthouse unless she was accompanied by Hephaestus—unless both women were pretending, for his sake, that all was fine between them.

			Hera’s expression darkened, so Aphrodite played her final card. “I told Hephaestus I was having lunch with you today. He was excited to hear it.”

			As it happened, this was true. Things had changed between Aphrodite and Hephaestus since London, when she’d sent that late-night I miss you text. Hephaestus had begun eating with her at work, and she’d found she looked forward to it. Hephaestus would call her office line every morning and ask what she wanted, then have his assistant set up their takeout in the large seating area adjacent to his office. As they ate, he asked about her day, helped her think through various problems the beauty department was facing.

			“I’m actually meeting your mother at lunch today,” Aphrodite had explained when he called this morning. Hephaestus had seemed delighted at the news.

			If only he knew what this was really about.

			Hera sucked in a breath at the mention of her favorite child, as Aphrodite had known she would. Then she pulled out the chair at the head of the table and sat, curling her hands proprietarily over the armrests.

			“What is it?” Hera demanded, her tone clipped.

			Aphrodite cut right to the chase. “I have concerns about Julia Dodds. There is something strange about her.”

			Hera’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you, of all people, should be trying to break up this wedding.”

			“So you’re telling me you have no reservations about this mortal?”

			Hera said nothing to that. Aphrodite shifted her weight, wishing she could take a chair at the table, but she didn’t dare. No one sat in Hera’s presence without being invited.

			“This has nothing to do with my history with Ares,” she insisted. “It’s Julia. I don’t think she should join the family.”

			“Why not?” Hera asked quietly.

			“Has Hermes said anything about her?” Aphrodite knew that Hera considered Hermes her loyal soldier, had probably already asked Hermes to do some digging on Julia—as he’d almost certainly done about Aphrodite, back when Hephaestus was wooing her. “Because I’m not sure you can trust Hermes anymore, not when it comes to Julia. He’s in her camp now.”

			She felt a bit guilty throwing Hermes under the bus. Aphrodite missed the days when it had been her and Hermes against the other gods, laughing at how bitchy and vindictive they all were.

			And now you’re acting just like them, a voice in Aphrodite’s head whispered. Trying to keep Julia out, just as the other goddesses tried to keep you out.

			Aphrodite forced herself to ignore the voice.

			Hera scoffed. “I highly doubt Hermes cares about Julia. He never really thinks of anyone but himself.”

			“Are you sure? Because I highly doubt she put together that outfit she wore to the cake tasting on her own,” Aphrodite explained. “I was watching Julia when Hermes came in; I saw her glance at him like she wanted his approval. He nodded once, very slightly. He’s helping her.”

			It had hurt, seeing Julia and Hermes exchange that look. Knowing that Hermes was actually choosing to help the mortal now.

			“That doesn’t mean anything,” Hera mumbled unconvincingly.

			“Hermes is always stirring up trouble, playing both sides—because he likes the chaos, or maybe out of self-preservation. But he certainly made a statement, helping Julia. And who knows?” Aphrodite shrugged. “He might not be the only god working with her.”

			It was a shot in the dark. Aphrodite watched as Hera sat with that for a moment, considering.

			“There’s something off about Julia,” Aphrodite pressed when Hera said nothing. “Something that doesn’t add up right. I know you feel it, too. We need to protect Ares.”

			To her surprise, Hera let out a breath that was almost amused. “It’s rather exhausting, isn’t it? Protecting men, mostly from themselves.”

			“They would be lost without us,” Aphrodite ventured.

			Hera’s lips curled in something approximating a smile, and for a moment, it wasn’t entirely hostile between them. Then Hera shook her head.

			“I still don’t trust your motives. You’re going to try to sleep with Ares again the moment he and Julia are done.”

			“Like I said, this isn’t about Ares.” Aphrodite was loath to reveal that she’d been eavesdropping, but maybe she could convince Hera that she’d figured it out on her own? “I don’t want another mortal woman entering the Pantheon.”

			Hera looked up sharply. “You know?”

			“That Ares wants to make her immortal? I guessed,” Aphrodite lied. “You don’t go to all this trouble to bring a mortal into the fold if you’re not serious about keeping them around. So it’s true?”

			Hera didn’t answer, but her silence spoke volumes.

			“What are you suggesting?” Hera asked, after a beat.

			“We combine our magics to find out Julia’s dark secret. Then we reveal it to Ares.”

			“I’m not sure she has a dark secret,” Hera said quickly. “It’s a waste of time to go digging into her past. What we need is to keep this marriage from happening.”

			Everyone has a dark secret, Aphrodite thought. But she nodded and said, “Of course. I agree.”

			Hera held out her hand.

			At first, Aphrodite thought they were just shaking, sealing a deal the way men in business always did. But Hera gripped her palm and didn’t let go.

			“Aphrodite, I can’t have you hurting Hephaestus. Swear to me that you won’t seduce Ares again. He’ll be weak, after losing Julia, and I can’t have you using your—” Hera faltered, then landed on, “Your beauty on him. No love potions, no tugging on his desires.”

			“I swear,” Aphrodite told her mother-in-law.

			This wasn’t about Ares anymore, if it ever had been. It was about Aphrodite and her position among the gods—a position she had fought for, too hard and for too long to let some nobody human come take it from her.

			As Hera shook Aphrodite’s hand, their eyes met, and for a brief moment, Aphrodite felt something pass between them. Not forgiveness, exactly, but maybe understanding. The knowledge that they had both done things they regretted. That they had to protect what was theirs. That they were just two goddesses in a world ruled and shaped by gods—by males.

			But at least now they were aligned.

			Julia didn’t stand a chance against the two of them.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven

				Hermes

			
			Once again Hera had called, and once again Hermes had come running.

			This morning, she had asked—or rather, commanded—that he drive her to the Vault on Long Island. As if she didn’t have plenty of mortal chauffeurs for this very purpose. Still, Hermes had complied, pulling her Mercedes out of the garage beneath her building, saying nothing when Hera got into the back instead of taking the passenger seat.

			He was thrilled at a chance to go into the legendary Vault.

			“Can’t you speed up this traffic?” Hera asked, breaking the silence.

			Hermes gritted his teeth in irritation but did as she asked, casting his powers outward. Within moments a halo of space surrounded them as cars and trucks ahead of them veered into other lanes. The stalled highway opened for them alone, traffic parting like the Red Sea. Far better than the police escort that presidents got, Hermes thought with a touch of pride.

			The other drivers would never realize why each of them felt a sudden urge to pull out of his way. They would never dream that Hermes was there, like a spider at the middle of a vast web, quietly shuffling them aside.

			“Much better.” Hera nodded curtly, then looked back at her phone. She hadn’t exactly said thank you, Hermes noticed. She’d hardly spoken this whole drive.

			“Was there something you wanted to discuss with me?” he asked politely.

			Finally Hera put her phone down. “It’s about Julia. You helped her pick out that new outfit, didn’t you?”

			Not just that outfit. Hermes secretly couldn’t wait to see Hera’s reaction to Julia’s rehearsal-dinner dress. “I was trying to get close to her, as you requested,” he reminded her. “She invited me shopping.”

			“You didn’t need to do quite so much, though. You could have gone shopping and kept your fashion advice to yourself.”

			“You know I can’t lie about fashion.” Hermes tried to sound flippant. “And besides, what does it matter if she has a flattering new dress? If she’s going to marry into this family, she needs a wardrobe overhaul.”

			“Exactly. If she’s going to marry into this family,” Hera repeated, satisfied. “That’s a very big if.”

			“Is this because Julia is immune to our magic? Did you learn why?”

			“That was supposed to be your job,” Hera admonished him. “Since you’ve failed, I’m taking matters into my own hands.”

			Hermes was surprised to hear himself defending Julia. “This feels extreme. I know she’s not particularly polished, but I think she’s a quick study. Remember, the girl lost her mother when she was only a child.”

			“Her mother!” Hera barked out a laugh. “I didn’t expect you to get soft, Hermes. You’re lucky I’m not punishing you over this shopping fiasco. I asked you to spy on her, not give her a makeover.”

			They had reached the turnoff for the Vault. Hermes pulled past the great stone gargoyles that guarded the entrance, perched on either side of a wall that was twelve feet high and three feet thick. The wall was really just for show, since the building’s magical protections were far more effective than any physical ones.

			Two figures emerged from the guardhouse beyond the entrance. They looked like burly, powerful men, their short-sleeved uniform shirts revealing matching tattoos that snaked down their arms. A human would have thought it was just a lot of ink, in a disorienting pattern that depicted dozens of hands—hands outstretched, hands in fists, hands pointing every direction. Hermes had never seen these tattoos come to life, and he didn’t care to.

			These were the Hecatoncheires, the hundred-handed giants, creatures who were deathly loyal to Zeus.

			They guarded the world’s greatest hoard of magical treasure.

			Plenty of powerful items were stored in places other than the Vault. The Olympians all possessed artifacts of their own—Poseidon’s trident, Aphrodite’s girdle, Apollo’s staff. But most magical objects, especially the random ones that no one quite knew what to do with, lived here.

			Hermes had never stolen anything from the Vault, though he’d been sorely tempted. Even he knew his limits. So he’d confined himself to stealing from the other Olympians, mostly to prove he could. Like the time he’d taken Dionysus’s goblet, which never ran out of wine, or Apollo’s harp, which played music that sounded different to every listener.

			“You can wait in the car,” Hera commanded, once they were parked by the entrance.

			Hermes nodded, inwardly seething. Why had he expected anything else? He was so sick of being sidelined, of doing Hera’s dirty work—driving her, spying for her, digging through the computer history of mortal prime ministers for her. All without a word of thanks.

			She needed to stop underestimating him.

			As he watched through the car’s tinted window, one of the Hecatoncheires turned the massive bronze wheel on the Vault’s front door. It looked like something out of a heist movie, except it was all too real. Opening such a door required immortal strength, and it would slam shut behind an intruder, sealing them inside.

			But Hermes wasn’t just any intruder. He was the god of thieves.

			Before he’d fully finished the thought, he’d opened the car door and begun running at top speed toward the Vault.

			He slipped through the heavy door as silently as a shadow, a mere heartbeat before it sealed shut.

			Hermes felt the little sizzle of magic that indicated he was crossing an enchanted ward. These protections were the strongest kind of all, made with blood and bone, sweat and salt—and created by the three strongest gods together, Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus, in a rare moment of collaboration.

			Hera and the Hecatoncheires were several yards ahead, turning off a corridor. Hermes darted past them, so quickly he was nothing more than a blur at the edge of their vision, and entered the main room of the Vault. A quick scan of its contents revealed that the best hiding place was behind a shiny black Ferrari in the corner. Hades’s carriage, if he had to guess, in its modern mortal form. Hades rarely got to drive it anymore—mortals would keep trying to approach, mesmerized, and get trampled beneath its wheels.

			Hermes peeked around the side of the sports car. The Vault was less organized than he’d expected, more like a wealthy and eccentric family’s storage unit than a security vault, but he supposed that there was no need to lock anything away. What was the point? Anyone who wasn’t supposed to enter this room should have already been dead.

			He watched as Hera breezed past a stone wall hung with weapons: enchanted helmets, poisoned arrows, spears that never missed their target. Several golden apples were lined up on a shelf next to the Golden Fleece, which was looking quite dull. Hermes saw her pick up Amphitrite’s pearls, which could be worn as a necklace for protection or taken off one by one and thrown to the sea, where they would sprout into horses. It didn’t seem especially practical to make horses in the ocean, though perhaps you could throw the pearls into the damp sand of the beach? Sea magic, Hermes thought, always a bit rough around the edges.

			Hanging from a hook was Zeus’s massive bronze shield, carved with dozens of small images—all of which, of course, depicted Zeus. The Aegis. Hermes was surprised to see a nick in its side, as if someone had chipped out a chunk of the immortal bronze. Really, who was curating all these items? Couldn’t they send the Aegis in for restoration or something?

			Hermes should get back to the car before his absence was discovered. He slipped out, past a mirror that he’d heard of but never seen. It had been made as an ill-intentioned gift for Apollo by a man named Aeetes, back when humans were still capable of some magic. The mirror revealed the future, but only half the time. The other half of the time you looked into it, it showed you a false vision.

			Apollo had nearly gone mad staring into this mirror, trying to distinguish true from false.

			The mirror only showed the future, either true or false, if you stood directly before it. Hermes didn’t do that. He angled himself to the side, glancing at it from his peripheral vision.

			Which was why he could see the reflection of Hera across the room, picking up a small clay object and tucking it into her Balenciaga tote.

			What was she doing with Pandora’s Jar?

			It was, in fact, a jar, though John Milton had written the words Pandora’s box in Paradise Lost and forever confused mortals. It resembled any jar of old pottery, but Hermes wasn’t fooled by its humble appearance.

			What was Hera planning?

			Hermes didn’t waste any more time. He darted into the hallway, slipping outside and back into the car.

			By the time she reached the Mercedes, Hermes was in the driver’s seat, scrolling Instagram on his phone with a bored expression. For once, he was glad Hera looked through him without really seeing him. She didn’t notice the sweat gathering at his armpits, the shallow rise and fall of his breath.

			“Back to the city,” she said in a clipped tone. Hermes murmured his assent and started onto the main road.

			Only after he’d dropped Hera at her building and returned her car to the garage did he pull out his phone and dial Julia’s number.

			“Percy!” she answered, sounding pleased to hear from him.

			“Whatever you’re doing this evening, cancel it,” he declared. “You and I are going to the Hamptons.”

			He heard her beat of hesitation. “I leave for the wedding on Wednesday. I really should be getting organized right now.”

			“You can make lists on the chopper,” Hermes insisted. “Come on, Lady Sophie de Hauteville is doing an art installation in Montauk.”

			“She’s an artist? I’ve never heard of her….”

			“More like a socialite,” he admitted. “Which is precisely why you should come. Think of all the prospective buyers who will be there! Come on,” he pleaded. “We’ll be up and back before ten. Let yourself have a night off from being the bride-to-be.”

			Julia laughed at that. “You’re right, I need a break. Where should I meet you?”

			

			
				• • •
			

			“You called this an art installation,” Julia said skeptically as they walked along the beach at Ditch Plains. “It feels more like a children’s birthday party. I mean…sandcastles? Really?”

			Glamorous men and women in white linen drifted around the beach with glasses of rosé. Lady Sophie herself—thin and pale, with crooked teeth that she kept flashing in a delighted smile—knelt in the sand, putting the finishing touches on the sandcastle village she’d spent a week constructing.

			“Who’s to say that sandcastles aren’t art?” Hermes mused, watching the socialite at work. “I think they evoke something of childhood, something whimsical and innocent.”

			“There’s no way she can monetize this, though,” Julia insisted. “No one can buy one of these sandcastles. How would you transport it?”

			Hermes gave Julia a playful nudge. “Look at you, becoming a little capitalist. Maybe Lady Sophie is just doing this for fun.”

			They approached one of the sandcastles, which were arranged around a central village square, the sand raked and dotted with sprays of seaweed that were meant to represent trees. Hermes saw Julia fall silent as she cataloged all the details: The staircases that Lady Sophie had constructed within the castles, painstakingly made with a shovel. The chimneys lined with pebbles, the doorways built from driftwood or seashells.

			“They are beautiful.” Julia’s expression was unreadable as she mused, “This makes me think of the dollhouse I had when I was little.”

			“A Barbie Dreamhouse?” Hermes guessed.

			“An old wooden one. My mom got it at the church’s guild shop, a place where all the rich people came to donate their old clothes and things.” Julia seemed only a little self-conscious as she spoke. “She and I spent months decorating it together. We would go to designer stores and find old wallpaper scraps to glue on the walls, buy linen napkins from garage sales and make them into bedspreads for the dolls. My mom was creative like that,” Julia added.

			Hermes thought of how he’d mentioned Julia’s mother to Hera earlier. How Hera had laughed dismissively and said, Her mother! It was an odd way to speak about a person Hera had never met.

			He began to wonder.

			“I’m sure it’s been hard, planning the wedding without your mother,” Hermes ventured. “Think of how proud she would be of you right now. You’re building a life for yourself: making your way in the art world and marrying a man who loves you.”

			“It is hard. I wish Mom could be there to walk me down the aisle,” Julia admitted.

			Hermes hesitated before asking, “You never told me what happened to your mom. All I know is that you lost her at a young age. Was she sick? Or—was there an accident?”

			Julia stared out at the waves crashing toward the shore, brow furrowed. Guests milled around them, laughing and gossiping.

			“Sorry,” Hermes said hastily, “I didn’t mean to pry.”

			“No, it’s all right. This is just hard for me to talk about. Even Harry doesn’t know the whole story,” Julia admitted. “The truth is…I don’t know what to believe.”

			“What do you mean?” Hermes asked, struck by an odd feeling. Call it a premonition.

			“I feel like I can’t really trust my own memories. The things I remember from that summer don’t make sense.” She let out a bitter little laugh, shaking her head. “Sorry, forget I said anything.”

			Hermes had coaxed secrets from mortals so many times. He would slip a bit of magic into his voice, lulling them into a sense of security that made them want to divulge everything. But magic hadn’t worked on Julia—and even if it had, he wouldn’t want to use it on her. Not anymore.

			If they were going to talk about this, he wanted to do it the genuine way. He just didn’t have much experience in that department.

			“Of course you don’t need to talk about this. But if you want to talk about it, I’m here. I’m good at keeping secrets.” Hermes mimed zipping his lips and turning a key over them.

			Julia sighed. “My mom was dating someone before she died. But the things I remember about him…they aren’t possible.”

			No. It couldn’t be.

			And yet, it sounded as if Julia’s mother might have been involved with a god.

			Julia twisted her plain gold ring back and forth. “I thought he brought one of my stuffed animals to life once, but then it scared me so much he changed it back. Another time I saw him dancing with my mom, except that they weren’t dancing. Their feet were floating several feet above the ground.”

			The flying waltz. One of Zeus’s favorite romantic moves with mortal women.

			“What do you remember about that man?” Hermes asked, his mind spinning. “What was his name?”

			“All I remember is that he was handsome. I can’t actually picture his face, and I definitely don’t remember his name.”

			“Did you see him after you lost your mom?” Hermes ventured, knowing it was an insensitive question. But he had to ask.

			“No. I saw a woman that night.” Julia was staring out at the ocean, her voice distant, as if she’d gotten lost in her memories—or in a nightmare. “I heard shouting in the living room and came to the top of the staircase. A woman was there, arguing with my mother about something. Soon after she left, our house caught on fire.”

			“Your mom died in a fire?”

			“Later, I tried to tell the adults about the visitor, but they said I was imagining things.” Julia shrugged helplessly. “Apparently, a stray spark caught in the kitchen, and the house was so old and flammable it went up like tinder. There were no signs that anyone else had been in the house. It was just a freak accident.

			“But when I dream of that night, I hear that woman, the one who shouted at my mom.” Julia was talking swiftly, almost frantically, as if these memories had been building in her like smoke and she had no choice but to fling open a window and let them out.

			“Julia, I’m so sorry. How completely terrible. Though I have to say, I’m grateful that you survived.”

			“It’s a miracle that I did. When the rescue workers came, they began searching for a body, because they assumed there was no way anyone could have made it. But they found me asleep, curled up in a small pocket of debris. I was holding this.” She gestured to her ring, the one she wore on her right hand. “My mom had given it to me just a few weeks earlier and told me to wear it always. It’s the only thing I have left of her,” Julia added softly.

			Hermes felt dizzy, his mind racing with the implications of what she’d said. If he’d guessed right, if he’d put all the pieces together properly, then he finally knew why Hera was so obsessed with Julia.

			Julia’s mother had been sleeping with Zeus, and then Hera had killed her.

			“Thank you for telling me all of this. I’m honored that you felt like you could share it,” Hermes said earnestly.

			Julia nodded. “Thank you for listening. And for not thinking I’m crazy.”

			“Crazy?” Hermes repeated. “Why would I think that?”

