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GISELLE’S HEART THUNDERED in horror as she spun back to the pit and to her partner as gunshots strafed the night. “No! Coyote!”

“Freyja!” Andromeda yelled after her.

She ignored the warning in her former mentor’s tone and ran back toward the line of operatives with their guns raised like a firing squad. “What are you doing?” she yelled at them.

Coyote’s green feathers disappeared into the oubliette where her mother had been lodged in filth for gods knew how long. Had he been shot? Or had he jumped?

More gunfire made nausea rise inside her. Shoot first, ask questions later. Women stored away in forgotten holes...

What country did she live in?

Shadows rose before her, turning from birds to human. She gasped as Badb Catha and Nemain—a different woman was under the latter’s mask, but she was quite clearly the same goddess—grabbed her arms and walked her backward. Badb Catha’s grip was merciless, while Nemain’s contained the hesitancy of someone new to this.

“Coyote!” Giselle yelled, struggling against them. “Please!”

“You expect sympathy?” Badb Catha spit out. “When you showed none to Macha.”

“She was trying to kill me.” Giselle twisted her arm from Nemain’s grip and clocked Badb Catha in the eye.

“Bitch!” the woman yelled.

Giselle ignored her, using the woman’s surprise to twist away.

Her feet were yanked from under her in the kind of leverage move a trained martial artist used—not the same street fighting style Giselle was used to. She landed hard on her chin in the thorny ground around the mesquite copse. To her surprise, Nemain looked down on her with the shocked expression of a well-trained fighter who’d never thrown a punch outside a dojo.

“He’s gone!” someone yelled from the clearing.

“She’s gone!” another added in surprise.

Gone. Heart still galloping away, Giselle swallowed in relief and didn’t fight when Badb Catha manhandled her back to standing. Coyote had transformed, taking her mother with him. He and Bryn were as good as escaped. She shot Badb Catha a triumphant smile. The woman pulled back like she’d punch Giselle in retribution, and Giselle put her fists up, ready to fight dirty.

Andromeda, moving with the slow purpose of a panther, arrived at their location and cocked a hip. “I’ve got her,” she told the pair. “But stay behind.” Her eyes narrowed angrily at Giselle. “I find you annoyingly hard to shoot.”

Ande was quite possibly the best archer in the world—her aim wasn’t the problem. And maybe it was that weird-ass admission of affection that made Giselle shake off the two goddesses of the Morrigan and step up to her former mentor—and former foster mother. Loyalty wasn’t something Giselle had known a lot of, and Ande, morally ambiguous as she was, apparently hadn’t given up on her yet, despite their recent falling out.

And Coyote had her mother. Hopefully they were on their way to somewhere safe.

“Morons,” Ande muttered. The conspiratorial quality to her tone made Giselle think she wasn’t referring to Coyote and Bryn. “What insect does Huehuecoyotl become? That’s how he pulled you from my apartment, is it not?”

Giselle snorted. “Like I’d tell you.” Ande’s loyalty did not extend to Giselle’s new partner, who had been the root of their falling out.

They strode on in silence for a moment, apparently marching toward a military truck waiting farther into the prairie. Compared to the crack of guns and the roar of the helicopter, the motor’s soft growl was peaceful. Behind her, the ground crunched as Nemain and Badb Catha followed a few paces behind them. Giselle contemplated her options. She couldn’t transform like Coyote. She could run, but her chain-mail tunic would slow her down. She could fight, although the odds weren’t in her favor at the moment.

And Ande had been right last week. Giselle wouldn’t actually hurt her. To paraphrase Ande’s earlier statement, she was annoyingly hard to put an ax in.

“How certain are you that was Bryndis?” Ande asked softly, staring ahead like they weren’t talking. “You were, what, six when she disappeared? Seven?”

Giselle almost stumbled in her surprise. Ande grabbed her arm and marched her forward, keeping their pace rapid and well ahead of the two other goddesses.

“How could you possibly be sure it was a woman you haven’t seen in twelve years?”

“Because she’s not just a person—she’s my mom.” The only mother Giselle had ever known. When her body had been found twelve years ago, Giselle had entered the foster system, bouncing from home to shelter to shitsville and back, until Ande had taken her in her senior year.

Taken her in and begun training her to use the godstone of Freyja, Norse goddess of war, magic, and sex. Giselle sucked at all of them, but she was working on it.

The first two, anyway.

Coyote’s muscled chest popped into her mind and she banished it immediately to focus on the present. Besides, she had a real crush on a brilliant, talented, nice guy whom she knew in real life. If her superhero coworker made her panties damp, that was just something she’d have to work through. She didn’t even know who he really was, other than a rich, flirtatious party boy who still didn’t seem to understand what he’d gotten himself into when he’d picked up the godstone channeling the powers of the Aztec trickster god Huehuecoyotl.

Not that Coyote was a bad guy—he had proven himself surprisingly trustworthy thus far—but he wasn’t boyfriend material by a long shot.

She just hoped he was okay and that he’d gotten Bryn safely somewhere far away from here. “You’re telling me,” she muttered to Ande, “that you had no idea who was in the hole back there?”

Ande huffed. “I had no idea there was a hole back there, much less a woman who might be the Freyja I knew in it.” At eighteen, Giselle had inherited her mother’s godstone, making her the new Freyja.

Very new. Very inexperienced. Very caught by the government after cavorting in a field with the even greener Huehuecoyotl.

They got within ten yards of the vehicle, and Giselle stopped, no longer caring who heard. “So what are you doing here?”

The Morrigan pair caught up, and Giselle took a better look at the new Nemain, Irish goddess of the terror of battle. Giselle and Coyote had defeated the previous one, which should’ve meant they collected the godstone, but Giselle had let Ande have it. It hadn’t taken the woman long to find a new conduit. This one had scarlet hair with black streaks and a mask of the same colors that swept down her cheeks in trails of black and red tears. Or blood. The woman’s bright green eyes, though, took everything in with excited wonder, a new conduit learning magic on the job. Honestly, she just didn’t look that terrifying. What had Ande been thinking?

Giselle would wish her luck, except—at least as far as she’d seen—all three goddesses of the Morrigan were super fucking evil.

Ande crossed her arms, looking annoyed as hell. “As I would’ve told you if you’d come with me before, I’m a magistrate. For now, that means I liaise with the military on who should and shouldn’t be allowed to carry a godstone. If I hadn’t been here, you would’ve been shot right along with Coyote, your godstones stripped, and your dead bodies kicked into the hole alongside your mother.”

Giselle swallowed, believing her. “And now?”

“And now we have a proposal for you.”

The military had a proposal for her? What the hell? “What kind?”

“The kind where if you turn us down, you hand over your godstone and go about your merry way, or you don’t hand over your godstone and go to prison for the rest of your short little mortal life.”

“And if I say yes?”

“You can keep the stone as long as you survive the task.”

Badb Catha’s nasty smile did not bode well.

“What’s the task?” Giselle asked.

Badb Catha responded. “Go to hell. And bring Macha back.”
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BY SOME BLOODY MIRACLE, the bloody motorcycles were still where Rafael and Freyja had left them. “Just shut up, please!” he half whispered, half yelled at Freyja’s mom. “If you say you’re the wall one more time, I’m going to...” Fuck, he didn’t even know. All he knew was that Andromeda and the fucking military had Freyja, the bleeding mess of a bullet hole in his thigh made putting weight on his left leg near impossible, he had an erratic, traumatized person to take care of, and nothing about this was okay.

“I am the waaaaaaaaall,” she moaned mournfully.

After wrapping a bandage around his thigh and downing four ibuprofen, he grabbed a gadget from his saddlebag and scanned the bikes for bugs or trackers. “Make fun of me for ordering spy equipment, will you,” he muttered, trying to make a joke about Freyja’s disdain for his online shopping extravaganza. But his fear for what might be happening to her right now made everything just sad.

It felt so wrong to leave.

After removing a couple electronic whatsits from each bike, he debated leaving one Harley behind for if—when—Freyja escaped. Or should he take them both?

“The wall... the wall! I am the wall!!”

That solved it. The crazy woman was not driving. Fighting off the delirium of pain, he swung his injured leg over his bike and glared at the woman. At Freyja’s mom. Bryn.

Dammit. It wasn’t this woman’s fault. She’d been through something so awful he couldn’t comprehend it. He stared at the ground, reining in the irate bleakness of his worry until he could request with some kindness, “Come on, Bryn, please get on the bike.”

She stared back at the field, one arm out as if she could reach her daughter. He swallowed, feeling her pain.

“Bíum, bíum, bambaló,” she said in a singsongy voice.

He blinked at her. “That’s the first thing you’ve said other than ‘I am the wall,’ and I... have no idea what you mean. Get on the bike. I promise I’ll get her back.” And then he’d learn to transform more than two people at once, a skill that could’ve gotten them all out. Dammit, he was still too weak. “But I need you to get on the bike so we can get out. That’s what she—your daughter—told us to do.” And he’d done it. Not that he’d had a viable alternative other than attempting to physically force his partner off the premises while her mother screamed incoherently from a hole in the ground. “We have to trust her, okay? Let’s go. Please, Bryn.”

To his surprise, she got on behind him, and her stench of too long in a hole with no latrine made his eyes water and his stomach lurch. He turned the bike on and immediately jammed the accelerator, peeling them out with a rush of wind to his face, blowing the smell away. The adrenaline hit of the wind helped him focus on something other than the pain in his leg, bringing with it renewed determination. He had a job to do.

For a solid minute nothing happened, then the sound of the helicopter blades approached. He pushed the bike as fast as he could take it, and with the modifications he’d had done, the motorcycle was soon zipping so fast the land flashed by him. As Coyote, he could see and react to speeds he couldn’t handle without the godstone activated, and it only took a few minutes for the city lights to be in range and the helicopter blades to be left behind—even the fastest helicopters couldn’t keep up with a good motorcycle. He slowed his speed and turned south, to the seedier areas of town. He and Freyja were developing a helpful rep in those neighborhoods. People there were less likely to turn him in for the crime of using a godstone.

At a craphole motel, he pulled in and grabbed a small wad of cash. Bryn’s reek came back with a vengeance. “Stay with the motorcycle. Can you stay here? I’ll be right back.”

Once again, she sorta sang at him. “Bíum, bíum, bambaló og dillidillidó.” The look she shot him was so sad.

His heart hurt as powerfully as his leg. Twenty minutes ago he and Freyja had laughed as they’d raced across the grass, searching for a vision. And now the woman he loved was in danger, and he couldn’t do shit about it. Not yet. “I miss her too. I’m going to get a room so you can take a shower.” Did they need a doctor? Hopefully not. “What do you like to eat?”

“Wall.”

He ground his teeth. “’Kay. We’ll see if anyone delivers... wall.” He turned away, transforming his face from the masked Coyote to “third immigrant on the left” as he limped into the main office, doing his best to keep an eye on Bryn as he exchanged cash for a key from a disinterested clerk.

For no reason whatsoever, Bryn dashed for the road.

“No!” He snatched up the key, not even counting his change as he yelled back, “Gracias.”

Two minutes later he was carrying Bryn, Freyja’s bag of godstones, and a pack from his saddlebags into the room, holding his breath and wincing with every step as he just focused on not passing out. His pack he dropped in the room. The godstone bag and the crazy woman—two things he wasn’t about to let out of his sight—continued to the bathroom with him. “Shower. You need a”—he just stuck her, clothes and all, into the bathtub—“shower.” He turned the water on, and she screamed bloody murder.

As she splashed and fought against him, trying to get out—and, okay, the water wasn’t warm yet, he got that—he realized even though the crust of grime coating her was softening as the water pounded over her squirming body, this was not going to fucking work. The fancy-ass private school he’d grown up attending had not taught him how to deal with a situation like this.

“Bryn! Calm down. I’m trying to help!”

“I am the wall, I am the wall, Iamthewall IamthewallIamthewall.” The repeat became a whirlwind of half-whispered sound as she curled up and rocked, making him feel both monstrous and so damn helpless at the same time.

It was like she was trapped in her head. Confused. Scared.

And he was a moron with two powers—transformation and affecting people through music.

He dropped back onto his ass, stretched his injured leg out, tossed his stupid feathered headdress onto the floor, and spun his drum around. Then he took a deep breath and let Coyote’s magic gather and spill out in his voice as he kept basic time on the instrument.

Sleep sound, precious girl. I’ll keep watch through the night.

The world’s been closing in on us, but for now set down the fight.

Her muscles relaxed as her breathing slowed, and he continued singing as the water warmed up. Eventually, she quieted as her arms loosened around her knees, and she rocked in time to the song.

Moving slowly and continuing to sing, he grabbed the little bottle of shampoo and started working on her hair as best he could. It had matted so badly she was going to have to cut it—she effectively had three dreadlocks and a host of scraggly flyaways.

It was turning out to be blonde, though. Like Freyja’s.

He soaped up a washcloth. At his gentle insistence, she turned her face up to him, and he scrubbed her cheeks and forehead of untold weeks—months? Gods, years, maybe—of dirt.

What kind of person could do this to another?

She was so thin—he didn’t know a human could get that thin and live. Her outfit was a trashed T-shirt so faded he had no idea what it’d once said and jeans worn thin on one side and completely cut off on the other. They hung off her so badly he was shocked they didn’t fall right off her bony excuse for hips.

The song ended, and he debated if he should start it again or sing something else. “I have sweatpants in my bag. They have a drawstring, so you might be able to keep them on.”

“Bíum, bíum, bambaló og dillidillidó.”

She was singing, and he was finally calm enough himself to find the hint of melody interesting. “What song is that?”

“Bíum, bíum, bambaló og dillidillidó. I rock my girl slow, but outside a face watches at the window.”

“That’s creepy as shit. Is it a lullaby? Because those are frequently creepy as shit.” He tried copying what she’d sung, but her notes were practically nonexistent. He did the best he could.

She made a noise that almost sounded like a laugh, and then her face transformed into a smile. His breath caught.

This was Freyja’s mother all right. The resemblance was uncanny.

Except... hadn’t Bryn been her non-bio mother? Freyja had been born in prison to Sofia Messner, the infamous Ishtar conduit who’d murdered the vlogger who introduced the world to godstones.

Bryn started singing again, her words barely intelligible, but she grabbed the washcloth from his hand and began scrubbing her own legs.

“Good job,” he said, glad she was having a lucid moment. Since she was saner now, he leaned back against the wall, feeling lightheaded. He’d eaten an hour ago, but he needed more. She needed food too. “I’ll, uh, get you some dinner.” He wanted to feed her as much as she wanted of whatever she wanted, but that’d probably end up in a lot of vomiting. Broth and rice for her and juice for both of them. Those would be a good bet until she was on the road to recovery. Using a task app, he put in requests for the odd meal for her and a hamburger for him, extra money for fast delivery.

That done, he gave himself a minute to rest and just breathe, then looked up to check on his charge. Good lords, she was stripping. The sopping T-shirt slapped onto the floor, and she wobblingly stood up and shoved her pants down.

“Oh, uh...” His eyes jerked to the ceiling. Freyja’s naked mom. So embarrassing. “Can I, uh, trust you to shower without dying?” She’d been in a hole covered by a grate, which meant she’d survived rainfall. That meant she could handle showering by herself, right?

Who did this to another human? What went wrong in a person’s brain that let them stick another person in a hole and leave them there?

But Bryn seemed okay for the moment, so he’d give her privacy. He tried to push himself up to standing, yelped as his leg couldn’t handle even that, and then slid back to the ground. No, he had to get up. He was responsible for Bryn. And he had to make sure Freyja was all right. He couldn’t quit. He definitely couldn’t pass out.

Just breathe. Breathe. Okay... Pressing back against the wall, he used his good leg to shove himself upward.

“Wall, wall,” Bryn said.

“Yeah, wall. They can be helpful sometimes. Not yours. Yours pretty much just sucked, but this one’s helping.”

She made a bizarre huffing noise, and he risked a glance at her, keeping his gaze high. She was staring at his leg. Finally, she said, “Hut.”

He blinked, trying to suss that out. “Hurt! Yes, I got shot.”

She looked around the room, and her gaze stopped, riveted to Freyja’s bag, the one his partner had given him because it contained all the godstones.

“Wa-lu-I-am-hep.” Bryn launched her soaking, naked self at it.

“No!” He tried to grab her, but while her brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders, she was surprisingly mobile for a human who’d been stuck in a hole. He fell back down, landing hard on his thigh. Tears swam in his vision as pain shot through his entire body.

He was really going to pass out.

No. Don’t pass out. Don’t—

Bryn reached into the bag and somehow came out with—shit—a godstone and... a container of applesauce?

“No! No!” How could she get stuff out of Freyja’s bag when he couldn’t? Whenever he opened it, it was empty. Bryn had been Freyja before his Freyja, though, right? Did the bag still recognize her?

He swiped at her, trying to stop the crazy person from activating a godstone, but she hopped up onto the toilet and, using her own nails, drew blood on her forearm.

“No!” Panic gave him power, and he launched forward. No way he could contain an out-of-control conduit, not in his condition. He needed her to stay human if he was going to have any hope of dealing with her.

But his leg gave out from under him, and he landed again. Blackness floated into his vision from the right and left. He breathed in and out, trying to stay awake, as power ignited beside him.

Bryn had activated the godstone. Fuck it all, he was now in charge of an insane goddess.

Somebody knocked on the motel door as his phone buzzed, signaling the completion of an ordered task. Bryn, godpowered, turned toward the sound. Loose blonde and green dreadlocks flew behind her as she spun, looking suddenly very young. She snarled at the door.

“No,” Coyote tried to tell her. He had to... Blackness kept invading his vision. He was going to lose connection to his godstone. To his consciousness. “Nice people. Food...” He wasn’t sure if he managed to say it before passing out.
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IN A COLDLY SPARSE boardroom, Andromeda relaxed, looking fashionably out of place amid the men in uniform and three women wearing goddess masks and the insane costumes that came with them.

A man with gold maple-leaf pins on his shoulders glared at Ande, and Freyja couldn’t help feeling that for all the differences they’d had lately, she was part of Team Ande.

“So, you’re not going to tell me who this girl is?”

“No. She’s been approved by the magistrates, and that’s all you need to know.”

The man leaned over the desk, getting in Ande’s face. The woman didn’t flinch. “That’s not good enough.”

Ande lifted her smooth brow. “Go blow smoke up someone else’s ass. I’m not interested.”

“You’re not leaving here without—”

“Goodness, Major, do you actually think you can stop me? Freyja, Nemain, and Badb Catha—if she knows what’s good for her—will blast out of here with the full wrath of the goddesses. And then who will save your precious weapon from Ereshkigal’s hospitality? No one. Macha will be stuck in Kur for eternity. Believe me when I say the magistrates couldn’t give a rat’s ass about securing your border, so you were lucky with that one.”

The major sneered. “Globalists.”

“Yes, oddly enough, a society that maintains rosters of Pagan deities from around the globe thinks globally.” She sat up a little straighter. “For now, you help us, we help you. But if you think you are in charge in this relationship, you have another thing coming.”

The officer looked like he’d about boil over, but then a man came in and handed him a note. After skimming it, the major smiled. “No matter. You acquired her through the state foster system. Did you think her identity would be hard to figure out?”

He turned to Giselle. “Miss Traxie Mackotsey—or however you pronounce that—you’ve been a bad girl.”

Giselle turned to her mentor, her own brow raised.

Ande shrugged. “Ţ’rak’ze mak’otse. It’s hilarious if you speak Georgian.”

“What?” the officer said, turning back to Ande, a trace of doubt in his expression.

“It means kiss my ass. You think I can’t forge a document in the ineptest system in your government? I never had children—squirrelly little menaces that ruin your life—but even I know to treat them better than the disaster I pulled her out of. You should be ashamed.” She stood up, her calm demeanor shifting to something far more intimidating. “Now. Freyja will go to the underworld to retrieve Macha, and afterward you will release her into my custody, maintaining the alliance between us. Or the goddesses and I will leave now, and heaven help your base if anyone impedes our exit.”

“This is bullshit!” the man yelled at her.

Ande didn’t flinch. “My daughter will sleep at my home tonight to rejuvenate her powers. She’ll leave for Kur in the morning.”

Feeling significantly less intimidated, Giselle decided to take a play from Ande’s book and go ballsy. “I have somewhere to be in the morning. It’ll have to wait.” Not that she had any desire to—oh gods—travel to the afterlife. Last week Ande had barely trusted her to swipe a godstone from a near empty room in the university library—a task she’d failed at pretty spectacularly. Now her old mentor thought Giselle could storm the underworld?

Ande actually grinned. “It won’t matter, young thing, time—”

“Shut up! You are not part of this,” the man spit at Giselle.

Giselle’s temper flared at his imperiousness. “I am if I’m the one going.”

Andromeda straightened to her full height, hands on her hips and feet spread like a man. “Freyja will attend to her business in the morning and then help you out by rescuing a woman she defeated after she’s done whatever needs doing in her morning.”

It took less than five minutes after that for Giselle to find herself in the passenger seat of Andromeda’s Tesla with an angry but pensive Andromeda. She had dozens of questions. Who were the magistrates? What exactly did Ande do for the government? Who was the new Nemain? But only one question really mattered.

“So you really think I can do this, infiltrate Kur and retrieve Macha?” Ande had seemed so consummately confident in her discussions with the officer.

Ande wouldn’t look at her as she put the car in gear. “I think you’re going to die. But it’s the best I could do.”
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ONE MOMENT RAFAEL WAS on the questionably cleaned bathroom tile. The next—or at least it seemed so to him—he was on a bed with something cold and mushy pressed against his mouth. Pain throbbed through him like nobody’s business, but he forced his eyes open. Bryn, in a green goddess mask, pushed a spoonful of something at him, her blue eyes wide and wild but concerned.

“Eat,” she said carefully, like words were hard.

The spoon landed against his lips again, and he smelled applesauce. “You need to eat,” he said—or tried to say. The moment his mouth opened, the spoon full of sweet mush was shoved in.

“I ate,” she said—still so cautious with language. “Soup was good.”

To make her happy he swallowed the spoonful of applesauce, wondering what the hell was going on in her frenzied brain. It tasted surprisingly good for something that had been stuck in a bag of holding for an unknown number of years—the right amount of sweet and tart. Immediately, Bryn stuck another spoonful at him. “You must eat it all for the magic to work.”

The second spoonful turned sour in his mouth. “Magic,” he said around the food. “You’re casting a spell on me?” He managed to sit up, and his head pounded. He looked down and realized he was himself—Rafael Marquez, famous person—and that did not help his growing concerns about how to handle Bryn. If she told anyone who he was... the scandal would be enormous.

She gave him a creaky smile. She was still too thin and her eyes too sad, but as a goddess, she looked youthful—she could be Freyja’s sister, they looked so much alike—and had a healthy glow. “Idunn’s apples are her magic.”

He couldn’t tell if she’d said Idunn—ee-dune—or Ithun—ee-thune—or maybe something in the middle. Probably a language thing. She also didn’t seem to have any spark of recognition when she looked at him.

Then again, she’d disappeared over a decade ago, long before Rage Riot came onto the scene. She might have never seen him before, and that would be damn lucky. For him. Not her. Nothing that had happened to her was lucky.

“Eat, eat. For your leg.”

He swallowed the applesauce. “My leg? Are you a healing goddess?”

She nodded. “Healing apples make you better.”

Sitting up a little more, he awkwardly reached for the container. “Can I feed myself? Will it still work?”

She gave it to him, then ran her hand over his brow in a motherly way. “You work with... my daughter?”

He shoved the “healing apples” into his face and tried to keep any romantic yearning from his expression and voice while he talked to Freyja’s mom. “Yeah. We’re partners.”

She continued to study him as he ate, as if trying to divine more of what was happening. He didn’t know how to explain it in a way that didn’t sound crazy. I met your daughter last week and now I’d walk through hell for her seemed a wee bit dramatic, even if it was true.

“Does she know your face?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know hers either. Or names. We’re just Freyja and Coyote. Huehuecoyotl, actually, but she calls me Coyote.” He scraped the last of the applesauce into his mouth, and the respite came quickly—no painful knitting together, just a warm rush of relief from his head to his leg that made the tense muscles in his jaw relax back into their regularly scheduled moderate clench. “Don’t tell her about me, okay? Please.”

That made Bryn chuckle, and she sat back on the edge of the bed from whence she’d been ministering to him. “Tell her what? That you’re pretty, for a man? I don’t know anything else about you.”

“You can tell her that if you want.” Feeling worried but otherwise infinitely better, he tossed the container into a nearby trash bin, then gave her an unabashed grin. “In fact, please tell her that.” So much for not betraying his affection.

She laughed harder and reached for a bag of food, holding it like it would bite her. “Here. I believe this is for you. I can’t stomach it. The smell...” She stood and went to the kitchen, where she poured herself more water.

“How are you feeling?” he asked as he dug into the burger, starving.

“Better,” she said, her voice sad. “Channeling a healer helps. I’m afraid I’ll be less coherent again after Idunn’s gone.”

He checked his phone, hoping Freyja had contacted them. Nothing. “How long was I out?”

“Only a few minutes.” She frowned. “How long was I out? I’m not even sure what year it is. How old is—my daughter?” She hesitated, as if remembering not to say her name.

Coyote tried to shut down the hope that she’d forget and use it. He liked Freyja not knowing he was famous, but he desperately wanted to know who she was. They’d agreed not to figure it out, though, and he was trying to be good. “I’m not sure, but I’d guess twenty.”

She shook her head, pain crinkling up her face. “Oh, gods, I missed... everything.”

“And we should probably go get her,” he added, sliding out of bed and testing his leg. It wasn’t a hundred percent, but it didn’t feel like he’d just gotten shot either.

“Trust her. I know waiting is a terrible thing—I know more than most, at this point. But Freyja is a powerful goddess to channel. You told me this was her idea. Give her a chance to enact her plan. If she’s at the base, we’re more likely to cause complications through our return than help.” She grabbed Freyja’s bag off the table and reached in. “Have you done a good job protecting this? I see my daughter was smart enough to give it to you before being taken.”

Every time she said my daughter it sounded like a prayer, and with all the shit Freyja had been through growing up, it made him happy. “She just found it a couple days ago at her grandparents.”

Concern ran over Bryn’s face. “Which...?”

“The... Messners, I guess? Sofia’s parents. She wasn’t real happy about going there.”

With a glower, she dug into the bag like she was checking the contents, then stopped with a rough exhalation. “The Jacksons. Sofia’s mother married an asshole. Never met her bio father. Sofia didn’t, I mean. Obviously, then, I didn’t. Did our daughter live with them?” The word them came out like a curse.

“No. Foster care.”

Bryn’s fist went to her mouth as her eyes closed in sorrow. “My girl...”

Rafael finished his burger and went to where she’d sat at the table, crouching next to her. “She’s so strong, ma’am. You wouldn’t believe how strong. She’s kind and has an amazing sense of humor. She helps people. And I help her.” And he was babbling in what had started as comforting Bryn and ended as a love letter. He needed to shut up.

Bryn nodded, fist still jammed against her mouth as tears squeezed out of her eyes and down her face. “I can’t... I can’t think about that now.” Probably because she was barely hanging on to sanity as it was.

Change the subject. Give her something to do. “She’s missing a lot of Freyja’s things; I don’t know if that’s something you can help with. We plan to look for them.”

She shook her head. “Sofia was quite unhappy with me when I wouldn’t let her see our girl. You can hide from men, but you can’t hide from the gods.” The stockpiled godstones spilled across the table when she tipped the pouch over, and once again he marveled that it opened for her. If somebody else had his godstone, would he still be able to use the drum?

He grimaced at the thought of losing Huehue.

She stirred through the stones. “These are the ones who came after us.”

Speaking of losing one’s godstone... He stood and leaned over the table, looking down at the stones in a new light. “You beat every one of these conduits, protecting your daughter?” His mouth went dry at the thought of all that danger to Freyja—his Freyja.

She nodded, and her voice got soft. “When I turned Sofia in, I was seen as a betrayer to our cause. Everyone wanted me dead and J—ah, my daughter—as a prize, the child of the martyr.” She blew out a slow breath. “Eventually I lost.”

Jessica? Jennifer? Jacyln? J names spun through his head before he could stop himself. Was that what Bryn had been about to say? Freyja’s name? He rubbed his face and took a seat, trying to keep his promise to not figure it out. There must be twenty godstones on the table; he focused on that. “You beat a lot of conduits.” Bryn was good.

“She is excellent motivation to win.”

“She is,” he readily agreed. What kind of a life would Freyja have had with this woman instead of growing up as she had? It hurt to think about all the needless suffering she’d endured—that she and her mother had both endured. “You’ve got me now. I know I’m not much—yet—but we’ll look out for her together.” He turned a longing gaze toward the door, anxious to make sure Freyja was safe.

A rattling sound make him look back. Bryn was shaking some things in a bag, then threw them out. Runes, but a different set than Freyja had used.

His face heated at the memory of Freyja tossing runes... and what had happened next.

Bryn muttered over the throw, which looked a lot more random than Freyja’s bizarre single-rune response. After tapping a few stones, she looked up at him. “We wait until morning. She’ll get a message to us then.”

“You can tell from...” He looked skeptically at the random carvings on the rocks.

She nodded a confident affirmation. “Going tonight would do no good whatsoever—probably make things worse. She’s not at the base.”

“Where is she?” Literally, how could she tell that from some carved pebbles? His nerves came crashing back. He should be saving his partner, not hanging out in a motel room looking at rocks.

Bryn shrugged. “I don’t know. Just that she’s not there.”

“You seem really calm, considering it’s your daughter—”

The look Bryn shot him was startlingly decisive. “Listen, boy, I’ve been panicking about the fate of my daughter for possibly longer than you’ve had teeth. She’s alive. Do you know what an incredible relief that is? She’s clever. She’s got Freyja. She’ll survive the night. I’ll not make the situation worse by trying to fix a problem that she has handled.”

“And if she doesn’t have it handled?”

Bryn nodded. “She has until noon tomorrow to get in touch with us. Then we take action. In the meantime, try to act as normal as possible. If you have a job or classes or whatever it is you do with your life on a Monday morning, do it. You’ll not remain hidden long if you break your schedule every time there’s an emergency; this life is one long series of emergencies.” The look she shot him was practically wizened with knowledge gained the hard way. “What Huehuecoyotl does is risky enough—don’t take extra risks. Relentlessly make sure everyone sees you do what they always see you do. And trust your partner absolute—” Her voice cracked, and she looked away, eyes suddenly tearing up. “Well, you can trust yours, anyway.”

