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				“We are the playthings of the gods,

				they play among themselves with our lives and our miseries.”

				—Seneca, The Trojan Women

				“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.”
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