			“It’s what the grief counselor thought, when I told her what I’d seen my mom’s boyfriend doing. She said I had hallucinated false memories, to replace the all real ones that were too painful. She’s probably right,” Julia hurried to add. “I hit my head in the fire, or inhaled too much smoke.”

			“I’m sure that’s it. If you’d seen the things I thought I’ve seen at Burning Man, you would know how easy it is to fall for a hallucination.” Hermes tried to sound flippant, to set Julia at ease about the confessions she’d just made.

			To his relief, she smiled—a sad smile, but at least it was there. “Would you mind keeping all of this between us, as friends?”

			Hermes’s immortal heart snagged on that word. Friends.

			He was used to being called a coconspirator, praised for his cleverness or his speed or his biting wit. But none of the other gods had ever truly considered him a friend. He’d thought Aphrodite might be a friend, once upon a time, but Hermes saw now that their friendship had been surface-level, based on their love of rosé and drama, their shared sense of being excluded from the inner circle.

			Julia listened to him. She sympathized with him, and saw him.

			“I meant what I said; my lips are sealed,” Hermes assured her. “Though as your friend, I have to say, you could tell Harry.”

			“It just hurts so much to talk about. And it’s not as if he’s told me everything, either,” Julia added softly.

			Well, that was an understatement.

			They drifted to one side of the beach, closer to the roar of the surf, where the edge of the sandcastle village was marked with great gates made of drip sand. Julia was quiet, contemplative, and Hermes gave her space, his mind whirling. If she wasn’t working with another god—which seemed impossible at this point—then why was she immune to magic? The Aegis was the only object he knew that could shield against enchantments, but it was in the Vault.

			With a chunk missing from its side.

			The Aegis was even more ancient than the gods, dating back to the murky dawning of the world itself. Perhaps it wasn’t made of bronze at all, but some celestial element, tossed to earth from the stars in the moment of creation. Who could know? Zeus, the first of the gods to be born, had seized the Aegis, along with the thunderbolt, for himself, leaving the other great artifacts, the trident and the Helm of Darkness, for Poseidon and Hades.

			Hermes’s eyes darted back to Julia. If he were Zeus and wanted to scrape off a piece of his immortal shield to protect a human, how would he do it? He would make an earring, Hermes thought, or perhaps a coin.

			Or a ring.

			Which Julia had been clutching in her hand when she miraculously, impossibly, survived the fire.

			What if Zeus had forged a ring from the Aegis and given it to Julia’s mother, hoping it would protect her? And then Claire had passed it to her daughter instead?

			“Look! She’s knocking them down!” Julia gestured across the beach toward Lady Sophie, who was gleefully kicking down the first of her sandcastles. A few photographers surrounded her, snapping pictures.

			Lady Sophie laughed. “Join in, everyone!” she called out. “Destruction is the other side of the coin from creation!”

			Hermes watched as Julia ran over to the nearest sandcastle and began kicking at it with the wild abandon of a toddler. “Come on!” she exclaimed, looking over her shoulder at Hermes with a gleeful smile. “Get in on the fun!”

			No, Hermes thought, there was no subterfuge in Julia. She was as earnest and guileless as she seemed, all the way down to her core. He wasn’t fool enough to think she’d appeared among them by accident, but he doubted that she was here to get revenge. If anything, some other god had brought her here to wreak havoc.

			She was an unwitting pawn, one who might easily be destroyed as collateral damage.

			Hermes watched Julia kick at the sandcastle. So quickly, all its painstaking details crumbled into nothing. He couldn’t stop thinking of Julia’s mortal home, turning to ash. Destroyed just this easily.

			He longed, suddenly, to tell Julia that she was in danger. But you aren’t alone, he wanted to say. You have me. His magic wasn’t much compared to that of the other Olympians, just speed and glib words and a talent for thievery. Still, he would use it to protect her, as best he could.

			This woman—his friend—was walking among the gods with a target on her back, and she had no idea.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight

				Hera

			
			Hera had to admit, the island was beautiful. It really was a shame that so few of the wedding guests would get to see it.

			She glanced over at Aphrodite, who was, to Hera’s discomfort, in the driver’s seat, guiding their rental car down the winding island roads. Hera would have been content with a mortal chauffeur, but Aphrodite had insisted that she found driving “fun,” something Hera couldn’t comprehend.

			Her gaze slid back out the window. Gorgeous trees stood to either side of the road, Spanish moss draped from their branches as if they were old ladies waving handkerchiefs. In the distance, sunlight gleamed on the white-sand beaches that led to the Atlantic. The air was heavy with the scents of salt and mud and early morning sunshine.

			Aphrodite turned the opposite direction, toward the ferry that shuttled guests back and forth between the island and the mainland of Georgia. There was no bridge, something Julia had worried about, but Hera had assured her that it didn’t matter. Most of the guests would arrive by private jet anyway.

			“We’re here,” Aphrodite murmured, pulling into a gravel lot before a sign that read The Rusty Hook.

			Hera huffed out a disbelieving breath. “Why would Poseidon come here?” she demanded, though she knew the answer.

			His worshippers were here, and gods always found comfort among the mortals who honored them—who poured their time and passion, their brief mortal lives, into the things those gods stood for.

			Inside, the bar had sticky floors and dim lighting. The walls were hung with old nautical relics that looked like junk, buoys and nets and one of those tacky singing fish that wagged its tail.

			A figure with sandy blond hair and bright blue eyes stood at the bar with a cluster of coarse-looking sailors, wearing a breezy guayabera shirt, leather sandals, and cargo shorts. Hera was oddly startled by the sight of Poseidon’s bare legs, though she couldn’t have said why. They were perfectly normal legs, if a little hairy.

			As the two goddesses walked in, every man present turned to stare. Hera tried not to be irritated by the way their eyes skimmed over her to linger on Aphrodite.

			“Can you get me a dark and stormy?” Aphrodite asked. The question was directed at Hera, but the men at the bar immediately clamored for the bartender’s attention, jostling to be the one who brought Aphrodite her drink. Smiling, Aphrodite made a show of wandering over to the jukebox in the corner to examine the song selection. The other men immediately stumbled along in her wake like fish pulled on a lure.

			Hera waited until they’d started playing “Margaritaville” before sidling to the lone figure who remained at the bar, clutching his beer. The god of the sea sighed at her approach.

			“What is it, Hera?”

			It’s a little early in the day to be at a bar, Hera wanted to say, but she stuck to the script, using the old, formal language. “I would ask something of you.”

			Poseidon made a show of stretching his fingers before him, cracking his knuckles. “Really? Because I’m still pretty tired from the last favor I did you. Do you know how hard it is to raise an island from the sea?”

			“I can only imagine,” Hera said placatingly. “And you’ve outdone yourself, Poseidon. It’s beautiful.”

			The Resort at Ismene, this island on the stretch of coast between St. Simons and Savannah, hadn’t existed three months ago. Poseidon had pulled it from the depths, shaping it as he went, Jack Nicklaus–designed golf course and all. The whole thing had been Ares’s idea, actually. He had wanted to throw Julia a wedding close to home. When Hera replied that nowhere in the South could fit their party, Ares didn’t back down. He just stated that they would need somewhere new.

			To Hera’s astonishment, Poseidon had granted his nephew’s request and pulled an island from the sea. Something he hadn’t done in centuries. But then, Poseidon had always harbored a soft spot for Ares. The two of them both lived in Zeus’s shadow, and while they seemed resigned to it, Hera imagined they must have shared the same frustrations.

			Then all it had taken was a liberal application of mist, an old magic made of droplets of Mnemosyne’s tears mixed with Zephyr’s wind. Suddenly, the humans in the neighboring area shifted the very fabric of their memories. They all believed, without question, that this island had always been there. And now that the Ellenes had filled in the swamp, landscaped the golf course, and built a luxury hotel and spa, it could finally realize its potential as a luxury destination. And wedding venue.

			Not that Hera had any intention of letting this wedding take place.

			She remained unconvinced that Julia had found Ares by chance. Julia herself might not have known the truth—that her mother had been involved with Zeus, that Hera was responsible for Claire’s death—but she must have been here for a purpose. Surely some god had brought her here, as…what? A threat to Hera? A bomb that might explode at any moment?

			Which of the gods would do such a thing? Perhaps the Titan Theia, goddess of sight, who had always despised Hera. Or Phoebe, goddess of wisdom, who still blamed Hera for her attempt to harm her grandchildren Apollo and Artemis. She briefly considered Hades, but what reason would he have for hurting Hera?

			Perhaps, Hera admitted to herself, Athena was behind this. She hated to think her own daughter would hurt her like this, but Athena had always, always taken Zeus’s side over Hera’s. And she was certainly clever enough to have put the pieces together.

			“As lovely as the island is, I can’t have all the guests arriving tomorrow,” Hera explained. “I need this wedding to be called off.”

			Poseidon stilled. “Called off?”

			“Ares cannot marry her.”

			Over by the jukebox, Aphrodite was dancing, shimmying suggestively while Madonna blasted from the speakers. Hera highly doubted that “Like a Virgin” had ever played in this bar before.

			Poseidon sighed. His jaw was shaded with the slightest hint of stubble, which Hera found oddly distracting. “Hera, if you want to break up the wedding, there are easier ways to do so than sinking an island—one that I pulled from the depths for you with great effort.”

			“I’m not saying you have to go full Atlantis,” she hastened to clarify. “I was just thinking you could call up a seasonal hurricane?”

			“A hurricane,” Poseidon repeated flatly.

			“Keep all the guests stranded on the mainland. You’re Poseidon Stormbringer,” she cajoled. “I’ve seen you drown islands and call up tidal waves, I’ve seen you freeze the ocean into sheets of ice and shatter mortal ships until nothing was left but splinters. Can’t you keep everyone away so that this wedding doesn’t happen?”

			It was, perhaps, not the most sophisticated plan, but it was the best she and Aphrodite could come up with at this late hour.

			For weeks they had discussed other options. Aphrodite had suggested they engineer a reunion between Julia and one of her exes, then find a way to make Ares misinterpret it all. But the only ex she could find was Preston, and his unexpected appearance at the engagement party had only seemed to bring Ares and Julia closer. Hera had considered bringing Eris’s golden apple to the wedding, letting it sow discord among the couple, but then, that hadn’t succeeded in breaking up Thetis and Peleus, had it? All it had done was launch the Trojan War.

			But Hera had refused to let Aphrodite dig into Julia’s past. I’m sure Julia is hiding something, Aphrodite kept insisting.

			Of course she was, even if Julia wasn’t aware of her own explosive history. No one knew, except Hera, and Hera needed to keep it that way.

			So here they were, about to stop the wedding with the oldest form of divine intervention in the books: sheer force of nature. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would keep Julia and Ares apart for the time being.

			Would give Hera a chance to find another, better way out of this mess.

			“What does Zeus think?” Poseidon’s blue eyes fixed on hers. “If you wanted a storm, the logical person to ask would be the Bringer of Thunder.”

			Zeus had no idea, of course. And Hera needed it to stay that way.

			Things between them had shifted over the past month. They were like two hormonal teenagers, mooning after each other, seeking each other out at truly dissolute times. Why, just last week they had been at breakfast, and Hera had felt Zeus look up from his poached eggs and study her. So she had taken a long sip of her tea and then licked her lips.

			He’d stood abruptly, pushing back his chair, and grabbed her around the wrist to tug her upstairs. When they’d reached the door to their bedroom, one of the maids was already there, making the bed. One glance at the two of them and she’d reddened, stumbling back with profuse apologies. “You’re scandalizing our staff,” Hera had laughed as Zeus pulled her onto the half-made bed.

			After, they had lain there together, Hera’s head tucked into Zeus’s shoulder as he traced lazy circles over her back. “Don’t you need to get to work?” she’d murmured, but Zeus had already emailed his assistant to clear his morning.

			“I texted him while we were walking upstairs,” Zeus explained, chuckling. “I’m very fast when I’m motivated, you know. Except, of course, when I need to be slow…”

			Texted him. It was true, Zeus’s new assistant was a man. That, in itself, marked the change in him more than anything else.

			“Zeus doesn’t need to know every little detail,” she told Poseidon. “His mind is troubled with his many cares; I hesitate to bother him with this. But I need to ensure that Julia and Ares don’t get married.” That Ares doesn’t then try to make her a goddess.

			The sea god hesitated. “I don’t want to go against Zeus.”

			“You wouldn’t be going directly against him. He has said nothing to you on this matter,” Hera pointed out. “And of course, we would never ask a favor of you without compensation.”

			With impeccable timing, Aphrodite sidled over with a velvet drawstring pouch, the kind that very expensive earrings came in. “I have something for you.”

			Hera glanced behind Aphrodite. The sailors were still clustered around the jukebox, arms slung around one another, swaying drunkenly as they sang along to Journey. Impressive, Hera thought, but wouldn’t give Aphrodite the satisfaction of saying it.

			Poseidon opened the pouch and shook its contents onto his palm. “Pomegranate seeds?” he asked skeptically. Three small red seeds gleamed there, bright as droplets of blood.

			Aphrodite smiled. “I enchanted them to amplify the physical aspects of passion. Eat these, and I promise you’ll have the best night of your life.”

			This ridiculous bribe had been Aphrodite’s idea, of course. Hera hadn’t argued, assuming that Aphrodite knew what men wanted better than she did.

			Though she would never have admitted it, a depraved part of her was curious about the potion. Wondered what it would be like, to consume a pomegranate seed herself.

			Poseidon said nothing. Hera cursed herself for listening to Aphrodite. They should have offered the sea god something else, an artifact of destruction or a protection charm. Anything but a love spell.

			“Thanks, but I’m not interested.” Poseidon lifted his hand to return the seeds.

			“No, wait—” Hera protested, but he’d already shrugged and dropped them on the surface of the bar. Three divine objects, practically glowing with enchantment, right there amid a residue of sticky spilled beer.

			“I’m not interested in this pomegranate nonsense,” Poseidon said gruffly, “but I’ll do it. I’ll summon your hurricane.”

			Aphrodite made a little noise of surprise, but she might as well have been absent. Poseidon’s blue eyes were locked on Hera. An odd shiver traced up her spine.

			“What will we owe you?” Hera asked, because nothing ever came for free. Not among the gods.

			Poseidon gave a deceptively casual shrug. “Don’t worry, I’ll come to collect when the time is right.”

			A heated silence descended between them, one that Hera forced herself to break. She didn’t like owing anyone a favor, least of all a god as powerful and inscrutable as Poseidon, but what other choice did she have? “Fine,” she declared, retreating a step. “You begin tonight. Aphrodite?”

			The goddess of love cast one final glance at her admirers before following Hera to the door.

			The two of them weren’t heading back to the resort, not just yet. They had one more stop to make, at the private airstrip just a few miles away.

			Hera forced herself to put her interaction with Poseidon out of her mind. She reached into her tote bag, where the comforting weight of Pandora’s Jar clattered against her leather Chanel wallet. She was going to the air traffic control tower, perhaps even the pilots’ lounge. And she was going to unleash horrors there.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Nine

				Julia

			
			“I can’t believe we’re getting married in three days,” Julia said softly as Harry came to join her on their balcony.

			Technically, for the next few days it was her balcony; Harry was staying one floor down, since his mother insisted they have separate rooms until they were officially married. Julia had long ago stopped protesting how ridiculously old-fashioned this was. Three days from now it would be irrelevant, anyway.

			Harry stepped behind her and curled his arms around her torso, pulling her close. “I can’t wait to start forever with you.”

			“I’m glad I scared you into proposing,” she ventured, testing a joke.

			Harry leaned down to drop a kiss on her brow. “I was scared,” he admitted. “I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you. Still, I’m sorry that it was on an airplane. I had a very romantic proposal planned, you know.”

			This was the most that they had discussed the proposal since it happened. Julia hadn’t exactly meant to avoid the topic, but thinking about the proposal inevitably made her think of the events leading up to it. And she didn’t like being reminded of his affair with Valentine, or how close she’d been to leaving Harry for good.

			Already, when people asked about Harry’s proposal, Julia caught herself recasting the whole thing in more romantic terms. She made it sound spontaneous and passionate rather than fraught, as if Harry couldn’t hold in the words a moment longer, instead of proposing to keep her from running off.

			It didn’t matter anymore, did it? Their story was about to have a very happy ending. It deserved an equally happy beginning.

			Tomorrow, Thursday, the three hundred wedding guests would begin arriving. Most had been invited by the Ellenes, of course. Julia’s contribution to the guest list was glaringly pitiful: aside from her aunt and uncle; her boss, Lucy; and Abby, she’d only invited a few friends from Harvard. She hadn’t asked to include any of her old coworkers from the cruise line. They might feel uneasy at a wedding this grand, and besides, Julia doubted that they could afford the overseas flight.

			Nestled in Harry’s arms, she stared at the waves crashing on the beach. Afternoon sunlight danced over the water’s surface. It made her think of another beach, another sunset—in Greece, the evening she had first met Harry’s family. Strange to think that was less than a year ago. The Julia of that night had been so clueless, wearing her thrift store clothes and thinking she could hold her own among the wolves.

			That Julia wouldn’t recognize the Julia who stood on this balcony, in a printed Alémais dress that draped off her tanned shoulders.

			“I still can’t believe this beach.” She gestured to the white sand, dotted with lounge chairs and striped peach umbrellas. “All the Georgian beaches I’ve seen have grainy yellow sand, with seashells crunching under your feet. I always thought that this kind of powder was only in the Caribbean.”

			“It was kind of overkill, I agree,” Harry muttered.

			Overkill? Perhaps his family had imported the sand when they built the resort. Instead of asking, Julia leaned her hips back into Harry’s. As always, the simple sensation of him holding her, the sheer physical closeness, steadied her heartbeat.

			“Should we go surfing tomorrow before all the guests arrive? I saw that the hotel offers lessons.”

			Harry laughed, a gruff sound that seemed to rumble deliciously through her body. “You just want to remind me that you kick my ass at surfing.”

			“I wouldn’t say I kick your ass,” Julia admonished. “It’s not much of a competition when you refuse to try.”

			“I told you, the ocean is not where I’m strongest. But I’m happy for you to surf,” Harry offered. “I’ll stay at the resort and deal with whatever wedding nonsense pops up.”

			“You must really love me, to jump on the wedding-planning grenade.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to me.” Harry ran his hands down her sides in a way that sent a little zing of pleasure through her.

			“We could surf in Sicily,” Julia pointed out.

			The morning after the wedding, they would leave for their honeymoon in Italy, where they planned to rent a car and drive down the Amalfi coast. Julia had insisted on a relaxed itinerary: they were staying at locally owned bed-and-breakfasts, exploring coastal towns along the way. Not a single five-star restaurant or Ellene hotel for the whole two weeks, until they ended in Taormina, Sicily, at a small private villa.

			“Or we could hike,” Harry suggested instead. “There are some great coastal trails along the shore.”

			“What if we hiked Mount Etna?” Julia asked. “I’ve always wanted to hike an active volcano, and that’s one of the safest ones. Even if it is supposedly where Zeus buried Typhon.”

			Harry let out an amused breath, though his grip on her arms tightened almost imperceptibly. “Sometimes I forget how many Greek myths you know.”

			“Just the ones that were painted all over vases.” Julia smiled and closed her eyes, relishing the sensation of sunlight on her face. “Consider yourself lucky I’m not dragging you to Pompeii while we’re in Italy.”

			“I’ll do Pompeii. I’d like to see Tour Guide Julia in action,” Harry teased.

			She chuckled, grateful that they could joke about their former life, their old minimum-wage jobs. “Be warned, I take my art tours very seriously.”

			For a moment they just stood there, nestled together in the afternoon quiet. Then the angry whine of an electric saw cut through the softer sounds of ocean and wind.

			Julia glanced down at the team of uniformed staff who were setting up enormous metal poles, complete with a polished floor that would be installed several feet above the grass. The tent’s walls and ceiling weren’t made of white fabric, as Julia had imagined, but some kind of clear PVC that made the structure look permanent.

			“I thought we were getting a wedding tent. Not a wedding palace,” she said softly.