As she looked down, getting her expression back under control, he was dying to ask her what really happened. But that was a question for Freyja to ask her mother, not him. Tomorrow, hopefully, they’d find out together.

Bryn stood and moved restlessly about. “It’s been so long since I’ve done this, and keeping sanity is a constant power siphon.” She stared at the other bed, the one he hadn’t been unconscious on. “I wonder what it’ll be like to lie down.” She walked to it and fingered the threadbare duvet.

His memory kicked back to the hole, barely big enough to squat in, where they’d found her. Shit. “Sorry it’s not nicer for your first day back.”

“I haven’t seen such luxury in years.” Her face crunched. “I think. I don’t remember...” She pulled the sheet back carefully and sat down, then lay down, covering herself up slowly. Each motion was deliberate, like testing out a new piano, feeling how familiar and yet new it was all at once. Tucked in, knees up in the fetal position, she turned the pillow sideways and held it like a lover.

Did Freyja sleep the same way? It was going to be a long night worrying about her. About both of them.

“Coyote? Is it all right if I call you that since... since Freyja does? I can say your full name if you prefer.”

“No, either’s fine. I’m used to Coyote.” She didn’t know he’d only been doing this a week. Maybe he’d let her believe he had some clue what he was doing.

The look Bryn gave him was so raw it hurt. “Tell me about my daughter? I have so many questions, I don’t know where to start. So just tell me something. Please? I think maybe then I could sleep.” With that request, her godpower gave out and she returned to herself. Her face aged and thinned as her hair became a matted chaos the shower couldn’t fix. “Bíum, bíum, bambaló og dillidillidó. I rock my girl slow.” At least this time she sang it gently.

He lay on the other bed and pulled his phone out, and it didn’t take long to figure out that she was singing an Icelandic lullaby. He played it. “This what you sang to your daughter?”

She smiled and kept singing softly, letting the phone do most of the music. It was a pretty song.

“Think one of these days you can teach me the translation? I only see it in Icelandic.”

He couldn’t tell if the nod she gave him was an assent or merely nodding somewhere in the vicinity of the beat. As the haunting melody played, he took a breath and tried to answer her question. “Your daughter—Freyja—is the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. She makes me want to be a better man.”

Bryn’s hand reached across the gap between the beds, and she sang, “I rock my girl slow.”

Rafael took her hand, and she squeezed his fingers. It was going to be a long night worrying about Freyja in a shitty motel with her mother. But as long as his partner was okay in the morning, he could handle anything. “The first time I saw Freyja was in a homeless shelter,” he started, ready to talk until the woman fell asleep.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5


[image: image]


GISELLE HAD SPENT HALF the night cramming into her brain all the knowledge she could about Kur, its ruler Ereshkigal, and the many denizens of the Sumerian underworld, all the while trying not to think about Coyote and her mother—her mother, who was not dead—and how they were doing. Those thoughts would just drive her crazy when she needed to survive her task. A little after midnight, Ande had ordered her to bed with a cup of tea.

She had no idea what was in that tea, but it must’ve been something special because she’d fallen asleep easily and stayed that way until her alarm had brought her back to reality with a heart-pounding jolt.

Ande pulled up as close to her English class as they could get and kept the motor running. Before Giselle got out, though, she spoke for the first time since grouchily marching her to the car. “Assume you’re being watched and don’t do anything stupid.”

“Did they follow us? They must know who I am, then.” Giselle swallowed, unsure how the government knowing her identity would change things.

But Ande scoffed. “They tried to.” Her tone said they’d failed. Finally, she looked at Giselle, making steady eye contact. Despite the constancy of her gaze, Giselle had never seen her look more out of sorts. “World militaries have grown strong enough that it’s better to ally than fight. We don’t control them, they don’t control us, and usually we can find a way to work together for the common good.”

“And by we you mean the magistrates?”

“Yes.” Ande sighed heavily and changed the subject. “I understand why you left with him. Believe it or not, I was young once, and I still remember—somewhat.” Her eyes narrowed. “And when I call you young, I mean responsible for yourself and no one else. Unlike you, when I fail, other people suffer for it. I don’t have the luxury of taking risks like you do.”

Put like that... Giselle nodded. “I’m still going back to him when this is over. We’re a team.”

“So who is he?” Ande failed utterly at looking casual, and Giselle managed not to roll her eyes.

“I still don’t know. We agreed not to try and figure it out.”

“I’m going to figure it out.”

“Okay, but don’t tell me.”

Ande harrumphed. “Go to class, you little twit. I’ll see you in an hour.”

Giselle had never been called a twit with that much affection before, and she exited the car feeling a little lighter than she had all morning.

The hope didn’t last the hundred yards it took to walk to the building, where Rawan, her roommate and friend, waited for her with an eager smile. “So, two nights? Do tell!” She frowned. “You don’t look happy.”

Rawan knew her secret, which made part one of the half-cocked plan Giselle had cobbled together possible. “I need you to get a message to—”

She was cut off when somebody bumped into her, spilling coffee down her shirt. Irritation didn’t have a chance to take hold, though, when she saw who it was.

“Shit. I’m... uh...” Rafael, in sunglasses and a just-rolled-out-of-bed sort of look, backed up and looked her up and down. “Glendabelle, you’re here.” He almost sounded surprised.

She couldn’t help a smile at their inside joke. She had an inside joke with Rafael Marquez! Even thoughts of Kur couldn’t dim the awesomeness of that. “It’s English. Why wouldn’t I be? Oh, gods.” Embarrassment made her face hot as the other major event of the weekend rushed back. She’d admitted to Rafael exactly how much his music had helped her when she hadn’t been doing so well a couple years back. “That thing I told you. You don’t need to worry about it. I’m not, like, uh...” Not still dangerously depressed.

“Huh? Oh! No! No, I wasn’t... uh...” He was super out of it—worse than he’d been on Saturday night. “I got coffee all over your shirt. I’m really sorry.” With a napkin he patted at the brown on her shoulder, and she blushed harder—but this time because he was touching her. Tingles erupted all over her skin from the clumsy contact. Rafael’s coffee was on her shirt. That was so cool. Okay, yeah, it wasn’t cool in the sense of being actually cool, but it was cool to her because she was just barely on the acceptable side of the crazy-stalker-fan line. She knew it was nuts, and she didn’t care.

“It’s okay.” She tried to make a joke. “I didn’t get coffee this morning and was thinking I wanted some, so... tada!”

“No coffee? That’s a terrible way to live.” He took two swigs, then presented the extra-large Starbucks cup to her. “Take my latte because I dumped some on your shirt.”

“You don’t have to, uh...” It smelled really good. He was so sweet!

“Go on; it’s not even my first one this morning.”

Ande only had tea at her house—the nutter. Coffee was, like, a fundamental American right or something. And he had dumped the coffee on her shirt. And she was going to battle demons in an underworld this afternoon—this could be her last cup of coffee. She took it. “Thanks.” She turned the cup to face her and put her lips where Rafael Marquez’s had been. Right on his coffee cup. Almost like they were kissing, but through the cup intermediary.

Holy crap, she was insane when it came to him.

He smiled at her, his tired eyes lighting up and his jawline covered with the perfect amount of lazy stubble, and the world looked lovely. The drink had a sweet and nutty flavor to it and tasted like bliss. Maybe if she could kiss him right now, she could march into Kur and be ready for whatever came.

“I’m glad you’re, uh, here,” he said.

“Are you hungover?” She slapped her hand over her mouth. What kind of question was that? He’d been stoned on Saturday night, but this was Monday. He was a rock star, though, so...

He blinked at her, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. A friend suggested hair of the dog yesterday. Always seems like a good idea at the time. Never actually is.”

“Are you three coming to class?”

Giselle nearly spit out latte as the professor breezed by them, heading toward the classroom with a scowl. She’d been pretty judgmental with Rafael, in Giselle’s opinion.

Rafael winced, apparently thinking the same thing. “English is my good class. I’m going to fail out of college.” He turned toward the door, and the three of them started walking. “I need new friends. Studious ones.”

“I can help you with math.” Or... she could if she didn’t die in the underworld this afternoon.

He gave her a half smile. “I can pay you for tutoring.”

She shrugged and took a risk. “Friends don’t charge.”

He stopped just outside the door, and his expression turned serious as he rubbed the back of his neck thoughtfully. “I’m not hungover; that’s just easy to say and people believe it. I’m worried about a friend, and I barely slept last night. I’m trying not to be that guy anymore—the one on one big party.” His nose wrinkled, then he yawned. “I don’t care what most people think—people seem to like living vicariously through my stupidity, so, whatever, let them.” His beautiful brown eyes captured her with the dramatic sweep of his best melodies, making her feel lost and floating and desperately in need of a deep breath. “But I would like for you to think better of me than that.”

He cared what she thought? A manic-fan part of her crumbled a little under his admission, transforming into a more grounded feeling. Like maybe they really could be friends, the kind of relationship that meant something, instead of the fantasy she’d spent years building in her head with no understanding of the real man behind the music. What a weird miracle that would be for a girl who’d grown up without a home or mooring. “What happened?” she asked, trying to be sympathetic.

His brow wrinkled as he looked away from her. “Lance, our bassist.” Giselle nodded, unsurprised. Rumor had it that while Rafael was trying to clean up his act, the bassist for Rage Riot was partying dangerously hardcore. “He’s been my friend for a long time. It’s hard to know when to step in.”

“I’m so sorry.”

They got into the classroom, and he rubbed her shoulder—the one with the coffee—then frowned and wiped that hand on his jeans. “I’ll get you a new shirt.” He started to head his way around the classroom to the seat he always sat in.

“Don’t. This was five dollars at Goodwill,” she announced, then headed the opposite way, realizing she’d just announced her shopping habits to a class full of designer purses. Great.

Rafael turned back with a tired smile that somehow managed to be a tad impish. “Then I’ll spend five dollars or less.”

The professor cleared her throat, and Rawan yanked Giselle down into her seat. As the prof began, Giselle looked across the giant horseshoe-shaped table arrangement to where Rafael sat. Beside him, Mia, a fashionista who seemed to have proclaimed herself his campus bodyguard, was scribbling furiously on the notepad they kept between them during class, a concerned wrinkle marring her beautiful face.

Rafael just gave her a little wave as if nothing was wrong, wrote down one word, and turned his attention to the professor. Mia relaxed at whatever it was he’d written, shook her head like he was a naughty kid, and turned her own attention to class.

He’d told Mia he was hungover—the same easy lie he’d initially told her—Giselle was sure of it. But then, unlike Mia, he’d told Giselle the truth. Like they were really becoming friends. Don’t die today. Don’t die...

Under the table, Rawan jabbed her in the leg with her pen. Giselle gave her friend a what-the-fuck look and mouthed, “That hurt.”

The pen tapped against the notepad Rawan had put between them—not their normal practice. On it was written, “Message?”

“To my partner,” Giselle wrote back, underlining my partner. Rawan started to write something else, but Giselle dropped a note in her lap that she’d already prepared. Then she wrote on the notepad, “Please delete that phone number after calling. I’m not supposed to give it out.”

Rawan gave her a sense of wonder that was just starting to look concerned, and scribbled, “Notes and secret phone numbers? I feel like a spy. Is everything okay?”

Giselle nodded, but for some reason she couldn’t fake equanimity for her roommate and her expression crumbled. She shook her head and wrote. “Just, please, read him the note. And check on my mom for me.”

Rawan blinked at the notebook, blinked at Giselle, her expression going pale, then wrote, “Your mom?”
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Chapter 6
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GLENDABELLE HAD BEEN in class. In Rafael’s exhaustion, a belief he hadn’t realized he’d developed had rattled to the forefront when he’d accidentally dumped his coffee all over his classmate. Some part of him had assumed that Giselle Ryder wouldn’t be in English because she was in an army base. Her presence had so startled him he’d almost said something stupid, like, “How did you get out?”

But clearly his subconscious was an idiot because Freyja would’ve been unavailable for English this morning, obliterating that burgeoning theory. And wasn’t it the height of arrogance to assume one of his long-term fans was the alter ego of the woman he was in love with—that in reality she was as devoted to him as he was to her.

That winning her would be easy.

He closed his eyes, and the memory of Freyja’s kiss pressed heavily on him. She’d just done it to get close enough to him to pass off the bag of godstones, preventing them from falling into the military’s hands. But damn, it’d been sweet. Thinking Giselle could be Freyja was a cocktail crafted out of stress and wishful thinking.

The green outside their classroom was crowded as he hurried toward his car, worried about both Freyja and her mother. He’d left the godstones at the motel with a sleeping Bryn—which, this morning, on two hours of crappy sleep and no coffee, had seemed perfectly reasonable, seeing as they were actually hers. About fifteen minutes into English, it’d dawned on him that might’ve been a serious error in judgment.

His cell phone rang, and he nearly dropped it in his haste to check who it was. An unknown number came up. Adrenaline shocked the remaining haze away, and he sprinted the rest of the way to his car. As he slid in he answered, “Freyja?” then realized what a dumbass move that was. What if his manager was calling from a different phone?

“Coyote?” He didn’t recognize the voice, but the woman’s frustrated worry came through loud and clear.

“Who is this?” Had Freyja given out his number? Normally he’d be pissed—for obvious reasons, he strictly controlled who had his personal cell number. But if it was the only way she could get a message to him...

“A friend of a mutual friend.”

“Is she okay? Have you heard from her? Who is this?” In his desperation he was spitting questions like a faucet. Slow your roll, Marquez.

“Uh, she’s fine at the moment. She gave me this number to contact you.” The voice hesitated for a moment. “Call me Sekhmet.”

Surprise made him straighten up. “Freyja knows another conduit?” Which... why wouldn’t she? He’d assumed it was the two of them against the world, but she’d been a conduit for longer than he had. Had she been working with a different partner before he came along, despite her protests that conduits worked alone? 

He tamped down the uncomfortable amount of jealousy that brought up. The more the merrier, as far as he was concerned. If two was good, three was better.

Unless Freyja was dating Sekhmet. Sure, she’d said she didn’t have a boyfriend, but was that splitting hairs? And if so, why wasn’t her girlfriend taking care of Bryn? 

He smacked his forehead, trying to get his insane inner monologue to quiet. Freyja wasn’t anything like Estelle, who’d cheated on him for a better contract—and tried to justify it as a business decision. Freyja wasn’t even his girlfriend. He had no right to act out of jealousy just because he wanted her.

“Uhh...” was Sekhmet’s response, like she didn’t want to lie but wasn’t happy with the truth. “No, I’m not a conduit.”

“Wait. Are you the one who got a car into the YMCA gymnasium?”

“Yeah. That was me.”

So she had some kind of magic. He’d deal with that later. Along with his crazy jealousy. Only one thing was important right now. “Where is Freyja? What’s going on?”

A sigh. “She gave me a message to give you, and I don’t really understand it. But it does not give me a good feeling.”

He swallowed the lump of fear that was forming. If she was okay now, he still had a chance to keep her okay. “What’s the message?”

The woman—sure, he’d call her Sekhmet—cleared her throat. “‘Retrieving M.’”

“What?” Angry fear made him sit upright. “M” had to be Macha, which meant Freyja was heading to the underworld. An underworld? Irritation made his muscles tight. Why would she attempt such a stupid thing? They’d talked about this. But maybe that was what she had to do to get released.

Which meant that Macha, the murderous conduit setting border towns on fire, was working for the government. Giant fucking shock. Or not.

“I take it you know what that means,” Sekhmet said.

“Where am I supposed to meet her?”

“Uh, nowhere? It just says, ‘Be back this afternoon. If not, please check the book for help.’”

Fury rolled through him—fury at Andromeda, at the military, but mostly at Freyja for agreeing to this stupid-ass idea without bringing him in. Partners. She’d said they were partners. “Oh, fuck no. Is that all she said?”

“Uh... ‘Trust my friend who’s giving you this. She has the pages’—she means the conduit book pages; I’m translating them.” Rafael wrinkled his nose. He’d said he’d get that done and hadn’t had a chance. “Next she gives a phone number for ‘S from our list’ and then says, and I quote, ‘I can’t thank you enough for what you did. Please keep her safe no matter what.’ Is that her mother? She said something to me about her mother. I thought her mothers were dead. I’m really confused and really worried.”

He pressed his forehead, trying to contain his terrified anger at her stupidity. If she legit thought there was a way in the Book of Conduits to retrieve someone from Kur, then why wasn’t she starting with that?

Because they didn’t have it translated—didn’t even have most of the pages—and didn’t know if there was a god who could yank people from the underworld, and, if there was, if they had that godstone in their stockpile. Too many didn’ts and ifs, and she didn’t have time. It would take months to figure all that shit out, and they could still come out with nothing.

No, that was not going to work for him. He’d told her rescuing Macha was above their ability, and he still believed that. But there was strength in numbers. “How good a friend are you?”

“She’s in a lot of trouble, isn’t she?” The woman sounded about to cry.

“Yeah. And helping her out’s going to be seriously fucking dangerous.”

“I’m just a person,” she said quietly.

He started his car. “I can change that.”
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RAFAEL DASHED FOR THE motel room, a million thoughts spinning through his mind. First, he had to see if he could break into Giselle’s phone and call that bitch Andromeda. But as soon as he opened the door he froze.

Smoke hung hazily throughout a room that had been completely trashed. In the middle of it, Bryn—he assumed—stood literally inside a bonfire, channeling... somebody.

With a white Aztec skirt and feathery headdress, he’d have said her costume resembled his, if instead of a happy-go-lucky bard he was the psycho lord of hell. The lower half of her face was painted black, while the upper was covered by a flame-red mask. A dead bird hung in front of her forehead among turquoise beads. Her ears were gauged with bone-carved snakes spitting fire, and in case that wasn’t enough fire snake, an actual flaming snake glared at him from over her shoulder, where it appeared to be holstered to her back.

“What did you do?” he yelled at her, irritated as all hell as he grabbed wadded and slashed sheets to start smothering the flames—and it came to him. “Xiuhtecuhtli?” She-uh-teh-coot-lee—Freyja was right that Aztec names were next level. He wasn’t sure how he knew Bryn was channeling the Aztec god of fire while he was still Rafael, but that was who she was. “Are you crazed?” Poor choice of words. “This room is a mess! Bring back Idunn!”

The snake lunged at him, and he jerked backward in reflex. If he hadn’t been on his knees pounding out the fire, he’d have had a snake to the face.

He pointed a finger at the snake. “We are from the same pantheon; you do not scare me.” Maybe it scared him a little. And he wasn’t currently channeling Huehue. “Where’s Freyja’s phone?” Freyja had kept it in her pouch, and last night Idunn had pulled it out—along with half the other contents. Which were now scattered around the disaster of a floor. “We have company coming, and you are not introducing yourself like this.” He inched around the room, looking for something recognizable in the shamble it’d become. “Fuck.”

Lance and Lyssa had trashed a room once—they’d declared it their beholden duty as rock stars. Rafael had headed out with a woman before too much havoc had been wreaked, but he’d gotten an earful from Trevor, their manager, about reining in his bandmates, along with a good look at the bill. It wasn’t long after that he’d decided to clean up his shit.

At least a cheap motel bill couldn’t be quite as horrible as what his sister and best friend had racked up. Or it wouldn’t be if the whole damn motel didn’t go up in flames.

“Freyja,” she said slowly, voice smoky.

“She’s going to Kur. We’re going to help her. Or I am. With Sekhmet.”

“I go.”

“You made a mess,” he announced, finally getting the last of the fire out.

“Cold,” she said, like that explained everything.

He glared at her as he got up and went to the untouched air conditioner to turn up the temperature. “You change the thermostat. You don’t use the furniture for kindling.”

There—he snatched up the phone. Huehuecoyotl could transmogrify, and not just into animals and insects—into people. He cut his forearm on the stone’s sharp edge, channeling the god, and immediately thought of Freyja’s face—her wide-set eyes, sharp nose, and the faint laugh lines at the corners of her mouth.

Bryn-as-Xiuhtecuhtli screamed, and he ignored her. He opened his eyes to see Freyja’s face staring back at him from the black of her phone’s screen, and he crossed then uncrossed his fingers, hoping he could fool facial recognition.

It worked. Rolling his tense shoulders back, he shifted back to Coyote as he scrolled through her contacts. When he found Ande, he typed out a message.

Bryn screamed again, and he turned back to her. “Bring back Idunn. You’re not a help to me this way, and we need to help Freyja. Your daughter. Bíum, bíum.”

The snake hissed at him, and someone knocked at the door. Bryn turned her hand over. A ball of flames appeared in it.

“Don’t set anyone on fire. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.” He turned to the door. “Who is it?” Because if it was the motel owner, no amount of money was covering this shit up, and he had more important things to do right now than deal with the cops.

“Sekhmet.”

He gave Bryn a quelling look. “She’s going to help get Freyja. Don’t set her on fire.” He opened the door. “Come in.”

A woman entered in a black wrap that covered her head and nearly dragged on the floor. The top had been pulled low to overshadow her eyes, and she held it closed next to her nose so that he could barely see any of her. Something about it reminded him of a woman practicing religious veiling—she held it naturally, not like someone who was trying to hide. Sekhmet paused on entering the room and looked about. “Problems?”

“You noticed?” The snake hissed, and Rafael shot it a dirty look. “Can you get your xiuhcoatl under control?”

Sekhmet’s voice was dry with nervous humor as she said, “I’m going out on a limb to guess you haven’t had a chance to pick a stone for me yet.”

“No. I came back to find the motel room looking like this. Neat, huh? I’m Coyote, by the way. Good to meet you. Please excuse the mess.” He held a hand out toward Bryn. “She’s traumatized—badly. Really fucking bad shit happened. But between getting shot and Freyja gallivanting off to the underworld, I’m not at peak sympathy mode at the moment.”

Freyja’s phone dinged, and he checked the message, surprised that woman had actually bothered to text back. All it said was, Jashak salt dome. Midnight.

He took a deep breath. “Jashak salt dome.” He pulled out his own phone to look that up.

Sekhmet chimed in, sounding surprised, “Is that where she is?”

“We’re supposed to be there at midnight. Hopefully she’ll be there too. Or it’s a trap. I need to figure out where it is.”

“Southern Iran, close to the Persian Gulf. I’ve been there, on a visit to my aunt in Shiraz; we took a side trip.”

“Iran?” He leaned back against the wall, fear rising in his chest. “Shit. I can get us there, but by midnight tonight? That’s...” He could charter a direct flight—painfully expensive, even for him—but that would still be cutting it close. And that was even assuming the Iranian government allowed them to land.

“Unless she means midnight in Iran, which is”—she pulled a phone out of somewhere in the black veil—“three thirty our time. That gives us about five hours.”

He banged his head back against the wall. If they got on a jet right now they’d be way too late. “Can you get us there like you got Freyja to the gym? Or does your magic work that far?”

The woman shrank in on herself. “Yeah, I can do it.” She looked scared.

He softened his tone. “You don’t have to come—just get me there. Storming the gates of the Sumerian afterlife wasn’t on my schedule for tonight either.” He took a slow, shaky breath and gave her a serious look. “However, the more of us there are, the better chance we’ve got.”

“Or the more of us who will die.”

“Yup,” he said, lightly as he could. He frowned at Bryn, wondering if she’d be more of a help or a hindrance. Regardless, he needed to get the lava god with a fire serpent out of her.

“You’re really walking through hell for her,” Sekhmet said with a tone of awe.

He blinked at the stark way she put it. “Kur. It’s an underworld, not actually, uh, hell hell.” He tamped down the squirming discomfort. “Or, I hope not, anyway.”

Another knock at the door turned his attention from that dreary thought. He gave Sekhmet a questioning look. She walked to the door and checked the peephole, then her shoulders relaxed. “I called S, the other number she left. His name is Shawn, and he’s bringing the book.”

Rafael motioned for her to let the man in. He’d never met Shawn Hudson, but Freyja had taken photographs of entries from his copy of the Book of Conduits. He’d agreed to give Freyja the book if she found him the godstone of Osoosi, a Yoruban hunter god. Rafael had no idea which godstones Bryn had collected—and she didn’t seem to know anymore, either—so it was entirely possible they already had it in the stack that was... He looked around the floor. Where had the godstones ended up?

Fuck this mess...

Sekhmet opened the door, and a slender man in a polo shirt entered, eyes widening with nerves as he looked around. “Oh... my.”

“Get in or get out and shut the door,” Rafael barked at him. He rubbed his aching forehead. “You’re safe here. Probably. She’s not doing so well.” He pointed at Bryn-as-Xiuhtecuhtli, who yelled about being the wall and dove over the remnants of his bed, landing with her head under what was left of the bedspread, with her green-underwear-clad ass in the air over the broken side rail.

Why did her Aztec goddess get underwear and his didn’t?

The serpent undulated out at them, hissing fiercely. Rafel turned back to Shawn with a tense smile. “Do you have the book?” With it they could hopefully ID Bryn’s godstones and then cobble together a coherent team.

Shawn timidly came farther into the room, clutching a very old book to his chest with gloved hands. “Yes.”

“How much do you want for it? I can get you cash.”

The man clutched the book closer, like a precious item. “I’m not interested in—”

Power surged from Bryn’s corner. All eyes turned to her as the snake gave a final hiss and disappeared as her clothes turned into a Grecian-style flowing dress with a cloak. She turned upright to face them, and her eyes were back to blue, hair back to blonde, the matted mess of it now thin, neat dreadlocks. In her hand she held a bell. “Lock your mouths that shalt not cry about the things that here ye spy. Secrets bound once thrice hast rung, I bind your heart and bind your tongue.” She rang the bell three times.

Sekhmet and Shawn looked at each other, then to her, then to Rafael.

Rafael shrugged. “No clue.”

“Shhhhhhh...” Bryn said, finger to her mouth. Her face scrunched up carefully, like she was trying really hard to do something. “Secret,” she finally said. “Bind.”

“I think,” Rafael interpreted, “she cast a spell on us so we can’t talk about what we see here.”

Bryn wagged her finger between Sekhmet and Shawn.

Rafael couldn’t help a grin at her trust. “Correction. She cast a spell on you two.”

Bryn gathered something up in her skirts and brought it around to where the three of them waited. Then she dumped the entire stash of godstones onto the floor.

Sekhmet gasped.

Shawn put his hand over his mouth. “Oh my gods.”

“Gods indeed. Anyone who joins me to save Freyja can use one on the rescue mission.” Rafael gave them the most charming smile he could muster with a headache and no sleep. “Ever wonder what it’s like to be a god?”

Bryn shook her rune set and tossed them into the pile of godstones as Shawn and Sekhmet knelt beside her.

With agile hands, Bryn began to sort through the stones as Shawn opened his book and flipped pages.

Bryn tossed Rafael another obsidian one, and he caught it. “This won’t give me a fire snake, right?” he asked.

She blinked at him, then started laughing, like he’d said something hilarious, before she went back to sorting. “Freyja give you fire snake. Don’t need more.”

He raised his brow in surprise at her dirty joke. Was it appropriate to flip off his partner’s mother? If she was making comments like that, then maybe it was. He shot her the bird, and she laughed even more.

She shook her pointer finger at him. “Like you.”

Inordinately pleased by that, he sat on the floor with them and tried to flip through the book while Shawn was studying it, looking for whoever Bryn had tossed him. “I like you, too, ma’am. Even if you torched our room.”

She looked around in confusion. “Oh.”

Then she shoved a stone at Sekhmet, who snatched it up with a squeal. “You have actual Sekhmet! I’m going! I’m going with you!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 8
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“WE’RE IN... IRAN?” Giselle moved the colorful curtain back from the window of the cluttered, rustic outpost she and Ande had magically arrived at. Outside, craggy mountains rose majestically on either side of the valley they were in. “It’s beautiful.”

“Your scarf.” Ande handed her a bright red rectangle of fabric with a paisley pattern and then wrapped a different one around her own head, slowly enough that Giselle could copy the movement.

“I’ve never been out of south Texas. And we’re in Iran.”

“Yes, we’re in Iran. And your lack of travel is something you should fix. What are rich boyfriends for?”

Giselle wrinkled her nose. “He’s not my boyfriend. We’re work partners.”

“Mm-hmm. Well, get him to take you somewhere interesting, whatever you’re not calling it. He will.”

A woman dressed in bright colors came in and offered them a reddish-brown tea and a tray of white and brown confections with green nuts. Ande spoke to her in something that sounded like the language Rawan spoke on the phone with her grandparents. Which made sense. Rawan’s parents had emigrated from Iran.

“Sit. Have tea,” Ande ordered in a weary voice.

Giselle sat on a yellow-painted chair and took the tea. The woman offered her a cube of sugar with tongs.

“Oh, I don’t normally take—”

The woman pretended to put it between her teeth, then offered it again.

Giselle just shook her head and tried to ward off the kindness with her hand. “No thank you.” She held up the tea and took a sip. “Yum. Good!” And really bitter. Okay, maybe sugar was a good idea. But between her teeth?

Ande plopped a white cookie-toffee-something onto her plate. “Nougat and pistachios. I think you’ll like it.”

Outside, the tinkling of bells on animals soothed Giselle’s nerves as she took a better look around the tiny shop or tea parlor or whatever it was. Bags of flour were stacked up behind a counter where metal weight pans sat. An old stove in another corner had a wood fire inside and a kettle on top. Ande sat gracefully down on the colorfully woven rug and took a brown cookie thing for herself before saying something to the woman in the other language.

The woman answered back, gave Giselle a sympathetic smile, and left.

“Does she know what we’re doing?” Giselle asked before trying the cookie thing. It was quite sweet but went well with the tea.

Ande nodded. “Mostly. She’s also a magistrate. That’s why we came here; it’s the closest outpost to Kur.”

“So I go through a cave in the mountains, and that’ll lead me to the gates of Ganzir, Ereshkigal’s palace.” Repeating the plan helped her keep calm, and Ande—a meticulous planner herself—didn’t mind. It was one thing they had in common.

“Yes. There are seven gates, guarded by Neti.”

“And I’ll try to gain entrance by requesting an audience with Ereshkigal, but if that doesn’t work, I have to fight my way in.”