			“I know it’s a lot,” Harry said ruefully. “My parents are welcoming you into the family the only way they know how. That is, with a lot of excessive fanfare.”

			It was just a wedding, Julia reminded herself. Just a party. Then she and Harry would spend the rest of their lives together, building their own family, their own traditions.

			She twisted around to look up into Harry’s handsome face. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too.” He glanced up at the sun, almost like an old-fashioned sailor telling time by its position. “Should we head down? I bet Percy is already at the bar.”

			The three of them had decided to get drinks before the rest of the family gathered for dinner. A casual family meal, Tara had called it, though Julia was wise enough, now, to realize that it would be anything but.

			As she and Harry walked through the lobby, she was startled to see a familiar figure near the check-in desk, dressed in baggy Harvard sweatpants, a hot-pink neck pillow slung over her shoulder. Trust Abby to still wear the free sweats that they were given as freshmen, Julia thought fondly. She started running across the lobby.

			“Julia!” Abby exclaimed into their hug. She stood back, taking in Julia’s outfit. “Okay, who is this fashionable stranger and what has she done with my best friend?”

			“Trust me, I’m still me. I’d rather be wearing those sweatpants you’re rocking,” Julia whispered.

			Abby laughed, then turned to hug Harry, too. “Congratulations, Harry. I’m so excited for this weekend.”

			“We didn’t know you were coming today,” Harry said warmly. “Once you’re checked in, please join my family for dinner. We’d love to have you.” He gestured across the lobby toward the hotel bar, where Percy was already waiting, a martini glass in hand. “I’ll let you two catch up.”

			“What a surprise, having you come early!” Julia fell into step with Abby as she approached the front desk. “You must be so jet-lagged.”

			“Didn’t I tell you? I flew over a couple days ago, to take a few work meetings in DC,” Abby explained. “And you know how I am about weather tracking. When I saw the coming storms, I decided to cancel today’s meetings and hop on an earlier flight. Wanted to make sure I didn’t have any travel issues.”

			“Coming storms?” Julia frowned. “It’s perfectly sunny outside.”

			“I’m sure it’s nothing! Probably just a little bit of rain that will blow through overnight,” Abby assured her. “It’s definitely not a hurricane. Don’t worry.” She wasn’t wholly convincing.

			A concierge waved Abby forward. Julia lingered as Abby put down her credit card, was issued a room key. “By the way,” Abby said softly while the concierge was busy typing, “you’ll never guess what I heard while I was in DC.”

			“What?”

			“Preston Hayes is completely finished.”

			Julia stared at her best friend blankly. “What do you mean, ‘finished’?”

			“He was discovered accepting bribes from foreign governments, in exchange for arranging meetings with his father. It’s a federal crime,” Abby said solemnly, “to sell access to a United States senator.”

			“How did they…”

			“His trial is coming up, but he might go to prison.” Abby shook her head. “I mean, we all knew he was an asshole and idiot after what he did to you, but I never imagined he was an asshole on this scale, you know?”

			Julia glanced across the lobby to where Harry sat with Percy. She couldn’t help thinking of what Harry had said back in London. I need to mess with Preston. Was it possible that Harry had a hand in this? That he’d uncovered what Preston was up to and leaked the story to the press?

			So what if he had? Preston had spent his entire life acting as if the rules didn’t apply to him. Maybe it was time he paid the consequences.

			“Enough about Preston,” Julia declared. “Now hurry and change so we can get this weekend started. I’ve missed you.”

			Still, as she and Abby crossed the lobby toward the elevator banks, Julia stole another glance at Harry. She had thought she understood what it meant to be an Ellene, but it kept on surprising her, how truly vast and powerful their influence was.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty

				Hermes

			
			For once, Hermes didn’t drink all that much, though the cocktails were spectacular and the wine even better. He needed to keep his head on straight. All of the Olympians were at this so-called casual family dinner, their teeth gleaming like predators’ as they laughed and drank and heaped their platters with food: shrimp cocktail and crab cakes and the most sophisticated Southern grits that had probably ever been made, whipped with walnuts and brown butter.

			Hermes stared at each of them each in turn, his eyes traveling from Apollo and Artemis—seated together, as always—to Athena, who had arrived this morning from Shanghai. She was clutching an espresso martini (even gods felt the international time difference) and chatting halfheartedly with Julia’s mortal friend about her job at Google. Farther down the table, Dionysus topped off his glass of wine, and Poseidon was deep in conversation with Zeus, though his sea-blue eyes kept flicking distractedly to Hera.

			Which of them might have manipulated Julia into meeting Ares? And why?

			It was a strange sensation, being in possession of highly valuable information that he had no intention of selling. Normally, Hermes would have been lining up potential buyers in his mind, imagining what he would demand from each of them as payment for learning the truth about Julia’s mother—and what Hera had done to her. But he refused to make any moves until he felt certain that he was helping Julia, not harming her.

			Laughter rippled around the table, which was out on a private terrace, surrounded by trees with moss that draped languorously to the ground. Strands of fairy lights hung cheerfully overhead. Hermes could hear the ocean in the distance but couldn’t see it from here. Tonight, its dull roar sounded almost sinister, like the growl of some primordial monster.

			“You all right?” Ares asked, sliding a bottle of wine in Hermes’s direction. Hermes’s eyes widened a little when he saw the label: a 1971 Domaine de la Romanée-Conti. Zeus must have flown it here on his private jet, because even luxury hotels didn’t stock wine that cost as much as the down payment on most people’s homes.

			“Of course,” Hermes said cheerfully. He allowed himself a small pour of the wine, because who knew when he would get this vintage again? Then he glanced again to the other end of the table.

			Hera rose to her feet and started back inside the hotel’s restaurant, presumably to the ladies’ room.

			But her steps were too purposeful, her smile too distracted, for her to simply be going to wash up. No, Hermes thought, she was on a different errand.

			He would find out what it was.

			Hermes took one last sip of the Burgundy and stood, murmuring something about being right back. As he walked in the same direction as Hera, his footsteps were silent, his movements as insubstantial as those of a ghost. Just as they had been at the Vault.

			He followed Hera into the ground floor of the hotel, watching as she bypassed the boutique, where mannequins in oversized sun hats stood sentinel at darkened windows. She turned into a room with a brass placard that read Library. Hermes caught a quick glimpse of leather-bound books, deer heads mounted to the walls, framed antique maps, and vast smoking couches before she shut the door.

			He crouched a few feet away behind a heavy wooden credenza, hardly breathing.

			A moment later, footsteps sounded down the hallway, and golden hair flashed as the door opened once more.

			Well, this was a surprising development. If Hermes had taken bets on who Hera was meeting, Aphrodite would not have topped his list. Clearly, both women’s dislike of Julia had outweighed their mutual enmity.

			Hermes cast his senses toward the wooden door. Few of the other gods knew this, but his hearing was sharp even for an Olympian, surpassed only by Ares’s. When you were the god of thieves, you needed preternatural hearing, to keep track of everyone who might come chasing after you.

			He could just make out the low voices inside the room.

			“Poseidon said it’s starting within the hour,” Hera murmured.

			“About time! If he doesn’t hurry, some of the guests will actually make it.”

			“No chance of that. Don’t forget what I unleashed at the airport.”

			“Sorrow and despair,” Aphrodite replied, sounding pleased. “Let’s hope it’s enough.”

			“They’re talking about Pandora’s Jar, I assume?” a voice whispered near Hermes.

			He stumbled back a step, heart racing. There was no one standing next to him.

			“Hades, please. You know I hate conversations when I can’t see you,” Hermes said softly, trying not to reveal how spooked he’d been. “Makes me feel like I’m losing my grip on reality.”

			“What is reality, anyway?” Hades mused, but he blinked back into visibility, jumping into view like a television turning on. He was dressed simply, in a navy blazer and white dress shirt, an incongruous pocket square peeking from the jacket.

			“Well?” Hades gestured toward the library.

			Hermes shifted, deciding how much to reveal. “They’re trying to sabotage Julia’s wedding to Ares.”

			“I gathered as much,” Hades said dryly.

			“I believe that you’re right and they used Pandora’s Jar.” Hermes hesitated as a thought occurred to him. “Were you spying on Hera at the Vault, too? Is that how you knew she had the jar in her possession?”

			“I was just guessing. Believe it or not, I despise this sort of spying. I’d much rather pay you to do it than engage in it myself.”

			“I could do it more effectively if you’d lend me the Helm of Darkness every now and then.” Hermes cast a longing glance toward the artifact, a ring on Hades’s right finger.

			Hades huffed out a quiet laugh. “Not a chance.”

			Silence fell between them. Hermes looked at Hades: his jaw set, his gray-green eyes inscrutable. He was as silent and still as the grave.

			Oddly, Hermes sensed that he could trust him.

			“I do know something else about Julia,” he admitted. “Something big.”

			Hades’s expression didn’t change, though a flash in his eyes revealed his interest. “I’m listening.”

			“Before I tell you, I’d like to make a trade.”

			Amusement lifted Hades’s mouth in a smile. “I expected nothing less. How much?”

			“No, not money. If I tell you this, I want you to guarantee Julia’s safety,” Hermes insisted.

			The god of death seemed surprised. “Really, Hermes. You could ask anything of me, and your request is that I protect the life of a mortal woman?”

			“She’s in danger, but I can’t figure out from whom. I have no idea how to protect her. All of this”—Hermes flung out a hand, indicating the gods, their quarrels and jealousies and petty games that played out over the course of centuries—“she doesn’t deserve any of it. She has no idea what she’s up against.”

			Hades studied him thoughtfully. “I always expected you to plead with me for the life of a mortal, but I expected it to be a lover. Not a friend.”

			“Lovers are easily replaceable; friends are much rarer.” Hermes meant to sound flippant, but there was a shiver of vulnerability beneath the words, and he knew that Hades heard it.

			“Very well. I swear that I will do my best to protect Julia,” Hades promised.

			The god of thieves, the god of death, and a clever mortal woman. Hermes hoped they would be enough, against whatever forces were arrayed against Julia.

			“I learned that Julia’s mother, Claire, was in a relationship with Zeus before she died,” Hermes explained. “And I am almost certain that Hera killed her.”

			There was a beat of silence, then Hades sighed heavily. “I thought Hera was behind it when it happened, but I couldn’t be sure.”

			Hermes stared at the other god. “You knew?”

			“As I said, I knew about Julia’s mother and Zeus, but I wasn’t sure if Hera was responsible. Murder is not her style.”

			“I wish you’d told me.” Hermes didn’t bother hiding the irritation from his tone. “I have spent months wondering what was special about Julia, why she was impervious to magic, when the whole time she was wearing a ring forged from the metal of the Aegis!”

			“A ring?” Hades asked, and Hermes felt a stab of pleasure. At least there was one thing Hades hadn’t suspected.

			“Yes, a ring. Zeus gave it to her mother, who clearly gave it to Julia. That’s why Julia survived the fire,” Hermes explained.

			“Does she still wear this ring?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good,” Hades replied. “Then it’s all beginning, just as was prophesied.”

			“Prophesied? What are you talking about?”

			At that, Hades shook his head. “Information passes down a one-way street between us, Hermes. Though I do swear to uphold my end of the bargain we made and protect Julia’s life to the fullest extent of my abilities.”

			“Thank you,” Hermes replied.

			Hades shrugged. “I was already planning on keeping Julia alive.”

			Before Hermes could reply, the door to the library swung open.

			Hades instantly became invisible again. Hermes didn’t wait; he sprinted back to the terrace at top speed. As he rejoined the group, thunder cracked overhead, a few droplets of rain pattering on the terrace. “It’s all right,” one of the hotel employees was reassuring Julia, “storms blow through at this time of year, but they always pass quickly!”

			Within seconds, the rain had become a downpour. Waiters began hurriedly clearing the table, sprinting out with umbrellas to bring the guests indoors.

			Hermes followed, watching as Aphrodite and Hera rejoined the group. They both feigned surprise at the sudden change in weather, as if they hadn’t been plotting with Poseidon to bring it about.

			Hades, of course, was nowhere to be found. He hadn’t bothered to join tonight’s family meal, or perhaps he’d never been invited. Hermes couldn’t believe he’d been so shortsighted, asking Hades to protect Julia when apparently, Hades had already intended to do so. He was usually better at reading the other gods’ motives.

			And what had Hades meant about a prophecy? Had the Fates predicted something about Julia?

			Maybe he should warn Hera. She might stop interfering with the wedding if she knew she was up against Hades, that there was a mysterious prophecy at play. It might be the only thing, Hermes thought, that would convince her to back down.

			His eyes traveled back to Julia. She looked so carefree, laughing as her hair got wet, running inside with Ares to escape what she thought was a few minutes of rain. He’d gotten soft, worrying about her. He wasn’t thinking like himself.

			It had been a very long time since Hermes had feared for anyone, or anything, who could truly be hurt—someone fragile enough to be lost forever.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-One

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite stood in the walk-in closet of her hotel suite, removing clothes in their labeled garment bags from the suitcase. She’d packed all her favorites for the weekend—the Oscar cocktail dress printed with hydrangeas, the Akris sea foam–green gown with a scooped neckline, the toile Emilia Wickstead that showed off her shoulders. She wanted to intimidate Julia, make her feel inadequate at her own wedding.

			This mortal needed to realize who, exactly, she was up against.

			Aphrodite pulled the last pair of Jimmy Choos from her suitcase, a massive one made of unmarked black fabric. She flicked her wrist and it shrank down to the size of a laptop case. One of Hephaestus’s most ingenious inventions, a bag that changed size or shape depending on what you needed to store in it.

			“I can’t believe you’re still using that thing,” her husband said behind her.

			She turned to see Hephaestus at the closet door, arms crossed over his chest. He was still wearing his outfit from tonight’s family dinner, a checked button-down that made his brown eyes look a molten shade of gold. Aphrodite was suddenly, acutely aware that it was just the two of them in here. Eros was staying with Thalia in a room down the hall.

			“Of course I use this bag,” she replied. “It’s one of your cleverest inventions, which is really saying something.”

			Hephaestus flushed at the praise. “I just meant, it doesn’t look like anything special. I thought you might prefer the designer luggage covered in little VLs.” It was oddly endearing that he didn’t know Louis Vuitton.

			“And support one of our direct competitors? I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said lightly. “Besides, sometimes humble appearances can be deceiving.”

			Hephaestus drew in a breath, as if he wasn’t sure what Aphrodite had meant by that. She didn’t quite know, either.

			She turned toward the door and Hephaestus stepped aside, letting her walk past him into the bathroom, all snow-white marble and crystal sconces. Rain still pounded against the window. The lights were dim; Aphrodite started to flick them on, only to realize that a candle had been lit.

			And the bathtub was full of water, with red rose petals scattered over its surface.

			“Did you…,” she asked, but Hephaestus looked as surprised as she was.

			“The hotel staff must have drawn us a bath,” he explained. “Maybe they got confused and think that we are the couple getting married?”

			“It looks lovely.” Aphrodite adored a hot bath.

			“No reason to let it go to waste.” Hephaestus retreated a step. “You should take a bath, relax.”

			Aphrodite swallowed. And then she said, “You could join me.”

			Hephaestus looked at her in surprise.

			What was she thinking, asking her husband to climb into a bathtub with her? For all that Aphrodite was the goddess of sex, or of love (it changed depending on who you asked), her marriage didn’t involve intimacy in the bathtub.

			Maybe it should.

			This tension had been building between her and Hephaestus since London. And whatever it was, Aphrodite wanted to see it through.

			“I’d like that,” Hephaestus replied, his voice low and husky.

			Aphrodite’s heart skipped as she reached behind her back and unzipped her dress. It clung to her body for a moment and she had to peel away, the soft petal-pink column of it unfolding. It fell with a silken hiss at her feet.

			Next to her, Hephaestus had unbuttoned his shirt. His chest gleamed like bronze in the flickering light of the candle. A dusting of dark hair traced over the muscles of his abdomen, guiding her eyes down his body. He was so tall, Aphrodite thought dazedly. So very large, with his broad shoulders and strong thighs. It would be a tight fit in the tub.

			Hephaestus’s breath hitched as he stepped into the water. Aphrodite felt oddly reassured by the sound. He was always so calm, so self-assured; she liked thinking that she’d made him nervous, broken his hold on his self-control.

			She settled in the tub in front of him, leaning her back against his chest, her head tucked below his throat. She could feel the steady beat of his heart, resonating like a drum. The water felt lukewarm by now, but a moment later, Aphrodite felt its temperature rising. Little jets of water began to massage her lower back.

			Magic had many uses, but this was quite a good one.

			“Aphrodite,” Hephaestus said hesitantly.

			“Mmm?”

			She felt so light and buoyant; her limbs seemed to float above the water’s surface. The ends of her long golden hair were already wet, drifting in the tub like a mermaid’s.

			“Never mind,” her husband muttered.

			Slowly—and rather inelegantly—Aphrodite twisted, rearranging her hips so that she was facing Hephaestus. Her legs were folded at the knees, and she was straddling his lap. Their faces had suddenly grown very close.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			“I just…I feel like you’ve been distracted lately.”

			That was an understatement. She’d been terrified of losing her place in the Pantheon and busy meeting with Hera, trying to come up with ways to get rid of Julia. Aphrodite wasn’t just distracted; her nerves were drawn as taut as a bowstring.

			“It’s about Ares, isn’t it? And the fact that he’s getting married?” Hephaestus didn’t look at her as he spoke.

			The tub felt smaller somehow. Aphrodite reached for Hephaestus’s hands and placed them on her hips. He gripped her tightly but didn’t otherwise move. “It was never about Ares. You have to know that,” she murmured.

			“So it was about us? About me?”

			“No, it was about me. I felt so lonely, so lost in the family. And in that moment, for some reason, it seemed like Ares felt the same way. Like he and I understood each other.” Aphrodite shook her head, and the wet tendrils of her hair swayed with the movement. “We should have talked about this back when it happened, instead of always avoiding it and dancing around it.”

			Hephaestus was silent. His hair and beard had grown curly in the steam. Aphrodite felt a sudden urge to reach behind him and tangle her fist in it, pull his mouth to hers.

			“Aphrodite,” he said at last, “have you ever wondered why I married you?”

			Because you wanted me and were too honorable to sleep with me without marrying me first.

			Aphrodite decided against voicing that aloud.

			“You are beautiful, obviously, but it wasn’t your beauty that drew me to you,” Hephaestus said, following the train of her thoughts. “It was your curiosity, your sense of adventure. The eager way you delight in new things. You made me want to be like you—to be braver.” He let out a breath, his voice lowering. “I have tried, but, Aphrodite, I’m never going to be like my brother.”

			“What are you talking about?” It was disorienting, having this conversation in the close confines of the bathtub, surrounded by the warm water and the lavender-scented bubbles. The candle flickered on the side table, reflected in the great mirrors over the sink.

			“I’m not wild or spontaneous. I don’t want to jump out of airplanes or set out on a hike without a destination. I can barely handle the black-tie galas we have to attend for the company,” Hephaestus insisted. “I want to build things, to get lost in plans and ideas, and you—you love being at parties, meeting important people, being admired. I don’t want to disappoint you,” he added softly, mournfully.

			You love being admired. Aphrodite thought of all the times she had gone to those parties in a new gown, savoring the glances that strangers cast her way. Suddenly, it all felt flimsy. Like a cheap knockoff compared to the very real admiration of the man before her, who didn’t just look at her and see beauty, but who saw all the best parts of her. The parts that no one else took the time to notice, because they were too busy staring at her body.

			“You don’t disappoint me, Hephaestus. Far from it,” she assured him.

			Aphrodite wasted so much time thinking about what other people wanted, reaching for their desires, digging up their most secret longings. Why had she never dared to think more carefully about what it was she wanted?

			Deliberately, her eyes locked on Hephaestus’s, she floated closer, until she was positioned carefully atop him. She moved slowly, dragging her body up and down the length of him.

			“We could move to the bed,” he growled, but Aphrodite silenced him with a kiss.