“Hopefully, as Ereshkigal seems to want Macha gone, it won’t come to that. Neti is formidable, or so I’ve heard, but what’s worse are the galla—the demons of Kur. They’re not tough individually, but they attack in swarms.”

Giselle nodded, trying not to think too hard about swarms of creatures like the wispy, smokelike snake that had attacked her when she’d woken up yesterday. “Once inside, I present Brisingamen as a peace offering.” That part sucked hugely. She wasn’t sure she fully understood the consequences of what Brisingamen did, but it could bring a dead man to life. Just knowing that she could bring Coyote back, should the worst thing happen, made each fight more bearable. And she was giving that security up for Macha, who was friggin’ evil.

She really hated that woman.

Ande nodded. “Underworld gods don’t tend to like things that bring the dead to life.”

“Then I cross my fingers that she’ll let us out.”

“And most importantly...?”

“Avoid her husband, Nergal. Ereshkigal may listen, but Nergal’s a raging dick who’ll kill me for fun.”

Lips pursed in frustration, Ande nodded. Weird. Throughout the time Giselle had lived with Ande, she’d never felt particularly loved. Watched over, sure. Ande was dutiful in taking care of her charge. But Giselle had never been under the delusion that Ande wanted her there for any other reason than the fact that she’d inherited a godstone. Ande never treated her with affection.

But now that she was about to go to the underworld—an underworld?—the woman was acting like she’d actually be upset if Giselle didn’t return. It was weird to think that despite having only plucked Giselle from the foster system to train the next Freyja, at some point the woman had maybe started to like her.

The thought made her feel warm inside. If she made it out of this alive, she’d figure out some way to make Ande and Coyote see eye to eye—or at least not hate each other so much.

Ande reached for the oversized backpack she’d brought along with her and pulled out a plain leather holster that looked like it might sheath a single ax across the back.

“Coming with me?” Giselle joked.

Ande just rolled her eyes. “No. The ever living can’t cross into the land of the dead. I’d get stuck.”

Giselle blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I’m three thousand years old. I should’ve died long ago. If I cross into Kur, I won’t be able to leave because I should be there—or my people’s version of it anyway.”

“Oh. What’s your version of it?”

Ande’s lips twitched like she was irritated, and she shoved the old holster at Giselle. “It took some doing, but I found this.”

Giselle took it from her and noted the not-very-old-looking bloodstains across one of the straps. “Huh. It’s, uh... sturdier than the one you loaned me.” And only held one weapon as opposed to two. Not that she had two axes anymore, having left one at Ande’s condo.

Seemed like bringing her that second ax would’ve been a lot more helpful than a new holster that didn’t fit her weapon. “Thanks?”

Ande rolled her eyes. “It should re-form with your costume once you change back. Since Freyja’s stocked with magical artifacts made for her—or by her—it’s a little easier to divest them from her costume. You should find this helpful.”

It took her a moment to realize what Andromeda meant. “Wait, this is my actual holster? The one from the picture?” Excitement rushed through her, and she wished she had her phone to look up the photograph she’d taken from the Book of Conduits, the one that showed exactly how far from a full complement of artifacts her version of Freyja got when she transformed. Since working with Coyote, she’d found Brisingamen and her bag of holding—the one she’d given to Coyote before being taken in by the military—but she was still missing her holster, her shield, and maybe not most importantly but definitely most interestingly, her cape that transformed into falcon wings. “This is awesome! But there’s no weapon.”

“It’ll provide whatever weapons you need—an ax, two axes, a sword, bow and arrow—just let it know.”

Whoa, that was a game changer. Maybe she did have a shot at this. “I can get two axes?” That had become her specialty while training with Ande.

Her mentor nodded. “Whatever you need.” She sipped her own tea and muttered, “Gods forbid you actually need it.”

Giselle slipped the holster over her shoulders, and even without the stone activated, she could feel a buzz of rightness run through her. The longer she’d been with the stone, the more she felt connected to it, and she could tell it liked having its stuff back.

“And that pretty boyfriend of yours wouldn’t come?” Ande said snidely.

Giselle sighed. “I didn’t tell him where I was going. Somebody needs to look out for the city if I don’t make it back.”

Ande gave her a pointed look. “And what am I?”

Giselle shot her a pointed look right back. “So consumed with the big picture that you forget the people on the street around you.”

“Hm.”

Feeling restless Giselle hopped up and went back to the window. “I can’t believe I’m in another country. I can’t believe I’m in Iran!”

Ande’s phone buzzed. She checked it, and her face wrinkled in confusion.

“Everything all right?”

“Hm? Oh, fine. Anything you want to do? We’ve got a few hours.”

“For real?” Giselle asked, hopeful.

After tapping a quick message back and pocketing her phone, Ande rose to her feet. “I’m feeling indulgent. Take advantage.”

Because she didn’t think Giselle was going to make it out of Kur.

Giselle looked down, gathering her swirling thoughts. She was going to get out of the underworld. This couldn’t be the end. But if Ande was going to let her play for a bit...

“I’d like to see something new. I’ve never seen anything new.”

Andromeda smirked and motioned to a rack of colorful clothes. “You may want to put something else on. With that American band T-shirt and blonde hair, you’ll stick out a bit around here.”

#
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RAFAEL, STILL CHANNELING Coyote, put his hand in the center of their huddle and looked at his teammates. It was more than a little odd being the leader when he’d only done this for a few days. But Sekhmet and Shawn were even newer at this than he was—and Bryn, who should have been in charge, was barely keeping her shit together enough to understand what was happening.

“Frrrreyja,” Bryn asserted as she put her hand on top of his. She was going in as Hekate, but had Idunn and Xiuhtecuhtli in Hekate’s pouch as backups. He really freaking hoped she didn’t need to channel Xiuhtecuhtli again. He was developing a theory that only very sane people should get Aztec gods.

Sekhmet, now actually channeling Sekhmet—that godstone had miraculously been in the pile—put a clawed hand in. She clutched her chador, as she called her veil, over her shoulders, leaving her face visible. Her lioness mask, unlike everyone else’s half or three-quarter masks, started at her upper lip and went over her head, ending at her neck in the back and making it look like she had a lion’s head on a human body. Her eyes had turned golden and catlike, giving no clues to what she looked like in real life.

Finally, Shawn, channeling Osiris and resembling a mummy from a black-and-white horror flick, put his trembling hand in. Turned out Osoosi was not in the pile, which had disappointed him quite a bit. But even after Rafael had explained what they were doing, he’d still decided to join for the chance to channel a god.

So there they were, Sekhmet the warrior, Hekate the witch, Osiris the lord of life and death, and Huehuecoyotl the bard. Hopefully they could find Freyja quickly and make an unstoppable team.

“Everybody got your backups secured?” he asked.

Sekhmet nodded. She also carried Persephone, Greek goddess of spring and wife of Hades, just in case going chthonic helped in the underworld. Rafael had pocketed Mictlantecuhtli, Aztec god of the dead, for himself and Mictecacihuatl, lady of the dead and Mictlan’s wife, for Freyja. Shawn nodded, patting his pouch with Shango, a Yoruban fire god.

Once again the realization that Bryn had beaten all of these conduits by herself—in addition to the other dozen or so still in Freyja’s pouch—made him shake his head in awe. Freyja had spent her first few years with a fucking badass. No wonder she was indefatigable.

But it didn’t matter how good Freyja was; no one should have to march into battle with death itself alone. He was pissed as all get out with her—she was going to get a fucking earful about her shitty decision-making as soon as they found her—but he was doing the best he could to help.

“Ring charged and ready to go?” he asked Sekhmet.

She nodded. “I don’t know how we’re getting back—it could take weeks to recharge with this many people going this far—but I’ll get us there.”

“We’ll worry about that when Freyja’s safe.” He wasn’t sure how they were getting back, either, as attempting to board a plane headed to the US from Iran with no visa or entry paperwork seemed likely to pose a challenge. He took a deep breath. One problem at a time.

He put his other hand on top of the stack of hands in the circle. “I’m sorry your first mission as conduits is literally storming the gates of the underworld.” Andromeda had worked with Freyja for nearly a year before she’d let her steal a godstone from the campus library. “But we’re creative, capable people, and we’re going to figure it out.”

“Shouldn’t we have a name, like the Justice League or something?” Shawn asked.

The question gave Rafael a warm feeling. “If you want to keep doing this after fighting our way in and out of Kur, we’ll come up with something.” A real team. That’d be badass.

“Let’s see,” Sekhmet said. “We have two neophytes, a crazy person—no offense, Hekate—and a bard who, from what I’ve heard, can’t sing. And we’re going to find our idiot teammate who hares off into danger alone. I’m going with the Incompetents.”

“I sing just fine, thank you,” Rafael growled. “It’s not my fault Freyja doesn’t like Aztec music.”

Shawn gave him a smug smile, the first really positive expression he’d seen from the bookish man since he’d agreed to come along. “The name sucks—I’m not the least bit incompetent—but any name means we keep the godstones.”

Rafael smiled back at him. “As I said, make it out, and we’ll talk.”

“Freyja!” Bryn yelled.

Rafael nodded. “All right, Incompetents. Let’s go.”

“I refuse to answer to—” Shawn’s complaint was cut off as a sharp tug of energy jerked them away.
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Chapter 9
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THE JASHAK SALT DOME rose before Giselle in vertical waves, like ridged cardboard made of crystal. This far into the night, she couldn’t see the colors Andromeda had assured her were there, but alternating lines of light and dark strafed across the mountain as they zipped closer to the jagged horizon in a borrowed Range Rover.

“Sorry I couldn’t find your shield too,” Andromeda said.

“This is great,” Giselle said, patting the holster. It made her a little uneasy going into battle without a weapon actually in the holster, but how awesome would that be to not have to worry about carrying anything bulky on her back?

Now if she could make her armor a little less cumbersome. Oh, and fly.

“I got this, Ande. We have a plan.”

“Handing over Brisingamen to that harpy is a tragedy, not a plan.”

“Better than dying?”

“Don’t do anything stupid. Just get the bitch out and come home.” They pulled off the road, and Ande stopped the vehicle.

“You’ll be here?”

“Not here here. I’ll be outside the entrance. But yes.” She narrowed her eyes at the hood of the vehicle, as if steeling herself, and then exited.

Giselle swallowed, then followed her, trying not to think about what she was doing. “Thanks for driving me around. I thought Iran was all desert, but the mountains are lovely. Everybody was so sweet too.”

“Yeah. Great country. Nice people. Focus, Giselle. You have a job.”

Giselle rolled her eyes. “I’m as prepared as I’m going to get.” But she remained quiet as they headed up a path into the mountain of salt. Ande’s powerful flashlight reflected off erratically patterned crystals. They passed “waterfalls” of foamy salt and cave entrances with stalactites and stalagmites of crystal.

At one point, they strolled through a narrow pass between gardens of pink and black salt that rose into peaks like freshly whipped cream. Giselle breathed in the smell of saline and rock and wished that Coyote was here to see it with her.

Coyote? No. If she was going to dream big before dying, might as well dream huge. She wished Rafael was here to see it with her. They’d hold hands and take selfies in the crazy formations of rock. The world would be jealous of her because she had the most beautiful musician in the world as her boyfriend.

No one would ever look down on her again if Rafael Marquez claimed her.

She stared at the ground and kicked a stray crystal. The world would never know she existed. With her birth mother in prison, she and Bryn had been put into witness protection when Giselle had been an infant. Then, after Bryn had disappeared—and supposedly died—she’d gone into the foster system. Now even her name in the system was fake—a joke, even.

She would travel to the underworld and it would be like she’d never existed. Not even Coyote knew who she really was.

Maybe, if she lived, she should tell him. She bit her lip.

“Here we are,” Andromeda said, voice sharp. They’d entered a room-sized cave and stopped outside another entrance about the size of a large dog. Giselle would have to crawl to get through it. “Once in Kur, time will speed up compared to the outside. I’ll see you enter and walk back out a few minutes later—even if it takes you hours from your perspective. And if I don’t see that, I’ll know you’re stuck. Either way, I’m leaving in the next fifteen minutes—from my perspective, anyway.”

She hadn’t realized that. “So I can still make Government in the morning?” The magic that had brought them here and would bring them back was instantaneous, like Rawan’s ring. She could be back in her dorm room by morning, Texas time.

Andromeda shot her a look like she’d lost her ever-loving mind. “Yes, you can still attend your government class in the morning.”

Giselle nodded. She’d live through this and then see Rafael in the morning. Her friend. She took a shaky breath. “If I don’t come out, find Coyote and tell him my real name.”

“I have no interest in talking to that puppy, so you’d better get your skinny ass out.”

That made her chuckle, just a little. Alrighty then. It was time to transform. As the magic washed over her, she wished Coyote were here to go in with her with a joke and his adequate singing. Coyote this time, not Rafael.

Why hadn’t she told him to meet her? He would’ve. Maybe.

He’d said they weren’t ready for this mission. He didn’t want to do it, and she’d respected that bit of sanity on his part.

Suddenly she felt more alone than she had in years, which was weird because she’d been alone for most of her life. One week with Coyote and suddenly she expected people to be there? What was happening to her? Even Ande, who had surprised her by actually giving a shit, was standing with her arms crossed, mentally preparing herself to walk away without Giselle and without regret.

But she thought, maybe, Coyote would miss her, even if they had only known each other a week. They’d done a lot together in a week.

The decision had already been made. He would stay home and keep the South Chavez neighborhood safe, and she’d face this alone. She took a deep breath, shutting off the fear, as she’d had to do too many times in her life, making her mind as numb as Novocain. If she didn’t feel anything, she wouldn’t be afraid. When nothing was left but logic, she affixed a light to her head to illuminate her path through the dark and knelt down, the crystals digging into her leather-clad knees. There were no tearful goodbyes or final touches from Ande—the woman had already crossed her off the list of the living.

Fine. Wishing once again that she had gloves, Giselle crawled into the hole, whistling Rage Riot’s “Searchlight” and pretending she felt no pain.

The salt cave stretched long, like a reverse birth canal, leading the living to the dead. The salt-lined walls sucked the moisture from her breath, making the air even dryer than the desert outside. She licked her lips and kept whistling.

The sound of clashing metal ahead made her heartbeat rise as a spike of fear rushed past her defenses. She was going to die here.

No, no. She felt no fear. She felt nothing.

A battle cry echoed through the walls, and she hurried faster, wondering what the hell was happening. She was supposed to meet a gatekeeper, not an army.

Maybe this was a bad time to show up?

Or maybe she could use the fight to slip inside.

She crawled as fast as her stinging hands—roughed up from the scratch of ragged crystals—would take her.

“Holy... fuck!” She didn’t recognize the voice.

“Waaaaaaalllll!” someone screamed, and Giselle froze. That voice was familiar and yet more like a memory.

“Mom?” she mouthed. How had Bryn gotten here? Unless she was going crazy and imagining things.

Or... unless Coyote had somehow brought her mother to the netherworld, at which point she was going to fucking kill him.

He was supposed to be protecting Bryn, not dragging her into a death match in Kur. She’d been imprisoned in a fucking hole for years! The whole reason Giselle had done this was to save her mom, not to drag her into a new, more literal hell.

Ignoring the pain, she crawled faster as purple light shone up ahead. She exited the tunnel to find herself in an impossibly large cavern with the black walls of the palace in front of her.

A battle raged before the gate. One side was composed of shadowy creatures in various animalistic and humanlike shapes, marshaled by a bearded man with an aura of power. The other was a team of conduits.

One woman wore a moon mask and draping white fabric clasped at her shoulders. Green mist blew from her fingers and seemed to be choking one of the galla—but another demon approached her quickly from behind. Hekate would be Freyja’s guess—the witch goddess of Greece, and also the goddess who led souls to the afterlife. With her bright blue eyes and blonde hair, Giselle had a terrible feeling that was her mother.

Her mother... She couldn’t think about that right now. She had to bring her A game.

But she wasn’t the only female conduit in the fight. Another, in a lion mask with a thin linen dress cut in an Egyptian style, slashed with her claws, drawing sprays of black mist from the galla with each swipe. Her tawny skin seemed to carry its own brightness in the dim light of the underworld. Sekhmet—the goddess her roommate wanted.

Her roommate, whom she’d told to get a message to Coyote to start looking up ways to retrieve her should she fail, not join her in the underworld.

A man stayed at the edges of the fight, clearly unsure what the fuck he was doing there. His eyes were wide in fright, which looked strange on a man in a pristine mummy costume, complete with Egyptian headdress. Osiris maybe? Egyptian god of the underworld and of resurrection. And she had... no idea who was under that mask. Definitely not Coyote.

She looked around again, hoping to find... there.

In the center of the fight, a spotted jaguar leapt on demons, smashing its way through the crowd with teeth and claw. He sniffed the air, turned to her, and roared.

Emotion bowled back into her, bringing tears to her eyes as her friends—Coyote, Rawan, her mother, and... okay, some dude who looked like he deeply regretted coming here—had somehow found a way here to help her. But while they were doing all right, they were going to eventually get their asses handed to them by a god with a hooked sword and an overwhelming number of galla.

Coyote-jaguar dashed toward her, heedless of the fight around him.

“Bow!” she yelled as she reached behind her, terrified for him and his headlong sprint. Sure enough, a bow and an arrow appeared from her holster. As the jaguar pounded toward her, she shot at anything that came close to him.

Coyote jumped, nearly knocking her down as his big-cat paws landed on her shoulders, and he growled, canines dripping saliva as they got way too close to her face.

“Coyote?” she asked, wondering if she should be shooting him too. But he was already transforming back, his face turning into worried relief. Strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her tight to his hard body, and she collapsed into him, relieved beyond measure that he was here.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” His embrace was fierce, tight enough to feel secure, and nearly claustrophobic. “Gods, I was so worried.” He backed up, looking more angry than relieved now. “You idiot!”

“You said—” A cry from the fight cut her off, and she spun back to everyone else. “There are near infinite galla. We can’t fight them.” But they were definitely fighting, not negotiating. This hadn’t been the plan. She tamped down the nerves that sprung up from a plan change.

Although, frankly, she’d rather fight than negotiate. More her style.

“Defeat Neti, then. We’ll keep them off you. How the hell you thought you’d do this alone...” Coyote practically growled at her, his tone saturated with enough anger to get her dander up.

She shot him a nasty look and ran toward the gate and its keeper. “I was going to trade Brisingamen, not start a war with the afterlife!”

Behind her, Coyote was already yelling at the sky. “Guitar, Huehue, I want a fucking guitar. Not a clay pipe. Not a five-hundred-year-old drum, a—that’ll do.”

“Axes,” Giselle told her holster. She reached back with a silent prayer to her own absent patroness and, sure enough, pulled out two weapons. The light but lethal axes felt perfect in her hands, and determination rushed through her. Although Rawan was holding her own, Giselle was clearly the experienced fighter here. She tossed one ax at the nearest demon and struck it in the back. As the galla demon exploded into ichor with a screech, her weapon disappeared.

She reached back and another blade appeared. Her holster was badass! Charging forth with renewed hope, she entered the melee, determined to make it to the gatekeeper and force him to unlock the doors to Kur.

As she neared him, the rapid pluck of a classical guitar wended its way through the noise of battle, and she glanced over her shoulder. Coyote was playing a guitar? And he seemed to know what he was doing. Then he started singing, and she recognized Imagine Dragons’ “Demons.”

And though he sounded tired, it was good.

She’d think about that weirdness later. For now she turned back to her goal. The god before her brandished a sword that ended in a hook, the same kind she’d used when channeling Ishtar. His curly beard came down to his chest, and the same tiered hat of bones that Ishtar wore sat regally on his head. Metal banded his bare biceps. He wore no shirt, but a tiered skirt came down to his ankles. His whole body seemed a little bigger than it should be, like the human frame couldn’t quite contain the power of a god. It was intimidating.

“Go home, little girl. You’re playing with real gods now. This place is not for you.”

“Macha of the living is down below. I come only for her.” It was beyond Giselle why they hadn’t just sent her back up if Ereshkigal was so pissed over it. As Andromeda had said, the ways of gods didn’t always make sense.

“You are alive and do not belong below.”

“Could you send Macha up, then? I’m happy to wait.”

“Once here, no one can leave.”

“Catch-22.” She wrinkled her nose. “I gotta get in there and grab Macha. Do we fight or what? If I win, can I go in?”

He smiled. “If you lose, you shall certainly enter.”

“I’m battling a comedian. Great.” His words seemed mild, but she knew exactly what he meant. Losing meant death. Nervously, she stepped back into a fighter’s pose, axes out and ready to go. “All right then. Let’s do this.”

Neti nodded cordially, then his sword flashed out so quickly Giselle barely had time to get her ax up. The blow hammered against her weapon, sending pain down her forearm and into her shoulder. She gasped at the fierceness of the hit, but her opponent had no malice in his expression. He was just that strong.

Her ax slid off his weapon with a grind of metal, and she twisted to take a shot at his knee, not dicking around with this one. Neti stepped away from her blow, her ax missing by a hairsbreadth, and countered, coming down at her shoulder with lightning speed.

Giselle dove to the ground and rolled away, landing on her back. Neti rose above her, his weapon up to strike a killing blow to her chest. Fear froze her for a moment. A shield would be nice about now...

Coyote’s voice rang clear and proud over the diminishing sounds of a fight. She didn’t know what he was doing—it didn’t feel like magic touching her. Just the sound of his voice as he sang about strength and darkness gave her hope.

No shield. Do something else. Instead of defending herself, she flung an ax at Neti’s midsection. Surprised by the aggressive maneuver, Neti dodged instead of attacking.

“Bow,” Giselle muttered and pulled a small bow and an arrow from her holster. From the ground, she shot three arrows in quick succession, landing two in his side.

Neti roared in pain and turned to her, his calm demeanor gone in a face of rage. She might not win, but she was good enough to piss off a god. The thought empowered her.

He charged.

“Pike!” Through the magic of the holster, she somehow pulled a six-foot pole from her back and spun it to face her opponent. Neti’s eyes widened as he realized too late what she was doing. For a moment he wobbled, slowing as he tried to reverse course. Then he slammed forward into the sharp end. Impaled, his body slid toward her, getting closer. She shoved the pike forward, scrambling back as she did. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

As the weapon left her hands, it disappeared, and Neti toppled to the ground. Giselle hopped to her feet, drew a long-handled ax, and stood behind Neti, the weapon at his neck.

“We need to get in,” she said. “Please open the gate.”

“Galla!” Neti called. “To me!”

Giselle risked a glance up to see how many of the demons were following orders.

To her surprise, none of them were. They’d all gathered around Coyote, who was strumming away with an aplomb that surprised her. He looked right with the guitar in his hands and his exhausted eyes still shining with determination.

“You okay over there?” she asked. The galla weren’t attacking, but it was hard to tell what they were thinking with their Edvard Munch–esque faces.

Coyote nodded without stopping—or looking at her. But his jaw tensed so badly she could see it from her spot twenty yards away. She’d never seen him so pissed, and it took her aback. What had she missed?

Rawan-as-Sekhmet galloped over to her and pulled Neti up by his long hair. “You’re not getting any help,” she practically growled with a very un-Rawan-like viciousness. Despite her rough voice, though, her expression was pure glee. Giselle’s mouth twitched into a smile, remembering her roommate’s promise to “go Sekhmet” on evil men. 

“Bíum, bíum, bíum...” Across the floor, Hekate wended her way toward them, then transformed into a different goddess. Her blonde hair was laced with green, and her blue eyes almost looked teal behind her mask. “My girl,” she said.

Giselle’s heart dropped low in her abdomen, and her tongue felt thick. “Mom?”

A moment later the woman’s arms were around her, and Giselle had to bottle up the well of sobbing that wanted to come out.

“I—I can’t. I...” She didn’t hug her back, motioning at the god at her feet, at the galla surrounding Coyote, at the wall behind them. She couldn’t feel this now. She’d collapse, and she needed to be strong—stronger than she’d ever been—for the challenge ahead.

Her mother—Bryn, she’d think of her that way for now—kissed her temple, and as if a bit of magic came with it, Giselle felt herself settle just enough to shore up those emotional walls. “After we save the girl,” Bryn muttered, seeming far more lucid than Giselle had feared. Bryn dropped to her knees beside the god. “You’re injured. I can heal you. But in exchange, you will call off the galla and open the gates—all seven of them.”

“Or,” Rawan-Sekhmet said, brandishing claws, “I can rip you into pieces.”

“We’re discussing this in a minute,” Giselle told her roommate under her breath.

Rawan shot her an angry smirk. “You bet we are. You’re in big-T trouble.”

“Me?”

Neti sighed, his breath trembling out of him. “If you’re done squabbling, I will open the gates. But you do not have Ereshkigal’s blessing to enter this kingdom. There are consequences for trespassing where the living do not belong.”

“That’s not ominous,” Giselle muttered, glancing back at the squad of people who’d come to help and were now all in a shit ton of danger with her. Would the plan to hand over Brisingamen still work at this point? What were they going to find in the land of the dead? 

She set her jaw and turned back to Neti. There was no going back now. She’d sent Macha here. She had to at least try to get her back. “Just do it.”
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Chapter 10
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GISELLE TENTATIVELY pulled back her ax, enough that Neti could turn to face them. Bryn, who she somehow knew was channeling Idunn—Norse pantheon thing maybe?—reached into Freyja’s bag and for some reason pulled out a packet of applesauce. “Uhh...”

Bryn handed the bag to her, and Giselle mechanically wound it back onto her belt. Before she could ask what the applesauce was for, the stranger channeling Osiris stepped forward, visibly shaking. Giselle decided to let Bryn do whatever she was doing and nodded at him. “Hand over the godstone, and I’ll tell you how to get out of here.”

He looked at her and then at the subdued god and the becalmed galla surrounding Coyote like he was some sort of Pied Piper for demons.

She didn’t blame them. She kinda wanted to join the crowd watching him.

“I’m sorry, I...” He stopped, taking a deep breath, and seemed to settle himself some. “I’m sorry I was so ineffective. I’ve never been in a fight before. This is all very new.”

Giselle gave him a tense smile. “That’s totally understandable. I’m not even sure why you’re here. You can go. I’m okay. I have my friends. Just turn back in the godstone.”

Osiris took another shaky step toward them. “No, I mean, I’d like to stay. I can do better. I just froze.”

She frowned at the gate behind them. “It’s not going to get easier than this, and this is your last and only opportunity to turn back.”

The collection of galla dispersed as Coyote’s song wound down. With a clank and groan, the first of seven gates began to open. Osiris’s eyes widened as he watched the slow progress of the thick wood. “I want to see it,” he said in a hushed whisper.

“Even if it’s the last thing you see?”

Osiris blinked at her. Then he straightened up. “I’m not going back now. I’ll do better.”

Giselle nodded, then turned back to the yawning maw of the first gate and the twenty-or-so-yard gap to the next one.

“You have Mictecacihuatl if you want her,” he told her.

“Huh?” she said, trying to parse that. “Mickey-see-what?”

Coyote strode toward them, weary determination on his face as he passed with barely a glance at her. “Mictecacihuatl. Meek-teh-ca-see-waddle. Aztec lady of the dead. We all have chthonic gods in case they’re useful.”

She hustled to catch up with him as he stood, arms crossed, in front of door two. She wanted to ask what was wrong, but the intense, fiery darkness in his eyes stalled the question before she got it out. Finally, just for something to say, she managed, “What’s a chthonic god?” He didn’t look at her.

In fact, he rolled his eyes. “Underworld god. Seriously?”

“Did you just roll your eyes at me?”

Neti shot her a look with some amusement through his anger as he leaned against the open first gate. “You must leave something behind.”

Giselle spun to him. “Huh?”

Rawan-Sekhmet bit her lip—which looked odd and painful on a lion’s face. “When Ishtar descended to the underworld, she had to leave something at every gate, which led to her being naked and defenseless when she reached the interior. I just figured Ereshkigal was trying to get her at a disadvantage, but maybe there’s something to it, like a symbol for leaving worldly things behind.”

Coyote yanked his hated headdress off and tossed it on the ground. “Everyone needs to leave something at each gate, or one offering for the group per gate?”

“Everyone,” Neti said.

“I don’t have seven items to lose,” Coyote grumbled.

Freyja pulled a pack of gum out of her pouch of holding and dropped it on the ground, then grabbed a wad of useless crap from it to hand to Coyote.

Neti shook his head, like that wouldn’t work. “They must be your own items.”

Rawan-Sekhmet dropped a black cloth thing she’d had tied around her shoulders like a cape, then crossed her arms over her chest, which was vaguely visible through the gauzy linen dress. “I’m not sure I have seven things to lose, either.” She shifted, looking uncomfortable. “I’m glad to be Sekhmet, but I’m not used to being in public this, uh...”

Coyote tipped his head, his look sharing exactly no sympathy. “Naked?” He motioned to his own torso.

“You’re a guy!”

“Doesn’t mean I like running around half-naked in public. I’m wearing a miniskirt. That’s my costume. A miniskirt and no fucking underwear.”

Rawan’s lips twitched and she loosened her arms a bit.

Everyone found something to divest, and as soon as they had five items on the ground, the second gate began to roll back without Neti touching it.

“Do we get the items back?” Osiris-whoever asked as the first gate started to close behind them.

“You may pick them up, should you return,” Neti answered in a bored voice before stepping back into the entry cave.

The gate closed between him and their party with an ominous clang, and Rawan shot a nasty look backward. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Coyote still didn’t look at Giselle as they headed through the second gate, still clearly pissed, and not generally so. He was very specifically pissed at her. She’d never seen him angry like this—even when he’d been frustrated with her in the past, he’d been able to look at her.

She tried to think of something nice to say. “You play guitar.”

“Yup.” He got to the next gate and tugged off the metal band around his left bicep.

“You play like you really know how.”

“Don’t act so shocked that I’m competent at something.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” She dropped a granola bar on the ground, feeling fortunate she had a bag to draw from for the offerings or whatever this was. “I was just trying to say that you’re good. I mean, I play guitar a little, but you really know what you’re doing. I had no idea.”

“Gate’s not opening,” Rawan announced. “Everyone dropped something?”

Coyote’s jaw clenched. “For the love of...” He pulled the matching cuff from around his right arm and dropped it. The third gate parted and slid back with a grind of wood on sand as the path before them got dustier. “Matching set. Apparently it needs both. This is going to get interesting.”

Did she say something? Reach out? They were not okay, and while she was relieved to not be alone, she was terrified that now nearly everyone she cared about was at risk. And possibly hated her.

Before she could come up with something that might fix this, he finally looked at her, and his face was so pinched in frustration she almost took a step back. But the gate was open, and instead of advancing on her, he proceeded through it. “My grandfather taught me when I was a kid. I’ve been playing guitar a long time—unlike a five-hundred-year-old clay pipe or a drum used by a single tribe in central Mexico several hundred years ago, neither of which I’d ever tried to use before. I am not incompetent.”

“I’ve never thought you were incompetent.” She tossed out a cheap pen.

Coyote yanked a sheathed dagger, an extra godstone, and his cellphone out of his pouch and then dropped the empty pouch. “You constantly think I’m incompetent. If I couldn’t pay for shit you wouldn’t be around.” As he complained, he shoved his phone into her pouch, a weirdly compatriotic thing to do in the middle of a fight—like he trusted he’d be able to get it from her later. 

That was... good? She wasn’t used to fighting without violence or, at least, people screaming nasty things.

“Hey, that’s not fair.” She poked him in the shoulder. “I never asked you to spend a dime. You just buy stuff all the time, and yeah, I’m grateful, but it has nothing to do with us working together.”

“It has everything to do with it.” After shoving the godstone beneath the dagger sheath’s clasp, he poked her back, a single, slow shot to the shoulder that didn’t hurt and she could’ve easily avoided. Instead, his finger lingered against her armor for a moment before he yanked his hand back and ran it through his hair. “You kept trying to ditch me until I got the lair, and then you were like, ‘Okay, I guess we can maybe work together.’”

As they marched toward the fourth gate, the group divided into two units, the verbal match between her and Coyote and the silent huddle of everyone else. She tried to lower her voice. “That wasn’t what happened. Look, you’re not the kind of person I normally hang with—”

“And what ‘kind’ of person am I?”

She stopped in front of the gate, hands on her hips, as he dropped down to unlace a boot and glared up at her. “The successful kind! I’ve spent most of my life hanging out with people who are probably going to prison—and not for carrying a godstone. For dealing drugs. For prostitution. For robbing a gas station. Because they’re poor and barely educated and have no options in life. My old friends may be shady, but I know when I can trust them and when I can’t.” She threw her hands up in frustration. “You, though... I don’t understand you. I don’t understand why you’re here doing this. And one day you’re going to wake up and realize you could be having a good time somewhere instead of fighting demons with a girl who doesn’t have her shit together. And you’re going to bail because you’re smart enough to see that since you have another choice, doing this is idiotic!”

She tossed a scrunchy on the ground as he finished unlacing his shoes. For a moment he looked like he’d throw one at her. Instead, he stood ramrod straight as he shucked his boots, seething rage in his expression.

She backed up, realizing what an idiot she’d been to bait him. She wasn’t going to fight Coyote, no matter what he did to her, which basically just meant getting pummeled. Shit.

Her back hit the wall, and he leaned in, filling her space. “I am not a good-for-nothing party boy. I didn’t have to chase you into Hades—Kur—wherever the fuck we are. I don’t even care where it is. I came here because we’re a team, and teammates don’t hare off in their own fucking direction, leaving the other person to have a heart attack worrying about them.” He stuck a finger in her face. “I have never left you behind, not when you didn’t explicitly tell me to as part of a larger plan. You can’t say the same to me.”

The gates began to roll back, and Giselle stared at him and his shockingly gentle rage with mouth agape. Was he right? Had she been so worried about him leaving that she’d been the one deserting him? She looked at the ground, trying to piece her thoughts together, but he was so close, and she was so relieved about it, she wanted to hug him. Except that he was furious. The only thing she could think to say was, “Thanks for coming. You didn’t have to.”

He pressed his hand into the wall beside her head and leaned in until his forehead tapped gently against hers and she was surrounded by his warmth. His bare toes curled into the sand, and for some reason she remembered the way his hands had felt on her feet, pressing into her with a calming touch that made her feel special.

He touched her chin, and she obeyed his implicit command to look up and see the slow burn in his amber eyes. That tiny connection made her skin flush like she was standing too close to a fire. “Of course I came, partner.”

He always made her feel special. And she’d made him feel unwanted. That hadn’t ever been her intent. “I just want you to be safe. I know you think this is a bad idea—”

“Yeah. This is crazy. But let me decide how to keep myself safe. I’m not a damsel in distress.” He leaned in a fraction, and his hand moved from her chin to brush her hair over her shoulder as his eyes followed the movement. “I’m not even a damsel.” After another heated look that made her heart flutter, he pulled back, eyes shuttering as if he held tight to a secret, and headed through the gate. At the next gate he stopped and narrowed his eyes, staring ahead like it was a puzzle he had to figure out.

Giselle followed him and lowered her voice. “It’s not that I don’t want you, I—” He barked a laugh, and her ears burned as she realized what that sounded like. “W-want you around. I want you around. I was just thinking that you shouldn’t pay for my mistakes. Like sending Macha here.”

“What I shouldn’t have to do is text the hag to figure out where you’re at or try to interpret vague notes passed through intermediaries like we’re in middle school.” He shot her an inscrutable, narrow-eyed look, then rotated his drum around again. “Bass.” It became something the size of a child’s instrument, and he stared up at the roof of the cavern. “Ha-ha, Huehue. Try again.” An electric bass appeared. Was he going to play some more? That would be nice. Maybe they’d all calm down with a good song. “Time for my Flea impersonation,” he muttered in irritation.

Impersonating a flea? What did that even mean? Whatever. She reached into her bag and grabbed the first plastic thing she found, then blushed when she realized she’d dropped a bag of tampons on the ground. Whatever. Not important. Making things right was important, not her own discomfort. “You mean more to me than money. You are...” She trailed off as Coyote dropped his skirt.

The bass guitar covered his front—barely. But his ass was bare and gloriously sculpted. Don’t stare at his ass. Don’t... oh gods, he has a fine ass. Stop gawking and finish your sentence! She looked up toward the impossibly cavernous ceiling. “You’re, uh, smart and clever. And gorgeous...ly, gorgeously, uh...” handcrafted by the gods themselves. No, don’t compliment his naked body like an asshole. Find a real compliment. “...funny.” Gorgeously funny? Who says that?

“Uh-huh,” he intoned, strolling toward the next gate and leaving her to try not to study the gliding muscular view. Try and fail. He glanced back over his shoulder and shot her a smug look. “What? You embarrassed because you dropped some tampons in front of me?” He turned back to the next gate, where everyone else—all with pieces missing from their wardrobes—stood waiting, gazes averted in a pretense of ignorance.

Except her mother, who was... silently chortling like a teenager? Crazy woman.

But everyone was missing at least something important, while she’d basically dumped trash out of her bag. She slowly approached her friends—and Osiris—and wondered if everyone was as angry at her as Coyote was.

And how, exactly, she’d gotten into the position of having four people monumentally pissed at her yet show up to risk their lives for her anyway.

The sixth gate opened, and four clothed people and a naked man with a well-placed bass faced the seventh and final gate into the lands of the dead. Giant creatures with the body of a lion and the head of a man were carved into the sides of each gate, as if watching over them. The ancient statuary gave her the shivers, and she approached her friends, wondering what they were going to find on the other side.

Rawan-Sekhmet took off armbands, leaving her in a gauzy dress and a lioness mask. Bryn-Idunn removed her apron dress, leaving her in a shift. Osiris took off his decorated collar, leaving him in mummy wrappings. And Coyote stared at the doors.

“Drum or weapon,” he said regretfully as he held out his obsidian dagger as if to drop it.

She cleared her throat, hoping her help wouldn’t be repudiated with anger. “You have earrings.”

He looked at her and blinked like that hadn’t occurred to him, and she guessed he didn’t normally have pierced ears. But Coyote had gauged ears with giant, colorful feather-and-bone earrings. “Not used to having those.” His sigh of relief made it worth the risk of getting yelled at—or whatever they were doing—as he reached up and fiddled with one side like he had no idea how to work an earring.

“I could, uh...”

He rolled his eyes and leaned down, letting her help. It took some doing—they were clearly not meant to be removed, and she was working around a bass guitar—but she finally managed to break one and slide it out. “Sorry...”

He shook his head, then shot her a confused, hurt look before leaning the other way, giving her access to the other ear gauge. “Thanks.”

Knowing now she had to break the interior channel, she got the second one out faster. “No problem.”

Feeling stupid, she pulled a ball of yarn from her pouch and dropped it. Everyone had lost something of value... except her.

As the wool hit the sand, the final doors slid back with an unnatural roar, announcing their arrival into the underworld.
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Chapter 11
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RAFAEL STEPPED AWAY from Freyja, trying to distance himself from the emotional riot she’d caused. He wanted to scream at her. Or bury his hands in her hair and press her body against his—preferably with her naked too. He’d been so worried, still was, but at least they’d gotten here in time and he could see her now. He squeezed his fist to keep himself from reaching for her.

“Whoa...” Shawn said as he stepped onto the dusty pathway leading out of the channel of gates. “This feels good.”

Did the underworld god feel more comfortable in the underworld than on the earth? It would make sense.

Freyja followed him. One step on the gray dust and she grunted in pain—then lost her footing, dropping all the way into the land of the dead. Her face went pale as she crouched in a ball in the dirt, gasping in air like she couldn’t breathe.

His anger evaporated in a rush of fear. Lunging to the side, he grabbed her hands but couldn’t seem to pull her back onto the land just inside the gates—it was like she was stuck in glue. “Osiris, can you step back?” he called, grabbing Mictlantecuhtli from his sheath with one hand as he kept the other connected to Freyja on the other side.

Shawn tried to step back onto the living side of the gates, but he was pulled back. It wasn’t like he hit a wall, it was like he took a step onto the yellow sand past the gates and slid backward onto the gray.

“I’m stuck!” he yelled, panic infusing his voice.

Freyja continued to gasp for air, her face turning purple and her gaze going empty as she looked around her.

“Mictecacihuatl,” he urged, kneeling down next to her. “Get her from your pouch.” He squeezed her hand as he cut his finger on the sharp edge of his own death god’s stone. “Look at me, Freyja. Stay with me.”

Freyja caught his gaze and held it, still choking slowly.

Bryn transitioned flawlessly back to Hekate and stepped across the barrier.

“Wait!” Rafael cried—too late. Now they had three people stuck.

Bryn reached into Freyja’s pack and pulled out a stone as Coyote felt his own energy transition from the bard to the god of the dead. Coyote was still there, just silenced under the new stone, like he was asleep, and Rafael thought, maybe, with some concentration, he could wake him up and make Mictlantecuhtli the silent one. The sensation of the sleeping god—his god—was a little uncomfortable, but it was worth it to be able to choose.

Bryn sliced her daughter’s arm with the sharp edge of the Aztec stone, letting her blood run onto the obsidian. Freyja gasped and changed. Her hair turned dark and curled around her as her costume morphed to a scarlet and black flamenco-style gown. Roses blossomed in her hair as her face turned skeletal and white—as did her chest.

She swallowed air, then whispered, “What’s happening?”

Instead of the primitive skirt and bloody accoutrement of an Aztec death god, she appeared to be turning into the goddess’s later incarnation. “Santa Muerte,” he told her. In the style of the impeccably dressed skeleton La Catrina.

She looked down at herself. “I’m dead!” Her strong voice came out breathy, which was pretty good considering she didn’t appear to have lungs anymore. He didn’t mean to stare at her chest, but usually the god costumes were costumes, not...

No, it was elaborate paint that made her look like a skeleton underneath the fancy clothing. “Exquisite,” he muttered—for she was absolutely stunning with dark hair piled on her head and festooned with roses, and a culturally inaccurate flamenco dress that scooped low in the front and clung to her narrow chest and waist until it foamed out in a sea of ruffles.

Her hand slapped across her chest, and his face heated as he looked away. “I wasn’t staring at your, uh... I was checking out the skeleton paint, trying to figure out how that, uh...” Fuck it, he’d been staring at her cleavage, on more display than he’d ever seen it. “You were staring at my ass a minute ago.”

She lifted an eyebrow, glanced him up and down once pointedly, and turned away to look around her, hand still pressed to her chest.

What was that for? He looked down at himself. His body was more gaunt than usual, like he’d been fasting for a shoot, but less six-pack and more skeletal. It was also dotted with blood. A necklace that seemed to be made of—gross—eyeballs encircled his neck and came down his chest. And now that he wasn’t so focused on Freyja, he realized with a disorienting burst of clarity that he could see in pretty much every direction—behind him, up to the sky, down to his feet. That could be useful if the extra processing wasn’t frying his focus. Worst of all, though, his normal white skirt had been replaced with what appeared to be a ragged, once colorful scarf wrapped around his ass and tied in the front. And he’d thought his skirt was small covering...

“Really?” he muttered aloud. “She gets a nice dress, and I look like I died with two pesos and a hangover.”

Freyja’s mother laughed low and heavy, like she was amused but not hysterical about it. Then she stepped back across the line and into the land of the living.

He tipped his head at her. “You can go back and forth? Why can’t they?”

She narrowed her eyes in concentration as she straddled the line between worlds. Finally she managed, “Psychopomp.”

The word rang a bell, like maybe he’d heard it before, but he couldn’t remember what it meant.

Sekhmet, however, did remember. “Someone who guides the dead to the afterlife. Can you bring them back?”

Hekate wrinkled her nose and grabbed her daughter’s, now Mictecacihuatl’s, arm. Together they tried stepping back over the line. Bryn-as-Hekate came across just fine, but Freyja-as-Muerte slid backward again, stuck in the land of the dead.

“What do we do?” Shawn asked, voice full of panic.

Rafael set his jaw and stepped into the land of the dead. As his foot fell into the dust, a dry wind picked up, sucking the moisture from his skin. Even with the discomfort, though, he felt a well of power come up through his feet. His god felt... maybe not comfortable, but powerful. “We do what we came here to do. If we can’t figure something else out, we take turns using the Hekate stone to cross back.”

Sekhmet activated her chthonic godstone, and a moment later she too was wearing the flowing chiton of a Greek. But hers added a cloak, more jewelry, and other accoutrement of wealth. “Persephone goes back and forth every year.” She stepped across the line, then back into the land of the living. “I’m not stuck either. We can trade out Persephone as well.”

Freyja-Muerte frowned. “We’ll just have to hope we’re not beating a hasty exit. That could get exciting.”

Rafael nodded and took a look around. They’d entered a courtyard, the doorway on the Kur side flanked with another pair of ten-foot-tall stone lamassu. One path led to a giant temple or palace or something. Another road led to yet another closed gate and, he assumed, farther into the realm of the dead. “Hekate?”

They’d used the Book of Conduits to do some research into each god. Sekhmet read a different form of Arabic than the book was written in, which meant she could piece together bits of what was said, the same way he could piece together some Italian because of its similarity to Spanish. With plenty of time and a dictionary, he imagined she could do the whole book, but with only a few hours, she’d done the best she could to give them each a few pointers.

Hekate, goddess of witchcraft—among other things—could cast locater spells, which was what he guessed Bryn was doing now. She drew a sigil in the dirt, then unclipped a small lantern from her belt and held it up. A purple fire ignited, and she pointed toward the temple.

Great. Nothing like heading toward the seat of power when you were trying to get in and out quickly and quietly.

The temple-palace-fancy-building-thing rose high in the air—maybe not New York tall, but easily Malverde tall—and impressive for something that appeared to be made out of sand. Six square tiers, each smaller than the one before, were stacked on top of each other, giving the impression of a matryoshka doll. A giant staircase took visitors straight to the third tier, a good six or so stories in the air.

“Who’s for not taking the ‘Hi, I’m here’ staircase?” he asked.

The entire party raised their hands. Without discussion, the five of them, gloomy in their death garb—except Persephone, who looked like spring in the desert—kept to the wall as they headed for the grand structure instead of taking the straight path through the eerily empty courtyard.

“Anyone know anything about this place?” Shawn asked.

Rafael shook his head. Sekhmet and Shawn had been too busy figuring out stones while he’d contained Bryn, made sure everyone was fed, and did the best he could to reassemble the room. There hadn’t been time for research into Kur itself.

Freyja-Muerte surprised him by clearing her throat. “Ande gave me a primer, and I did research last night. Ereshkigal rules the land, and while she’s proud—don’t be snarky to her—she’s not so bad. Her husband, Nergal, though, is a terrifying asshole who kills people on a whim. He’s not like a cannibal or anything; he just gets mad and breaks things—and people—and doesn’t feel bad about it later. We may run into either Dumuzid or Geshtinanna, a brother and sister who each spend half the year here, trading off for each other. Dumuzid is a shepherd god and works like the Persephone of Sumerian mythology, except instead of fall, he goes down to the underworld in the summer, causing everything to die when the sun gets too hot. Like in Texas. Geshtinanna keeps the list of names of everyone here. So... if she’s present, we want to avoid her so we don’t end up on her roster.”

“What are they like?” Shawn asked.

“I don’t know much about Geshtinanna, other than she worked really hard to keep her beloved brother from the underworld. But Dumuzid is an interesting guy. He’s Ishtar’s husband, and he ended up down here after Ishtar came back from the underworld to find that instead of mourning her, he was cavorting with shepherdesses. She got so mad she sent him down here to take her place but eventually missed him so much she told Geshtinanna to split the time with him so he could come back up and be her husband again for six months out of the year.”

Tired of the gloom, Rafael snorted. “He must be really good in bed.”

Sekhmet-Persephone—Sekh-sephone?—let forth a surprised burst of laughter like she was both amused and shocked, and he winked at her. She looked him up and down quickly, like she liked what she saw, then blushed and faced forward.

Hell, if he was going to march around half-naked for the rest of his life, at least some people appreciated it.

“Girl!” Freyja-Muerte admonished her friend. “I’m going to tattle on you.”

Sekh-sephone turned huge eyes on her. “No, you’re not. I’m in the freaking underworld for you. You are going to knit me three pairs of socks and keep your mouth as shut as a vault in Langley.”

The pale white of Mictecacihuatl’s skeletal visage turned just a hint of pink. “You didn’t have to come.”

Her friend scoffed but said in a friendly enough voice, “And if I’d been sent to the underworld, what would you do?”

Rafael watched his partner with interest to see what she’d say, while keeping far enough away not to intrude on their conversation. Her blush darkened further before she said, “Come get you, of course.”

“And you think I wouldn’t do the same because...?”

“Because this isn’t your job.”

The woman leaned in. “Haven’t you noticed that I want it to be?”

“But why? You have a great life.”

Sekh-sephone shook her head, her mouth pursed tightly. “I don’t have to justify myself to you. If we’re friends, you need to accept my decisions. I don’t judge you. I expect the same respect from you.”

Good line. Maybe Rafael should try it.

From atop the temple, a commotion caught their attention. Trumpets blared as a small procession headed out toward the staircase. A woman came forward to the very edge of the third tier. She wore a linen shift that left her shoulders bare, and she had dark dreadlocks that reached down to her butt. Gems shone on her wrists and ankles and from a giant necklace. On her head were the same stacked tiers of bones that Neti and Ishtar wore—the helm of the Sumerian gods.

“Ereshkigal,” Rafael whispered as the group gathered as close to the wall as they could—not that that was much help in an empty courtyard.

The goddess surveyed the area around her, hand up to her face like she was shielding her eyes from the nonexistent sun, and picked them out easily. “Come on up,” she said, startling Rafael with her perfect English.

Maybe real gods could speak all languages.

The group of not-so-sneaky conduits looked at each other, seeking some sort of community decision. Rafael surveyed the palace walls again; so far he hadn’t seen anything resembling an entrance that wasn’t also the grand staircase.

“Open the gates,” Ereshkigal announced, and the giant door leading farther into the underworld began to slowly slide inward. Ereshkigal smiled at them with bloodred lips. “The gidim, the residents of my kingdom, rely on the libations of the living for their sustenance. We here in Kur have been abandoned by the world and left alone and starving for far too long. You appear to have enough liquid inside you to feed dozens. My gidim will smell your blood and come rushing through the gates. I recommend coming up here so we can... chat. Unless you fancy being slurped up like waterskins.”

“What is she talking about?” Rafael asked the group.

“Uh...” Freyja-Muerte started hesitatingly. “I read that there’s no water here, so the only way the dead can drink is if the living pour liquid on their graves, which, I’d assume, probably hasn’t happened much in the last several thousand years.”

Sekh-sephone raised her brow in surprise. “So they’re going to...”

The doors opened enough that a few gray, emaciated figures came crawling through. Their skin appeared so dry and brittle they almost looked like insects.

“That’s disgusting,” Shawn stated. “But they don’t look that tough.”

One wailed a dry-throated cry, and it echoed like a rattle throughout the courtyard. Rafael’s neck hair rose at the noise. “Maybe we should...” He pointed to the stairs.

Then more figures came, most crawling, some walking, all with a mean hunger in their eyes.

Freyja-Muerte reached behind her, then announced as if wildly affronted, “I don’t have any weapons. What can this goddess do? Walk in high heels?”

Sekh-sephone grabbed her hand. “I say you use that skill to run up the steps to Ereshkigal. Ready?”

More and more of the dead husks—the gidim—came stumbling through, each one focused entirely on the living with ravenous intent. And they seemed to be picking up speed. “Go!” Rafael yelled, shoving Freyja-Muerte and Sekh-sephone toward the temple. “Now!”
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Chapter 12
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SEKH-SEPHONE TOOK OFF, Freyja-Muerte in tow, and Freyja-Muerte grabbed her mother’s hand, starting a chain up the side of the temple. Good. 

Shawn, though, stared at the approaching horde, a calculating light in his eyes. Rafael gave him a push toward the temple, and he moved, still hesitating. “I may be able to do something.” 

Another hoarse cry went up from the dead, this one joined by others in a cacophony of dry-throated noise that should not come from human vocal cords. Rafael cringed, and Shawn—thank the gods—ran. Rafael took off after him, up the long-ass flight of stairs. Thank gods I work out. “Do what?”

“I...” Osiris looked back down. “Never mind. There are too many.” 

As they hit what would probably be the second story, the restless dead made it to the stairs. “Keep going!” Rafael yelled up at the team. But Bryn wasn’t going to make it. She was already bending over, out of breath, as the mindless gidim plowed forward inexorably. Freyja tried to help her, but she was wobbling on Mictecacihuatl’s heels. Maybe walking in heels wasn’t her goddess’s talent.

Rafael grabbed Bryn and threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, then paused to regain his balance on the narrow steps.

“You can’t—” Freyja-Muerte started, real fear in her expression.

“Go!” he ordered. Turning back, he used one of Mictlantecuhtli’s cooler powers and sent a wind of blades down the temple steps. A few of the gidim fell off the staircase, but more kept coming. He turned, braced himself, and started jogging up the stairs, his thighs protesting with every weighted step. “My trainer will be proud. My trainer will be proud.”

“What are you muttering about?” Freyja-Muerte was suddenly beside him.

“I’m counting this”—pant, pant—“as my workout for”—pant, pant—“the day.”

She gazed at him with such gratitude, he decided he should run up more staircases carrying her mother with the thirsty dead in pursuit. “I would not have made it through this without you. I wouldn’t have made it through the past twenty-four hours without you. Thank you for coming. I can’t...”

She looked positively weepy for a moment, and he forgave her for everything. “It’s cool. We’re good.” I love you. Let’s make out. No, wait...

“No, we’re not,” she said, her words coming out more breathless as they headed farther up. “I’m not used to working with people. You were right. I shouldn’t have come here alone. It was reckless and thoughtless. I thought I was protecting you, but I was just being stupid. I’m not used to having anyone I can rely on. Forgive me? You can just nod. You don’t have to talk while carrying my mom.”

He bit his tongue because he wanted to make an ass of himself declaring his love for her on the steps of an underworld temple while wearing nothing more than eyeballs and a scarf. He laughed, just a little, then sucked in air. Then his right butt cheek stung, and Freyja-Muerte yelled, “Bryn!” in the most horrified tone.

“Did she just smack me on the ass?”

Freyja-Muerte cringed. “Sorry!”

“Hurry,” Bryn said.

Freyja-Muerte looked behind them. “Shit!”

His quads burned like a mother, but he pressed forward, forcing himself to move.

His partner took off her shoes and wielded them like weapons.

“Come on!” he yelled back at her. “I didn’t come here for you to die on a staircase.” Pain knifed his lungs as he took another ragged breath. He was going to die on the staircase. At least they’d die together.

No, fuck that. He had a new album to write—a better one—and an amazing woman to convince to go out with him. “Freyja, get your ass up here!”

Sekh-sephone and Shawn were already struggling up to the dais where Ereshkigal waited, and he wasn’t entirely sure that was moving toward safety.

But it was moving toward not immediately being trampled and eaten by a raging horde of dead people, so... good enough for now? He had a hard time believing, though, that Ereshkigal had their best interests at heart.

When he finally got within twenty steps of the end of the epically long staircase, Ereshkigal smiled victoriously and stamped her foot. The echo of her heel ricocheted off the surrounding walls and sent a blast of air rumbling down the temple. Rafael’s feet lost their traction, and he found himself falling backward.

Freyja-Muerte grabbed his arm, pulling him forward again, which sent him teetering toward the temple—better than tumbling to his death, but still a face full of bone-crushing rock. Freyja-Muerte dropped backward onto her ass. With that incredible reaction time she had, his partner grabbed his head and the shoulder nearest her mother’s head, pulling him into her chest and shoving his shoulder away, thereby forcing her mother’s head into the air and protecting both of their faces.

And sticking his nose into her cleavage. All the fear and frustration he’d been feeling toward her recklessness roared to life, and he wanted to wrap her up in his arms. Her skin felt wonderful. Somehow, despite everything, she managed to smell wonderful—like snow and fire at the same time.

Bryn struggled, and he let her go. She slid onto her butt on the temple steps. Freyja-Muerte stayed seated, a look of relief on her face, and he just let himself rest for a moment pressed against her chest, trusting that if she was staring down the steps with no tension, Ereshkigal’s pounding footstep had taken care of the approaching gidim.

Wait, he could see behind him, if he could just figure out how to focus that way... except all the eyeballs, like his brain, seemed to be trained on Freyja-Muerte’s plunging neckline. It was a far more appealing view than down the temple.

“Coyote?” she said, a question in her tone.

“Yes?” he drawled in response. Somehow she must be convinced to lounge like this under completely normal circumstances, like alone together in the lair while watching TV. He didn’t want it to take traveling to hell or being surrounded by an army of the damned to touch her. “Are we about to be eaten?”

She laughed, and he felt the rippling movement of her diaphragm against his cheek. “No. But we have a few more steps to get up before we face a goddess of death. You ready?”

“No,” he answered, burying his face a little more into her cleavage. But he put his palms on the rock steps of the temple and pushed away until he could look her in the eyes. “Let’s go anyway.”

He hopped up and offered her his hand. To his surprise, she took it and allowed him to help her up. Bryn snickered and continued up the stairs at a sedate pace.

For the first two steps, Freyja’s hand stayed in his, then she squeezed him and let go, continuing up without touching.

Before he could wonder too much what was going through her head, Ereshkigal asked, “Which one of you entertained my galla?”

Everyone turned to him, except Bryn, who asked coolly, “Why do you wish to know?”

He took the last step onto the platform. “Me.” Not like he could hide it with amateur spy hour around him.

Ereshkigal clapped her hands. “Excellent. You shall entertain me. And if you do so, I will grant you a boon. And if you do not...” She looked back to the temple at the summit, where a line of torches led toward a dark chamber. “Well, maybe you just need more time to practice.” Her gaze returned to him, and she looked him up and down. “I’ve got nothing but time, and it’s been a while since anyone’s amused me.”

A sinking feeling filled his stomach, and he laughed uncomfortably at the sad tone of her voice. She was being completely honest. He’d bet money, or possibly his life, that she would keep them here to suspend her boredom. It wasn’t a great time to offer him a boon in exchange for entertainment, either—he was wheezing and out of breath, not exactly ready to sing.

Freyja-Muerte stepped in front of him, looking all sorts of worried. “We’re just here to get Macha. You know, the one I amused you with by sending her down here to liven things up a bit?”

The goddess shot his partner a look. “That was... briefly entertaining. But my husband finds her far more interesting than I do.”

“Oh...” Freyja-Muerte said, her face turning whiter.

Great. Rafael shook his head. He had a choice. He could be obsequious and try to win her approval, but while he generally tried to be nice, kissing ass wasn’t really his thing—especially with someone fickle. She wanted to be entertained, something he could provide, given a few minutes to recover. That meant he had power. He shrugged, trying to look casual, even if he was anything but calm inside. “Sure, I’ll play for you, but only on the condition that we leave afterward—with what we came for.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed dangerously at him. “You are a brazen one, aren’t you?”

He didn’t take the bait, just grinned at her like he had no shame.

She strode toward him, circling him like he was for sale as her gaze traveled everywhere. Used to being on display, he let her, feigning a nonchalance he didn’t feel.

“Hey!” Freyja-Muerte said, offended for him.

Grateful, he gave her a small smile but shook his head to stop her interference. It wasn’t the first time somebody had judged his talent by the shape of his ass. Wouldn’t be the last. It made him feel dirty, but he’d gotten good at the grin-and-preen, because it got him what he wanted.

When her pointed fingernail traced his hip where the skimpy scarf met skin, he clenched his jaw. To his amusement, Freyja-Muerte looked like she’d break the woman’s hand, and that was enough to make him relax.

Her finger came to a rest at the bone right below his waist. “What if you aren’t as impressive as you think, hmm? I do not grant favors for poor work.”

He looked her right in the eye. “I’m good—I stopped an army of galla with a guitar. If you’re not entertained, that’s your fault, not mine.”

Half his party looked shocked at his behavior, but his partner pursed her very red lips like she was hiding a smile. Sometimes they got each other.

Behind Freyja, her mom wore the exact same expression. Interesting.

“I’ll need my other form, though,” he said. “Huehuecoyotl carries my instruments. Do you have the power to keep me from sucking air like I’m going to keel over at any moment? It’s hard to sing when I can’t breathe.”

She narrowed her eyes and nodded slowly. “The trickster... yes.”

Freyja was going to kill him for this, but he pulled her forward. “She’ll need her other form as well.” His partner quit laughing.

Ereshkigal’s face turned downright nasty. “Ishtar—even her power channeling through you mortals—is not welcome in my home.”