			Outside, rain drummed harder against the windows. It masked the sounds of water sloshing out of the tub in great sheets, to pool on the white marble floors. Neither of them paid it any mind.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Two

				Julia

			
			When Julia woke the next morning, her first thought was that the room was too dark. Even with the curtains drawn, there should have been sources of light: the illuminated numbers of the hotel clock, the shadows emanating from the bathroom, where she’d left a night light glowing over the counter. But it was as dark as the underworld, the only sound the steady beat of rain against the windows.

			She swiped her phone screen and saw that it was nearly seven thirty, far later than she usually slept. Julia hurried into the bathroom, where she flicked the light switch without really expecting it to work. No luck. She used the glow of her phone to brush her teeth, her reflection flickering in the shadowed mirror like a ghost.

			In the closet, Julia fumbled through her things until she found black leggings and her favorite sweatshirt—one that Harry had bought for her as a joke, which read New Zealand Is for Lovers with a cartoon sheep. Then she grabbed her purse and headed into the hallway, only to nearly stumble into a female figure. It took her a moment to register that it was Nicole, the hotel’s general manager.

			“The bride!” Nicole exclaimed, sounding a bit manic. She held up a battery-operated lantern that illuminated her face from below, casting a ghoulish light over her chin and mouth. “We need to talk. Have you seen the Ellenes yet this morning?”

			“Nicole, is that you?” an imperious voice called out from a few doors away.

			Of course, Julia’s future in-laws were staying a few rooms down from her wedding suite.

			A moment later, Tara swept into the hallway. Even without electricity, she had managed to dress as if for a luncheon, in a crisp linen dress and flats with massive diamond studs in her ears.

			“I’m so glad you’re all right, Mrs. Ellene,” Nicole simpered, and thrust a hand toward Tara. Julia hadn’t noticed that she was holding a disposable coffee mug. “I brought you an oat milk latte.”

			Tara accepted the coffee without even a nod of thanks. “Do you know when we’ll get power back? This is completely unacceptable, especially for a wedding weekend! What am I supposed to do when our guests arrive?”

			Nicole gestured toward the nearest window. It should have offered a view over the gardens below, where Julia and Harry’s welcome cocktail party was supposed to take place this evening. Yet the window was a square of darkness. Julia heard a hammering sound. Was that hail?

			“I’m afraid there will be no guests arriving today. We are in an extreme weather situation, as you may have noticed, and will be following emergency protocol,” Nicole said apologetically.

			Julia let out a strangled noise. “Emergency protocol?”

			Both women looked over as if they’d forgotten she was there. Tara’s eyes traveled over Julia’s sweatshirt, and her eyes flashed with thinly veiled disdain.

			Nicole turned to Julia, her eyes bright with sympathy. “I’m sorry, but no one will be traveling in these conditions. The private airport is already closed, as is the ferry. I need to focus on the safety of our guests right now, which means that our staff will spend today securing windows, distributing survival packs, and conserving our resources. We may be sheltering in place for some time. Though if we receive an evacuation order, we will of course follow the coast guard’s guidance…”

			Julia stopped listening. How had everything changed so rapidly? Just last night she’d been sitting outside, laughing with Harry and Abby, watching a few stray raindrops plop onto the flagstones of the courtyard.

			Her aunt and uncle were making the four-hour drive from Atlanta today. She could picture them in their old Dodge Caravan, loading it with stuff they didn’t need to bring—fuzzy slippers, or a folding beach chair, or perhaps a case of wine, as if the Ellenes wouldn’t be providing enough booze at this lavish event. They would turn onto I-75, only to face a mass of storm clouds ahead.

			She pulled out her phone to text them a warning, only to see NO SERVICE at the top of her screen. Even the Wi-Fi was down.

			Hopefully Jess and Daniel were monitoring the weather.

			“Why don’t you both join me downstairs in the dining room?” Nicole asked, politely but firmly.

			Julia shook her head. “I need to see Harry.” Suddenly all she wanted was his arms around her, for him to tell her that everything was okay.

			“I’m sure Harry will find us,” Tara said tersely. “Come on, Julia, let’s go discuss our options.”

			Julia sighed but fell into step alongside them, past the steel doors of the elevators, which gleamed in the swinging light of Nicole’s lantern. “Please watch your step,” Nicole said as she pushed open the door to the staircase. “I know walking down three floors in the dark is far from ideal.”

			“We’ll be fine,” Tara insisted.

			They emerged onto the first floor. Their footsteps echoed through the vast lobby, with its freestanding stone fireplace and antique furniture upholstered in soft reds and golds. A massive ironwork chandelier hung overhead, its swirling curlicues disappearing in the darkness above.

			“We’ve put out a breakfast selection for your guests,” Nicole explained as they walked into the hotel’s dining room. Candles in glass hurricanes had been arranged along a buffet table, illuminating chafing dishes of scrambled eggs, towers of croissants and muffins, small glass pots of yogurt drizzled with honey. “Lunch will be at noon. Unfortunately, we will need to serve this evening’s dinner at five p.m., to make use of the natural light,” she added apologetically.

			Julia couldn’t help noticing that the tables were laid with scalloped tablecloths, small floral arrangements placed lovingly at the center. She saw hydrangeas, blush-colored roses, sprigs of greenery…. “Are these my wedding flowers?”

			“Forgive me for taking the liberty,” Nicole murmured. “I assumed you would want the flowers to go to use.”

			Clearly, Nicole didn’t expect there to be a wedding this weekend.

			Tara was taking angry sips of her latte, glaring at Nicole over the top of the cup. “I know that all our resorts have a backup generator. Why isn’t this one on?”

			Nicole quavered a little beneath Tara’s fury. “Our generator was damaged last night in the storm. The winds reached such a high velocity that they broke a tree branch, which fell onto the generator and damaged it beyond repair.”

			“The generator should never have been installed with trees around it,” Tara said testily.

			“I’m sorry,” Nicole said again, wringing her hands. “I started working here after construction was complete. That sort of decision would have been made by your landscape architects?”

			Julia left the two women to their useless debate and wandered numbly toward the windows. The sky was the mottled purple of a bruise. Rain lashed against the glass in heavy sheets, making her feel as if she were underwater.

			“I’m so sorry,” singsonged a voice from behind her.

			Julia turned to see Valentine, leaning one hip against a nearby dining chair. She was dressed as casually as Julia had ever seen her, in one of those matched yoga sets, the top cropped enough to reveal a narrow strip of tanned, toned stomach. A poncho in the same shade of lavender was tossed over the back of her chair.

			I’m so sorry, Valentine had said, though she didn’t sound sorry at all.

			“It’s a freak storm,” Julia said tersely. “Who knows, maybe it will pass through as quickly as it arrived.”

			“I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Not this time of year, in the South.” Valentine’s voice was syrupy with regret.

			Julia pressed her head against the glass of the window, staring out at the shadowed blur beyond. There was nothing to see.

			“I guess you and Harry will have to call off the wedding?” Valentine pressed.

			Despite her sympathetic smile, Julia knew this woman was taunting her. And maybe it was the stress of this enormous wedding—one she wouldn’t have planned for herself, with a price tag that made her slightly nauseous. Maybe it was the fact that she was stuck without power, surrounded by Harry’s extended family, none of whom really cared about her. Maybe it was that she’d barely seen Harry over the past week, the two of them forced to stay in separate rooms out of deference to her mother-in-law.

			Whatever the reason, Julia rose to Valentine’s bait.

			“Call off the wedding? You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Julia snapped, and shook her head. “If it wasn’t impossible, I would think that you did this.”

			Valentine scoffed. “First you accused me of inviting some senator I’ve never met to your party in London; now you think I can control the weather?”

			Of course Julia didn’t believe that Valentine controlled the weather. She just knew that the other woman was delighted by this turn of events, that she would have sabotaged the wedding in exactly this way, if she could.

			And it felt so good to act irrationally right now—to behave outside the bounds of normality, or politeness, and just say what she thought. Even if her feelings were irrational.

			Julia gestured to the rain jacket thrown over the back of Valentine’s chair. “The forecast was seventy-five and sunny all weekend, but you packed a matching poncho. It’s like you knew what was coming.”

			“Ponchos are for smelly crowds at Disney World,” Valentine said, correcting her. “This is a track jacket, and I always pack it. Part of being a responsible adult is preparing for any weather.”

			Julia felt so weary, suddenly, of all these rich people and their smug superiority.

			“Why do you hate me so much? Is it because I wasn’t born rich like the rest of you?”

			To Julia’s surprise, Valentine came to stand next to her at the windows, both of them staring out at the storm. “Julia, I don’t care about you enough to hate you. And you should know that I wasn’t born rich. I was just like you once.”

			“You and I are nothing alike—”

			“I was just like you,” Valentine repeated insistently, “an ordinary woman entering the fold, and they have never accepted me.” She turned to Julia with a sad, almost pitying smile. “You think this family is easy? Let me warn you now: it will never stop, not even after you are married. They will find a thousand small ways to cut you down, to chip away at your confidence until you doubt everything you thought you knew about yourself.”

			Julia felt oddly saddened by the woman’s words. And though she didn’t want to admit it, she felt afraid.

			She couldn’t bear the thought of turning into Valentine: allowing herself to become quietly enmeshed in the Ellene ecosystem, constantly worrying about whether she was good enough. Letting the demands of this life whittle away at her, making one sacrifice after another until all she had left to give up was her relationship with Harry.

			“I tried to explain this back in London,” Valentine said softly. “If you stay with Harry, you will eventually have to choose. You can either let the Ellenes absorb you completely, or you can tear Harry away from them. If you do that, Harry will come to hate you for it—and worse, he will come to hate himself.” Valentine drummed her fingers against the glass in a rhythm that felt oddly haunting, like the tune of some funeral dirge. “But if you stay…you may come to hate yourself, too.”

			“Is that what happened to you?” Julia ventured.

			Slowly, Valentine turned. Her bright blue eyes landed on Julia with something like surprise, as if she’d been caught in her own musings and forgotten that Julia was here at all.

			“Sorry,” she murmured. “Pretend I didn’t say any of that. I’ve had my issues in this family, but that certainly doesn’t mean you will face the same. You and Harry probably have it all figured out.” She smiled, but it came out wobbly and frail.

			That smile panicked Julia far more than Valentine’s threats or intimidation.

			As if to underscore this new, unnerving kindness, Valentine grabbed the raincoat, or track jacket—whatever the hell it was—and held it out toward Julia.

			“You should take this, since it sounds like you didn’t pack one. From the look of things, you’re going to need it more than I do.”

			Unsettled by this new, tragic Valentine, Julia tried to hand the jacket back. “That’s all right, I don’t mind a little rain.”

			“But the color looks so good on you. I insist,” Valentine pressed, before turning toward the door.

			Julia stood there, holding the jacket, utterly still. Trying not to reveal how panicked that conversation had left her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Three

				Hera

			
			“Am I correct in assuming you did all this?”

			Zeus lay in bed next to Hera, propped up on one elbow, his figure more shadow than god in the semidarkness. Outside, rain still lashed at the windows, thunder booming incessantly overhead. But here in their nest of sheets and limbs, she felt sated and warm.

			How decadent, to be lying in bed in the middle of the afternoon with one’s husband. Perhaps they should go on vacation more often.

			“I can barely see you,” Hera murmured in reply.

			Zeus flicked a hand toward the lamp on the bedside table, and its bulb lit up. “Better?”

			“Much better.” She closed her eyes, relishing the way they lay side by side, their naked bodies brushing in so many places. Hera sometimes thought she even loved this better than sex: the languorous intimacy that followed, her head pressed to her husband’s chest, hearing the steady beat of his immortal heart. Knowing that he was here, and hers.

			Zeus had come to find her earlier, in the hotel’s lounge area downstairs, where most of the guests had gathered to wait out the storm. They clustered around the lamps and candles that Nicole had placed on the coffee tables, staring down at the board games she had brought out without opening their boxes. Well, at least in the lounge there was light, and alcohol (wisely, Nicole had opened the bar). The guest rooms were eerily dark without electricity.

			That is, for everyone who wasn’t married to the god of lightning.

			Zeus had found Hera where she sat in an armchair, listening to Nicole offer useless updates from her emergency radio. He’d made up some story about “checking on something” in their room. The whole way upstairs he’d held tight to her hand, their fingers laced, as if he was afraid she might change her mind and flee.

			How little he knew her, if he thought she would ever run from him.

			“Hera,” he prompted again. “You’re responsible for all this, aren’t you?”

			“For all of what?” she asked innocently.

			Zeus stood and walked over to the window, then threw it open. Hera let out a yelp of surprise as raindrops hurled angrily into the room, drenching the carpet. Yet there was something refreshing about it, too, the way the scents of rain and ocean flooded in to mix with the heady, musky scent of their lovemaking.

			“This is what you’ve been scheming, isn’t it? You’ve been plotting to ruin Ares’s wedding?” He didn’t sound angry, just confused.

			Hera sighed. “Shut the window. You’re ruining this carpet, and it’s a Turkish antique.” When Zeus had done as she asked, she shifted on the bed, and he rejoined her, falling back onto the pillows with his hands laced behind his head. Fully naked in all his godly glory.

			“I did it,” Hera confessed. “I don’t want Ares marrying that woman.”

			Zeus frowned. “What is it about her that you dislike so much?”

			“She isn’t right for Ares! I am his mother, I know what’s best!” Hera burst out. It was part of the truth, at least.

			Zeus shifted to face her, blue eyes dancing with amusement. “How could I forget? You always know what’s best for everyone.” The words weren’t spoken mockingly, but affectionately.

			Hera caught herself mirroring his smile. “Of course I do,” she agreed. “That’s part of being a mother: knowing what’s best for your children, even when they don’t know it themselves.”

			“And I would never presume to challenge your decisions as a mother. If you say that Julia is wrong for Ares, then by all means, get rid of her. You have my blessing, not that you need it.” A thunderclap echoed his words, and Zeus lifted an eyebrow. “Though I must say, did you really need to summon such a storm? Surely there were less drastic means of scaring off a mere mortal.”

			Except that Julia wasn’t just any mortal. She was under the protection of the Aegis, though Zeus still had no idea.

			“I started with less drastic methods, but they proved unsuccessful, so I switched to bigger ammunition,” Hera said crisply.

			At that, Zeus barked out a laugh. “One of the things I love most about you.”

			Love, he’d said. It had been so long since that word echoed between them.

			“How ruthless I am?”

			“I love that you’re a force to be reckoned with.” He hesitated, then added, “I do wonder, though. Why didn’t you ask for my help?”

			“Against a mortal woman? You have better things to do,” Hera reminded him.

			“You wanted to call up a storm to ruin their wedding weekend, and you didn’t think to ask your husband, the bearer of lightning?”

			“Poseidon was able to handle it, since we’re on an island.”

			“You didn’t even come to me to shut off the electricity,” Zeus went on. “What did you do, go out there and sabotage the generator yourself?”

			“I asked Notus.” The moodiest and most unpredictable of the wind gods. “He was happy to shatter some tree branches into the side of the generator.”

			“Notus does love destruction.” Zeus chuckled.

			“Are you angry that I didn’t involve you?” Hera asked hesitantly.

			“No, of course not. But it’s easier when I know what you’re up to, so I can further your interests,” Zeus offered. “Not to mention that I can help cover for you. Demeter cornered me this morning, accusing me of breaking the treaty we all signed at Olympus a few years ago.”

			Hera rolled her eyes. “The one where we all swore not to interfere with the earth’s natural climate?” Demeter thought that the gods had brought on global warming by constantly interfering with weather patterns—forcing sunshine on days that were important to them, calling up storms when it suited their moods.

			“Yes, exactly. She thought the sudden onset of the storm was strange. I told her that she was being paranoid, of course,” Zeus assured her. “I said no one in the family would want to prevent Ares from getting married. That she should have been suspicious if the weather was too perfect.”

			“Good thing she doesn’t know about all the galas where you’ve chased off storms for me,” Hera joked, but Zeus wasn’t to be deterred.

			“Then Ares confronted me, demanding that I get the power back on. I told him no, since I had a feeling that this might be your doing.”

			“Thank you,” Hera said quietly.

			A smile tugged at Zeus’s mouth as he added, “Next time you scheme, let me in on it? We could have fun, working together.”

			Fun. Another word that hadn’t been used in their marriage for far too long.

			“We are quite the team,” Hera agreed.

			In that moment, she felt the truth of her words. She and Zeus had their flaws, sure, but wasn’t that the nature of marriage? The important thing was the life they had built together.

			Zeus chuckled again. “I should be grateful that you’ve never turned your weapons of mass destruction on me.”

			“Stay on my good side and you’ll never have to worry,” Hera teased.

			He reached around her torso to flip her over, then tugged her flush against him. “I’m not quite sure which side of you I want to be on.”

			They hadn’t been this insatiable for each other since…Hera didn’t know how long. She was startled by the flood of desire that rushed up in her, eager to meet his.

			Just as Zeus’s mouth lowered to hers, they heard knocking at the door. “Hera? Please, we need to talk.”

			What the hell was Hermes doing here?

			“Hera,” Hermes called out again, undeterred. “I know you’re in there. Please, just give me a few minutes of your time. I want to discuss what’s happening with Julia. There are things you need to know.”

			“Get rid of him, or I will.” Zeus’s words crackled with irritation.

			Hera slid out of bed and hurried to the hotel’s walk-in closet, where she grabbed one of the fluffy white robes and hurried to tie it on. She didn’t bother to hide her annoyance as she opened the door to their suite.

			“What is it?” she demanded.

			Hermes stood before her, looking disheveled and distracted. Hera longed to tell him that he needed to shave; he resembled the scruffy messenger boy who delivered pot to Dionysus in the Hamptons.

			“Please, call off the storm,” Hermes began. “I know you asked Poseidon to summon it, because you wanted to keep Julia and Ares from marrying.”

			How did he know? And how dare he accuse her, the queen of the gods? Hera bristled. “It’s too late, Hermes. This wedding isn’t going to happen.”

			“Because you and Aphrodite made sure of it!” Hermes’s eyes darted past her, as if he might be able to see into the suite’s bedroom. “Does Zeus know what you’ve done?”

			“Quite frankly, Hermes, I’m shocked by your impertinence. Get out of here, before my husband fries you to a crisp.” Hera slammed the door in his face.

			She took a deep breath, shaking off the unpleasantness of that encounter, then padded back into the bedroom.

			“Sorry about that interruption. Now, where were we?” she asked, untying the robe so that it dropped in a pool to the floor.

			Zeus’s eyes lit up appreciatively, but he still asked, “What did Hermes want?”

			“I had asked him to spy on Julia. He was reporting back.”

			“Poor Hermes,” Zeus said, without an ounce of actual sympathy. “He’s gotten rather soft lately, hasn’t he?”

			Hera was surprised by the observation. “Doesn’t matter. It was too little, too late.”

			She climbed back onto the bed, and Zeus pulled her atop him, so that she was straddling his torso. “You know, we should do this more often.”

			“Break up weddings?” she joked.

			“I meant spend all afternoon naked in a hotel room.” His hands skimmed up and down her bare torso. “Where will you be next week?”

			It was hard to think with Zeus touching her like this, but Hera made a show of considering. “I’ll be in New York, dealing with the aftermath of this canceled wedding.”

			“I have a better idea. The second the weather clears, we should fly out of the country. What about Antigua? Or that château you love in the French countryside, the one where we rowed across that lake and ate a picnic on the island?”

			Hera was touched that he remembered. That trip to the Loire Valley had been years ago.

			“I’ll go anywhere with you,” she murmured, meaning it.

			Zeus nodded. “Good. Let’s go everywhere, together.”

			As they fell back onto the bed, Hera swore she could feel it—the tectonic plates of their marriage shifting, allowing for new honesty, a new trust between them. A new beginning, after all this time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Four

				Julia

			
			Valentine was right. The storm had only gotten worse.

			Julia stood alone in the lounge area, near the windows that overlooked the gardens. Water slammed viciously against the glass, and every few minutes, thunder cracked overhead, so loud that it made her jump a little. It was midafternoon, but the sky was pitch-dark, occasionally split with flashes of lightning like jagged wounds.

			She didn’t mean to linger at the window like this, moping over her canceled wedding. She had just needed a minute of silence. She’d been sitting with Abby for too long, talking circles around this whole disaster, trying without success to figure out a solution.

			“Julia?”

			She turned to see Harry approaching. He held a bottle of champagne in one hand, and in the other, a slice of chocolate cake on a scalloped-edged plate. He led Julia toward an alcove in the corner of the room, tucked away from everyone else. Bemused, she followed.

			“Sorry that I left you with Abby for so long. I was trying to—well, I was trying to fix things. Then I decided to bring you this.” Seeing her confusion about the cake, Harry added, “I asked Nicole if we could dig into the wedding cake, but Frances isn’t here, so this was the best I could do.”

			Julia let out a strangled laugh at the absurdity of his statement. Was her fiancé seriously apologizing because the pastry chef they had planned to fly down from Manhattan couldn’t make it? That was just one of the thousand small things that would be wasted about this wedding. What about all the food—the oyster shooters with lemon foam, the lump crab bites on toast, the tiny servings of lemon sorbet arranged on those little spoons? What about all the custom paper cocktail napkins, printed with Harry & Julia and their wedding date?

			So much waste, she thought. All for a wedding that wouldn’t happen.

			“Champagne,” she intoned as Harry set two glasses down on a side table—had he been carrying those the whole time? “In victory, one deserves it; in defeat, one needs it.”

			“Napoleon,” Harry said. She looked over, surprised that he recognized the quote, and he shrugged. “I had my issues with the man, but he was right about wine, at least.”

			Harry must have been as tired as she was, because from the way he’d spoken, he’d made it sound like he’d been friends with Napoleon. Again, Julia was struck by the urge to laugh, a laugh that might all too easily turn into a sob. Her emotions felt fragile, as if she were a water balloon and might burst at any moment.

			“Anyway, I’m not sure I would call this a defeat.” Harry deftly peeled the foil from the champagne bottle. The cork emerged with a hiss, and he poured the wine into their glasses, bubbles dancing lightly to the surface. “I think we’re still celebrating, don’t you? Celebrating that we’re here, and safe, and we have all these cases of wine that are rapidly going bad, since they’re stored in wine lockers that don’t have power.”

			“It’s okay,” Julia started to assure him, but Harry gave a bitter laugh.

			“It’s really not. I think my parents might have…” He trailed off without saying more.

			“Might have what? Deliberately planned our wedding when they knew a storm was coming? This isn’t anyone’s fault, Harry.” Julia placed a hand on his arm.

			Harry looked like he was going to say something else, then shook his head and handed Julia one of the glasses, brimming with champagne. “Well, we might as well have a glass while it’s still cold enough to enjoy.”

			Julia took a slow sip. The champagne, crisp and bright with a subtle aftertaste of honey, brought her back to that long-ago night in Queenstown when they had ordered champagne. Back before she knew who Harry was.

			Before she knew how challenging their relationship would become, weighed down by family and money and expectations.

			“You’re still upset,” Harry observed, watching her. He tilted his head. “No, actually—you’re angry.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Because I know anger,” he replied, which struck Julia as a funny thing to say. She lifted the glass and took another sip.

			“I am angry that this happened,” she admitted at last. “And I’m afraid.”

			Harry passed her the plate of cake. Julia held it but didn’t take a bite.

			“You shouldn’t be afraid of the storm,” he promised. “This building is state-of-the-art, very secure against flooding. We may not be especially comfortable here, but we’ll be safe.”

			Valentine’s words from this morning echoed in her head. Harry will come to hate you for it—and worse, he will come to hate himself.

			“I’m afraid of losing you,” she confessed.

			Harry’s eyes were affectionate and warm. “Julia, you won’t lose me. Not now, not ever.”

			“You don’t understand! I’m afraid of what might happen if I marry you. That choosing me will cost you your family.” It was hard for her to say this last bit; Julia had to look down at the cake to avoid meeting Harry’s eyes.

			Harry reached for her arm, forcing her to meet his gaze. “You won’t cost me my family. They all know how important you are to me, and they love you, too.”

			“No, Harry. Be honest. Percy is my friend, and I like your brother and sister, though Alina lives halfway around the world. As for the others…they tolerate me, at best.”

			His frown returned. “Did my parents say something?”

			“No, it was—”

			She broke off before finishing the sentence, but it didn’t matter; Harry could finish it for her.

			“It was Valentine.”

			Julia’s silence was confirmation enough. Harry cursed under his breath, his grip on the stem of the wineglass tightening so visibly that Julia worried he might snap it. She set down the cake and reached for him.

			“Please don’t say anything, okay?”

			Harry clasped her hands in his. “Whatever she told you, Julia, forget it. I choose you over my family.”

			“But I don’t want you to have to choose!” Julia exclaimed, then lowered her voice. “Harry, watching you over the past few months, the way you’ve reconnected with your family—I know how much it’s meant to you. I hate that I’m putting you in a position where you need to decide between me and them.”

			“You aren’t,” Harry said fiercely, but Julia wasn’t sure she believed him.

			The things Valentine had said today—they might have been barbed and hurtful, but Julia sensed that they were also true.

			If the Ellenes thought Valentine, impossibly beautiful and eager to please, wasn’t good enough, then what hope did Julia have?

			Tears pricked at her eyes; she wiped them away with a brusque motion. “I can’t let you lose your family again, not when you’ve worked so hard to get them back.”

			“Let’s elope,” he said, ignoring her last comment. “This big wedding weekend was never our style anyway. Why don’t we do what we should have done from the beginning? As soon as it’s safe to leave this island, we’ll get on the first plane out: to New Zealand, to Bali, I don’t care. We’ll do our vows on the beach, just the two of us. Or we’ll bring your aunt and uncle and Abby, if you want. We won’t invite any of my family.”

			“I don’t want to run away like we have something to hide.” Julia’s voice shook. “Not to mention that your mother would never forgive you for getting married without her.”

			“I think my mother may have forfeited her right to be included,” Harry said darkly.

			“Don’t punish your mother because Valentine told me some ugly truths this morning. Tara had nothing to do with this.”

			Julia couldn’t drive any more wedges between Harry and his family. And as tempting as it sounded, she couldn’t do what Harry had suggested and elope. It would draw a line in the sand.

			Julia was done making enemies. All she wanted, now, was to lay down her weapons and stop fighting.

			“You’re right about one thing,” she said slowly, “this big wedding weekend was never very us. And now it’s not happening, given the weather. But that doesn’t mean we can’t still get married.”

			“Here?”

			“This weekend. Tomorrow!” Julia exclaimed, her voice gaining momentum. “We can do it in the hotel ballroom by candlelight, I don’t care! I just want to start my life with you. Your family will be there, and Abby. I wish my aunt and uncle had made it, but they’ll understand. What else do we need?”

			As he realized what she meant, Harry smiled. “My cousin Paul is a licensed minister. He could perform the marriage ceremony?”

			“Perfect.” Julia wrapped her arms around Harry, pressing her face into his chest. “I love you so much.”

			“I love you, too,” Harry murmured. “Should we go tell my mother?”

			Tara was nowhere to be found, but they did run into Nicole in the hotel’s grand dining room. Julia couldn’t help but notice that Hector and Valentine were there, too, seated at a table with their toddler as he ate cut-up squares of toast.

			Julia felt Valentine staring in their direction but refused to meet her gaze. Oddly, she no longer hated Harry’s sister-in-law. She just pitied her.

			And she refused to repeat Valentine’s mistakes.

			“We want to move forward with the wedding,” Harry was saying to Nicole. “Do you think we could set up in the ballroom tomorrow?”

			The hotel manager stared at him. “You still want to get married?” she repeated. “In the middle of an unprecedented storm? Without all your guests?”

			“We can’t wait another day to start our lives together,” Harry explained.

			Julia smiled. Her yearning, her love for him, must have lit up her face, because Nicole took one look at her and threw up her hands, laughing. “A wedding without power! I don’t know how we’ll manage! Your mother isn’t going to be happy,” she warned Harry, eyes dancing, “But let’s do it.”

			Julia heard a clatter from one of the nearby tables and looked over to see that Valentine had dropped her knife. Had she been eavesdropping on them?

			And wait—when Julia last looked that way, hadn’t the toddler’s bib been navy and white? Now it was red.

			She was distracted, she decided, turning aside. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, except that she and Harry were about to begin their lives together.

			

			
				• • •
			

			Julia woke in the middle of the night to hear someone breaking into her room.

			At first she thought it was a dream. But the longer she lay in bed, listening to the determined scrabbling at her door, the more she became aware that it was real.

			Julia rolled out of bed in a single motion. She fumbled through the room in the dark, trying to find something that could be used for self-defense. The glass lamp on the bedside table was too heavy to lift. She ran to the minibar, her heart pounding through the sounds from her door. Could she smash a glass bottle on her attacker? Then she saw the corkscrew, its silver point gleaming in the darkness. It was sharp enough.

			Julia grabbed the corkscrew in her right hand, ready to stab with it like it was a dagger. Air rushed into her lungs as she flung open the door—

			There was no one there.

			She blinked and stepped forward, staring in both directions. Was she imagining it, or were footsteps receding down the hallway?

			Julia glanced back into her room, trembling from the adrenaline that still pounded through her body. Outside, the wind howled like a wild thing. In the darkness, her bed felt even emptier than before. No way would she be able to fall back asleep—at least, not alone. She was far too shaken, her whole body jolted brutally awake.

			She wanted Harry.

			Julia slid her feet into flip-flops, then dug through her purse for the key card to Harry’s room. Thankfully, key card readers worked on individual batteries rather than electricity; otherwise the whole hotel would be at a standstill right now. Harry had slipped the key card to her at check-in, with a wicked grin and a murmured, In case you want to break the rules. This seemed like the perfect time for rule-breaking.

			If Harry’s mother caught her, she could call Julia a harlot all she wanted, but what difference did seven hours make? By noon tomorrow, they would have said their vows, and it would be official.

			She just wanted to make sure she slipped out the door tomorrow morning in the early hours. In deference to traditional wedding protocol, Harry and Julia had decided not to see each other until the doors opened and she processed down the aisle.

			Julia was surprised to find that she was looking forward to this moment, to catching the expression on Harry’s face when she faced him as his bride. Maybe Tara’s old-fashioned romanticism was contagious.

			Clutching the flashlight from her emergency kit, Julia headed down the staircase to the second floor. At the door to Harry’s room, she pressed the card over the reader. To her relief, the door clicked open.

			“Harry?” she whispered, and walked inside. Then she went completely still.

			Harry was in bed—and he wasn’t alone.

			At first Julia didn’t compute the scene before her. It made no sense that Valentine was in bed with Harry, her blond hair tumbled gloriously over the pillows, her bare chest draped over his. The way they were tangled together, both naked—there was no question of what had happened earlier.

			Julia wanted to scream, but no sound escaped her lips, not even a breath.

			She should run forward and slap them both awake. She should shout until everyone in the building woke, until the whole family knew what hateful, hurtful liars Harry and Valentine were. She should throw this flashlight at Harry’s handsome face.

			Yet Julia felt paralyzed. She did nothing but stand there, unable to think over the roaring in her ears.

			Somehow, she backed up and closed the door behind her with the gentlest of clicks. She thought she heard Valentine stir as she left, but it was too late; Julia was already running back toward the staircase, the beam of the flashlight swinging erratically over the walls. Her body convulsed with aftershocks of anguish, pain reverberating through her like a burn.

			In the midst of all the hurt, she felt anger. Julia grabbed tight to that anger like a leash. Anger was the easiest emotion to face. Anger would keep her moving, whereas if she confronted her heartbreak, she might crumple up in bed and never leave.

			Then she would have to face Harry in the morning, and worse, Valentine.

			Had they been sleeping together ever since Julia and Harry moved to New York? She thought again of Valentine’s possessiveness, of the smug way she always stared at Julia.

			Hadn’t she sensed that Harry was keeping something from her?

			Yes, she thought darkly, it must have been happening the whole time. She would be a fool to think otherwise.

			Back on the third floor, Julia raced down the hallway to another room, one she’d been in only hours before.

			After the Ellene family dinner, which Abby had good-naturedly joined, the two best friends had retreated to Abby’s room. We can go to my suite, Julia had offered, but Abby was already opening various jars of candy from the minibar and blasting Taylor Swift. I bought these face masks at the airport, Abby had offered, pulling a pair of squishy gel masks from her carry-on. Should we try them?

			The masks were, inexplicably, scented like peppermint, and printed orange with black spots and cat whiskers. Julia and Abby had debated whether they were leopards or cheetahs, then wasted a ridiculous amount of time googling the difference between the two. They discussed their jobs, gossiped about Harry’s family, and reminisced about college.

			They had laughed so hard that Julia’s sides hurt, both unconcerned about the rain pattering against the windows. Both were supremely confident that this wedding would take place, and Julia would have her happily ever after.

			What a difference a day had made.

			Julia knocked at the door. A few moments later, Abby opened it with a bleary yawn. Her eyes widened when she saw the stricken expression on Julia’s face.

			“Julia? Are you okay?”

			“No. I’m not okay,” she replied, her voice small.

			Abby didn’t ask what had happened. She just opened the door wider, tugging Julia inside and opening her arms.

			Julia stepped into them, leaning her head on her friend’s shoulder, and began to weep.

			She cried for her and Harry, for the trust that was irrevocably shattered. She cried for herself, that she’d once again given her heart to a man who didn’t deserve it.

			“Harry…Harry was…,” she tried to say between sobs, but the words wouldn’t come.

			Julia hated Harry for sleeping with Valentine. And at the same time, somehow, she still loved him.

			Maybe love wasn’t like a fire, something to be extinguished in a single dramatic moment, even by an act of betrayal. Maybe it was more like a carving on an ancient tablet. It would erode over time, until you could barely see the faded traces of its mark on your heart.

			“Harry and I are not getting married,” she said at last, tears still streaming down her face.

			Abby guided Julia to sit on the bed, wrapped the downy duvet around her like a cloak. “Shh, it’s okay,” Abby kept murmuring. “Whatever happened, it’s all going to be okay.”

			After a while, Julia’s sobs subsided. She looked up at Abby, who was watching her with obvious concern.

			“What am I going to do?” Julia sniffed.

			Abby tucked her bare feet beneath her, to sit on the bed cross-legged. “You’re going to stay in this room. I will bring you food, and copious amounts of wine, and I will bar the door if Harry or any of his family try to come in. We’ll hide here watching reruns of Gilmore Girls—” Abby broke off, clearly remembering that the power was out. “Okay, we’ll play tic-tac-toe, or do crossword puzzles, or whatever it takes to distract you from all of this. And the second the airport reopens, we’re getting out of here. I’ll fly with you wherever you want to go.”

			“I wish I could leave now,” Julia murmured. She thought of what Valentine had said about Harry, that he had fled instead of facing the consequences of his actions.

			Once again he’d messed up, but this time Julia was the one who wanted to run away. It sounded so appealing to just vanish and leave Harry to pick up the pieces.

			“You know what we should do,” she said slowly, an idea forming. “We should talk to Percy.”

			Abby’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Harry’s cousin?”

			“I think he could help get me off the island.”

			“In the middle of this storm?”

			Julia nodded. She wasn’t sure why she felt confident that Percy could help her. She just knew it, somehow, the instinctive way her body knew that oxygen was good and sharp objects were dangerous.

			“Are Harry’s parents members of Ripcord or something?” Abby asked. At Julia’s blank look, she added, “You know, that thing rich people pay for when they’re traveling, where ex-marines come rescue you from dangerous situations. My parents signed up for it before their trip to Patagonia.”

			Julia nodded, though she’d never heard of it. “Probably.”

			Whatever the reason, she couldn’t shake the sense that Percy would be able help her. And if she was right—if he could get her out—then she would leave. She didn’t care if it was risky, venturing out in a storm like this.

			She needed to get away from the Ellenes. For good this time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Five

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite had to admit, the ballroom looked surprisingly lovely for being the site of a last-minute wedding, especially in the middle of a storm with no power. The hotel’s staff had done wonders with Julia’s wedding flowers, tying them to the backs of folding chairs, scattering them along the makeshift aisle. They had also filled the room with dozens, perhaps hundreds, of candles in glass hurricanes—which was surely a fire hazard, but who would report it at a time like this? The candles cast a flattering golden light over the gods in the folding chairs, blurring the edges of the room in shadow, so you could only just see the green leafy wallpaper on the ballroom’s curved walls. It felt romantic, as if they’d stepped back in time to some eighteenth-century wedding. Aphrodite had to admit, it felt very Julia.

			Too bad there would be no wedding today.

			“The ceremony was supposed to start thirty minutes ago. Do you think something is wrong?” Hephaestus asked from the seat next to her. The other guests—mostly gods, aside from that mortal friend of Julia’s from London—shifted restlessly, checking their watches in the dim light.

			Aphrodite waved her hand airily. “I’m sure Julia is just struggling to get ready without power. How is she supposed to look like a bride when she can’t even curl her hair?”

			Hephaestus let out an amused breath. “I hadn’t thought of that. I never curl my hair.”

			“No, it’s curly all on its own,” Aphrodite agreed, and reached up to slide her fingers through his dark locks. She meant the gesture to be light, playful, to distract Hephaestus from his thoughts about Julia’s whereabouts—but as she cradled the back of his head, her breath caught.

			Moving very slowly, Hephaestus detached her hand, but he didn’t let go. He brought her palm to his lips and pressed a kiss there. It probably looked to anyone watching like a chivalrous gesture, but to Aphrodite, it felt raw and wildly erotic.

			“Later,” he murmured meaningfully.

			She swallowed and nodded. Then Hephaestus turned to say something to Athena, who was seated on his other side. Aphrodite tucked her hair behind her ears, adjusted the straps of her dress. She caught herself wondering if Hephaestus had noticed that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

			Of course he’d noticed. Hephaestus had remarkable attention to detail. A fact that had become acutely apparent to her over the past few nights, when that focus was directed at her naked body.

			She’d felt a momentary burst of panic yesterday, when the hotel manager came to their table at lunch. She and Hephaestus had been feeding Eros, trying to distract him from his latest trick, of transforming all the adults’ sandwiches into jars of baby food. “I’m pleased to report that the wedding between Mr. Ellene and Ms. Dodds will still be taking place,” Nicole had chirped. “Everyone should be in the upstairs ballroom tomorrow morning at eleven!”

			Aphrodite stared at Nicole’s retreating form, too distracted to notice that Eros’s bib was flickering from blue to fire-engine red. Ares and Julia were still planning on getting married? Even after Aphrodite had spoken with Julia that morning, had told her that this family would chip away at her sense of self until there was nothing left? If she weren’t so damned annoyed, Aphrodite might have been impressed. Julia was not easily frightened.

			She’d glanced around the room for Hera, but her mother-in-law was nowhere to be seen.

			Aphrodite had decided to take matters into her own hands. She had no other choice. She had to protect her position, her life, especially now that she and Hephaestus were…well, she didn’t quite know what they were. But it felt momentous that they had finally talked about her and Ares. Maybe now they could move past it at last.

			And of course, it didn’t hurt that they were connecting—very intensely so—on a physical level, too.

			As if he sensed the direction of her thoughts, Hephaestus reached for her hand. Aphrodite felt a new charge in the air between them.

			Then a door slammed at the back of the ballroom. Everyone shifted in their seats to see Ares storming down the aisle.

			Aphrodite gripped her husband’s fingers tighter, shoving aside the guilt she felt about last night. She’d gone nuclear, but it had worked, hadn’t it? Julia was skipping out on her own wedding.

			Ares gestured to Julia’s mortal friend, who stood and hurried toward him. They spoke in low tones, both frowning in concern. Hera joined them a moment later.

			“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Ares called out, and the whispers that had raked through the ballroom died down. “Julia is missing.”

			His words were met with a low rumble of shock. Aphrodite tried to seem as surprised as everyone else. She looked up to see Hera’s gaze fixed curiously on her.

			Aphrodite nodded once, knowing Hera would understand. Yes, she was saying, I did this.