He waved his hands in front of him, still striving for relaxed and entitled. “No, no. Freyja. Not Ishtar. We wouldn’t bring your sister here. No way. What a bitch.”

That seemed to mollify her enough that she tipped her head. “Granted.”

“Oh, and I may need pants. Or a skirt or whatever. I had to drop trou’ at one of your gates, and I’m not sure if they’ll reappear.”

Ereshkigal threw her head back and laughed at him. “You are a cocky one, demanding so much of a goddess—a real goddess.” Her finger curled until he could feel the unusual sharpness of her nail digging into his side, and she leaned upward and in, getting so close to his face he could smell what he could best describe as strong wine on her breath. She was petite, with brown eyes that lit up the underworld’s darkness, and he found himself leery of her but not hating her. “Best be wary, lest I decide to be equally demanding.”

He gave her his best star smile. “What kind of music do you like?”

Instead of answering, she put her hand on his forehead. Power like he’d never imagined startled him, as part of her essence, or whatever it was, wended through him, tugging at his connection to the godstones and making him hellishly nervous.

“Uh... what are you...”

He hadn’t spent much time thinking about how the powers inside him worked, but as she delved through his self-conscious, he could feel them, the trickster and the darkness, like two strings on a guitar. The dark god vibrated, playing its note while Huehue was present but silent. She wrapped her cold fingers—spiritual fingers—around the string, and he tensed, wanting to step away before she snapped it. Gods knew what would happen to him then. Her hand, her real one, latched onto his hip, holding him in place with the strength of ten humans.

“Hey! Hands off!” Freyja-Muerte yelled beside him. Her hand tried to slip between Ereshkigal and his skin but couldn’t make purchase.

For a moment, Ereshkigal’s spiritual grip vibrated with Mictlantecuhtli’s string, as if she debated whether to sever the connection, exposing him to everyone and leaving him helpless. For the first time, he realized exactly how much danger they were in. A real god could disconnect his power with a touch.

If you can’t beat them, join them. “Ma’am?” he said softly. “I’d like for us to get along. Freyja, stop.”

“But—”

“Just. Stop.” He looked into Ereshkigal’s face and saw a beautiful and miserable woman. Her job had probably sucked back when belief in her and her pantheon was alive and this place was hopping with new people every day. Now she ruled over a kingdom that was not merely for the dead, but really and truly dead itself. How awful. He gave her another smile, one less magazine quality and more real. “Let’s play music together.”

She scowled at him, and for a moment he thought sympathy might have been the wrong play. But then her magic flicked Huehuecoyotl’s string, leaving Mictlantecuhtli playing as well. He felt the energy transition and grow as both gods activated at once.

It wasn’t like before, when Huehue was on but sleeping, waiting for him to trade out. Both gods were awake. Power rushed through him, almost painful in its struggle, and he closed his eyes, trying to work out a jagged balance between two entities that were almost nothing alike. Huehue wanted to play a trick, to sing, and to get the fuck out of Kur. Mictlan felt peaceful here and disdained the frenetic immaturity Coyote represented. Rafael couldn’t contain the war inside his body as they bickered and fought for control. Meanwhile, Huehue’s drumbeat in his head grew louder and more percussive, giving him a headache that pounded like a sledgehammer. He crunched in on himself, convinced he was dying—or maybe just going insane—as the drums boomed on.

Aztec drums. Both gods liked the hollow bang of the teponaztli and the susurrus of the rattle. They were both Aztec. He clung to that unifying idea, giving them a place of common ground in the beauty and power of the music they shared.

And just like that, they integrated into a unit. He opened his eyes, taking in the world through Coyote’s improved senses and sucked in a breath with Mictlantecuhtli’s dark energy that matched Kur’s deathlessness in death.

“Impressive,” Ereshkigal stated. Then she turned to Freyja-Muerte like she would do the same thing to her.

“No! Stop.” She didn’t have two gods from the same pantheon, which was the only reason he wasn’t going crazy right now, with gods warring for control of his mind and body.

But Ereshkigal didn’t listen. She placed her hand on Freyja-Muerte’s forehead.

Freyja screamed.
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Chapter 13
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THIRTY SECONDS BEFORE, Coyote-as-Mict-whatever had been screaming, with Ereshkigal’s hand pressed to his forehead. Giselle had tried to break the woman’s arm, but apparently gods didn’t break so easily.

Then her partner had stopped howling and had shifted. His Coyote mask had returned, but it was a skull. His drum returned to his back, but he still wore the death god’s shawl around his hips and eyeballs around his neck.

It was like the best of both worlds—plus extra eyeballs—had merged into one conduit. She’d never heard of anything like it.

Then Ereshkigal’s hand was on her forehead, and Coyote was screaming for Ereshkigal to stop.

But why? Blending two gods into one was badass, even if it was—

Oh, gods, power and pain rushed through her with startling ferocity. The death goddess’s hold on her senses was jealous and grim, while Freyja’s more familiar wildness coursed through her, demanding dominance. But the math didn’t add up—two goddesses was too much for one body. She dropped down to a crouch, hearing her own screams as she struggled to balance the power coursing through her before it shredded her sanity. She could feel herself changing, then rearranging back—her hair, her body, her mind and magic.

Arms wrapped around her from behind, and Coyote held her up. “What do they have in common? What do they both want? Find that.”

Mictecacihuatl heard his voice, her husband’s voice, and leaned back into the dark god who shared the Aztec underworld with her. She could handle a life beneath the world because he was there. Freyja heard Coyote, her partner, and it reminded her that though they were nothing alike—maybe because they were nothing alike—they made an amazing team. It was their differences that made them unstoppable. Stronger together.

Freyja gave in a little. Mictecacihuatl felt the shift and sank further into her husband’s embrace.

“Work together. You’re a team now,” Dark Coyote whispered in her ear.

Mictecacihuatl listened to her husband and gave in a little.

Giselle gasped for air as she felt her body settle into a new form. She looked down to find the frilly dress had been toned down some, and her costume now had leather armor and boots. On her back, she felt the holster, and at her side was her bag of holding. Her hair was still dark, and what she could see of herself still had skeletal paint. The two goddesses settled inside her with an uneasy truce, but a truce she could work with. She leaned up, away from Dark Coyote, her mind buzzing with energy.

Ereshkigal smiled at them, clapping her hands in delight. “Well, now, we’re already having fun! To the throne room we go.” She turned, pointing up yet another staircase to the next level of the complex.

Somewhere nearby, Osiris groaned a protest. “More stairs.”

Rawan dashed over to Giselle instead of following the goddess. “Are you okay? What happened? Are you—”

Giselle nodded. “Both goddesses at once. I’m not sure I can do this for a really long time, though, so let’s try to make this happen fast.” She grabbed Coyote’s arm and whispered fiercely, “Why did you imply I was part of your act?”

He shot her a look that said, “Duh,” and then said out loud, “Because you wanted your weapons and didn’t like wearing high heels.”

“Uh, okay, yeah, but what am I supposed to do? I can’t entertain her.”

He frowned. “You just did.”

She blinked, wondering what he meant by that. Then she slapped his bicep. “I can’t believe you offered to sing for our freedom. What if—”

He put his fingers against her mouth, looking more confidently casual than she could ever imagine feeling, and she stopped talking. “Look,” he said, his voice all swagger. “She’s been stuck here for thousands of years with nothing new. This isn’t auditioning for the Met, this is entertaining someone with an incredibly boring life. It’ll be fine.” Though his voice sounded super casual, a tiny swallow and the pinch to the sides of his mouth told her he wasn’t as confident as he sounded.

“I can offer her Brisingamen.”

He looked at her, the tiniest hint of doubt in his expression. “If this doesn’t work, go for it.”

Nodding, she started to think about exactly how she could phrase the offer.

“But until then, try to have a little faith in me.” He kept walking. “This will be a lot easier with you cheering me on instead of planning for my failure.”

She huffed and caught up with him. “Having a backup plan isn’t planning for you to fail; it’s just a good practice.”

“And your backup plan for coming here was...?”

“That was in my note! It was for you to find if there was a god in the bag that could get me back. I mean, if one god can send someone here, surely one can bring someone back, right?”

Anger, the same as she’d seen at the gates, reared back up in his eyes. “If that could be done, don’t you think they would’ve tried it already? You sent that note to give me something to do and make me feel better. It was fucking patronizing.”

She looked down because he wasn’t wrong. She hadn’t actually expected that to work.

“Mm-hmm,” he said, a million words in his tone.

They finally made it up the final set of stairs. Here, living green provided a break from the endless supply of sand. Two immense trees with thick trunks that looked like they were composed of dozens of smaller trees clumped together flanked the entrance to the garden. Their glorious, conical canopies stretched up into the mist above them. Past them, pomegranate, palm, and other flora dotted the space around the temple in what would be a sparse garden in south Texas, but amid the desolation of Kur was a gaudy display of life.

A simple rectangular building rose about two stories tall before them in pristine white. Small triangular windows decorated the second floor, but the bottom half was reserved for ornate carvings of fantastical figures. There was no door, but a path led around the building, and this was what Ereshkigal took. She looked all around her with sorrowful pride. “I love this time of year. Dumuzid brings the most amazing things to our realm.”

Giselle hid her scowl. The Sumerian god of spring brought amazing things to the part of the realm only the gods saw. What about everyone else?

“It’s beautiful,” Coyote said, and Ereshkigal smiled back at him in a way that made Giselle nervous. Was there covetousness in her eyes? Coyote didn’t seem to notice. If he wasn’t careful, he’d have a death goddess smitten with him, and that was not going to go well.

They continued around the building, and Giselle couldn’t decide where to look—at the plants, at the intricate details on the temple facade, or out into the land itself, which stretched as far as the eye could see in every direction, even past the gates, like the channel they’d been through wasn’t a physical passage but a portal to the mortal realm. The vast expanse of nothing made her shiver.

The courtyard below them was slowly filling with the denizens of Kur, setting her nerves further on edge and reminding her that this peaceful moment was not going to last. If they didn’t curry favor with Ereshkigal, getting out of here was going to mean facing literal hordes of the dead before hoping the portal worked both ways.

So maybe Coyote making a new friend was a good idea. The thought made her feel twitchy when Ereshkigal tossed another interested look his way as she pointed out aspects of the temple like a tour guide. Just not too good of friends.

Bryn dropped back a few steps to walk next to her and gave her a confused smile, like it was a hard expression to make. With careful language, she managed, “Do not eat or drink here. Trick.”

Giselle nodded, remembering the story of Persephone and the six grains or seeds or whatever that the myth said had gotten her stuck in Hades for six months out of the year. She took another look at her mother and the eyes she remembered so well, even if everything else seemed wrong. Tears threatened to push from her own eyes, and she sucked in a breath to stop them. “I won’t. Let’s make sure everyone knows.” She hurried to Rawan, feeling like a total shit as she left her mother behind. Coyote had accused her of running away. Maybe he was extremely right.

“Don’t eat anything,” she muttered, forcing her gaze from Bryn... and then once again staring at Coyote, who was now in deep conversation with a real freaking goddess who seemed real freaking interested in his ass.

“I know. Channeling Persephone here,” Rawan said with a smirk. Then she followed Giselle’s gaze. “I thought you said he was a bad musician. What he did with the galla was epic. I mean, not to hate on your idol or anything, but watching Coyote wrest the attention of a dozen demons was way cooler than watching our stoned classmate cover Justin Bieber at that party.”

Giselle looked up at the ceiling for patience. “I was a little busy subduing the god at the gate to give it my full attention, but yeah, he sounded better than I’d expected. He never told me he knew how to play a guitar. But you gotta admit the drama of the demon cavalcade following him adds to the picture.” She lifted her chin up in the air. “And, like you said, Rafael was high and playing covers on someone’s back porch—he even said it wasn’t going to be his best work—whereas Coyote had deadly incentive to be the best he could be.”

“True,” Rawan said. “I just think... I don’t know, now that I’ve spent some time with him? He’s really hot, he’s sweet to your mom—which, okay, she’s not dead, wow—and he’s nuts about you. I don’t want you to miss out on something cool because you’re...” She frowned like she was afraid of offending.

“Hung up on something that’ll never happen?”

Rawan shrugged apologetically.

“I’m not holding back on Coyote because I think I have a shot with a mega rock star.” She watched Coyote talking to the goddess and tried to release her jealousy on a breath. “The truth is, I really like working with him, and I don’t want to mess that up. We’re coworkers. Everyone knows you don’t date your coworker. I mean, it’s not like we could have a real relationship anyway—I have no idea who he is under the mask. One day he’s going to have a real girlfriend, one he can take on dates until he pops the question, and that girl won’t be me. I don’t want to blow up what we’ve got for something that can never be.”

“You could tell him who you are.”

“He doesn’t want me to know who he is, either. He’s surprisingly particular about it.”

Rawan pursed her lips thoughtfully, then nodded as if she’d come to a decision. “You’re right.”

Giselle’s expectation of an argument left her unprepared for that. “What? You think I’m right?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, I know you’ve seen Malik and me...” She blushed as she trailed off. “But we’ve been together since we were fifteen. We’re going to get married after graduation. It’s not like we’re having a casual relationship. I know a lot of people have those, and they need to do what’s right for them, but if you’re not into having a fling, I get that. I wouldn’t be, either. If you can only have a casual affair with Coyote, and that’s not what you want, then wait for what you want. You’re worth more than being someone’s girl on the side.” Rawan squeezed her shoulder and gave her a smirk. “I think I’ve just been with the same guy for so long I’m trying to live vicariously through my friends’ exploits, but you don’t have to do stupid things so I can have romantic catharsis. That’s what books are for.”

Giselle stared at her in wonder. “You really are the best friend ever.”

Rawan laughed. “Thanks. You’re pretty awesome yourself. Except when you try to fight gods without us. Don’t do that.”

It was Giselle’s turn to laugh, and she looked at Coyote again, maybe with a hint of longing as he bent over to smell a flower. But Rawan was on her side. She was doing the right thing. Then something else Rawan had said sunk in. “Wait, you’re marrying Malik after graduation? Are y’all, like, engaged or something?”

“Not exactly, we just agreed on it. He’ll propose senior year. We have the whole thing planned—career, kids, mosque, charity, retirement. We’re pathetically predictable.”

Giselle shook her head, unsure how anyone could know that much about their life. “I don’t know what I’m doing next week—much less in four years.” She’d never had the luxury of knowing when she’d have to move again or what challenges she’d face when she got there. Now, as Freyja, she didn’t figure she had an extended life plan. But maybe now that she’d gotten into college and had at least a little more control over her life, she could start thinking more long-term. She bit her lip as she looked back at Coyote—Dark Coyote—a future that, after what he’d done for her today, would include him as a friend. A really good friend.

Then Ereshkigal plucked a pomegranate from the tree, and fear for her potential long-term plans with her long-term partner made her step forward. “She’s going to try to get Coyote to eat something.”

She strode over to the pair as Ereshkigal cut the fruit in half with a knife she’d pulled out of somewhere.

“Hey,” Giselle said as cheerfully as she could, taking Coyote by the arm.

Ereshkigal sent her the kind of fake smile she remembered from popular kids in high school, the kind that said, “See how nice I am?” to everyone else while saying, “Get the fuck away from me,” to her. Then she turned the pomegranate to them. “Seeds? They’re particularly sweet here. The god of spring raised these trees himself.”

“No—” way in hell, Giselle started to say.

But Coyote physically pulled her away from Ereshkigal, putting himself between her and the fruit. “Looks great, but no thanks.”

“Are you sure?” Ereshkigal asked sweetly.

Coyote gave her a look that said, “Come on...” and then said aloud, “I’ve read a few myths. I know what happens if I eat here.”

After a brief scowl, Ereshkigal tossed the pomegranate into the dirt. “Can’t blame a woman for trying.” Immediately the fruit began to rot, turning brown and shriveled as maggots appeared like magic.

Grossed out, Giselle backed away from it even farther. Somehow Coyote managed to maintain a casual smile. “Can’t blame the living for wanting to go back.”

They reached double doors, one-and-a-half-story-tall wooden pieces of art with engraved bronze banding across them. Ereshkigal climbed the few steps up to them, arms spread wide as if in a ritual pose, while Coyote waited below with Giselle, still arm in arm.

“We need to find Macha,” he muttered.

“And you seemed to be having a grand old time.”

“Catch more flies with honey.”

“Are you really going to play for her?”

He shot her a look that seemed a wild combination of excitement and nerves. “It worked for Orpheus.”

But wasn’t he, like, one of the greatest musicians of all time? She bit her tongue, trying not to doubt her partner. Instead, she said, “I don’t remember that one having a happy ending.”

“Yeah, well, when you win, don’t be a dumbass is the moral lesson there. When we win, we won’t look back.”

Ereshkigal threw open the doors. Inside, a narrow hall was dimly lit from the triangular windows above. After about six feet, the hall intersected a wider room that stretched perpendicularly in either direction. Despite the lack of light, the bright whiteness of the interior reflected what little came through, making the place feel more like a pristine dawn than a creepy twilight.

Unable to completely shut up, Giselle said, “Orpheus is a pretty high standard. Feeling, uh...” Supportive, Gi. “...ready to kick ass?” What was going on inside his head?

He swallowed, his eyes alight with nervous energy. “Opportunity of a lifetime to try.” He pulled her arm tighter in and leaned down until his lips were at her ear. “Regardless of how well or poorly I do, I’ll at least make sure she’s distracted.”

Giselle startled at the implication. “And I can slip out and find Macha.” She frowned. “But you implied I’m in the act.”

He shook his head. “She knows I was lying. I suggest we stick to our strengths. I’ll entertain, you be a hero.”

She touched his jaw, and he looked down at her, a mixed bag of emotions passing through his eyes. “So what you’re saying is, I should sneak around and hit things while you impress a goddess.”

That seemed to amuse him, and he winked at her as he leaned in close again. “There’s only one goddess I care about impressing.”

Her cheeks heated as he leaned back, and the open space seemed to get stuffy.

Ereshkigal reached a hand down, and Coyote dropped Giselle’s arm to join the real goddess. Giselle shoved down the ridiculous jealousy that roared through her as Rawan-Persephone, whoever-Osiris, and Bryn-Hekate joined her. Together, they ascended into the temple of Ereshkigal, Giselle feeling a little too much like Dorothy on the way to see the wizard. As if he read her mind, Osiris shook his head and said, “Galla and gidim and gods.”

Rawan and Giselle joined in with, “Oh my,” and linked elbows.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 14


[image: image]


RAFAEL LET THE GODDESS take his elbow as they strolled toward the corner. She’d proven herself nice, as long as he was telling her what she wanted to hear. Which, he supposed, was better than never nice. Still not comfortable. But he was used to that sort of privileged behavior and could play the game.

Had he ever been this arrogant? Hopefully not. Would he have ever become this arrogant? Unease wormed through him as he thought over his behavior in the last year and the growing pile of apologies he’d had to make for himself and the band after nights of excess.

Yeah, he totally had this sort of jackass in him. Freyja was pretty good at keeping it in check with her criticism. He didn’t like it, but it was good for him.

They made it to where the hallway opened up, and suddenly they were in the middle of the central corridor and the main altar came into sight on the left. After growing up half-atheist and half-Catholic—depending on if you asked his parents or grandparents—the simplicity of Ereshkigal’s temple surprised him. The central rectangle was nearly empty, with white walls that rose in elegantly immaculate lines. A series of screens let light in from the back, creating elaborate shadow patterns on the floor. A giant lit brazier burned in a circular firepit with a wide ledge. Five grand doors, like the initial one they’d come through, led off at equal intervals from the right and left, with the middle one they’d entered through acting as a sixth opening, giving a clean regularity to the design.

Ereshkigal headed straight for the fire, her tawny skin lighting up bronze as the flames reflected off it. She was beautiful, in a dangerous sort of way. The smile she turned on them was that of a predator enjoying this nice new mouse it’d found. Hopefully he could keep her attention while Freyja went off to find their own quarry.

He was in the freaking underworld playing for a goddess. How mythic was that? The ultimate proof that he was a serious artist, at one with his craft. His heart beat heavy at the thought. Too bad he was doing this at twenty-one and not after he’d had a few more years’ experience under his belt.

At least he was still pretty. If you can’t wow ’em, flash ’em.

Which he was practically doing anyway in the damn scarf covering his ass. “So, what kind of music do you like?” he asked again.

Ereshkigal tipped her head to the side. “Temple music is almost all I hear. Play me something new.” She sat by the fire and propped one long leg up along the ledge.

“You’re several thousand years old. I think the only things I know would be new to you.” He spun the drum around to his front.

“Come now, my worship didn’t die out so completely. I’ve heard the lute.”

He held back a laugh—barely—and merely raised his brow. “Lute? Things have changed a little since then, goddess. You like the lute? You want pretty la-la-la music? Or you want something with a little grit behind it.”

She chuckled. “Grit? In music? You’re not going to flatter my feminine delicacy with something dulcet?”

He grinned. “In my experience, delicate romancing is not really what women want.”

Her predatory grin grew past Cheshire cat and into jungle beast. “Then play me music with grit, boy-channeling-a-god. You have made me curious.”

“Guitar, Huehue,” he ordered, before whispering, “No fucking with me right now if you don’t want to move in here permanently.”

To his infinite relief, a beautiful acoustic guitar appeared in his hands. He plucked the strings and found it already perfectly tuned. He started to noodle around, playing enough, hopefully, to catch her interest, but not enough to be satisfying. “Artists get paid for their labor. I want safe passage out of Kur for my friends and me, as well as Macha, immediately after I’ve played.”

“Huh.” She placed a finger on her lips, like she was thinking. Then she pronounced, “A song for each friend. If I like it, you may choose one of your companions for safe passage. For every song that doesn’t amuse me, someone will remain behind.”

He sucked in a nervous breath. No pressure. “I don’t even know what you like.”

She narrowed her eyes. “One song for each of your compatriots.” She looked into the fire, and her voice turned causal in that forced way that was anything but. “Then you will play a final song for me, and if you please me enough, I may be lenient. But you must play a song that is truly for me.”

He frowned. “You want me to write you a song, like, on the spot?”

“Yes. A song for me.”

He straightened up at the request that came in a tone so full of longing he had to sympathize with her. She must be so lonely. Think fast, Rafe... “I can’t write a song off the top of my head that’s good enough for you.” He could compose bawdy ditties while drunk around the campfire all night, but that was probably not what she wanted. “I’m happy to compose one in your honor after I’ve returned home. Is there a way you can hear me? Then I could create something worthy of you.”

She laughed as though she saw right through his flattering words. “Worthy... Alright then. A song written in my honor. You have until the next new moon to please me, or I will send my galla for your friends.” She flapped a hand at his teammates.

Next new moon? Jada had made a joke about their concert opening on the dark of the moon, which meant she was giving him not quite two weeks. No pressure. Rafael nodded. He could write a kickass song in that time—it was one good thing the last two years had proven to him; he didn’t have to agonize over every note like that was somehow noble. For the next album, he was going to strive for more middle ground between phoning it in and considering his every press of a key overly precious. Writing a song for a goddess... it was an interesting challenge. “A song for each person here, including myself”—Was it his imagination or did her lips briefly quirk into a frown that he’d included himself? Uh-oh—“and one for Macha. And I’ll compose something new for you by the new moon.”

Ereshkigal shook her head. “Macha is not free to go.”

“But you sent galla after Freyja in protest of her presence.”

Ereshkigal shrugged a single shoulder. “If you win a ticket home for your lady fair, I’ll send nothing more after her. But Macha keeps Nergal out of my hair, so she’s become useful.” She looked so damn put out when referring to her husband that he almost grinned—until he thought about what she’d said.

As much as he despised Macha for the racist, evil, murdering bitch she was, he didn’t want to think about how she might be keeping Nergal busy. She should be in prison, not... wherever she was, doing whatever she was doing there. His gaze caught Freyja’s, and she nodded slightly. She’d slip out and, hopefully, find her. Somehow they’d get out with her—which was not going to be easy. He turned his full attention back to Ereshkigal. “Please state the full bargain.” There would be no mincing of words if he could prevent it.

Ereshkigal shot him an irritated look, hand on her cocked hip like he was being hella annoying—and maybe he was. But he just smiled at her like a dumb pretty boy, and finally she rolled her eyes and said, “Five songs. One for you and each of your friends. And you’ll present a song in my honor by the new moon or I’ll send my galla to fetch you all.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or maybe I’ll just fetch you and the blue-eyed girl you keep eyeing. Heaven knows how long Macha can keep Nergal occupied before he’s bored again.”

Freyja nearly turned a sickly green, and Rafael gritted his teeth as any sympathy he’d felt for the goddess ejected out the tiny temple windows. No way was that happening. And they definitely had to get Macha out of here.

Time to put on a show. He gave her his most charming smile, now an utter fake, and strummed the guitar gently as he said, “Modern music doesn’t sound like it’s played on a lute anymore. Ready for something different?”

“Impress me,” she said, already sounding bored.

“Electric, Huehue.” To his pleasant surprise the guitar in his hand transformed to a shining instrument worthy of Hendrix. He jammed the strings once, making it roar through... magic? There were no speakers or amp. Whatever, it worked.

His heart pounded as he psyched himself up for an unbelievable opportunity. In the afterlife. In front of a goddess. His pasted-on grin turned real. After faking a cough, he launched into the opening riff of Zeppelin’s “Whole Lotta Love.”

Ereshkigal’s gaze jerked up, like the sound startled her. He’d expected that. He just pictured the crowd at Madison Square, imagined the sound of happy screams and his band behind him, and rocked it for all he was worth. He sang, his voice lacking some of Plant’s growl—although having run up the stairs carrying Bryn helped with that.

Ereshkigal didn’t know the difference and didn’t seem to care. After her initial surprise, a slow smile crept across her face as she looked at him in a new way, like he’d suddenly become interesting for something other than his barely clad ass. He grinned back, relaxing into the moment. He was playing for the favor of a goddess in the underworld. This was the most profound performance of his life.

#
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FREYJA WAS SHOCKED at the growl of the guitar and stared at Coyote as if she’d never seen him before. So... Huehuecoyotl had chosen a musician—or, at least, somebody who could wail on an electric guitar. She didn’t recognize the song, but it was exactly the kind of arrogant, overtly sexy thing she imagined Coyote would sing. He looked shockingly comfortable playing for Ereshkigal, like he wasn’t playing for their lives. He stood relaxed, his fingers moving in a way that looked both agile and yet somehow lazy as he caressed the strings.

She looked at Rawan and Osiris, and they seemed as clueless as she was about whatever he was playing, though Rawan wore a shocked grin, like she was once again impressed.

Giselle’s mother, however, was rocking along with it, mouthing the words with one hand in the air like she was clubbing. Giselle backed up to where Bryn stood and shot her a look like what are you doing?

Bryn’s eyes widened in surprise or disappointment or something. “Led Zeppelin?”

“Oh, don’t they sing that song in Thor?”

Bryn literally, physically face-palmed.

Coyote broke into a guitar solo, dragging Giselle’s attention to him again as the guitar sang like the lovechild of a siren’s wail and a jaguar’s growl, giving her stomach a serious case of the feels. Maybe things south of her stomach. Elvis’s pelvis had nothing on Coyote’s barely clad ass or muscular shoulders.

An insane desire accosted her to reach out and slide her hands down his abs to feel the motion of his hips as they moved to the music he played, and it scared the crap out of her. There was no such thing as a little with a guy like that; they always expected more.

Would Rafael look this decadent—No, not decadent. Sleazy? Yes, sleazy—if he dropped the hopeful, irrepressible party-boy image for something raunchy? She thought of his tired smile this morning and the impish gleam in his eyes as he’d promised to buy her a replacement shirt. 

No way. Even singing about sex on the back porch at a party he hadn’t had the cocky, overt sensuality Coyote displayed on the regular. Rafael was too nice. Hell, he wasn’t even interested in her. It made him safe.

She took a deep breath, trying to get her apprehensions under control. She was safe with Coyote too—he’d proven that. She just had to keep her hands off him, something totally in her control, and he wouldn’t push.

As Coyote began to sing again, she wrapped her arms around her midsection, as if that could keep her feelings orderly, and turned back to her mother. “So this song is famous?”

The next lyric was hella freaking dirty, making her face flame, and Bryn mouthed right along with it.

“Mom!”

Bryn blinked at her, her attention completely diverted from Coyote. Then she broke into a smile that made the room fill with sunshine. “Yes, my girl?”

Her pure, joyous wonder drove the chaos out, and Giselle realized it was the first time she’d called her Mom since the pit.

Her mother. Giselle wasn’t going to berate her for singing along to Coyote’s raunchy song. The woman had been through too much.

She shut down that emotion, too, before it welled up and threatened her. Ereshkigal did seem enthralled with Coyote’s antics, which was exactly what they needed. She leaned in and whispered to her mother, “I’m going to find Macha.”

Bryn frowned, then nodded. “Pass me your doppel... dopp... twin.” She looked so frustrated that she couldn’t come up with the word.

Doppel... “Doppelganger?” she asked, unsure what her mother was talking about.

Bryn let out a breath and gave her a partial smile, like she was happy to hear the word and mad she hadn’t thought of it herself.

But knowing the word didn’t help. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Doppel... make your... spell.” Her face screwed up again, like it was killing her to not get full sentences out.

But suddenly it hit home to Giselle exactly what an amazing resource Bryn—who’d been Freyja before her—was going to be. “I have a spell to make a doppelganger?”

Bryn nodded.

“I don’t know that one.”

That got a frown. Bryn grabbed her arm and very carefully drew three runes on it with her finger.

“Whoa.” This was so much better than working with Andromeda’s caustic expectations. “I’ve mostly studied fighting.”

Bryn shot her a silly grin, then shook her head before planting a hand on Giselle’s chest. “Völva.”

A Norse shaman. While Giselle had a history of channeling Freyja and then throwing rocks at her opponents, her mother had used magic. She must’ve been amazing, and Giselle had a million questions.

Across the room, though, Ereshkigal walked toward Coyote with a smile that was a little too curious. Giselle bristled. The woman needed to stay away from her partner.

Bryn put a hand on her arm, and as she scooted them a bit more carefully behind Osiris and Rawan, she enunciated slowly, “He is a good”—she hesitated as if thinking about her words—“distraction. Go now.”