			Hera’s eyes flashed with unmistakable approval. She hadn’t looked at Aphrodite that way in a very long time. Maybe ever.

			Worry creased Ares’s features. “We only noticed Julia’s absence just now, when Nicole went to see what was taking her so long. I thought she was getting ready with Abby here”—he glared accusatorily at the mortal woman, who held his gaze—“but Abby says that last night, Julia told her she wanted to spend the morning with my mother.”

			“I thought you’d hired a stylist to do her hair or something,” Abby explained, turning to Hera.

			The queen of the gods threw up her hands. “In a storm? Where would we get a stylist?”

			Abby, wisely, didn’t answer.

			Ares glanced once more at Julia’s friend, then turned back to the gathered guests. “If anyone wants to help, we’ll be splitting into groups to search the hotel and the grounds. Julia has to be somewhere on this island, because there’s no way she could have left in the current weather conditions.”

			They all immediately glanced toward the east side of the ballroom, where great windows would normally have looked out over the lawn that sloped to the ocean. The windows were currently covered in accordion-style hurricane shutters, though a thin strip of watery light was still visible around the border.

			The room dissolved into a buzz of conversation as guests either drifted back to their rooms or volunteered to help with the search party. Watching Ares, Aphrodite could see what he must be like in battle. He had shifted into an unemotional crisis mode, efficiently sorting the gods into groups and assigning them segments of the island, directing Nicole and the hotel staff to distribute emergency backpacks equipped with first aid kits. As if immortals needed Band-Aids.

			Eventually the ballroom had emptied except for immediate family—Aphrodite and Hephaestus, Zeus, Hera, Athena, and Ares. And Hermes. Aphrodite shot him a look as if to say, Can’t you go be useful somewhere else?, but Hermes ignored her. He was probably worried about Julia, Aphrodite thought bitterly, his new mortal pet.

			“I’m so sorry, Ares.” Hephaestus walked over to Ares and put a hand on his shoulder. “Where do you want me to go? I’m happy to join the group heading in the direction of the ferry, or Poseidon might—”

			Ares stepped back, breaking the moment of connection between the two brothers. “Just stay with Aphrodite,” he snapped. “Athena, you too.”

			Athena glanced at Aphrodite with thinly veiled disinterest. “I think I’d be more useful helping you look for Julia. Water magic is notoriously unreliable, but it’s better than nothing. We could try scrying for her location,” she explained. “Do you have a lock of Julia’s hair?”

			Ares ignored the suggestion. “Just stay with Aphrodite. I don’t want her anywhere nearby when we find Julia.” Finally, Ares turned to look Aphrodite in the eyes. “I know you confronted Julia yesterday. What did you say, to make her want to run away?”

			Only the truth. Magic and tricks were all very well, but Aphrodite knew that sometimes the truth cut the deepest. She’d said just enough to shake Julia’s confidence, and then last night she’d delivered the killing blow.

			“Really, Ares.” Aphrodite stood calmly, knowing that the more rational she sounded, the more enraged Ares would feel. “I’m sorry that your fiancée disappeared, again, but you can hardly blame me. This Runaway Bride move is becoming a trademark of hers.”

			They were gathered before the first row of folding chairs, near the space at the front of the ballroom where Ares and Julia should have said their wedding vows. A few flowers were scattered underfoot. Aphrodite watched Ares step forward, crushing one.

			Hephaestus looked questioningly at Aphrodite, but she kept her gaze on Ares, determined to prove her point.

			“Julia has been running from you since the beginning,” she insisted. “The moment things got serious in Greece, she fled, and now she’s doing the same thing again! Clearly she never planned to stay.”

			Ares’s face turned a mottled shade of red. “What exactly did you tell her yesterday?”

			“Ares, please.” Hera reached a placating hand toward her son. “It may have been wrong of Aphrodite to say anything to Julia, but you can hardly blame her for the woman’s disappearance.”

			There was a moment of startled silence as everyone registered that Hera had defended Aphrodite.

			This was the start of a new era, Aphrodite thought in relief. She was no longer the wicked daughter-in-law who had nearly fractured the family; she had stepped forward and protected the family from an interloper, when no one else could.

			Ares’s eyes narrowed. “You did something else, something more than just bullying her,” he said slowly. “Did you use magic? Reach into her mind and make her want to leave? Because that’s crossing a line. Julia is my fiancée and under my protection.”

			“She’s your fiancée, and you didn’t even realize that she’s immune to magic?” Aphrodite snapped.

			“Immune to magic?” Athena repeated, glancing from Aphrodite to Ares.

			Well, apparently Athena hadn’t tried to cast any spells on Julia. She might have been the only one.

			Aphrodite had tried again last night, casting her magic toward Julia in an effort to draw the woman toward Ares’s room. Just as before, it hadn’t worked.

			So she’d done the next best thing, enchanting a mortal to make him want to break into Julia’s room. She’d assumed that once Julia was spooked, she would go looking for Ares. And she’d been right.

			“Immune to magic?” Ares repeated. “What are you talking about?”

			Hera cut in again, her voice gentle. “It’s true, Ares. I also attempted a bit of magic on Julia—nothing serious,” she added quickly, “I just tried a bit of mending, that morning in London, when the poor thing looked so hungover after her bachelorette party. But it didn’t work. Hermes can back me up,” she added. “He tried to enchant her too, without success.”

			Hermes squirmed guiltily but nodded. Aphrodite noticed that he didn’t elaborate as to why he’d tried to enchant Julia.

			Ares stared at his family, one after the other. “So you’ve all been trying to cast spells on the woman I love,” he said slowly. “The woman I proposed to, who should have been under my protection? You do know this was a direct challenge to me?”

			He was right, of course. There was an implicit understanding among the gods that they would not meddle with, or enchant, one another’s mortals. Historically, when mortals were caught between two gods, those mortals were the ones who ended up hurt—or dead.

			Zeus surprised them all by taking a step forward, chuckling. “Ares, calm down. No one here has hurt Julia. Though I am surprised to hear she was impervious to magic.” He looked at Hera. “What was the name of that young man, the one whose mother dropped him into the Styx by his heel? Wasn’t he impervious to magic, too?”

			Achilles had been impervious to harm from mortal weapons, not magic, but no one dared to correct Zeus.

			There was a beat of silence; then Ares whirled back to Aphrodite. “I don’t know anything about Julia resisting magic. All I know is that you’ve made her feel unwelcome from day one. And now she’s gone!”

			“I have no idea where she went,” Aphrodite insisted, which was true. “Maybe Julia had second thoughts. Maybe she had decided that forever was too long.”

			At once, Aphrodite knew that she’d made a terrible mistake. She’d said something similar last night, when she’d visited Ares wearing Julia’s body.

			Aphrodite had slipped out of bed, tiptoeing around Hephaestus’s slumbering form, and walked to the front desk, where a young man was dozing by the light of a candle. She’d asked for a master key—one that opened every room in the building. It had barely taken any magic at all to make him say yes.

			By the time she reached Ares’s room, Aphrodite was wearing Julia’s body.

			“It’s me,” she’d whispered when she slipped inside.

			Ares sat up, blinking in confusion. “Julia? Are you okay?”

			Aphrodite nodded. “Sorry, I just…I needed to see you. I love you.”

			“I will love you forever,” Ares had replied huskily, to Aphrodite’s vast annoyance. He still planned on making this mortal woman one of them. On displacing her.

			“Forever is not long enough,” Aphrodite had replied.

			She’d peeled off her plain gray sweatpants and cotton T-shirt, the most casual clothes she could find in her closet, and placed his hands atop her bare breasts. He didn’t question whether this was Julia, and why would he? Aphrodite had matched the real Julia in every painful detail, down to the awful red nail polish on her toes.

			She’d closed her eyes and tried to kiss him, but Hephaestus’s face popped into her mind.

			She couldn’t go through with it.

			Aphrodite had intended to make Julia walk in on them in the act, but this plan could still work, even if she didn’t actually sleep with Ares. She just needed Julia to think that she had.

			First, she reached into Ares’s mind for the tangled knot of his desires. It wasn’t easy; enchanting another god required exponentially more magic than enchanting a mortal. But he was distracted, and Aphrodite was determined.

			As he reached to pull off his sweatpants, she felt her magic click into place. Suddenly, he was filled with an overwhelming, all-encompassing need to rest.

			He fell back against the pillows like a man drugged.

			Aphrodite shifted back into her own form with a grateful sigh of relief. The sensation of wearing Julia’s skin had been uncomfortable, like shoving her feet into a pair of shoes that didn’t quite fit. Though she was nearly drained, Aphrodite forced the tendrils of her magic upward. Since she still couldn’t access Julia’s desires, she’d made do with the nearest hotel employee, wandering the hall in search of a leak.

			She reached into his mind, filling him with the urge to break into Julia’s room.

			Then she fell back onto the pillows and closed her eyes, exhausted.

			As she’d expected, Julia had come downstairs in search of Ares. Where she stumbled across the tableau that Aphrodite had so painstakingly arranged for her.

			Now Ares stared at Aphrodite in utter horror. “No. It wasn’t Julia who came to my room in the middle of the night, was it? It was you.”

			“You went to Ares’s room?” Hephaestus had been watching their exchange; everyone had. His features were etched with hurt. “Are you sleeping with him again?”

			“No,” Aphrodite said swiftly. “It’s not like that!”

			“You impersonated Julia and came to my room in the middle of the night.” Ares put his hands over his eyes and groaned. “Julia must have walked in on us! That’s why she ran off, risked her life in a deadly storm, because she thought I was cheating on her! And with you, of all people!”

			All sets of eyes in the room whirled on her, angry, accusatory. But Aphrodite cared only about Hephaestus. She took a step toward him, but he flinched.

			“Hephaestus, please,” she said helplessly. “This isn’t about Ares.”

			“How can you say that when you’re sneaking to his room in the middle of the night?” he asked, his voice rough with hurt.

			Athena laid a supportive hand on her brother’s forearm, her gray eyes flashing angrily in Aphrodite’s direction.

			“You swore.” Hera’s words were as loud and angry as her husband’s thunder. “Aphrodite, you promised that you wouldn’t touch Ares again! You broke an oath!”

			“I didn’t touch him!” Aphrodite exclaimed. “All I did was make him fall asleep, then climbed into the bed next to him so that Julia would see us together. Nothing happened between us.”

			Hera closed her eyes as if praying for strength. “How dare you stoop to this. After everything you put this family through the last time—”

			Aphrodite threw up her hands. “You should be thanking me! You’re the one who said we needed to drive Julia off using any means necessary. But once the wedding was back on, you were nowhere to be found. I stepped up and did what needed to be done!”

			Athena gasped. Hephaestus stiffened. Ares went completely still, then turned slowly to his mother.

			“Mother? You were behind this?”

			Hera held her ground. “I will admit, I had my reservations about Julia—”

			“So you collaborated with Aphrodite? Summoned a storm of this magnitude, just to keep me and Julia from getting married? Why?”

			“Because that woman is all wrong for you!” Hera’s emotions, normally contained behind a stiff veneer of etiquette, had finally burst out. “Yes, I called up the storm, and I’m not going to lie, I’m glad Julia is gone! But I do not condone Aphrodite’s whoring herself out to do so!”

			“Don’t talk to my wife that way.”

			They all turned, having half-forgotten that Hephaestus was present. He was staring down at his shoes, pointedly refusing to meet anyone’s gaze, but his words fell like stones into the silence.

			“Hephaestus,” Hera said incredulously. “You can’t honestly mean to take her back, not after she cheated on you. Again.”

			Hephaestus looked up at his mother then. “This is between me and Aphrodite.”

			Aphrodite blinked sudden tears from her eyes, tears of relief, at what might be a reprieve.

			Thunder boomed outside, so close it sounded as though giants were out there, about to knock down this hotel with their massive fists. But of course, giants weren’t real. There were only mortals, and the gods who resembled them, and the chaos and destruction they wrought. The infinite ways they had found to hurt themselves and one another.

			“Thank you, Hephaestus.” Aphrodite turned to him eagerly, putting a hand on his elbow. “Please, let me explain—”

			He gently detached her hand from where she gripped him. His expression was shuttered, unreadable.

			“I do want to talk about this, but I’m not ready,” he told her. “I need some time alone. I’m heading out to look for Julia.”

			“Please, just—”

			“My brother’s fiancée has gone missing in the middle of a freak storm. Isn’t anyone worried for her safety?” Hephaestus raised his voice, his words directed at all of them. “I’m going out there, and you should all join me.”

			Wind rattled at the windows like an angry guest demanding to be let in. Rain drummed harder against the roof. Aphrodite barely registered any of it.

			She couldn’t just stand there, helpless, and watch her husband walk away from her. Not this time.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Six

				Hermes

			
			The noise in the ballroom had reached a fever pitch.

			Aphrodite and Hephaestus had retreated to the front of the makeshift altar and were speaking in low tones. Hermes cast his preternatural hearing toward them, but he could only make out a few words here and there—not an Olympian, and then, I’ll protect you. Not enough to make sense of over the shouting match currently happening between Ares, Athena, and Hera.

			Ares had whirled on his mother, fists clenched. “I can’t believe you were plotting against Julia the whole time!”

			“I wasn’t plotting against Julia; I was plotting to protect you!”

			“You promised you would be my ally, back in Olympus! You lied!” Ares bellowed. His eyes were red with rage, his muscles quivering with it. He looked every inch the god of war.

			Hermes cast them one last glance, then started toward Zeus, who had retreated to the back of the ballroom. The king of the gods sprawled on a folding chair—which was tied with little sprays of greenery and white blossoms in each corner—as if it were a throne, his whole body radiating entitled ease.

			“Hermes,” Zeus said in greeting, and reached inside his tuxedo jacket for a metal flask. He took a long pull before offering it to Hermes, who shook his head. He wanted all his wits about him for the conversation that would follow.

			Hermes had done plenty of negotiating in his day, but never with the king of the gods himself.

			Zeus shrugged and screwed the top back on the flask. “My family gets more outrageous by the year,” he said ruefully. My family, not our family, as if Hermes weren’t even part of it. “What a lot of fuss to make over a mortal woman!”

			“I think Ares is caught off guard by everything that’s happened,” Hermes replied neutrally.

			“I know, what a trick Aphrodite pulled. It’s the sort of thing I might do myself, if I knew how.” Zeus let out a guffaw of laughter. “Not that I blame her for being unfaithful. Marriage is long in an immortal lifetime. But she needs to be more discreet.”

			Hermes nodded as if he agreed. He needed Zeus to think of him as an ally, given what he was about to ask.

			“Zeus. I was wondering if I might bring something to your attention,” he began, and bent forward in a bow.

			The gesture, or perhaps the wording, made Zeus take notice. “Yes?”

			“I know why everyone is so fixated on Julia. I think you’ll find it interesting,” Hermes added meaningfully. “On a personal level.”

			Zeus cast a glance toward the front of the ballroom, where his wife and children were still feuding. “I’m listening.”

			“I need to know that sharing this information will be worth my while.”

			Hermes was done playing in the minor leagues, spying for Hades or Hera and getting nothing in return. Though Hades, at least, had followed through on his promise. Hera had never really cared whether she fulfilled her vows to Hermes.

			Hermes would go straight to the top from now on, would negotiate for power, and position, with the only god who could truly grant either.

			When Julia had knocked at his door in the middle of the night, visibly distraught, Hermes had longed to ask what had happened. But for once he knew better than to pry. Whatever nasty trick Aphrodite and Hera had pulled, Julia clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Now he knew, of course—and even he, who had a decidedly wicked mind, would not have imagined how royally fucked-up Aphrodite’s actions were.

			“Percy. I need to get out of here,” Julia had said breathlessly as he gestured her into his dark hotel room. “Can you help?”

			“Get out of here?” he repeated, brows drawn together.

			“I need to get off this island. As far as possible, preferably to another country. Or another continent.”

			“You are aware that we’re in the middle of a freak storm?” Hermes asked, just as thunder rumbled outside.

			“Am I wrong, or can you help?” Julia pleaded.

			He wondered, briefly, how she knew to ask him. Did the Aegis give her some kind of instinctive sense of his powers, or had all this exposure to magic finally made her aware of its existence, if only subconsciously?

			Or maybe she was asking out of sheer desperation. Turning to the only other friend she had here, aside from that mortal woman.

			“I can help,” he promised. “Meet me in the lobby in half an hour.”

			Hades didn’t seem all that surprised to find Hermes at his door in the middle of the night. He was already dressed, in crisply ironed pants and a cotton shirt that Hermes could tell was deceptively expensive. Or maybe Hades slept in those clothes, Hermes thought, if he slept at all.

			“I need you to follow through on your promise,” Hermes said without preamble. “Can you get Julia off the island?”

			Hades started briskly down the hallway, leaving Hermes no choice but to fall into step alongside him. He pulled his phone from his pocket—why did Hades’s phone work when the rest of theirs were down?—and began typing a message. “I’m summoning Charon. He’ll be at the ferry station in ten minutes.”

			“Charon?” Hermes spluttered. “As in, the boatman who ferries souls to the Underworld?”

			“Is there an Underworld?” Hades asked conversationally, philosophically. “Despite what the mortals say about me, I’ve never seen it. I just send them to their final resting place, whatever that is.” He shrugged, still walking at a fast clip. “Charon has transported mortals through this realm before. Orpheus. Ernest Hemingway. Theodore Roosevelt.”

			Hermes recalled that those mortals had all very nearly died—from attempted suicide, or plane crashes, or bullets in their chest—only to survive, forever changed by the experience. Hopefully Julia’s encounter with Charon wouldn’t leave her scarred.

			“You’ll be with her the whole way,” Hades added, as if reading Hermes’s thoughts. He tossed over a set of keys. “When you get to the mainland, find the black Ferrari in the ferry’s parking lot.”

			Hermes grinned. He’d always wanted to drive Hades’s chariot.

			Julia had been admirably brave through the whole thing: a little surprised by the grizzled ferryman who met them at the docks, but she hadn’t complained when they rode a motorboat through the storm, or when Hermes tugged her into the Ferrari and began speeding down the empty highway. The Atlanta airport was far enough inland to still be operating the international flights, the ones with the largest planes, so that was where he’d taken her.

			At the departures door in the predawn light, he’d handed her a small bag. “You’ll need this,” he told her, through the surprising roughness in his throat. It wasn’t much, just a new passport and a couple of credit cards under the same name—illusion magic, flimsy stuff. “Be careful,” he warned. “The passport will only scan a couple of times at best.”

			Julia’s eyes had widened in surprise, but then she’d leaned across the dashboard to give him a fierce hug. “Thanks, Percy.”

			Wherever she was now, at least she was out of danger. Far from Hera and Aphrodite and all their meddling.

			Hermes looked at Zeus, ready to finally do what Julia had urged. You should stand up for yourself, she’d told him. You deserve more than the scraps from their table.

			“I want my position guaranteed. A position of greater influence than I currently have,” Hermes declared.

			Zeus held out a hand in a gesture that said, Go on.

			“I am sick of being treated like the hired help. When you make decisions, I want to be part of the process. Maybe that means a role in the company, but more than that, I want my position in the Olympic Pantheon secured. I want your word that I will never be demoted to make way for some other god or goddess.”

			Zeus’s eyes had widened as Hermes made his list of demands. At last, he said, “You’re asking for a great deal. I assume your information is very valuable indeed.”

			“Trust me, it is,” Hermes assured him.

			“I don’t trust anyone except my wife,” Zeus said with the flippant attitude of a man who had no idea what his wife was capable of. “But why don’t you go ahead and share this secret. If you’re right, and it’s of critical importance, then I will grant all that you ask.”

			One thing about Zeus, he never went back on his word. Hermes knew he would do as he promised.

			“Julia isn’t just any mortal. She’s the daughter of your former lover Claire Henningsen. She changed her name after her aunt and uncle legally adopted her.”

			Surprise flickered over Zeus’s features. “Claire had a daughter, but she died.”