Giselle took a deep breath, trying to calm down. Macha was the whole reason they were in this mess. Time to go rescue that waste of air. Swallowing the worry that Coyote and his arrogantly-too-beautiful-for-his-own-good self was going to get more than he could handle from Ereshkigal, Giselle traced the runes her mother had shown her onto her own chest, imagining a copy of herself standing right in front of her.

It didn’t work. Bryn frowned at her, then reached into the pouch at Giselle’s hip and pulled out a knife.

“Oh. Blood, yeah.”

Bryn helpfully held up her own arm, but Giselle shook her hand at it. Blood and bones appeared to be about all Bryn had holding herself together. “I got it.” Careful to puncture just the tip of her finger, she then drew the runes onto the back of her right hand with the blood from her left index finger, once again imagining a copy of herself.

When the bind rune was complete on her hand, she took a step back, and her body—or an exact replica of it—stayed right in front of her. She opened her mouth in surprise, and the other stiffened her spine at the same time, as if copying her motions.

Bryn smiled at her and put her hand out, palm up, as if asking for Giselle’s hand. Giselle did as requested and felt a tug at her senses, like Bryn was trying to pull something from her.

The magic. Bryn wanted control of her doppelganger. She let it go.

Immediately, the body double ceased copying Giselle’s motions. Bryn pinched the fire in her lantern and set a purple spark in the air in front of them, just below her navel. “Stored it,” she said simply—whatever that meant—then nodded toward the door they’d come through.

At the front, Coyote’s song came to a close, and Ereshkigal clapped her hands in delight. “Yes, music has changed since the lute.”

“Verdict?” Coyote asked, his voice carrying absolute confidence.

“Whom would you like to grant safe passage to?”

Giselle held her breath, unsure what he was going to say.

He didn’t look back, just said, “The man channeling Osiris.”

She let the air go. It was who she would’ve picked too.

Ereshkigal bowed her head. “The man channeling Osiris is granted permission to leave. May he speak not of what he has found here.”

“Next, how about some Queen?”

“Queen of where?” she asked.

“Everywhere,” he answered with another one of his lazy smiles. This song she did recognize, as he started “We Are the Champions.”

She wanted to listen. How had she been so wrong about him? He’d berated her about how hard it was to play the assortment of weird instruments he’d been given so far. She’d thought he was just bragging. But no. And though the last song didn’t exactly show off a singing voice, more a husky purr with words, this one would, if she stayed long enough to hear it.

“Daughter,” Bryn said gently, bringing Giselle’s attention back to the situation and away from the man.

“Have you seen him without the mask?” she asked, suddenly wondering.

Her mother nodded. “Pretty face. Go.” She pointed at the spark, which dipped in the air, then circled her, as if waiting for Giselle to follow. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 15


[image: image]


THE LAST PURPLE SPARK Giselle had seen had directed them toward Macha, which meant this spark would keep her from wandering around directionless, thank heaven. Giselle slipped out of the temple as she heard Bryn and Rawan come in with the chorus just on time. She could imagine Coyote’s smile as he appreciated the teamwork—because that was how he was. He liked working together; he naturally trusted other people to do their part and do it well.

She so wasn’t used to that. But maybe she could learn. It seemed like a much better way to live than always scraping along on her own.

Like she was doing again right now. She sighed as she exited the open temple doors and snuck into the garden, determined to find Macha as quickly and quietly as possible.

Unfortunately, the garden wasn’t empty. A man with thick hair and a bushy beard that together reminded her of a lion’s mane plucked pomegranates from the tree, muttering to himself darkly. Before Giselle could duck back inside, he saw her, and a devious smile crossed his face. “Whom do we have here trespassing in the temple?”

His bright eyes seemed to pierce right through her, and his skin glowed like he carried his own light.

A god. Two lived here now—Dumuzid, the god of spring, and Nergal, the crazy-ass sun god. But which was he?

She smiled, wishing she had Coyote’s charm. “Freyja. I was invited here. Pleased to meet you.”

He took her hand and kissed it, giving her hope that he was the nice one. But when she tried to withdraw her hand, he squeezed it tightly.

“Not so fast. I’m starting a collection.”

“A collection?”

He leaned in too close, and he smelled of fire and sand. “Of human whores who think they’re goddesses.” He twisted her arm and yanked on her so hard she jerked toward him, slamming her back into his front.

She tried to reach back for her holster, but he already had her pressed tight. She slammed her head backward, going for his nose. He caught her hair in his hand and jerked her head to the side. “A fighter? I’ll teach you better.” Like a crazy person, he opened his mouth and moved in for her throat like he’d bite her.

What the hell? She struggled, unable to get away. His teeth met her neck, and she squeezed into the smallest space she could, shoving herself back into him.

And she stepped through him.

“What the...” he muttered, looking around him.

Giselle looked down at herself and realized she was standing behind the man she’d just been in front of. He whipped around to face her again and swiped for her. His hand went right through her.

“Mictecacihuatl,” she muttered. She’d figured out one of her powers. But how easy was it to control? She focused on just her hand and threw a punch. Her fist connected with his jaw with knuckle-busting force, and he swung his head around.

He roared in anger, then leaped at her in a football-style tackle. He sailed right through her and landed face-first in the dirt.

“This is the best thing ever!” With her bare foot she kicked him in the temple, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he passed out.

Quick as she could, she pulled rope from her pouch and tied the god up, then dragged him to the edge of the terrace and dumped him over. His body bounced against the side as it descended a couple stories and then crash-landed at the next terrace. She doubted that’d kill a god, but at least it gave her a chance to find Macha. He was going to be hella pissed at her when he woke up, though. She’d worry about that later—the story of her life. “Hey,” she told the purple light. “I can go through things. Can we just go straight down?”

As if the light understood, it dove into the ground beneath them. Feeling like a ghost, she followed, sinking through the dirt into the building below.

Giselle slipped slowly through the earth, then got into a hallway and fell, her stomach dropping like a roller coaster as she collapsed into a pile on the floor.

Note to self, traveling through walls is not the same thing as levitating. She stretched her neck and stood up, realizing that though she’d fallen, nothing hurt. “Weird...”

As soon as she got up, the light took off down the hallway, and she followed, dashing around torchlit corners and down hallways lined with increasingly intricate reliefs carved into the walls and painted. The colors were wildly bright—reds and greens and golds that popped and dazzled. It’d be interesting to study, but for now she chased the light toward their goal, sending a wish up to Coyote that he continued to knock the socks off the goddess.

How couldn’t he? He was handsome and charming and way more talented than she’d realized. Danger, Giselle. Before she started thinking stupid thoughts, she brought to mind Rafael from this morning, how tired he’d been and how sweet he’d been about the coffee. The more she got to know him, the more she saw what a kind person he was. They were friends now, which was amazing. And somewhere out there was a complete idiot of a woman whom he loved but who didn’t love him back.

Maybe one day he’d get tired of chasing that girl, and she’d have a chance.

She gulped and tried to push that equally stupid thought aside. She and Rafael were friends. That was good enough—better than she’d ever imagined things could be.

She and Coyote were friends too, and as much as she might want to jump him, it wasn’t worth it. It was just that he was so hot, in that arrogant, rich—oh, shit—musician sort of way.

The purple light slipped through a door, and using the badass powers of Mictecacihuatl, Giselle did too.

Macha lay on a bed, staring at the ceiling. She was dressed in lavish garments that looked silky, and she seemed unhurt. When the light zipped over her and blinked, she bolted up to sitting. Seeing Giselle there, her mouth dropped. “Who are you?”

Giselle debated for just a moment. If Macha didn’t know who she was, this might be easier. “I’m Micte-casey... No. Mick-teka-see... Fuck, I’m here to rescue you.” At Macha’s dubious look, she added, “Badb Catha and the military dude in charge at Fort Mitchell sent me.”

“Well, you shut the door, which is locked. Great work.”

Giselle rolled her eyes at her sarcasm and stuck her hand through the door. “I didn’t open it.” She knelt in front of the handle. “But I can.” A quick rune and a whisper under her breath made the lock click. “You coming or not?”

“Where’s Nergal?”

“I might’ve dumped him over the side of—” A roar of rage echoed through the building, making it shake. “I think he may be conscious again.”

“Shit. Go! Go!” Macha dashed out of the room, the fringe of her silken dress fluttering as she hauled ass.

Giselle followed. “Do you know how to get back to the temple on the top?”

“Why would we go there?”

“The rest of my party—”

“Uh, not to rain on your party parade, but we don’t have time for side trips.”

Freyja stopped. “Then get out by your damn self—and good luck stepping back through the gates into the land of the living.”

Macha spun back to her, the torchlight reflecting dangerously in her eyes. “You’ve got a way to get us back, but you left it in the temple?”

“I’ve got a person who can get you back, and she’s up there masking my absence while my other friend gains safe passage for the rest of us.”

“What? Dammit.” Another roar made the halls echo. Macha gave the slightest flinch, and in that, Giselle read a whole horde of bad from the steely-tempered woman.

She didn’t want to feel any compatriotic sympathy with the Terror of the Border, but it looked like they had something in common. “Come on, Macha. Let’s get everyone out.”

Macha’s face screwed up, then she huffed, “This way.” Picking up speed, she ran the opposite way from whence Giselle had come.

Hoping Macha wasn’t fucking with her, Giselle followed, running like the devil was chasing her. Nergal gave another roar that shook the building, and she wondered if the devil indeed was.
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“YOUR LADY FRIEND IS free to go,” Ereshkigal said with a light in her eyes as he finished up “Desperado,” a chill break from the frenetic energy of his first three choices. Despite his attempts to hide it, she seemed to have picked right up on which woman Rafael craved. He wished Freyja could’ve seen this, his triumph, as he’d played four songs and earned the freedom of every member of his party. One more song to go, one more life to earn.

His own.

He thought of all the amazing songs the world had offered, and he probably should pick one—the Beatles, Bowie, Prince, any one of the giants of music that humanity had produced. Maybe Freyja was right—probably she was—and he was too damn arrogant for his own good. But he couldn’t walk away with a vital question unanswered—Could he win with his own work?

“Heresy” was the most popular song he’d ever written, and if he was really going to do this, maybe he should go with that. But the song he was the proudest of was “Searchlight,” something he’d written for a friend with a broken heart about keeping faith in shitty times. Now it reminded him of his classmate—his friend—Giselle and her claim that it’d saved her life. He wasn’t sure that was possible; she’d made the choice to be strong using her own innate goodness. But still, her belief gave him the extra boost of confidence he needed.

Maybe it was stupid, but he couldn’t come all the way down here, win four times, and not bet his own life on his own work. Nerves in his throat, he picked the opening notes and closed his eyes, unwilling to look at her and see if this was an epic mistake.

He had to know.

As the stars appear you say the light is gone,

Carrying chains you never put on.

You repeat their words: We’re fed and at peace,

We’re the lucky ones, and our misery

Makes us ingrates for all we’ve been given.

But if this is luck, then what’s the point of living?

When the opening verse ended, he opened his eyes and met Ereshkigal’s questioning gaze. He gave her a smile, and the corner of her mouth turned up. He couldn’t tell if she was impressed or indulging him. Didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was music.

The stars turn above us, their ancient glow still bright

Giants dying slowly as they burn, despite their might

And if there’s a destiny for us written in the night

You won’t find it, friend, if you give up the fight.

Embrace the dark, and you’ll become the—

A roar shook the building with the might of an earthquake, and he slapped the guitar as he lost, then regained, his footing. “What the...”

Bryn was on the ground, Freyja right beside her. He wanted to run to them, but they were shaking it off. He mouthed, “Are you okay?”

Bryn nodded, and Freyja made a similar motion.

Wait, why hadn’t Freyja gone to get Macha? Had she somehow snuck out and returned in the middle of a song? That horrible woman was the whole reason they’d come here to begin with.

No questions. Trust that she did her job, and he would do his own. He turned back to the goddess, hiding his concern behind a pleasant expression. “What was that?”

Ereshkigal looked alarmed at first, then turned to him with a wicked smile. “That started out well but ended rather abruptly, wouldn’t you say?”

“What, the earthquake?” he asked, then laughed nervously as a shard of fear stabbed through him. He knew where she was going with this. “I’d be happy to finish the song—hopefully without interruption this time.”

Another, angrier, roar shook the building, and he bent his knees to keep his balance. When he looked up again, Ereshkigal was in his space. She placed one talon-like nail on his chin. “Looks like I get to keep you for a while.”

His stomach fell, and his mouth asked without permission from his brain, “Because you didn’t like the song or because I stopped playing?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t play coy with me, boy. It’s hard to whine about playing fair when one of your tribe has gone wandering. Wonder where she’s headed off to?”

“Wandering?” He turned back to the group, where everybody was standing there staring at their argument with growing concern. Maybe Freyja had gone and just come back really freaking quickly. Bryn looked pale, though, and he wondered if he was missing something.

Another roar, and Ereshkigal caught him as he stumbled, her hands sliding across his too-bare skin with uncomfortable familiarity. When he was upright again, she snapped her fingers, and Freyja disappeared.

“What did you do?” he yelled, furious and worried.

“What did I do? I dispelled the little illusion one of you created.” She glared at Bryn. “But that girl’s been gone long enough to steal my husband’s newest toy, and now he’s going to create a few wrinkles in our friendly arrangement.”

A fourth roar was accompanied by the stomping of feet. A giant of a man whose skin shone like the sun bounded into the room. “Where is that little bitch? I’ll kill her!”

Ereshkigal rolled her eyes. “Which one?”

Freyja dashed into the room and nearly ran into the god’s back—but then she flew right through him like a ghost.

“Shit!” she yelled.

Nergal—or so Coyote assumed—launched a punch at Freyja that should’ve crushed her. He tried to jerk forward to get to her, but Ereshkigal held him back.

But the punch didn’t connect. His attack passed right through her.

A ghost. Mictecacihuatl’s power. He breathed a deep sigh of relief.

“You will not get in the middle of this, my new friend,” Ereshkigal hissed in his ear, making his skin prickle in distaste. “Your face is far too nice the way it is.”

“You’re not playing by the rules we set.”

“Neither are you. There’s an exit this way.” She tugged on him, and he tried to hold his ground, but she was stupid strong. His feet slipped against the tiles as she dragged him backward.

“My friends—”

“Are free to go—if they make it past my husband. They angered him, not me.” His feet continued to slip forward with her insistent pull. “Play more music like that, though, and I assure you I’ll keep you satisfied here.”

Gross. No way. “You liked the last one?” Shut up, you arrogant twit...

“Delightfully hopeful. Next I request you write something deliciously dark for me.”

In his surprise he stopped struggling for a moment. “How did you know I wrote that?”

She shrugged. “It has all the innocence of a young dreamer who hasn’t lost... yet.” Her expression turned affectionate as she patted him on the cheek. “You’re quite a talent, young man. Your time here will make you better than you ever dreamed you could be. And who knows, one day you may curry enough favor with me that I return you and your gifts to the mortal world—as long as you can find me a replacement, of course.” Her expression softened back to the lost look that had made him feel sorry for her before. “I’m tired of being alone.”

He felt significantly less sorry for her when her hand cupped his ass as she pushed him forward, toward a different one of the many doors in the temple. He sidestepped, trying to get away from her clutching hands, but she propelled him harder.

“Don’t struggle with the inevitable, darling. It’s unbecoming.”

“I think you missed the point of my song.” But for all his working out, his strength was no match for hers. Her fingernails dug into his glutes like miniature pickaxes, and as he tried to turn around, they drew blood.

Why was he trying to fight her? That was fear making him stupid. He elongated his body until he dropped to the floor as a black mamba, fastest snake in the world, and tore off for the center of the temple.

“Stop!” Ereshkigal cried in the most imperious voice he’d heard from her yet.

Mid-temple, Nergal raged, his body literally on fire as he swung his fist indiscriminately about.

Freyja, glorious warrior that she was, used her new disappearing act for all she was worth, going immaterial with every punch Nergal threw, then landing a swing of her own.

Unfortunately, Nergal, getting smarter than a bag of bricks, turned on the others, raising his fists toward Sekhmet and Bryn.

Freyja jumped in front of them, and Coyote realized she would stay material to protect them, taking that punch herself.

He whipped his way over to Nergal’s feet and bit him on the ankle. The giant stumbled back, ruining his swing, and Rafael turned into a dragonfly to avoid getting trampled.

Osiris grabbed Sekhmet and hustled her toward the exit.

“Coyote!” Freyja yelled, scanning for him. He flew to her, hovering in front of her face, until she nodded, grabbed her mom’s hand, and sprinted for the door. He zipped to the exit, passing her and then the others—including, thank the gods, Macha, who waited just outside the temple—to scout the area. Had the gidim returned? Were the gates still open? What did they need to do to get the hell out of the underworld and back to the land of the living?
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COYOTE FLEW OFF AT an impressive clip, and Giselle breathed in relief as she followed her team out of the temple, running straight through Nergal as she did.

Outside, they all sprinted around the building, and she slowed her pace, making sure her teammates stayed in front of her. When they reached the straightaway to the staircase, Coyote re-formed and jogged along beside her.

“We’ve got ninety-nine problems.”

“But I ain’t one?” she asked him.

His serious expression broke into a hint of his usual grin. “Never, mi diosita. Or at least, not usually. The gidim have swarmed the courtyard, and the gates are closed.”

“That’s more than ninety-nine problems,” Osiris observed, looking over the edge of the stairway at the throng below.

How many steps could they get down before the gidim noticed them and rushed up?

The earth shook behind them with Nergal’s stomping rage. The entire party glanced from one to another and then began racing down the steps, more willing to take their chances with the gidim than the gods, at least while Nergal was around.

“What are you doing?” Macha asked, voice grating. “You do have a plan for this, right?”

“Yeah,” Rawan said snidely. “Toss them you so we can get away.”

Macha froze for a moment, and Giselle grabbed her wrist. “That’s not the plan. She’s giving you a hard time because she hates you.”

Macha actually laughed at that and began running again. “Join the club. Channeling isn’t a popularity contest. No, really, what’s the plan?”

Giselle pursed her lips, frustrated as fuck with her answer. “There isn’t one.”

“What?” the horrible woman yelled. “How are we here with no plan? What kind of morons are you?”

Giselle put a finger in her face, nearly bouncing it into her nose on accident as they jounced down the ridiculously long staircase. “Your boss sent me down here to retrieve you, assuming I’d get killed at the gate. So far, we’re doing better than that. You got any brilliant ideas? We’re all ears.”

From behind them, Ereshkigal yelled down, “Come back, my dears. You have nowhere to go. Come back and you may live.”

“That’s not a terrible off—” Macha’s words cut off when Bryn grabbed her by the nape and the woman turned into a toad.

“Did you just—” Giselle started to ask.

Bryn smiled and shoved the animal into Freyja’s pouch.

“Okay.” Giselle grinned too. “I think we should leave her that way. They didn’t specify I had to return her in human form.”

Bryn lifted her hand up, and Giselle gave her a running high five.

When her hand touched her mother’s, the connection felt incredibly right.

Then it hit her that Bryn used to give her high fives all the time. Nostalgia made a tear appear in the corner of her eye, and this time she didn’t even try to stop it from falling.

Almost as if they could sense the moisture, the first row of gidim looked up, expressions ravenous.

They still had two stories to go.

Behind them, Nergal took his first step down the staircase, and the whole palace shook. Giselle—along with everyone else—lost their footing, sliding toward the hordes of the dead.

“Didn’t you have an idea?” Coyote yelled.

“No! I didn’t!” Giselle yelled back.

“No, him!”

Him who?

“Uh...” Osiris, who’d spent the whole trip barely holding it together, waved his arms in the air, and water welled up from the ground a few yards from the path. The dead turned from their fascination with the living to the easy source of hydration and ran for it. As Osiris continued to work his magic, more pools of water appeared, and more and more of the gidim ran for them, drinking and splashing and going as bonkers as toddlers in their first rain.

“Woohoo!” Giselle yelled, slapping him on the back as they righted themselves at the base of the temple. “You’re amazing!”

They dashed straight for the closed gates. Osiris cleared his throat self-consciously. “Osiris was lord of the annual flooding of the Nile. They want water...”

“That was perfect,” Coyote assured him.

But one gidim dressed in dusty orange wasn’t running for the water, she was still running for them—and smart enough to aim for the gates to meet them there. Freyja yanked an ax from her holster. She didn’t want to kill... Wait, could you kill the dead?

But when they were about ten yards away from the exit, Bryn stopped. Behind them, Nergal still pounded down the steps, but his strides created mere tremors here on the ground, instead of the quaking sway they’d made in the heights of the temple. Regardless, with the gates closed, the five of them plus frog were about to be trapped. Maybe when they got closer, the gates would open. Or would breaking their deal invalidate everyone’s license to exit?

Whatever. Get to the gates. Giselle grabbed Bryn’s arm. “Mom, let’s go.”

“Sofia,” Bryn whispered, staring at the lone woman who stood in front of the exit to Kur, directly between the stone monsters framing the gate.

A chill ran through Giselle as she halted and turned to face her other mother, the one who’d given birth to her in a prison nineteen years ago. Instead of the withered gray form of the ancient dead, the woman’s black hair fell down her back in ragged disarray and her blue eyes gleamed with a dangerous light. She still wore a prison jumpsuit, but even that shapeless garment couldn’t hide the shapely figure it contained.

Her mother was gorgeous.

As if everyone sensed the weight of what was happening, her teammates stopped, facing the dark-haired woman with the tense hesitancy of an old-fashioned duel.

“I can get you out,” she called. “And I can stop him.” She motioned with her chin toward the rioting god behind them.

“No,” Bryn said simply.

Sofia shrugged one shoulder. “Then die here with me. You always said we’d be together forever.”

“Oh. Oh! Oh!” Rawan yelled as she apparently figured out who the woman was.

Skin prickling in anticipation, Giselle slogged forward, albeit more slowly, as she took in the face of the parent she’d never met but knew everything about—at least, every terrible thing the papers had said. Sofia Messner was the most infamous murderess since Bonnie Parker. She’d only killed one man, but she’d driven a spike through his brain on a livestream while channeling Ishtar, thus ensuring conduits would be made illegal at the earliest congressional opportunity.

Though she hadn’t known any of this until her eighteenth birthday, Giselle had quickly developed and nursed the hope that Ishtar had warped her mother’s brain and the violence she’d committed hadn’t really been her.

Sofia’s gaze passed over the rest of them like they were chess pieces before returning to Bryn with a less calculating stare. Coyote put a hand on Giselle’s arm, trying to keep her with the group, but Giselle slid away and toward her birth mother, which brought her to the woman’s attention.

The smile Sofia gave her was inviting and provocative and reminded her oh-so-much of Coyote. “You have it, don’t you?”

Giselle blinked, unsure what she meant.

“Nergal will be here any moment, and the five of you will join me, stuck here. I will stop him, but I need two things from you.” She glanced at Osiris. “Resurrection.” And then back to Giselle. “And my godstone.”

Giselle stopped short, the blood draining from her face. Her mother wanted Ishtar back. No, she wanted to return to Earth and be Ishtar again. That was a truly awful idea.

“Nergal’s off the ziggurat,” Sofia said, voice calm but intense.

Giselle glanced behind her. Sure enough, Nergal had landed at the base of the temple, a mere hundred yards from them. He swiped at the gidim, flinging wet bodies aside carelessly. She could fight him, but... “The gates?”

Sofia kept steady eye contact with her. “The galla will open them for me.” And by me, she meant Ishtar. Her lips pursed briefly. “As soon as we find them.”

With a roar, Nergal bounded toward them.

“Fifty yards,” Sofia said. “What’s your plan?” When Giselle hesitated, Sofia looked back to Bryn, her perfectly sculpted expression fading into pain. “Bryn, babe, I know you’re angry, I know you’ll sacrifice yourself, but these children as well?” She took a step forward, more of that crystalline exactness melting into a real plea. “We never got to talk. I have so many things to tell you. So many things to explain.”

Bryn looked back, expression stricken. Nergal was nearly upon them. “Do it,” she said to Osiris.

Giselle turned and readied her ax for the first attack.

“Do it!” Bryn yelled, throwing her hands up to cast as she turned to the sun god.

Nergal’s mace came wailing down, and Giselle went ethereal, letting it slide through her and slam into the ground. As she stepped out of his weapon, she began the first swing of her ax, becoming material just as the metal made contact with his leg. Blood spurted in a small stream, nowhere near what it should have been for the might of her blow.

Coyote flipped his drum around. It became a guitar once more, and he began singing the same song that had calmed the galla before. The first galla appeared almost immediately, then more, as if he was summoning them with music.

Behind her, a bright light flashed, and Sofia screamed. Giselle couldn’t help going immaterial and turning to see what was happening. A bright flash of light engulfed her birth mother as Osiris held her face in his hands and chanted.

Excitement—or horror—filled her as she realized they were bringing her birth mother back with them. Twenty-four hours ago, she’d had no family. Now she was going to leave Kur with both of her mothers.

Nergal’s mace swung through her, and she scowled up at the dumbass who couldn’t seem to figure out that he couldn’t hit her. Which... was a good thing.

Nergal roared, his anger drowning out Sofia’s pained screams.

Bryn, from a good ten feet away, chanted something and waved a hand his way. Green gas escaped from her fingers and formed a cloud around Nergal’s mouth.

He took a step toward her mother, coughing and choking like the cloud was getting to him. Giselle raised her weapon to swing.

“The godstone!” Rawan yelled from right behind her.

Giselle shoved her hand into her pocket and hesitated. The reason she hadn’t had a family was because of what Sofia had chosen to do with this stone. The reason she and Coyote had to watch out for the police was because of Sofia’s choices. Sofia said there was an explanation, but how could any explanation account for all the damage the woman had done?

“Do you want them to live?” Sofia’s weak voice called.

Giselle looked to Bryn, who shrugged helplessly. “She’s strong enough to help us.”

“I don’t feel so good...” Osiris called, signaling that his godstone was about to give out. Did he even have another one?

She looked to Coyote, who now stood amid a crowd of the wildly shaped demons. He caught her gaze through the shifting black smoke. “Do what you have to. We’ll fix it later.”

She let out a small laugh. “The story of our lives, eh?”

Was this how Bryn and Sofia had gone down? Did danger and tragedy beget danger and tragedy until it snowballed into a mess beyond recovery?

Nergal, despite the hacking cough, swung at Bryn, and her mother—her real mother, not her birth mother—barely scrambled out of the way. Behind them in the field, the water was drying up—either from being consumed or from Osiris’s fading power, she wasn’t sure. But soon the gidim would be on them as well.

With a scream of frustration, she snatched Ishtar’s godstone from her pouch and tossed it behind her, then rushed to swing at Nergal before he could hurt her mom.

A wild rush of power ran through the courtyard, unlike any channeling Giselle had ever experienced.

From the ziggurat, Ereshkigal screeched in rage, a crazed noise that boded no good whatsoever.

Ishtar, draped in a glorious, one-shouldered gown of silk fringe, with the same stacked-bone hat as the other Sumerian gods, strode forward with the grace of a queen. She pointed both middle fingers up to the palace in a very modern “fuck you,” then snapped her fingers at Nergal. The god turned to her and swung his mace.

With a pound of wings, Ishtar took flight. She grabbed his wrist in both hands, moving with his swing to spin him about. Fire raged down his arm and engulfed Ishtar’s upper body in orange light. She laughed like it tickled and muttered in some language Giselle had never heard before. The mace exploded, sending metal shrapnel flying. Ishtar ignored it and pulled a star from her belt. With a shake, it became a hooked sword.

Maybe giving her the stone had been a fucking terrible idea.

Freyja looked over at her team. Rawan was on the ground with Osiris, who was painfully and forcedly transforming back into... Shawn the architect? At least Coyote had a growing cavalcade of galla around him, who seemed ready to follow his lead.

Bryn cast another spell, distracting Nergal as Ishtar struck his side, in a well-oiled effort that spoke of shared history. Ishtar laughed gleefully and sent Bryn a smile that the woman returned with pride. Her mother had had a partner. And things had gone terribly wrong.

The gidim began to shuffle toward them as the ponds dried up and mud became less interesting than people. “We need to get out of here!” Giselle announced to the power couple taking down a god.

Ishtar wrinkled her nose and looked back. “Galla! The gates!”

The gathered demons looked from Coyote to Ishtar and back, as if confused. Coyote pointed to the first of seven obstacles between them and freedom. “Open the gates!” At their combined persuasion, the demons charged the first obstacle, sliding through it like smoke.

The first gate parted slowly with a groan and creak.

Giselle picked up Shawn, ready to get him through as soon as they were wide enough to fit a man, and hoped that Ereshkigal’s blessing on their exit would get them across the border. “Hekate! Get Coyote!”

The first of the gidim launched into fighting range. They avoided Nergal and the women he fought, instead charging for Giselle, Rawan, Shawn, and Coyote. “Take him,” Giselle ordered, shoving Shawn into her roommate’s arms.

Giselle drew a whip from her holster and cracked it. At the motion and noise, the first of the gidim backed up, giving the gates time to peel back just a bit more. To her relief, Rawan dragged Shawn to safety on the other side.

“Go!” Giselle yelled to Coyote. He backed up quickly, still playing his ode to the galla, but he stopped at the doorway. His eyes widened in concern, and fear shot up Giselle’s back. He couldn’t get across. “No, no, no! Mom!” she yelled, desperate for help getting him to safety. “He needs Hekate’s stone!”

Ishtar shot Giselle a look of bafflement so intense Giselle struggled to remember what she’d said, but more gidim surrounded her, forcing her mind back to the fight to keep them from Coyote.

“Start closing the gates!” Bryn ordered as she ran for Coyote, and he shouted her instruction to the galla.

Then Ishtar whacked Nergal across the temple, dazing him. “Pull. I’ll push,” she yelled to Bryn. Bryn stepped across the line, past the rapidly closing gates, and grabbed Coyote from behind, following instructions as if she trusted Ishtar implicitly. Ishtar sprinted forward, grabbing Giselle’s arm in a heavy clamp as she passed. 

“Go immaterial,” Ishtar whispered in a husky voice that had more softness than Giselle had expected. “I may have to pull you through the gate.”

“Pull me...” But like Bryn, she did as her bio mom said, and somehow Ishtar held on to her, though she shouldn’t have been touchable.