			Hermes took a deep breath and explained the whole sordid tale. How Julia had been protected by a fragment of the Aegis: a ring, which she still wore on her right hand. How she remembered a man who’d dated her mother that final summer, a man who brought toys to life and danced with his feet hovering above the ground.

			How Hera had set the fire that killed Claire.

			“Hera wouldn’t dare,” Zeus said automatically.

			“Julia says that a woman had been at the house that very evening, shouting at her mother,” Hermes said gently. “I suspect that Hera set the fire out of rage. By accident, maybe, but she set it nonetheless.”

			Zeus looked across the room to where his wife was bickering with her two sons. Anger roiled through the room like a thundercloud, as if the storm that had been gaining force all week had now moved inside the ballroom.

			“That’s why Hera wanted Julia gone,” Zeus mused aloud, his voice a low growl. “She didn’t want me to learn her secret. That she snuck behind my back, defied my authority, and killed a mortal under my protection.”

			Well, Hermes thought, the secret was out now. Come what may.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Seven

				Hera

			
			Hera knew she sounded shrill and hysterical, but for once, she let decorum fly out the window. She was just so angry: With Aphrodite, for being unbearably selfish, yet again. With Ares, for being stupid enough not to realize that the woman in his bed wasn’t his fiancée.

			And mostly with herself, for setting all of this in motion.

			If she hadn’t joined forces with Aphrodite to get rid of Julia…If she’d kept Ares from running away after he’d slept with Aphrodite the first time…If she’d never given Aphrodite that potion, which had backfired and sent her straight into Ares’s arms…Better still, if she’d never killed Julia’s mother, turning Julia into a ticking time bomb that could implode her marriage…

			There were so many ways this mess could have been avoided, and yet here they all were. Dealing with the consequences of their many mistakes.

			“I should have kicked you out of this family three years ago,” Hera hissed at Aphrodite. “How dare you drive a wedge between my sons, again? Get out!”

			Aphrodite’s cheeks were bright with color. “You don’t have the authority to kick me out. Only the full Olympian council can do that.”

			“Call the council, then!” Athena cut in. “I’ll start gathering votes against you!”

			“Where is Julia?” Ares bellowed, but no one answered.

			Hephaestus was the only one who sounded reasonable. “Mother, Athena, this isn’t your battle to fight. Please stay out of it.”

			Hera whirled on her son. “You can’t possibly be defending Aphrodite after what she’s done. Why would you forgive her a second time?”

			Her son’s reply was quiet, dignified, in stark contrast to the savage fighting that surrounded him. “How can you ask me that question, when you have forgiven Father more times than any of us could count?”

			The three of them fell silent at his audacity. No one ever, ever spoke to Hera of Zeus’s infidelities. She wasn’t a fool; she knew that the other gods were all aware of his cheating, even her children. But it was one of those things that was never discussed.

			Hera was surprised to feel herself blinking back tears. What could she tell Hephaestus? It’s different between me and your father? When it wasn’t different at all; it was brutally, painfully the same. I put up with it because I love Zeus and keep hoping he will change, even though he proves me wrong every time?

			Hephaestus would understand that better than anyone.

			She remembered how he’d been as a child: the way his small body would cling fiercely to hers, his head nodding onto her shoulder as he fell asleep. I love you, he would whisper, words that Ares and Athena rarely spoke. But Hephaestus had been different from the beginning, gentle where his siblings were aggressive, subdued where they were loud. None of her children had ever needed Hera all that much—that was the nature of gods—but Hephaestus lingered near her while the other two ran off.

			Hera had always thought that he was the best of her, the best of all of them. Humble, kind, warm, empathetic. She would never forget the first time he’d come to her with something he’d invented: a tiny bird that she could wind up, so that it walked on little bronze legs. She had been upset about Zeus’s latest affair, and Hephaestus, still a child, had climbed into her lap and held out his present. He never said that he made it to cheer her up, but she knew he’d sensed her sadness, even if he was too young to know its source.

			Her brilliant, creative child, who had spent his life quietly building things that were useful and lovely all at once. The only thing Hera had ever created was the occasional flower arrangement; she didn’t even cook, could hardly boil water. Well, the best thing she had created would always be her children.

			It hurt to realize that Hephaestus hadn’t just absorbed the best of her; he’d also absorbed the worst. Her pliancy, her self-abnegation. Her decision to forgive, over and over again, no matter how much Zeus hurt her.

			This was the cruelest part of being a parent—being forced to see your flaws, the qualities you despised most in yourself, coming to life in your children. Being unable to fix them, as you were unable to fix them in yourself.

			“Aphrodite won’t change, Hephaestus,” Hera said, her heart aching.

			Her son’s eyes brimmed with sympathy. “Neither will Father.”

			She felt like such a fool, suddenly, for believing in—what? A second act of her marriage to Zeus? A new chapter where he was now devoted to her and never strayed? Where he took her to bed in the afternoon, swept her off for a romantic trip to the lake in France?

			This wasn’t some fundamental change in him. Zeus was the same as he always was.

			Right now, he just happened to be having an affair with his own wife.

			Hera hated herself for being so willfully blind. For being so addicted to Zeus, to the rush of reckless energy she felt when she was with him, that she’d put up with the rest. It would have been easier if she could stop loving him, if she could hate him for the affairs—but somehow, each time he strayed, she felt a renewal of that pull toward him, as if the fear of losing him only intensified her need.

			The thing was, after so many years of marriage, her love and anger were so intertwined that she didn’t know how to separate them.

			And now she had unwittingly taught her son to love in the same way, with a love that forgave all hurts, a love that didn’t expect trust.

			Before Hera could voice any of this, a wild roar of anger resounded through the ballroom. The four of them all looked back to where Zeus stood with Hermes. What were they doing over there? Hera had thought Hermes was long gone, that he’d left with the other minor gods who were off searching the grounds for Julia.

			“Hera!” Zeus bellowed, and began to stalk down the aisle in her direction.

			With each step, he seemed to grow taller, the edges of his body glowing with otherworldly light. Sparks flew off him as if a million electrical fires danced over his very skin. But the change went beyond what was visible; it was the sensation of Zeus’s immense, immeasurable power, the vast magic that he normally kept on a tight leash, breaking loose into the world. It felt like the room was full of highly combustible gas, and any minute someone might light a match.

			It had been a very long time since Hera saw her husband’s powers in full force.

			“Hera!” Zeus’s voice vibrated through the air in some register outside normal sound, low and deadly, like the thunder they had heard these past few days. “Is it true? Did you kill Claire Henningsen?”

			“I don’t…” Hera swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. Julia was gone. How had Zeus found out? Then her eyes drifted to Hermes skulking behind him, and in a flash she understood.

			This was why Hermes had pounded on her door yesterday, demanding to discuss Julia with her. He’d known the truth, and Hera had unknowingly snapped at him to leave—thus ensuring her downfall.

			“Do you deny that you killed her?” Zeus was halfway down the aisle now, a figure composed entirely of rage and hurt, a black hole sucking all oxygen from the room.

			Oh, she wished she could deny it. But to lie about this would only make things worse. She had to tell her husband the truth, no matter what it cost her. For the sake of Hephaestus’s marriage, if not her own.

			To show him what it looked like, to hurt your spouse and be honest about it.

			“I didn’t mean to kill her.” Hera’s words were soft, but she knew that every god in the room heard them. “I set the fire by accident. The woman wouldn’t listen to reason! I told her that she was sleeping with a married man, and she said she didn’t care, that his wife was a shrew and a harpy and he was leaving her—”

			Lightning snapped from Zeus. It curled toward Hera like an angry fist—there was a flash of flame, and a row of wooden folding chairs exploded in a confetti of splinters. Hera flung up her hands to protect her face. The air smelled like brimstone, like sulfur.

			“Please, Zeus.” Hera forced herself not to tremble as he stalked forward. “You need to know how much I regret what happened. As I said, I never meant for her to die. The house was so old and flammable, it went up like a pile of kindling.”

			“Does Ares know?” Zeus demanded, looking to his younger son. “That you killed his girlfriend’s mother?”

			Ares looked at Hera in shock. “What is he talking about, Mother?”

			“I’m so sorry, Ares.” Hera reached a hand toward him, but her son flinched back.

			“Why would you kill a mortal woman?”

			“Why do you think?” Zeus demanded, seething. “I was in love with Claire, and your mother murdered her.”

			At his words, Hera’s guilt rekindled into a blaze of anger. How typical of Zeus to stomp about throwing lightning bolts like a spoiled child. He hadn’t been in love with Claire; it was ridiculous for him to even make such a claim.

			He was angry that Hera had defied his authority and hurt a mortal he considered his.

			This wasn’t the howling grief of a heartbroken lover; this was the petulant tantrum of a little boy who’d had his toy snatched away.

			“As I said, I regret that she died. I never meant to take her life,” Hera repeated. “But, Zeus, don’t insult our family by claiming you were in love with her. She was a passing fling, nothing more.”

			It was the wrong thing to say.

			The rage that crackled through the room was like a physical thing. Dimly Hera wondered what the mortals downstairs thought of this, if they were even aware of the noise.

			Then Zeus took another step forward. His power swirled palpably around him, pressing down on them all, suffocating them.

			Hera’s eyes shut as she braced herself for what would come next.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Eight

				Aphrodite

			
			Aphrodite stared, transfixed, at the lightning crackling in the air around Zeus.

			Sometimes she forgot that he was the most powerful of the gods: strong enough to split open the very sky, to gouge great canyons in the earth, to annihilate whole cities with a single blow.

			And she had never seen Zeus in a rage like this.

			He was glowing with a white-hot light, so bright that it hurt to look at him. Aphrodite averted her eyes. She could feel Zeus’s power pushing against the very walls, which seemed to bend against the onslaught. The metal shutters on the window snapped into a dozen pieces and flew out into the howling storm, glass panes shattering into jagged shards. Rain began to hurl into the room, but so did a gust of heat—singeing Aphrodite’s skin, burning the flowers on the ground to ash.

			“Hera. I cannot forgive what you did.” Zeus wasn’t shouting, but his voice ricocheted through the room like gunfire.

			Hera didn’t flinch, didn’t say a word. Perhaps this was why she was queen of the gods, Aphrodite thought dazedly. She had a backbone of steel. In her own absurd way, she deserved Zeus. No other god or goddess would have dared stand up to him like this.

			Aphrodite had a sneaking suspicion that if she were in Hera’s shoes, she would fall to her knees and weep for mercy. But then, she would never be in such a position. Hephaestus would never raise a hand against her no matter what she did. He was powerful, yet he used his magic to build things, to make the world a better, more beautiful place. Never to hurt or intimidate.

			She felt so lucky, suddenly, that Hephaestus was the god who’d found her on that long-ago beach. She shifted closer to him, wanting the reassuring bulk of his presence in the face of this earth-shattering power—

			A crack of thunder burst through the room, so loud that Aphrodite’s immortal eardrums hurt from it.

			“You should never have dared to touch a mortal under my protection,” Zeus shouted at his wife. “Beg my forgiveness, now.”

			Insanely, Hera stood her ground. “I will not apologize for protecting our marriage. I will always fight for our life together, for our family.” She added softly, “I will always fight for us, Zeus, whether or not you give me reason to.”

			Something flickered in his deep blue eyes at her words—guilt, perhaps, or regret.

			But the sparks emanating from him vibrated hot and bright, eager to destroy, and the part of Zeus that loved Hera seemed to melt away before the part of him that was Zeus the Earth-Shatterer. Zeus the Thunderer. Zeus the Destroyer.

			Up until the very last moment, Aphrodite thought he would stop. Surely he wouldn’t strike his wife. He was trying to scare her, to reestablish the balance of power between them, to make her bow before him. The second Hera yielded, the second she became soft and pliant and contrite, he would cease.

			Just cry, Aphrodite silently willed Hera. Give him what he wants. He needs to see you brought low, needs to punish you before all of us.

			But Hera stood there as calm as a statue of herself. Proud and regal until the bitter end.

			For a long moment, everyone in the ballroom was utterly still—Aphrodite, Ares, Athena, Hephaestus. Even Hermes, who lurked a few paces behind Zeus, his eyes wide. None of them dared to breathe. They were all waiting for Zeus to stand down, even as a fork of lightning sliced through the air above his head.

			This was a standoff. Hera would close her eyes, and Zeus would stop his attack—

			Zeus lowered his hands to his sides in something like resignation.

			But it was too late.

			The vast wave of his power flooded the room, ringing in Aphrodite’s ears, shaking the air around them until she felt bruised from the force of it. There was a resounding crack, like bones shattering, like lightning gathering to strike the earth.

			And then, a blur of motion beside her. Hephaestus.

			Aphrodite had never seen her husband run so fast; he moved with the swiftness of Hermes, darting reflexively toward his mother. “No!” he shouted. “Father, stop!”

			Before any of the rest of them could react, Hephaestus flung his body before his mother’s, intercepting the thunderbolt that leapt toward her.

			A scream sliced through the air as Hephaestus shot back like a bullet from a gun. His divine body slammed through the wall of the hotel, exploding dust and fragments of wood and stone outward. Then he was in the air, buffeted by the winds as if he weighed nothing at all.

			Aphrodite wasn’t aware of her own movements as she sprinted forward. That feral scream was still echoing in her ears, and she wanted whoever was doing it to shut up, except that she was the one wailing. Blindly, she reached the jagged hole that Hephaestus had blown in the wall. The rain fell in stinging sheets, so thick that she could barely see. Where was her husband?

			“I’ll take you down.” Ares had come to stand next to her. The last thing Aphrodite wanted right now was to touch Ares, but she nodded and let him pick her up, one arm beneath her back, the other looped beneath her knees.

			Ares leapt to the grass far below, holding Aphrodite in his arms. He landed easily, without even breaking his stride, and kept running forward—a championship hurdler racing for the finish line.

			When they reached the beach, he slowed, and Aphrodite squirmed from his arms. Ares let her go, and she staggered forward.

			It took a moment before she recognized the bundle of clothes and limbs on the ground as Hephaestus.

			He was crumpled up in the rain, his white dress shirt in sodden ribbons around his chest, where a burn mark blossomed over his heart. His skin was black and singed and crumbling in places, as if it had already turned to ash. Aphrodite reached out to press her palm to him, then hissed and drew it back. He was painfully hot to the touch.

			“He’s burned,” she said uselessly.

			Ares knelt next to her, rocking back on his heels. He was staring at Hephaestus’s legs.

			The left one looked all wrong. It stuck out an odd angle, like a toy that a child had flung into a corner and abandoned there.

			Aphrodite had never felt so agonizingly useless. Everything felt wet, and cold, and numb.

			For so long, she had cherished her magic, her love spells and shape-shifting, her ability to read into mortals’ desires. It all felt so cheap now, so pathetic. She would have traded every ounce of it in a heartbeat for Apollo’s ability to heal broken bones, or Ares’s strength, or Hermes’s speed. Anything to have prevented this horrific accident.

			But she hadn’t prevented it. Hephaestus had tried, by being the only one brave enough to stand up to Zeus. And he hadn’t even used magic or strength. All he’d done was wield his body like a shield, throw it before his mother, whom he had always adored, preventing her injury—and thereby, insuring his own.

			He would have done the same thing for Aphrodite, she knew. Even after the heartless way she’d treated him.

			To think that Hephaestus, the gentlest soul among them, was the one struck by Zeus’s power. It should have been Ares, or Hera, or Aphrodite. They deserved to be punished. Not her kind, gentle husband.

			“I’m so sorry,” Aphrodite kept saying over and over, clasping Hephaestus’s hand. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.”

			She was apologizing for all of it: for taking Hephaestus for granted, for waiting so long to open up to him, when he had been there for her all along. Dimly, she was aware of the other gods coming to join her. Hera was shouting that someone needed to find Poseidon and get him to call off the storm; Zeus sent Hermes to fetch Asclepius, the god of medicine, because this sort of injury was beyond Apollo’s abilities. Athena and Ares stood together, staring down at their brother’s crumpled form, their faces drawn and pale.

			Aphrodite wasn’t sure what condition Hephaestus would be in, if he even survived. To be hit by the full force of Zeus’s power…

			She didn’t know how much time had passed before Asclepius arrived. He was the same as ever, an old man with a white beard and kindly eyes, but those eyes were very alarmed when he took in the sight before him. Someone—Ares, she thought—peeled Aphrodite away from Hephaestus so that Asclepius could kneel at his side. The rain had stopped at last; the sky overhead was a bright, incongruous blue.

			Aphrodite scooted away, her Carolina Herrera gown wet and stained with sand. She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, tears streaming down her face, mixing with the streaks that the rain had left there. All her emotions felt tangled together: anguish, guilt, regret. Fear. But in the midst of it all, one thing was abundantly clear.

			Hephaestus loved her. He always had. She had just been too preoccupied to see it.

			“I promise things will change,” she whispered, watching as Asclepius bent over Hephaestus’s broken body. Hera stood nearby, weeping desperately. Zeus’s expression was a flat mask. Whatever anger or regret he felt, he kept hidden.

			“I promise,” Aphrodite repeated. She willed her husband to hear her, reaching her mind toward his, though she knew he was far beyond her petty desire magic. “Please, Hephaestus, stay alive. For our son’s sake, if not for me. I promise you, everything will change, now that I know I love you. Please. You just have to stay alive.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Nine

				Hades

			
			It had been ages since Hades visited the Ellenes’ apartment in New York.

			When the elevator doors opened into the penthouse, he took a curious step forward, holding a lavish arrangement of flowers. It might have been a while, but he knew better than to show up at Hera’s home empty-handed. Especially when Hephaestus was still in critical condition, weeks after the accident on Ismene Island.

			Hades had seen it all unfold, of course. He had strolled into the candlelit ballroom at Ismene along with everyone else, dressed in his tuxedo, a blood-red poppy tucked into his pocket. The other gods had cast him a few curious glances, then shrugged and ignored him, consumed by speculation about Ares and Julia, and eventually, Julia’s tardiness.

			When Ares had announced that Julia was missing, Hades had quietly twisted his ring, making himself invisible. He had a feeling that the fireworks were about to start.

			And what a fireworks display it had turned out to be.

			Hades hadn’t anticipated how, exactly, this would play out. He’d only known the prophecy about Julia, a prophecy he intended to use for his own purposes. He could never have guessed that Aphrodite would shape-shift into Julia and seduce Ares, prompting Julia to run off with a broken heart.

			Then Hermes had revealed Hera’s secret, and Zeus had overreacted.

			Really, Zeus might have had far more power than any other god, but what good was such power if you couldn’t control it—if you fell prey to your own tantrums like a child and your anger leaked out in vicious thunderbolts to wound your wife, your son?

			Of course, no one could ever have guessed that Hephaestus would step in front of his mother and take the blow meant for her.

			Hades certainly had no friends among the other gods. He found Hermes entertaining, and he had a grudging admiration for Poseidon, for carving out territory separate from Zeus and finding happiness, or at least contentment. But Hephaestus had always struck Hades as a different kind of god. The rest of the Olympians, including Hephaestus’s wife, were so consumed with themselves—their bottomless want, their rivalries and jealousies. Hephaestus alone seemed to cast his gaze outward, to worry about others before himself.

			He deserved better than what he’d gotten, though Hades was not such a fool as to think that anyone got what they deserved, especially among the gods.

			Now, several weeks after the non-wedding, Hades had ventured here into the lion’s den. He knew from quiet observation that Ares was still searching for Julia. If he hadn’t found her yet, he would eventually; Ares wasn’t the type to give up.

			Now Hades wanted to gauge the status of the other Olympians.

			Voices emanated from the living room to his left. He glanced over and saw that it was full of gods: at least a dozen of them, lounging on the antique furniture as they talked, eating Hera and Zeus’s food, drinking their wine. They saw him and erupted into more furious gossip, but Hades didn’t care.

			They were all here doing the same thing: pretending to be concerned for Hephaestus’s welfare, trying to figure out where the chips would fall.

			If the unthinkable happened and Hephaestus didn’t survive, there would be a power vacuum. A chance for some other god to rise up and take a position among the Olympian Twelve. All these minor deities—gods of mountain ranges or seas, of childbirth or nightmares or any of the other countless forces that plagued humans—thought this could be their chance. They had all come to advocate for their own cause.