Oh, gods, they were going to survive this because of Ishtar, but what were they bringing back?
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ISHTAR SHOVED COYOTE into the gap as Bryn yanked from behind, and somehow he was back to the living. Ishtar turned sideways and slipped between, yanking Giselle behind her as the gate slid through her immaterial body.

It rolled shut behind them, leaving them in sudden quiet, broken only by the steady strum of Coyote’s guitar.

For a moment, there were only breaths as Giselle rematerialized. Then Rawan let out a whoop of relief and celebration as she, Shawn, and Bryn collected their dropped items. The next set of gates began to open.

Mictecacihuatl’s power felt dimmer than it had, but still present. What felt really bizarre, though—and not just from the woman’s extra-firm grip—was Sofia’s hand on her arm. Giselle hadn’t moved, frozen in her emotional turmoil.

Her birth mother’s hand.

The one that’d shoved a spike into Pope Maui’s head and spun his death wound toward the camera for all to see.

Giselle slipped away from Sofia’s touch, trying to stay casual about it. The woman’s hot fingers gripped her arm for just a moment, then let her go.

Numbly, Giselle picked up the stupid crap she’d dropped from her pouch, along with Coyote’s broken earrings, as she proceeded to the second gate. Coyote looked longingly at his skirt dropped in front of the next gate as he continued to use both hands to play. Poor guy. She scooped his clothes up off the dirt and came up to him as the third set of doors opened, making it a tiny bit easier to breathe with each successful breach back to her world. “Want some help?”

He gave her a playful smile. “If you wouldn’t mind. I never thought I’d see the day I’d be happy to have that on.”

She chuckled as they made awkward progress walking through the gate as she draped the skirt around his hips. He lifted his guitar enough, without missing a beat, that she could get the skirt against his middle. Her fingers shook as she redressed him, too aware of his proximity and the warmth of his skin. It was times like these she wished she could handle a fling. It sure would feel nice to celebrate being alive by falling into a good-looking man tonight. Or at least, it would in theory. Reality rarely lived up to the idea of something.

New topic. “We raided the underworld,” she said, voice trembling in wonder.

“We did,” he responded, his own voice full of heat.

“And we survived.”

“Miraculous, eh?”

She blushed as she did up the two buttons at the side of his skirt, then looked up to find Ishtar studying her carefully with the expression of someone who’d received a serious shock.

Oh. Shit. Mom. She’d called Bryn Mom. It hadn’t dawned on her until this moment that although she’d immediately known who Sofia was, Sofia’d had no idea who she was until she’d yelled that one word. It would’ve been nice to stay anonymous from someone as dangerous as Sofia Messner. No could do anymore.

Feeling very cold, she relaxed into Coyote’s side, behind his guitar, wanting his strength as she tried not to think about what problems would come from Ishtar’s resurrection and release—both personal and in the world. Should she demand Sofia give her the godstone back? What would she do, then, when Sofia said no? Because she was going to say no. Sure, with the power of two gods activated simultaneously, Giselle had felt like a next-level badass, but based on how Ishtar had handled Nergal, the woman was nigh unstoppable, even with just that one stone. How had the police even caught her?

She glanced back at Bryn, who was staring at her ex with a deep worry that couldn’t hide the longing beneath it. Bryn had turned her in. Bryn had helped the police take down the most wanted woman in America, even though she had been in love with her.

All alone now, Bryn picked up not just her own dropped item but Giselle’s and Coyote’s as well, letting Giselle stay in the comfort of Coyote’s presence. In that selfless act was a lot of love. Giselle needed to reach out to her mother—she just didn’t know how.

Coyote’s head landed gently against hers with familiarity as the next gates started to open. “You okay?” he asked softly, the tone announcing that he knew she wasn’t.

She swallowed and tried to nod anyway. Her voice wasn’t really working.

“I’d really like to stop playing and give you a hug right now.”

A laugh almost choked her. “Please keep the galla on task. I’m not sure who’s controlling them, but I think it’s more you than her.”

“Aww...” he said, his voice teasing.

“I’ll take you up on that hug when we’re out of the cave, cool?” Just a few more gates, a few short walks closer to freedom.

“Isn’t the hag out there?”

“Yup. I’ll hug you in front of Ande. She’ll think the absolute worst.”

A power shift caught her attention, and she turned to see the final stage of Rawan’s transition from Persephone back to Sekhmet.

Coyote gave the woman a bemused smile as she stretched her claws. “I don’t think we’re going to get that godstone away from her.”

“Do you know who she is?”

To her relief, Coyote shook his head. “No, she introduced herself wearing a cloak-like veil—a chador I think she called it.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “You know though, don’t you?”

She let half of a smile show through her tiredness. “Maybe.”

“Dammit. Now I want to know.” Then his eyes widened. “Wait, does she know who you are?”

“Uh.... maybe.” Giselle slipped away from him and through the fourth set of gates.

“Wait!” he called after her, chasing her down as she caught up with Rawan and Shawn, standing in front of the fifth gate.

Shawn looked sick to his stomach, but he smiled weakly at her as she neared them, the determined expression a far cry from the shocked fear he’d worn as they’d fought their way in. With some training and practice—combined with his already substantial intelligence—he could end up a force to be reckoned with after all.

Rawan yanked her into a joyous hug. “This is living!”

“Glad we’re not dead,” Shawn added wryly.

Coyote joined them as they made their way through the fifth gate. Giselle looked around and found her mother standing alone, dividing her attention between her daughter and her ex. Giselle motioned for the woman to join them, and with another look at Sofia-Ishtar, she strode over to the group of young people.

“That was brilliant what you did with the water,” Rawan said, clapping Shawn on the back.

“Thanks.”

Coyote dipped the neck of his guitar at him. “I dunno if you’re glad you came along, but I am. Great work.”

Shawn’s cheeks darkened further with a blush. “I’m not sure how much help I really was. I know I froze up.”

“You came through when we needed it most,” Coyote reassured, once again making Giselle think about how important a team was to him.

He’d brought extra people in for the crazy dangerous mission to rescue her, but had he also been recruiting more members? Were they no longer partners, but a team? Mixed emotions filled her head about the potential implications. She loved the thought of working with Rawan, but the weird thing she felt resistant to was sharing the lair. It felt like her space with Coyote, their private retreat. She didn’t want anyone else tromping through it.

Which was dumb and selfish and not really even her choice anyway. Coyote was paying for it. He could invite anyone he wanted to his place.

She took a deep breath as they walked through the sixth gate and faced the seventh and final wall separating them from the outside world. Would she have to fight Neti again? Was something else waiting for them?

Concerns for the next few moments and the next few months wormed through her mind as she caught Coyote’s gaze. He gave her a relaxed wink and, as if he could read her mind, said, “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

The last set of gates opened. Neti stood before them with a line of red-eyed galla, ready to fight. Coyote’s fingers fumbled on the strings.

The god of the gates set his hands on his hips. “The Queen of Night has not given her permission for all of you to pass. Return the musician and—”

Rage snapped Giselle’s body straight up. “Over my dead body.” She drew her ax.

“That can be arranged,” Neti said.

“I beat your ass once, and I’ll do it again.”

Neti stepped back into a fighting stance. “I won’t underestimate you this time, little girl.”

A battle cry keened from Sofia as she charged. Neti shifted his stance toward the unexpected attack, but he was too late. Sofia’s sword—now a regular straight sword—rammed through the god’s abdomen, spitting him.

Blood spattered across Sofia’s face and dress, giving the fury on her face a demented frenzy. “Threaten my daughter, will you?”

Neti’s eyes bulged as the sword handle shifted to the one Giselle recognized. With disgust, she realized Sofia had just transformed the straight sword she’d attacked with to the hooked sword Ishtar favored while it was inside the man’s body, essentially making a blender in his guts. Gross.

“Let’s get out of here,” Giselle yelled. “Run!”

The galla swarmed as they dashed forward, surrounding Coyote. Giselle struck with axes as Rawan used Sekhmet’s claws to rip into anyone in their way, and Bryn cast more of the green fog from her fingers. Coyote thrust his hands out, and arrows shot down onto the galla, clearing the path before them.

“That’s new,” Giselle commented, skewering another demon as she went.

“Mictlantecuhtli special.” He shuddered, looking a little green. “Don’t think I’m going to last much longer.”

She nodded. “Me neither. At least, not with both of them.” They reached the crawl space, and she grabbed her mother. “Go. Protect everyone on the other side.” After Bryn disappeared into the hole, Shawn went next, then Rawan.

“Go,” Coyote said, but his eyes were on Ishtar, still hacking away at the god of the gates.

Giselle shuddered at the violence. “I can dematerialize. I’ll be right behind you.”

The look that crossed his face showed a painful reluctance, but he listened to good sense and dropped to his knees to enter the cave.

Across the cavern, Sofia smiled at Giselle. “Go. I have this under control. But I’ll see you soon.”

Giselle swallowed heavily, every nerve firing at the thought of what that smile meant. They weren’t going to get along. Even the mere minutes she’d spent with Sofia had convinced her that there was no mistake. Her birth mother was evil.

Bryn. She needed to talk to Bryn and get answers.

After waiting another few seconds for her friends to get farther into the cavern, she disappeared into the rock. The last thing she saw before the salt closed around her was Ishtar, blood on her face and sword as she gleefully massacred anything that came near. 
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THE CAVE OPENED UP to standing height, allowing Giselle to return to the material. Immediately she released Mictecacihuatl and near collapsed into Coyote.

He caught her, and she felt the power surge as he too released his god of the dead. For a moment, they just leaned on one another, glad to be alive.

Rawan let out another cry of joy and piled onto them, her arms stretching around both of their torsos. Giselle reached out to her mother, and Bryn smiled, tears in her eyes, as she transitioned from Hekate to Idunn and joined the group hug, leaving Shawn awkwardly standing near the cavern’s entrance.

“Come here,” Coyote called to him. “You faced the land of the dead. You’re now required to face the group hug.”

Looking shy but not completely like he hated the idea, Shawn came over to them and let Coyote pull him into the tangle.

“We need a team name,” Rawan insisted, not letting go. “Because we’re not Incompetents.”

“Oh, gods, I hate coming up with names,” Giselle said, wondering what the incompetent comment was about.

“You sticking with?” Coyote asked the group, but Giselle had a feeling he was mostly talking to Shawn.

“Oh, yeah!” Rawan enthused.

Bryn hugged Giselle tighter. “Where goes my girl, so go I.” Instead of making her feel awkward, the proclamation made Giselle feel warm. Nothing like a death-defying—literally—adventure to speed up an emotional reconnection.

Shawn pulled out of the group first, and everyone loosened up at his exit. But his expression was still smiling as he nodded his head. “If you’ll have me. I would still like to look for Osoosi, though. I feel like that’s who I belong to.” He looked at the rest of them with an envious hope. “I see the connections you have to your gods, and it’s inspiring.”

Coyote clapped him on the shoulder. “If we’re a team, we’ll help with that. Meanwhile, keep Osiris, or we can look at who else is available.”

“Freyja?” a voice called from outside the cave.

Bryn reached into Shawn’s pocket and yanked out a stone, then shoved it into his hand. “Hide your face.”

Though he looked a little nauseous at the thought—it felt sickeningly awful to have the god forcibly leave instead of letting it go—he quickly pricked his finger on a pocketknife and transitioned in a fiery burst to a muscular, shirtless man in a bright red tribal skirt carrying a double-bladed ax.

“Hey!” Coyote announced cheerfully. “I’m not the only shirtless guy in a skirt!”

Shawn gave him a dirty look as lightning coated his hand, but the irrepressible Coyote just winked at him.

Andromeda cautiously stepped into the cave. She raised a brow at the collection of conduits in front of her, calculation in her face as she seemed to log how many people she was looking at who weren’t supposed to have godstones. She sighed. “Well, shit.”

Giselle grabbed the arms nearest her, which happened to belong to Coyote and her mother, and started forward. Ande’s gaze zeroed in on Bryn and softened momentarily, then she looked at the group again with a frown.

“You didn’t get Macha?”

“Oh!” Giselle reached into her pouch and pulled out the toad. “Here you go.”

Ande took it with hesitating fingers. “This is...”

“Little brat,” Bryn said.

The Amazon’s mouth quirked like she found that amusing. “Can we get her back to human form?”

Bryn shrugged. “My spell. We could work something out.”

Andromeda’s expression turned thoughtful. “I only acquired the resources to instantly return Giselle and Macha—two other people. If I pulled strings to return more, I’d have to explain why.”

Coyote’s shoulders went back as he looked over Andromeda with more curiosity than animosity. “And if we find our own transportation home?”

“I suppose it’s up to my discretion what I put in the report then.” She held Giselle’s gaze for a moment, looking almost relieved. “Seeing as the mission was successful, I think it prudent to leave out a few things.

Bryn released Giselle’s hand and stepped toward Ande. “I will take Giselle’s place. She will travel with her team. There are”—she hesitated—“concerns you and I must address.”

Giselle shook her head. “No way I’m leaving you with them. They put you in a hole!”

Andromeda hissed. “That wasn’t me.”

“But you didn’t stop it.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Didn’t know? Or didn’t care to find out?” Ande’s lips pursed, and Giselle read all the answer she needed in that. “No, my mother sticks with—”

“Daughter,” Bryn said softly, “I need to speak with Andromeda. We need to discuss what happened. Who came back. There are things you still don’t know—”

“Then tell me! I’m not seven anymore.”

Bryn put her hands up. “You’re not, and I will. But the magistrates must be made aware of what’s coming, and I need an update on what’s changed since I’ve been gone. Andromeda and I don’t always see eye-to-eye, but if she swears I’ll be protected, she’ll keep her word.”

Giselle dug in. “You don’t always trust the right people.”

Bryn flinched like she’d been punched, and Giselle felt like crap for bringing up Sofia. Bryn’s voice was soft but powerful, tugging at Giselle’s memories of lectures from a bygone day, as she said, “Trust is always a choice that should be made with the head and not the heart. The problem comes when you confuse the two. Believe me, affection is not the reason I rely on Andromeda’s word.” She lightly touched Giselle’s arm. “But it will be why I rely on yours.”

Beside her, Coyote snorted at the backhanded compliment she’d given Ande and tugged Giselle backward. “Let them go hash it out.”

Giselle spun on him, surprised by his capitulation. “You don’t trust me with Andromeda, but you trust her?”

A flash of frustration darkened Coyote’s visage. “Don’t tell me I don’t look out for your mother. Who got her out of the compound? Who watched over her? Who paid a thousand-dollar room bill on a cheap-ass motel room she set fire to, and who got her here safely and somewhat sanely?” He flicked a small smile to Bryn. “No offense, but you’ve been, uh...”

Bryn spun a finger near her own temple, indicating her own crazy.

“I was going to say ‘a handful.’”

She patted Coyote’s cheek. “You’re a good boy.”

He barked a laugh. “Uh, thanks?”

Giselle looked away. He was right. Even if she didn’t like that he was disagreeing with her, Coyote had done extremely well by her mother—better than she’d had any right to expect. He probably wouldn’t send Bryn off with someone if he thought it was unsafe, not after how long he’d watched over her.

Coyote slid a hand down her arm. “We’ve got business to deal with too, the four of us. We’ll fill Bryn in when she gets back. She’ll fill us in. But let’s divide ourselves up intelligently.”

Noise from back in the cave startled everyone. “We should probably go,” Rawan said.

“Why?” Ande asked, concerned. “What is that?”

The four of them started forward, hustling the older women out of the cave. “Bryn will explain,” Giselle said, giving in. “But I think we need to get out of here before we have a problem on our hands.”

Andromeda shot her a look of confusion, then stared back at the cave. Then she blanched, hand to her face in the first expression of disbelief Giselle had ever seen on the stoic woman’s face. “Oh my gods.”

Ishtar, blood-coated and smiling, emerged from the tunnel. Her eyes narrowed as she zeroed in on Andromeda. “You. I should’ve known you’d worm your way into her life.” A sword appeared in her hand. “Keep the hell away from my daughter, you two-faced cunt.”
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ANDROMEDA READIED HER bow and launched an arrow before anyone else could react.

Ishtar dove out of the way and sent her sword flying. Midair it transformed into a knife, spinning end over end toward Andromeda.

The woman dodged, but the blade sliced through her arm just above the elbow. “What have you done?” she demanded as the rest of the party scrambled to have weapons at the ready. Bryn re-formed into Hekate, Shawn readied a ball of lightning in his hand, Rawan flexed her claws, and Coyote dropped down to all fours, becoming a wolf.

Giselle looked around her at the chaos and froze. Did they expect her to fight her own mother?

Another zip of an arrow brought her back to the unreal reality that it was five on one against Sofia. “Wait! Can’t we talk this out?”

Ishtar laughed as the knife flew back to her. “Not with this one, darling. Try dragging the full story out of her sometime, how she betrayed all of us.”

Another arrow flew, and Ishtar somehow had a shield in her hand. The arrow thunked against it, driving into the metal.

“Turn over the stone, Sofia. You’re done,” Andromeda ordered.

“Not hardly. And you will pay for what you’ve forced on our kind.” The words spit with so much venom, Giselle knew there was honest belief behind it. Sofia truly believed Andromeda had wronged her in some way—but how? And did she have a real complaint, or was this the raving of an angry, entitled woman?

“Your kind?” Andromeda said with authority, her weapon tracking Ishtar’s movement from stalagmites to the striated rocks of crystal salt. “You’re human, Sofia. Just like everyone else in the room.”

“Except you, eh, Ande?”

Andromeda took a deep breath. “You know I’m human too.”

“But it’s human nature to perish, and you never will.” Ishtar disappeared behind a cluster of pink rocks, and her voice took on an odd echoing quality. “But I’ve already died. I’ve been to the other side. And now that I’m back, having checked that necessity off the list, I won’t be stopped by a little injection this time.”

The group gathered into a huddle pointing outward, trying to figure out where the voice was coming from.

Was it true what she said? Had they created an undying human?

And was that how Ande had become immortal? Had she died and somehow been brought back, “checking off that necessity”?

“We didn’t know,” Giselle whispered in apology. “We were going to lose, and she offered us hope.”

“She always does,” Andromeda said. “It’s Sofia’s best weapon.”

A crack and susurrus of falling crystal sounded right beside Giselle as Ishtar broke through a thin wall of salt. The cracked rock sprayed in every direction, filling Giselle’s hair and coating her costume. Around her the party dropped to the ground, dodging whatever was coming their way.

Before she could fall, Giselle was yanked off her feet, snatched up by her birth mother, and dragged against the woman’s chest. The point of a knife pressed none too gently against her throat, causing a thin trickle of warmth.

“Sofia!” Bryn cried, her face full of terrified regret. “No. Our girl.”

“I am sorry it’s you, darling,” Ishtar said, voice harsh. “I would’ve grabbed someone else if I could’ve.” She dragged Giselle back toward the entrance like a hostage. Everyone backed off, unsure what to do. “You could choose to come with me. I’ll share the real story with you.”

“You murdered Pope Maui.”

“Yes. Yes, I did. And I admit it proudly, because I did the right thing.”

Giselle’s heart pounded at the easy calm in her mother’s voice. Coyote growled, and Ishtar glared at him. “Mongrel, I’ve seen the way you look at her. Don’t you dare think anyone a musical trickster would pick is worthy of my daughter. Not for one second.”

“Sofia, stop. Please,” Bryn begged. Giselle had never seen so much sorrow in her mother’s gaze. “It’s over. Please. Just let it be over.”

Ishtar’s voice turned triumphant. “You think it’s done? You think the seeds we planted haven’t grown and blossomed in the dark where you stuck us? No. I know what you’ve done, stealing the souls of our sisters and brothers. But for every one you took, three more saw your blasphemy and joined our cause. You have singlehandedly swelled our ranks, my love. And for that I thank you. For that you would be welcomed back—my wife, my partner.”

Bryn looked like she would cry. Andromeda still held an arrow at the ready, as if she’d try to thread one through the gaps between Giselle’s body and her target.

She probably could. The mental calculus of trajectory in Andromeda’s head was so good, she had an excellent chance of hitting.

So why wasn’t she?

Because if she missed—if Sofia jerked left when Andromeda guessed right—the arrow would go through Giselle. She wouldn’t let the arrow fly because, once again, she couldn’t bring herself to shoot Giselle.

Andromeda looked Giselle in the eye. “Dammit,” she muttered and put down her bow.

“Come with me, daughter,” Ishtar whispered as they reached the mouth of the cave. “I’ll take us far from here and show you a world that will blow your mind.”

It was weirdly tempting. Not because Giselle thought there was a good reason for doing what Sofia had done, but because her whole life Giselle had been questioning her own existence. First it was just wondering why Bryn had been killed. Then, after the bombshells on her eighteenth birthday, it was what Bryn had been hiding—Why had her birth mother chosen to do what she’d done? What was the real story of her family?

And if she went with Ishtar now, she’d find out.

“You’d be a princess in our cause.” The knife faltered just a bit. “I always wondered about you. What you looked like. What your skills were. If you were happy. I’m sure you’ve been taught to think I’m a monster, but every story has another side. You’d see me differently.”

Giselle shuddered as the offer shone so temptingly beautiful. In front of her, Coyote-wolf growled again, and she held a hand up, warning him not to attack.

“Is it my choice?” Giselle asked.

Sofia laughed like the question genuinely amused her. “Of course. I regret not seeing your childhood, but I recognize that you’re an adult. Once I’m free of them, it’s up to you.”

The sanity in her statement was incongruous with the knife at Giselle’s throat, but there was enough simple conviction in it that Giselle almost believed her.

“I’m not violent for the sake of violence, Aria.” She laughed hollowly as her voice turned wistful. “Or whatever your name is. I called you Aria before they took you away.”

The name slid through Giselle like a foreign object, and yet it was a piece of her history. So strange. “You can call me Aria,” she said, “but I’m staying here. I have too much to do.”

Sofia sighed. “Of course.” Her voice got louder as she proclaimed to the group, “We are on the same side, you and I. I have no fight with any of you—except the undying one. The tyranny the mortal government enacts over our kind is a shackle we all must strive against. If you long for freedom, come to me. I’ll be easy to find.”

To Giselle’s surprise, her mother let her go. With a powerful beat of her wings, she rose into the air as Giselle stared at the ground. The rest of the group dashed from the cave, passing Giselle by to watch Ishtar, but Giselle felt rooted to the ground and so very cold.

Then arms came around her, and she collapsed forward into Coyote’s embrace.
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WERE YOU SERIOUS ABOUT helping me with math? If not, that’s cool. I can hire a tutor.

Bleary as hell, Giselle stared at her phone, checking that the DM really was from Rafael. Yeah, verified account. He’d followed her on social media? Excitement woke her up just enough to be terrified again. What time was it in Malverde, where he was? Or what day was it even?

All she knew was that whenever she managed to forget about Sofia’s ominous exit, her brain fixated on the fact that she was in a plane—a metal barrel hurtling through the air—and would be for another fifteen hours. All the brain-dead movies offered on the screen in front of her were not easing the terror.

Beside her, Rawan slept like a person at peace with being thirty-five thousand feet in the air over an ocean. Or desert. Or wherever the fuck they were; they were in the middle section and couldn’t see out the tiny windows. They were missing all of their Tuesday classes too.

Rafael flew all the time to perform in concerts all over the world. He wouldn’t be terrified. But the shorter jaunt to—Doha? Was that the city?—had been the first time she’d ever been in the air. At their 4:00 a.m. takeoff, she’d been too exhausted to feel anything at all and had passed out in the seat before they’d rolled away from the gate. But now she was just alert enough to stew over how trapped she was.

In the air.

And Freyja didn’t have her wings.

She paused the action flick she’d half-heartedly selected and grabbed some chocolate stashed in the storage space beside her for a little pick-me-up. As the sweet goodness melted on her tongue, she reread the message as an excellent distraction, and that initial kernel of excitement built in her chest. If she survived the next fifteen hours, she could spend time with Rafael, just the two of them.

Hell, yeah. She would not freak out. She would be a graceful traveler, brave and deeply appreciative of Coyote, who was on some other flight as his real self.

Just a few hours ago, they’d reconvened at a safe house for a meal full of things Giselle had never eaten before—plus yogurt with cucumbers; she knew that one. Coyote had given her, and only her, the number to a bank account he’d set up for them in the Cayman Islands, like criminals... which, technically, they were. He’d suggested she select plane seats for herself and “Sekhmet” that extended out into beds for the long trip home. Using fake passports and visas—also like criminals—that Ande had pulled out of her ass or something, Rawan had walked her through the process of using a foreign bank account to drop an insane amount of money on plane tickets.

Coyote had claimed the upgrade to first class was a thank you to Rawan for using her Mercury ring to get them to Iran. But as a flight attendant was delivering Giselle’s and Rawan’s choices of fancy breakfasts—Giselle’s had freaking filet mignon in it—Rawan had given her a serious side-eye and said, “So, while I totally support your decision to keep things professional between you two, if I were going to have a fling, and I won’t, because that’s not my thing either, but if I were, someone who’d flown me and my bestie first class around the world would probably be my choice.”

Before Giselle could pop off with an indignant response, ordering her roommate to keep her hands off Coyote, Rawan had laughed and put her fingers across Giselle’s mouth. “I meant you, you dummy. I don’t think for a hot second he did this for me. He was so terrified for you yesterday I thought he was going to explode all over the motel room.”

Giselle had apologized—to everyone. Numerous times. Her emotions were a little out of control, which was probably why she hadn’t yet typed out a fangirl-level yes-squee to Rafael. Things were weirdly chill with him. Breathable. He was in love with someone else, which, even if she’d give her right kidney to date him, made him easy to be around.

So she took a breath and ate another piece of chocolate, and as the sugar kicked in, she typed back, Of course I will wuts the topic?

It took a moment for the response to appear: Wut wut wut is this spelling? Along with it was a tongue-out emoji. Then, I can help you with English if you want. I’m a writer. And a wink.

She laughed. For a guy, he used a lot of emojis. It was cute.

“Are we dead?” Rawan muttered, pushing herself up.

“No, we’re fine, but I’m freaking out. Rafael’s messaging me!” Her voice turned giddy with that.

Rawan’s face screwed up thoughtfully as she checked her phone. “It’s like eleven at night there. That makes sense. Hey, ask him if I can copy his math notes from yesterday.”

Giselle recoiled. “What? No! I can’t ask him that!” Her phone vibrated again, but instead of more Rafael, Coyote was texting to ask how the flight was. Awesome. So posh, thank u. U good?

“I just helped save your life! I need math notes,” Rawan groused.

“No! I can’t ask him that! I’m barely his friend. Like, hanging by a thread. I’m sorry.”

Vibrate. Coyote, again. Booooooooored.

Rawan, looking sleep frazzled, stole her phone and looked at it in confusion. “What? Oh. Heehee.” She typed something.

“What are you doing?”

“Entertaining our bored illustrious commander.”

“I’m our illustrious commander, not the canine. Don’t you—” She grabbed for the phone to see what trouble her roommate was causing, but Rawan juked away and, to Giselle’s horror, swapped back to Rafael.

“Ooh, you’re social media friends, and he doesn’t have that many of those—check that insane follower-to-followed differential. Congratulations. Now you need to start treating him like he’s a normal human being. Just talk to him like you’d talk to you-know-who.” Code for Coyote. Then she started typing again—to Rafael.

“What are you doing?” Giselle tried to wrest the phone back. “Stop! You can’t—”

“Shh! Don’t make a scene in first class! This is the fancy people section.”

“But—”

“I’m telling him it’s me.” She hit send, then skimmed back up their conversation. “Wait, he asked you for tutoring in math?”

The phone vibrated yet again, and Giselle tensed. “What did he say? Is he mad?”

“It’s you-know-who.” She clicked her tongue in frustration. “Darn it.”

Giselle snatched the phone away. S, give F her phone back.

“What?” Then she read what Rawan had sent. “‘You should wear the scarf next time we meet. You have a lovely posterior.’ Rawan!” She quickly typed out, That wasn’t me!!!!

I know. Tomorrow we should meet at the lair, talk going forward.

Sounds good.

Rawan’s expression turned impish. “You know, Rage Riot has a show in San Antonio next weekend to kick off the Whirlwind tour. Why don’t you tell Rafael you’ll tutor him for the semester in exchange for a VIP pass?”

“That’s... a really fucking awesome idea, but how much alcohol do you think I’d need to consume to get up the guts to ask for that, huh? I may end up in the hospital.” Rawan laughed, and Giselle wagged a finger at her playfully. “When did you become such a fan you learned their touring schedule?”

“Shut up! I’m going back to sleep until lunch. And if you start sexting—with either of them—there’s a privacy screen right...” She started to pull up the screen between their seats, and Giselle slapped her hand with a laugh before returning to her phone and checking to make sure she was talking to Rafael.

Sry about that. Me again.

No problem. Tell your roommate she can copy my notes. I just hope they make sense. And tell her to get her ass to class on Wednesday.

“He says you can copy them.”

“Huh,” Rawan said, settling back down.

“Huh what?”

“I guess he’s not”—she looked around them at the other passengers, none of whom appeared to be paying the least attention—“you know. I just thought, Rafael moves into town. You-know-who shows up. They’re both good looking, rich Hispanic guys who play guitar. Dude played a Rage Riot song for Ereshkigal, and he didn’t sound exactly like the album—but it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, either.”

Speaking of Coyote... Giselle bit her lip and typed, 5 ok tomorrow? before answering, “I wondered that too. But we’re in south Texas—Hispanic majority by far—and there are any number of rich ranching families. And why not a Rage Riot song? They’re on every station nowadays.” Giselle turned over so she could look at her roommate, wishing she wasn’t so tired, so they could chat about this. “Plus they drive different cars—”

“He could afford two cars.”

“Yeah, but they also just seem really different, you know?”

Rawan yawned. “Yeah, they do.”

“I mean, Rafael’s so nice and sort of shy, and you-know-who’s all intense and social and kind of raunchy.”

Rawan snorted. “Have you read the lyrics to ‘Heresy’? Señor Marquez has at least a little raunchy in him.”

Giselle giggled. “Maybe the band helped him with that one.”

The phone vibrated. Five tomorrow for tutoring? Assuming you mean PM, that would be great. Thanks.

She slapped a hand across her mouth. “Shit!”

“What?”

“I just set up a tutoring date—er, not date, but, uh, a thing—with Rafael.”

“Why is that bad?”

“Because I meant to send a text to the other guy.”