			“You crushed those!”

			“Persephone,” Hades said coolly, trying to hide his surprise. He’d never paid much attention to Demeter’s daughter, the goddess of spring. She looked a few years younger than Hades, like a woman in her late twenties. Her long blond hair was twisted at the back of her neck, and she wore a billowy dress in dark green that emphasized her eyes.

			She reached for the flower arrangement in his arms, and Hades was startled enough to hand it over. He watched as Persephone delicately examined the flowers. Her fingers brushed over a bruised hydrangea, the broken stem of a rose.

			Her eyes glowed from green to a bright golden color, and Hades felt the pulse of her magic, sunshine-bright and scented like freshly mown grass. Within seconds, the damaged flowers repaired themselves, their blossoms unfurling once more.

			“Much better,” Persephone declared, handing the arrangement back to Hades.

			He felt a bizarre urge to apologize. “I’ll admit, I’m not in the habit of carrying flowers.”

			“It shows,” Persephone remarked. “Next time, spring for a courier. I bet you can afford it,” she added, raising an eyebrow at his cashmere sweater.

			Hades couldn’t remember the last time another god had talked to him like this, as if he were one of them. They normally ducked away the moment he entered a room.

			“Thank you,” he replied, still disoriented—but she had already turned on one heel and started back toward the living room, that green dress fluttering around her like a verdant flag.

			“Hades?”

			“Hmm?” Recovering, he turned to see Hestia, who held her hand expectantly toward the flowers. “How thoughtful of you to bring these. I’ll make sure Zeus and Hera know you stopped by.”

			She was trying to get rid of him, but Hades wasn’t to be shooed off so easily. “Is Hera here? I would love to give her my regards in person.”

			“Oh, no, it’s Zeus’s day to watch Hephaestus.”

			“Zeus’s day?” Hades repeated.

			Hestia faltered, seeming to sense that she’d revealed too much. Then she sighed and admitted, “They haven’t been in the same room together since they came back. After what happened…”

			Of course. Hera had overlooked lifetimes’ worth of infidelities, but Zeus had finally done the one thing she couldn’t forgive. He had wounded their child.

			“Is Zeus here, then?” Hades pressed.

			Hestia gave in and gestured up the sweeping curved staircase.

			Hades walked up to the penthouse’s second level. The room that Hephaestus now occupied was at the end of the hall. Normally a guest room, it was now filled with the scents of candles and ointments, and underneath, the unmistakable, acrid odor of burned flesh.

			Hephaestus lay in the middle of a king-size bed. His chest rose and fell with his breath, but those breaths were so shallow, the rest of his body frighteningly still. His left leg was lifted in a sling that was fastened to a machine alongside the bed. Something about the angle of the leg looked all wrong, as if it had been broken off at the hip and snapped back incorrectly. A table on the side of the room was littered with Asclepius’s tools—enchanted stones, papyrus bindings inscribed with ancient spells, poultices ground from the seeds of the fruits in Hera’s garden.

			If Hephaestus could be saved, it would not be by any human medicine, but by magic alone.

			Zeus sat in an armchair near the bed, the other armchair conspicuously absent. The king of the gods looked more disheveled than Hades had ever seen him. He had several days’ growth of beard on his face, and dark shadows circled his eyes. He seemed truly distraught about what he’d done to Hephaestus…or maybe he was just lost without the silent support of his wife, a support he’d always taken for granted.

			What would happen to Zeus if Hera never took him back? What would happen to all of the gods? Zeus’s marriage to Hera was one of the first magical rites that had ever taken place. Who knew how many spells would be unwoven if it truly fell apart.

			“Hades.” Zeus stood. If he was surprised to see his brother here, he masked it, as always. “I’m glad you came; there’s something I’ve wanted to discuss with you. Follow me.”

			“With pleasure,” Hades murmured.

			He followed Zeus down the hall, up a hardwood staircase to the Ellenes’ private roof deck. A plunge pool occupied half of the square footage, along with lounge chairs and a wet bar; a terraced garden took up the remaining space.

			Zeus wandered over to the railing, staring at the city as if it belonged to him alone.

			Once, Hades would have been intimidated by this. Now he saw Zeus’s constant need to climb up high and look down on humans as a sign of insecurity.

			“You brought her here, didn’t you.” Zeus’s words were low and dangerous, his gaze still fixed on the traffic weaving through the streets below.

			“I’m sorry?” Hades asked carefully.

			“Julia. You arranged for her and Ares to meet, because you wanted all of this to happen!” Zeus gestured downward, to where his son was currently fighting for his life. “I’ve been asking myself what god would be reckless enough to plan such a thing, to use Julia as a pawn, lure her and Ares together. And now you’ve come to gloat,” Zeus concluded. “So, admit it. You planned all this, didn’t you?”

			“I can assure you,” said Hades measuredly, “I never wanted Hephaestus to be hurt, nor could I have foreseen it.”

			“You expect me to believe this was coincidence?” Zeus snarled. “That the daughter of the only mortal I ever loved, whose mother Hera killed, met my son by complete accident? Her relationship with Ares has fractured this family, has nearly cost Hephaestus his life!”

			“Call it coincidence or fate, divine purpose or true love. Whatever you like, they found each other without any help from me,” Hades said calmly.

			Of course, Zeus, like Hera, was searching for someone to blame. Both of them had assumed that Julia was a trap, a bomb, a weapon launched into their midst to wound them. They couldn’t see otherwise, because they were blinded by their own self-centered vanity. To them, everything was a power struggle or a game.

			They forgot that sometimes the right explanation was the simplest one.

			If anyone had drawn Julia to Ares, it was destiny. The Fates. Not one of the gods had planned this.

			And none of them could stop it. Not even the most powerful among them.

			Hades held his ring at the ready, prepared to vanish into invisibility and flee if Zeus struck. He spoke his next words carefully. “I didn’t plan any of this, but I suspected the truth about Julia.”

			Zeus’s grip tightened on the metal railing, though he didn’t move.

			“You knew that Hera killed Claire, and you didn’t think to tell me? I don’t appreciate those who keep secrets, Hades.”

			“I had always guessed that Claire’s death was Hera’s fault. But more than that, I knew the prophecy regarding Julia.”

			The afternoon sunlight suddenly vanished, great black storm clouds gathering around the rooftop. The sounds of the city felt muted, muffled as if behind glass.

			“The prophecy?” Zeus repeated.

			“I visited the Fates, years ago.” Something Zeus had probably never done. The Fates were idiosyncratic, erratic, impossible to predict. Impossible to find, even for gods, unless you spent years looking. “They revealed a prophecy to me,” Hades went on.

			He repeated the words he’d only heard once, in a remote mountain cave, but would never forget.

			“The divine order hangs in the balance. It will all be decided by the mortal daughter of a mortal woman lost to Zeus. For while neither the strength of men’s arms nor the power of their minds can unseat the gods, this woman will prove the weakness that could tear down Olympus.”

			“That prophecy doesn’t mention Julia by name. I’m sure there are plenty of mortal daughters of dead mortal women I loved,” Zeus scoffed. “Not to mention that it said ‘could tear down Olympus.’ Not ‘will tear down Olympus.’ ”

			He was right, of course. The wording of prophecies was of crucial importance—and was often deliberately confusing.

			The Fates never made it easy, for those trying to guess at the future.

			“The prophecy didn’t name Julia explicitly,” Hades agreed. “But I think now it’s safe to say that it’s about her. She has walked into her fate, set everything in motion. In falling for Ares, and setting off this chain of events, she has already begun to fulfill it.”

			“She hasn’t fulfilled anything yet,” Zeus growled.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Hades warned. “Julia is under my protection now, as well as Ares’s. As well as yours, since she’s still wearing the fragment of the Aegis that you gave her mother all those years ago.”

			Zeus’s expression grew thunderous. Wisps of storm cloud detached from the sky to wrap around him like a coat, lightning crackling through the air.

			Hades forced himself not to run. Not yet.

			“What are you planning to do, Hades?” Zeus asked, through gritted teeth.

			Hades smiled slowly. “That’s the best part: I don’t have to do anything. I’m going to let the prophecy unfold, let it wreak your downfall, without any interference from me. All I have to do is sit back and watch.”

			“You don’t know—” Zeus spluttered, and Hades cut him off.

			“You’re right, there are many things I don’t know. I’m not certain how any of it will happen, but one thing is certain. When it’s all over, I’ll be waiting to pick up the pieces. You should take heed, Zeus,” Hades warned, almost cheerfully. “You know as well as I do that prophecies always come to pass. Even if they come to pass in ways we never expected.”

			As he walked off the roof, he saw that Zeus still stood at the metal railing, staring out over the streets of New York like a monarch surveying his kingdom.

			But now he looked like a king whose days were numbered.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty

				Julia

			
			“Claire, I’m going ahead to check the east fences,” Camila called out in Spanish, a dozen yards down the trail. “Do you mind getting a look at the river? We could take the tour group for a swim tomorrow if the current isn’t too strong.”

			“Of course!” Julia tugged at the reins of her horse, a sturdy gelding named JB. Though she suspected the JB stood for something in Spanish, she liked to think it was short for James Barrie. There was something Peter Pan-ish about this horse, the way his ears pricked forward, the bounce in his step.

			She had only been on the estância for a few months, but already it felt strange to remember her life in New York. The things she had worried about—the money she’d spent on Alaïa dresses and coordinated heels, the effort and worry she had poured into looking the part, into proving she was worthy—it all felt distant now, like a faded memory. Or a bad dream. Here, she was expected to be nothing but herself.

			Or more accurately, to be Claire Smith, an American trying to find her footing after a bad relationship.

			That terrible night in the storm, when Julia had found Harry in bed with his sister-in-law, she’d asked Percy to get her off the island. To her relief, he’d found a way.

			When he’d hugged her outside the Atlanta airport and handed her a small bag, Julia had been startled to find that it included a new passport, with a credit card under the same name. Did she really have to travel under a false identity? She’d figured she couldn’t use the credit card linked to her joint account, because it would be easy for Harry to track the charges, but did the Ellenes have access to TSA flight records, too? She’d held her breath when border control scanned the passport, but the machine had beeped green, and the bored-looking agent had waved her through.

			Julia was touched that Percy had remembered her mother’s name. Touched—and slightly alarmed that he had a guy for last-minute falsified documents. Rich people really were different in all ways. Perhaps it was a good thing that she hadn’t become one of them.

			The sky overhead was a brilliant robin’s-egg blue, the air crisp and bracing. Julia had seen some beautiful places during her years working at Elysian Cruise Line: the Blue Grotto of Capri, the islands of Bali. But Patagonia was something else. Sun-drenched valleys of swishing golden grass swept into jagged cliffs, then up to snow-topped mountains. She felt like she could wander the estância for weeks without seeing a fraction of it.

			She hadn’t had much of a plan when she’d marched up to the ticket counter in the Atlanta airport, carrying nothing but a tote bag with a single change of clothes and her new travel documents. None of the domestic flights were making it out, not that she had any desire to go to New York, anyway. The only planes taking off in this weather were the big international jets. She scanned the departures board, her eyes traveling over Madrid, Montreal, London—and then she paused.

			There was a nonstop Delta flight leaving for Santiago in one hour.

			Her Spanish was rusty, and she knew next to nothing about Chile, but that felt like a bonus. The Ellenes would never think to look for her there.

			Thirty minutes later, she was in an economy-class seat, ordering a double bloody Mary and taking a long sip.

			“You traveling on business or pleasure?” the woman next to her had asked conversationally. “I’m guessing business, and one you aren’t looking forward to, from the way you’re drinking that on a six a.m. flight.”

			“Traveling to escape,” Julia confessed, surprised by her own honesty. “I just went through a bad breakup with my fiancé and need to get away.” It was as much of the truth as she was willing to give.

			It turned out that Lorena, a middle-aged woman with crinkly laugh lines around her eyes, managed a ranch along the Argentinian cordillera, near the Chilean border. “You can come escape at my ranch,” Lorena had offered. “It’s a great place to get your head on straight.”

			“That sounds lovely, but I need to find work.” Julia wasn’t sure what the limit was on the credit card Percy had given her, but she didn’t want to push it.

			“Then come work for me. I have so many American tourists who visit, some for a few days, others for longer,” Lorena explained. “I’m in dire need of a translator. Do you speak Spanish? Do you ride?”

			“Some Spanish, no riding experience.”

			“Perfect,” Lorena had declared. “We’ll teach you.”

			And they did. Julia settled gratefully into her new routine: waking up early to tend to the horses, brushing their coats, coaxing pebbles from their hooves. You’re a natural! exclaimed the ranch hands, bright-eyed young men and women who spoke to her in rapid Spanish. But Julia knew all credit was due to the horses. They were patient with her, because they had grown up here—safe, surrounded by love. They trusted her because no one had ever given them a reason not to trust. It made Julia want to cry, thinking of how she had once been that blindly trusting.

			And sometimes when she was mucking out stalls in the dawn light, raking horse shit into neat little piles, she thought of what Tara Ellene would say if she saw her now. It gave her the strangest urge to burst out laughing.

			Tara was easy to think about. Harry, not so much.

			Julia felt like she was walking around with a bullet wound in her chest, a hole so great that she didn’t dare look at it too closely. She had loved Harry so much. And though she hated to admit it, a part of her still loved him. All these weeks later, her anger at his betrayal roared up like a fire—yet she still woke in the middle of the night touching herself, flushed from dreams of him.

			Sometimes she let herself wonder where he was now. What had he thought, when he’d woken the next day and realized she was missing?

			He’d probably been confused, and surprised, but had gone back to New York and resumed his life without her. She suspected that was what they’d all done. They would be back at their jobs, Harry and Valentine still sneaking around, Hector still oblivious, because that was how people like that behaved. They made messes and left them for someone else to clean up.

			It was a good thing, Julia told herself, that she’d learned of Harry’s affair before she’d married him.

			Abby knew where she was, of course. So did her aunt and uncle. Julia hadn’t shared all the details with them—just that she and Harry had decided at the last minute not to go through with the wedding, and that she’d left the country for some much-needed space. She’d emailed Lucy at the gallery, too, a brief email that apologized and offered her resignation. Lucy had sent a rambling, paragraphs-long response that effectively said, No chance I’m hiring anyone else, I’m holding this job for you in case you decide to come back. Also, I hope you’re okay.

			Finally, Julia had sent a postcard to Percy from the Santiago airport once she’d landed. She hadn’t signed it, but Percy would know who it was from.

			She was partway down the path to the river—relaxed by the sunshine and JB’s swaying gait and the way everything looked so glittering and bright, as if seen through a magnifying glass—when she was jolted by the sound of her name. Her real name.

			“Julia! Julia!”

			She twisted in the saddle and saw him, galloping down the trail with reckless speed. A knot arose in her throat, a mixture of resentment and sadness and, yes, yearning. She drew JB to a halt, patting his neck reassuringly as Harry slowed alongside her.

			“Julia!” Harry exclaimed. He wasn’t the slightest bit out of breath, even after running his horse at full speed, at this altitude. She noted angrily that he was mounted on Santos, a dappled gray who was one of the more spirited horses in the stable. Had Lorena realized she was helping Julia’s ex-fiancé?

			“You found me,” she said flatly.

			“Look, I know you have no desire to see me, but we need to talk,” Harry asked. “Just for a couple of minutes.”

			“I don’t really have anything to say to you.”

			“Please,” he begged. “Just hear me out, and if you still want me to go, I swear that I’ll leave you in peace, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

			Julia knew she would say yes. No matter what he’d done, this was still Harry. She still loved him, no matter how great a fool it made her.

			If she didn’t at least listen to whatever he wanted to say, she would spend the rest of her life wondering.

			“I was headed to the river,” she said curtly. “You can come with me.”

			They descended the slope in silence, the horses’ hooves knocking pebbles loose. They could hear the roar of the water farther down, but here, the river was just a fast-running brook, only several inches deep.

			At the bank, JB lowered his head. Julia dismounted in a smooth motion, leaning against her horse’s side as he drank.

			“I didn’t know you could ride like this.” Harry sounded impressed.

			“I couldn’t, until now. You learn a lot of things when you’re forced to start over,” Julia said tersely.

			She knelt to refill her bottle from the river, its water the pristine clear of glaciers. It reminded her of that night Harry had taken her camping in the Catskills: the cold shock of the waterfall, the heat of Harry’s skin on hers. Julia shook her head angrily, trying to dispel the memories.

			Harry drew in a breath. “I want to explain what happened the night before our wedding. And then, if you still hate me, you can forget this whole conversation. You’ll go back to what you thought before, that I’m a cheating asshole.”

			“But you are a cheating asshole.”

			“Julia, I thought it was you in my bed!”

			She faltered at the sheer agony, the earnestness, of his tone. What was he saying, that he’d been so blacked out that he didn’t even recognize Valentine? But he’d hardly had anything to drink that night.

			“What do you mean?” she asked warily.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this sooner. I tried once, that night we went camping in the Catskills, but then you fell asleep….” Harry shook his head, started again. “What I’m about to say will sound impossible, but I’m begging you to listen. My family…we aren’t like other people.”

			“Funny enough, I noticed that myself,” Julia said dryly. “You have too much money and not enough morals.”

			“We are gods,” Harry replied.

			Julia looked over at him. He was still standing next to his horse, his expression completely serious.

			“Gods,” she repeated, waiting for the punch line of the joke.

			“We are gods. We live among humans, but we are not mortal.” He kept talking, using names she had studied for her art history thesis—Athena, Zeus, Hermes—explaining that she had met them all, but that they went by different names in the mortal world.

			Julia could barely keep up. Harry thought he was a god? He must be delusional. Perhaps he was a megalomaniac, and having an episode, and she needed to get him help.

			And yet…

			She thought of all the times that she’d been with Harry and reality seemed to shift slightly around her. All the times she had prickled with an awareness that there was something more going on, something beyond the reach of her senses. Something she didn’t fully understand.

			“You’re saying you’re a god,” she repeated, shaking her head. “As in, you think people should be praying to you?”

			“As in, one of the gods from the Greek pottery you wrote your thesis about.”

			It made no sense. And at the same time, it made sense of everything.

			Julia recalled the way he’d calmed her racing heartbeat with a brush of his bare hands. All the moments he’d appeared with objects she needed as if he’d conjured them from thin air. The water that had heated around them, when they were wrapped around each other in that river in the Catskills, as if they were in a hot tub.

			The time he’d saved her life by flying.

			Perhaps deep down, some part of Julia wanted this ludicrous, impossible, unbelievable explanation to be true, because she crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him.

			“Prove it to me.”

			“Prove it?” Harry repeated.

			“Yes. If you’re a god, like you claim to be, then do something godly.”

			Harry looped the reins around Santos’s neck. Julia started to tell him what a stupid idea that was; he couldn’t leave a horse untethered like that—but then she heard Harry whicker and neigh, sounding exactly like a horse. Santos and JB both nodded at him in clear gestures of understanding.

			“Did you just talk to the horses?” she demanded, her voice shrill.

			“It’s one of my powers. Not all animals, just horses and dogs,” Harry explained, as if that made it any more reasonable. “I wanted to assure them that they shouldn’t be afraid of what I’m going to do next.”

			Harry waded into the river. As he walked, the water skirted around his ankles, parting like the Red Sea each time he took a step, so that he was walking on the smooth river rocks instead of getting wet. He crossed to the other side of the stream, where an enormous granite boulder stood, easily the size of a truck.

			As Julia watched, Harry bent down to lift the boulder into his arms, then hurled it several dozen yards forward.

			The resounding crash should have spooked the horses, but they just stood there, watching him with curious eyes.

			Julia swallowed. All the things she had just seen him do—they were real. And there was undoubtedly more.

			“Harry,” she breathed, but he shook his head.

			“Ares. My real name is Ares.”

			“Ares,” Julia repeated, the syllables rolling around her mouth strangely. She let out a breath. “I think it’s about time you told me everything. From the beginning.”
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