Rawan raised a fist for her to bump. “Score! See, treat him like he’s you-know-who. He likes that!”

Nervous excitement ran through Giselle at the thought of seeing Rafael alone again. But now she needed to set something up with Coyote. She flipped to the right app this time and double-checked it. What time works for you?

5 works.

She stared at the screen in tired confusion. Oh, Coyote wanted the same time she’d just set up with Rafael—further proof they weren’t the same guy. I can’t then, sry. 7? After tutoring with Rafael. Heck, if she was at Rafael’s place, that was an easy walk.

Rafael’s place... How cool would that be to see inside his home? She’d been invited once but hadn’t gone in and had carried a little regret for that ever since.

It took Coyote a moment to respond, then, 7’s good. See you at the lair.

Thx again for having my back. *high five* Best partner ever.

*high five back* You know I am.

Coyote was such an arrogant thing. But was he so smug without the mask? “Do I act different when I, I mean, you know?” she asked her roommate as she switched back to Rafael—checked it—and typed, Ur place? Or where should we meet?

Poor Rawan’s voice was nearly inaudible as she said, “No, not really. Braver. And you take charge more. That could just be that desperate situations require brave and decisive action, though—something we don’t tend to get a lot of normally. I think I act the same. But I like having claws...” The last word drifted into nothing as Rawan let out a tiny snore.

Giselle pulled the blanket over her roommate a little more securely, then smiled when her phone vibrated.

My place is good. Thanks again.

Be brave. Treat him like a person. If it was Coyote, she’d text him something else. But it wasn’t Coyote, and she put the phone down.

It pinged again. What are you doing tonight? Her breath caught when she realized that wasn’t Coyote. Rafa-freaking-el was DMing her about nothing important. Her heart picked up. Wait, it was already night in Malverde. Eleven was what Rawan had said earlier.

She glanced at the screen in front of her and the ridiculous pose the main character had been paused in. Watching a bad action movie with Rawan but lazy girl’s falling asleep. Seriously, if anyone tried to kick like that in the middle of a fight, they’d have their ass handed to them, not win. U? She erased it before sending, remembering his earlier rebuke. You?

Staring into space debating if I want a drink or to just fall asleep. What’re you watching? Maybe I can find it.

She stared at the phone screen for a moment. Was he offering to watch a movie together? She texted the title. Im only 7 minutes in. I can start over. Maybe that wasn’t what he’d meant and she’d just embarrassed herself.

Cool. I haven’t seen this one. Don’t make it to a lot of movies.

She started to type, We could go to one, but quickly erased it.

Queued up. Ready to hit play? he asked a few seconds later.

She was watching a movie with Rafael Marquez. Sort of. Close enough. Ready. Treat him like Coyote. Be brave. She kept typing. Do I have to be quiet? During bad movies Rawan lets me make running commentary but shes asleep and I have no one to be sarcastic for.

The next text came quickly. MST3K challenge accepted. Hit play.
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THE NEXT DAY, GISELLE nervously shuffled from foot to foot outside Rafael’s door, Freyja’s backpack, stuffed with notebooks and her math book, slung over her shoulder. Monday she’d been in the underworld fighting gods and accidentally resurrecting her birth mother. Wednesday she was a math tutor. The calm after the hurricane—sandstorm?—was giving her whiplash.

She pulled out her phone and looked at her messages again. Ande had sent a video of Bryn laughing as they cut off her matted hair and turned the pale blonde mess into a super short style that brought out Bryn’s blue eyes. There was so much joy on her mom’s face as she waved at the camera and blew Giselle a kiss, then patted her hair in appreciation.

Her mother had four earrings on one side and one on the other, runes tattooed on her wrist, and she liked dark eyeliner and bubblegum-pink lips, details Giselle had forgotten.

They were shockingly cute together, Ande and Bryn.

And as shady as Ande could be sometimes, she’d been there for Giselle during that first year out of the group home. Though not nice, Ande had been steady and calm, if sarcastic, with a confused and angry teen. Bryn was in good hands.

A muffled “Coming!” sounded from inside, and she shoved her phone back in her pocket as the door opened.

Mouth dry and hands clammy, she forced a smile up at Rafael, who was not even looking her way, his attention back toward someone in his apartment. The sight of him—the face she’d postered across every space she moved through in high school, and now the face she sat across from in English—grounded her back in reality. No more Freyja and her dangerous and magical life. Time to be Giselle.

“Math tutoring? Already?” a woman’s voice said, sounding peeved, which sent Giselle into a fit of curiosity. The brown-eyed girl? A fan? Someone he’d just met?

Finally Rafael turned to her with a smile and an exaggerated eye roll. He looked alert and well put together, clean-shaven, with his hair in perfect disarray—the intentional kind. His thick-rimmed glasses, black on the top and clear on the bottom, drew attention to his beautiful eyes.

Man, it was one thing to snark over text message and a totally different thing to look him in the eye when the full force of his magnetism was directed her way. Any intelligent thought she might’ve had tore off, leaving nothing but babbling stupidity. “I like your glasses. I mean, I like you in your glasses. I mean, glasses pretty.” She slapped a hand over her eyes as her face turned fiery hot. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw the door open farther, like he was still allowing her in after that bit of stupid.

“Oh,” the woman’s withering voice said, before turning fake cheerful. “You. From the party. Hi.”

Giselle removed her hand enough to see Lyssa standing behind her brother with a smile that didn’t hide her frustration. She didn’t seem mad to see Giselle specifically, more aggravated that somebody had interrupted them. “Is this a bad time? We can do another day...” Giselle said, trying to be polite but desperately wanting to stay.

Lyssa threw an arm around her brother and squeezed. “No, I dropped by without texting first. My bad.” Her smile turned wry, almost conspiratorial toward Giselle. “If he’s going to make all of us rework our lives around this stupid thing for four years, he’d better succeed with flying colors. You got your work cut out for you, though. All the spots in his brain that should contain math facts are filled with eighties pop lyrics and Santana guitar riffs.”

Rafael practically shoved her out the door. “I was going to invite you to stay, but I’m not anymore.”

“I should know,” Lyssa continued, ignoring her brother’s amused discomfort. “I tutored him in high school.” She kissed his cheek in passing, then waved at Giselle, her good humor restored as she headed for the elevator.

Before she was totally gone, Rafael grabbed her hand to stop her. “I really do want to hear your news, though. Sorry it’s been so...” He waved his other hand about, indicating the tornado of life.

“Yeah, yeah. Big man on campus. I’ll catch you later.”

Giselle turned back to Rafael’s condo, interested to see what his place looked like, but stopped when she heard the hissing consonants of whispering behind her. But by the time she’d flipped around to try and catch what Lyssa was saying, she was done speaking.

“No, she’s not... Go! I have math!” Rafael practically yelled at his sister before grabbing Giselle’s elbow and pulling her inside. “Sorry about my sister. She’s a mess.” He shut the door behind them, then seemed to realize he’d manhandled her arm, and he let her go. “Sorry.”

She shrugged. “You don’t need to be so careful around me. I’m hard to injure.”

He gave her a look like her statement confused him, then turned them toward a high-topped table near the expansive windows. “Well, if I’m an ass, call me on it, okay? I recognize my sense of normal human interaction has been skewed.”

Because it seemed to be what he wanted, she nodded rapidly but couldn’t help adding, “I’m not sure I have a good sense of normal human interactions either. I spent most of the last five years in a group home—not exactly normal. At least, not to people around here.”

With a remote he turned off the stereo, which had been playing Top Forty, and the room turned quiet. “I don’t know what that is.”

How to explain? Instead of starting, she turned her head back and forth, trying not to look as fascinated by his place as she was. With wood-paneled walls and leather furniture with brass rivets, a general dusting of rustic metal stars, and longhorn horns over the fireplace, the gilded-age cowboy decor didn’t seem like him, but then what did she know? He had grown up on a fancy ranch, and the place screamed old-money Texas. “Yeah, I guess you probably wouldn’t.” She cringed at how sarcastic she sounded. He liked her because she was sweet—like him.

He laughed. “This place is my grandmother’s. She’s wanted me to enroll at Zavala for a while now—bought it when I was seventeen.” He waved a hand about. “Even at that age I wouldn’t have done it up like this, but whatever. It makes her happy.” He sat at the table and opened then closed his math book. “What’s a group home? Do you mind telling me?” He looked at her again with a focused gaze she could get lost in, and she sat before she tripped on something and fell over like a graceless klutz.

“It’s, um... well, we’re not supposed to have orphanages anymore in the US, like in Annie, right? But there aren’t enough foster parents to house all the kids who need a place to stay. So they have these... well, they’re orphanages, but they call them ‘group homes,’ or ‘emergency shelters,’ or some other thing. It’s where they stick kids who don’t have a place to go.” She shrugged, trying to keep things from getting too heavy. “Like me.”

He patted her hand, his expression turning sad. She couldn’t decide whether to yank away from the sympathy or revel in the fact that Rafael’s hand was on hers.

And for some reason she kept talking. “Nobody wants to take in teenagers, right? We’re scary. And so group homes are typically filled with teens and medically fragile kids and kids who have the really big problems—like, you know, they rape people and set houses on fire—so nobody wants them either.” At the now wide-eyed distress on his face, she did take her hand back and started pulling supplies from her bag. “So, I’m just saying, I don’t think I have a really good sense of normal human relations either.”

“But you’re good at math?”

Her temper got the better of her, and she shot him the angry look his question deserved. “Yeah, foster kid doesn’t equal stupid.”

“No!” He threw a hand up as his face crunched into an embarrassed moue. “No, I didn’t mean...” He glanced up at the ceiling and blew out a breath like he was very carefully considering his next words.

She tipped her head, wondering how deep he’d dig this hole, as her hand moved, sketching random doodles in her notebook to help keep her temper from escalating.

“It sounds like you didn’t have help. I needed all the help I could get with school just to pass.” He ran a hand through his hair and laughed without much humor. “If it hadn’t been for my parents, I’d have probably dropped out to play guitar, and at this point I’d be a homeless busker, definitely not tutoring other people in math like you are. You must be really smart.”

She stared at what she’d drawn, cartoon animals—including a coyote—interwoven with flowers and raindrops. His awkward fantasizing about the struggle was the other reaction people had—either she was a classless nobody or a saint who’d overcome. Nobody looked at her like she was a normal person fumbling through as best she could, just like they were. “You’d probably be doing better than you think, as talented as you are.” Awkward... “We should probably do math.”

“Yeah. Let me retrieve my foot from my mouth and let’s do math.” He pulled out a notebook and flipped to his class notes, then flipped in his textbook to the assignment. “You’re a good artist,” he commented as he scooted his chair closer to hers. “Nice coyote.”

Her cheeks heated as she turned to a blank page. “Oh, thanks. It’s a nervous habit. Drawing calms me down.”

He nodded and shot her an expression of eager hopefulness that made all her frustration with him go away. “Playing the piano calms me down.”

“More than guitar?”

“Yeah.” He put his hands in front of him like he was playing and bounced them hard. “More banging.” When she laughed a little, he grinned like he’d been hoping for the reaction. He looked over at the baby grand on the other side of the room with a deep affection, like they were friends. “Also, piano is more full body.” He moved his arms in and out, eyes closed like he could play the air in front of him.

“I’d love to hear you play one day.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Maybe after math, if you’ve got time, I’ll play you a song? It’s the least I can do.”

He was one hundred percent forgiven. She gave him an excited smile. “We should get to math then. What are you guys studying?”

He shrugged and passed her his notes. “This?”

“This?” she mimicked, amused. “Well, give me a moment to figure out what this is, and we’ll get started.”

#
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LEARNING ALGEBRA WITH Giselle was surprisingly easy. Unlike Lyssa, she was patient and never made fun. His parents had always said he’d be good at it if he tried hard enough, and they’d trotted out the old wives’ tale that musicians were supposed to be good at math. But all through school, he’d stared at numbers on a page and couldn’t for the life of him figure out how they were connected, while everyone told him it was easy and he just needed to apply himself.

Giselle, though, would explain something in a methodical way, often with sketched cartoons, and the cobwebs seemed to shake off in his mind as everything made a little more sense.

Maybe what he’d really needed was a different teacher, one with a lot of patience, who didn’t assume he was goofing off.

It was cool, too, the way the fangirl shut off when she was focused on numbers. Every now and then she’d still look at him, pause, and blush, but with a little prompting he could get them back on track. Maybe one day she’d entirely quit.

He never had to redirect Freyja. Granted, she didn’t know who he was, but she wouldn’t care, right?

Nah. Not her.

“Rafael,” she prompted softly, and he realized he’d drifted.

She was blushing again. He wondered if it was because she’d said his name. People were weird that way. “You can call me Rafe, you know. Pretty much all my friends do.”

Her blush got darker, and then she stared past him, with an uptick in her breathing, like she couldn’t look him in the eyes.

Great. Back to fangirling. “You okay?”

“Yeah, uh, Rafe. That’s...” Another breath.

“Or call me whatever works for you.”

“No, that...” She pointed toward the back of the room. “What’s that?”

He glanced over to see what she was talking about, then did a double take. The corner of the room farthest from the windows had a sootlike quality that was slowly coalescing into...

“Shit.” A galla. She wasn’t fangirling, she was legitimately afraid. “I don’t know,” he lied as the torso and shoulders of a man and the head of a bull came into view. Giselle stood, and he popped up in front of her. This thing was his problem. He looked down at the ground, as if Ereshkigal could hear him. I’m supposed to have a week to write the song. Unless she was pissed enough about him leaving to send her demons to fetch him back. “You should probably get out of here.”

“No! I’m not leaving you. There’s a... a thing in your apartment. You don’t know what it is?”

“No clue. You?”

“No!” She sounded genuinely panicked. “I need a weapon or something.”

Freyja probably would’ve thrown his math book at the demon by now—she was good at utilizing whatever was handy. Well, he had a weapon. A pretty serious one. Using his body as a shield, he shuffled them backward toward the safe where Abuela kept a pistol.

The galla charged, hoofbeats clopping against the hardwood floor as it ran.

“Knife block!” Giselle yelled and dashed away from behind him.

“What?” Sure enough, she’d found his kitchen knives. He ran the opposite way, heading for the safe by the balcony door. The galla ploughed right into his bar, knocking stools over, then turned left and right as if it couldn’t decide who to come after. “Over here!” he yelled, waving at it as he typed the code into the safe.

The beast turned toward him and charged just as the safe opened.

“No!” Giselle yelled. Her feet pounded against the floor as he swiped the gun and a loaded magazine and dropped to the floor out of the way.

The demon pounced, its three-fingered claws grasping for Rafael’s chest. He flinched, bracing for pain.

It never came. The demon was yanked backward as Giselle shoved his best kitchen knife into its side, coating his poor cooking utensil in black blood.

Better the knife than him.

“You okay?” she yelled, sounding desperately panicked.

He slammed the magazine into the gun. “Can you get it on the ground?” The floors were concrete beneath the oak; they’d stop a bullet.

Somehow she manhandled the thing down. It screamed at her, jaws dripping saliva. Giselle rolled away from it with a yelp. As the beast tried to rise, Rafael stomped on its shoulder, forcing it back to the ground, and fired a round at its forehead. The thing’s massive head fell back to the ground, eyes wide in shock.

Then it dissipated into mist, leaving a puddle of black goo spilling out of a hole in his floor.

“Are you okay?” Giselle demanded, rising. He held his arm out, and she collapsed against him.

“Am I okay? Yeah. It didn’t touch me. Are you okay?” Her weight against him felt nice, so like Freyja’s, the few times he’d touched her. But unlike her, Giselle didn’t immediately pull away.

“I’m fine. Just scared the shit out of me.”

“Me too.” He put his other arm around her, and she let him pull her close, then wrapped her own arms around his waist in a stabilizing hug he really needed.

She pulled back a fraction. “Oh, gun.”

He dumped the magazine, ejected the chambered round, then tossed all of it on a barstool cushion. When the metal was gone from their embrace, she fell back against him, her heavy breath bringing them tighter with each exhale.

Damn, she felt nice. Maybe that was the adrenaline talking. “I hope you’re cool that I have a...” He trailed off, remembering her story about how she’d almost shot herself. Shit. “It was my grandfather’s. Rancher. It stays locked in the safe.”

She smiled up at him. “It worked well for us. Don’t worry about me.”

Maybe it was that they’d just fought together and her blonde hair reminded him of Freyja’s, or maybe it was the way she looked at him with the admiration he so desperately wanted from his partner, but the nearly overwhelming desire to kiss her poured over him, along with the near certainty that she’d let him.

She’d said over the weekend she’d do more than that if he asked. And things were so crazy right now, and he hadn’t been touched in months, and...

And it wouldn’t be fair to her after she’d clearly said she’d feel awkward around him afterward.

But damn, her mouth looked awfully comforting.

Her hands slipped from his waist to his neck and pulled down. Then she kissed him.
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Chapter 23


[image: image]


WHAT ARE YOU DOING?! Alarm bells rang through Giselle’s mind as she froze, her mouth on Rafael Marquez’s not-unwilling one.

Gods, he tasted good. Like sweet, nutty coffee.

She yanked back, stumbling out of his arms, and slapped her hand across her still-tingling mouth. “I am so sorry.”

He leaned forward to right her when she almost tripped again and left his hand on her arm. “It’s okay.”

She started to say, “I can be professional,” right as he said, “I’m pretty sure I was staring at your mouth.” Then they both stopped.

For a moment they studied each other warily. Then Rafael laughed. Wiping his hand over his face, he leaned against the couch back and then motioned at the floor. “I have ghost juice or whatever on my floor. What the fuck was that thing?”

“Uh...” she said, unsure if they were just going to pretend she hadn’t done that—which might be the best thing. “I don’t know,” she lied.

“Hey,” he said as he grabbed her arm and dragged her next to him against the couch. “We fought a... thing together, then jumped each other—like you do—and stopped before we went too far, or much of anywhere, really. Yeah?”

Okay, so they were going to discuss it, but he was going to be that cool about it? “Yeah?”

“So we’re good, far as I’m concerned.” He gave her braid a friendly tug, then pushed away from the couch. “Coffee? Whiskey? Water? I have a SodaStream.” He picked up the knife, covered in more of that nasty black ichor.

“So sorry about your kitchen knife. I’ll clean it. With bleach.”

That just made him laugh. “Don’t stress. You can save my life with anything in the house.” He flipped a grinder switch on a load of coffee beans, despite it being evening—her kind of person—and got out a carafe with a paper filter in it.

She washed the knife carefully, happy to see the black goo wasn’t too hard to get off. “What’s that?”

“Chemex? It’s my family’s favorite way to make evening coffee.” As the beans ground, he poured steaming water from a spout over the stove, which stuck the filter to the mouth of the carafe, then dumped the water and added the freshly ground beans.

She finished with the knife and wiped it dry as she watched him pour more hot water, wait a bit, then pour water again in a process more complicated than the switch flip she was used to. “Must make good coffee,” she commented.

He laughed good-naturedly and just shrugged. “I don’t know, but I like the ritual of it. It’s calming. Thanks for cleaning the knife.”

“I’ll see what I can do about the floor.” She grabbed a couple paper towels and soaked one.

“I can get it in a minute.”

“No, it’s fine. Idle hands aren’t my friends.” After she righted the upturned barstool, it didn’t take long at all to wipe up the first black stain, making her feel hopeful about the sheets from, uh, two days ago? Three? With twenty hours in a plane, times and days were blurred.

Had she put the sheets in the dryer? Crap no, they were going to be a moldy mess.

“You think that thing had anything to do with the conduits in our area?” Rafael asked. “I hear we’ve got an unusual number for a town this size. But why would the ghost thing come here? Think anyone else got attacked?”

She looked up to gauge his expression, but Rafael appeared casual as he added even more water to the coffee carafe—or whatever it was called. “Maybe.” Scrubbing hard, she managed to sop up the icky stuff until there was barely a stain—except in the bullet hole where the slug was embedded in concrete just past the wood flooring. The goo had soaked into the wood there, leaving a black spot. “I don’t think it’s going to come out right here.”

With an unconcerned shrug, Rafael poured two cups of coffee and brought them to the bar with a box of hazelnut-flavored coconut creamer. She joined him there. “Jada, our drummer—she’s mostly vegan—got me addicted to this.” He shook the box. “I don’t have any regular cream, sorry, but I can get you some sugar if you want.”

“Does it taste like coconut?” she asked.

“Not much.” He poured a tiny amount into his coffee and offered it to her. “Want to try it? Not low cal, but I figure after that thing, we deserve it.”

She tried to suppress a grin as she took his cup. “Like you need to watch your calories.” Feeling bold, she flicked him lightly on the abs.

To her relief he laughed and straightened up, lifting his shirt just a bit to show off rigid obliques. “How do you think I got these, huh?”

“Point.” Damn, she was biting her lip. She let it go, and her ears heated as she drank from his cup. Creamy, sweet, and flavored like his kiss. Yum. She poured a little into her own mug and watched sadly as he dropped his shirt back into place.

“To kicking demon-ghost ass,” he said, offering a toast.

“Cheers to that!” she agreed, clicking mugs before taking a healthy swig. “I don’t even remember what we were doing.”

He leaned back against the bar and stretched his legs out, looking every bit the suave superstar, and glanced back over at the table. “I think you were explaining a math fundamental I should’ve grasped in the ninth grade or something.”

She shook her head. “You were doing great! I think you’re going to be fine; you just need practice.”

“You’re really good at explaining things. Can I hire you to help me once a week? It would be a big favor.” He looked earnest and then grinned. “I can store jumpsuits and proton packs nearby, just in case.”

Lost by the reference, she shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His jaw dropped. “Ghostbusters?”

“Oh, I never saw that.”

“What? Next you’re going to tell me you’ve never seen Star Wars.”

She shrugged. “I saw the one with the red guy with the spikes in his head.”

His mouth gaped like she’d just spoken blasphemy. “The Phantom Menace? That’s the only Star Wars flick you’ve seen? Why did we watch that shitty movie when we could’ve been fixing the gaping holes in your education?” His body still zinging with energy, he went to the piano and banged out the first few chords of the Star Wars song that even she knew.

“Darth Vader’s theme?”

“Technically it’s called the ‘Imperial March,’ but yeah, it’s Vader’s theme.” Rounding the bench, he sat. “Mind if I play a bit now, and then we can get back to math?” He tossed her a smile that was just a tad cheeky. “Stress activity.”

The alacrity with which she launched herself onto his couch was embarrassing. “Please. Play.”

His grin said he’d known she’d let him, and she mentally berated herself as his fingers glided across the keys, playing some classical-sounding thing she’d never heard before. “Do you care what I play?” As he spoke, the music changed to one of the songs off of his first album.

She slipped her flats off and put her feet on the couch, hoping she wasn’t being too informal. “I wouldn’t hate it if you played a song or two you wrote. But do what makes you happy. It’s your de-stress activity.”

The music shifted again to something else ballad-y, but nothing she recognized. Still, it was pretty. Then he sang:

Three years chasing down the cold cement,

I got a long way from where I’ve been.

She grabbed a throw pillow and pulled it against her chest as she realized he was playing “Blur,” from their latest album—but it sounded completely different. Listening carefully, she realized it was the same tune. The released music, though, was fast paced, with dueling guitars and a driving drum, a trashy punk ode to dissipation.

The slowed-down simplicity of piano and voice eliminated the celebration, making the fun sound hollow and imbuing the music with regret. As he sang the new version, a couple words were different—nothing major, but enough that if the original was a paean to good times, he’d created from it a bitter morning after.

It had never dawned on her how vastly different a song could be interpreted just by instrumentation. She hadn’t cared much for “Blur”—she couldn’t imagine herself ever partying with the glitterati—but listening to him now made her heart hurt with his regret, an emotion she knew all too well, even if they had different reasons.

She felt the music. It suddenly meant something.

He didn’t stop when he finished, just moved straight on to another song from the album, this one also altered in fundamental ways, no longer a rich boy bragging about carousing through the elite parties of New York. His face, visible in profile from her position, had crunched into serious lines, almost as brooding as the music. By the end of the second song, he played like he was in a trance, his whole body moving subtly with the ebb and flow of his hands across the keyboard.

What must it be like to create music and get lost in it like that? Nothing she’d ever experienced gave her that sort of... exorcism was the best word she could think of. Each pound of his fingers or cry of his voice seemed to bash at whatever demons he fought more surely than she’d struck one with a knife ten minutes ago.

That had been too close. Where else were they going to appear? She needed to talk to Coyote about this.

And maybe... her mom? Such a weird thought. Ande had suggested—more like insisted—she give her mother time to readjust to normalcy before they added the stress of working on their relationship. As happy as Giselle was that her mother was alive, she was having a hard time adjusting to it herself. She had no right to be mad at Bryn, and yet she was furious—furious about all the lies and secrets, furious that Bryn had lost that final fight and left her alone, furious that after twelve years of building fantasies around the life that could’ve been, she now realized she didn’t know her mother at all.

Bryn was a good person who’d done the best she could in extraordinary circumstances—Giselle knew that logically. But feelings didn’t give a damn about logic. Growing up had been miserable, and misery wanted someone to blame.

That song ended, and Rafael switched to the new one he’d sampled at the party last week. Instead of the simple hope in the first version, the song came with a longing ache that made her sigh. Whoever that stupid girl was needed to get her head on straight. She could have this amazing, kind man, who looked like a brooding god of music. What the hell was wrong with her?

I would give anything for one day of devotion like this.

Curling up against the couch cushions, she closed her eyes, shoving away all the confusion of the last few days, and let the music wash across her, feeling peaceful for the first time in a long while.
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Chapter 24
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“HEY, WAKE UP.”

Giselle opened her eyes groggily at the gentle shake on her shoulder and the sound of a low voice.

Rafael Marquez’s beautiful face was about six inches from hers. She squeezed her eyes tight shut and reopened them. His face was now a good two feet away, but it was still definitely him. He winked. “Sorry to put you to sleep with my playing.”

“What?” She slowly rose, feeling sleep drunk, and looked around in confusion. She was still at Rafael’s. “I fell asleep?” She’d missed... Oh, fuck exhaustion! How had she fallen asleep during a private concert from Rafael Marquez?

“Yup,” he said with a grin, not appearing too offended as he sat back on the coffee table. “Sorry to wake you—you were sleeping pretty hard. But I didn’t know if you had something to do this evening.” He ran a hand through his hair. “And I’ve got tickets with some friends.” His face lit up hopefully. “I can see if there are any more available if you want to join us.”

She waved a hand vaguely at him. Between the hard sleep, the adventures of the last few days, and waking up in a strange—a good, but very strange—place, she felt completely out of it. But it sure sounded like Rafael had asked her to hang out with him and his friends. “That’s sweet, but I, uh...what time is it?” Wasn’t she meeting Coyote tonight? Shit, she hadn’t missed it, right? He was already pissed...

“About six thirty.”

She breathed out, relieved. As cool as it would be to hang out with Rafael, she couldn’t break her appointment with her partner. Yawning, she shot Rafael an embarrassed smile. “Thanks so much for the invite, but I can’t tonight. And I loved your playing. I haven’t been getting enough sleep. I think I was just comfortable, and the music was beautiful, and trust me, I’m kicking myself right now.”

He laughed and stood up, heading for the table and their math notes, which he began gathering together. “Gotta quit partying so much. Take it from a hypocrite like me, it’ll catch up with you.”

She stood and stretched her neck. “I don’t party that much. I have a job.”

“Oh? What do you do?”

“Temp.” Which she did, occasionally, to bring in a little extra. “But since I can’t work eight to five, I end up with jobs at all kinds of weird hours.” She repacked her things. “You going to be okay with this assignment? We didn’t finish. I can come back tomorrow or something.”

He looked down at it, his eyes scanning the notes. “Eh, actually, I think I can do it.” He sounded surprised. Then he looked back up at her. “I wasn’t kidding about you coming back, though. I could use it. Every Wednesday at five?”

Slinging her backpack on her shoulder, she tried to think through her schedule. Setting aside an hour plus travel a week wasn’t going to be easy, but it’d be worth it to help Rafael Marquez out. It was the least she could do for him, considering what he and his music had done for her—even if he hadn’t done it specifically for her. “Wednesdays at five are great.”

“Forty an hour all right? I think that’s what my folks used to pay tutors. But if that’s not enough—”

Her burst of laughter cut him off. “Forty dollars? An hour?” She was willing to do it for free.

He looked at her like she was unstable. “Fifty? You are significantly more helpful.”

That just made her laugh even harder. “Fifty dollars an hour. You don’t mean fifteen? There is nothing I do that is worth fifty bucks an hour, dude.”

He looked her over like he was confused, or maybe even disappointed. “Do you know how much I make an hour?”

That stopped her laughter as her nerves came crashing back in, and she shifted her weight uncomfortably. “I, uh... no. More than fifty dollars, I’m going to guess.”

“Yeah.” He wrinkled his nose and looked at the ground. “Nobody does anything worth what I get an hour. It’s pretty horrifying actually.” He paused for a moment, then kept going with an air of confession, his hands rubbing together like he wanted to do something with them. “I’m going to tell you something my abuela reminded me this summer. Twenty thousand people don’t buy tickets to a Rage show because I deserve it. They like the way they feel when I’m singing on their radio. They like the people they meet on fan pages. They like the way my abs look after a month of extra work, a juice cleanse, and Photoshop—Abuela didn’t say that part. People drop cash because of how they feel, not because I deserve obscene quantities of money.” His foot scuffed at the rug. “I was starting to lose track of that. It’s part of why I came back to Texas.”

After another pause, he looked at her again. “I tend to think I’m worth more than I am because that’s how I get treated. You seem to think you’re worth less than you are, which, assuming it’s for the same reason, makes me embarrassed for humanity. I don’t want to be another person reinforcing that.”

The warmth his words engendered made her feel too hopeful, so she laughed. “I’m pretty sure a Rage Riot concert makes people feel better than doing math problems for an hour.”

His lips quirked at that. “Hopefully. But if I get through this semester without constantly stressing over my grade, that relief is easily worth fifty dollars a week. You make math easier than anyone I’ve ever worked with.” He walked toward the door, digging in his wallet, and she followed. When they stopped, he caught her in his sweet gaze and stuffed a wad of cash into her hand. “Don’t charge what you think you’re worth. Charge what I think you’re worth. Raise your rates if you want. I’ll pay it.” He shook his wallet like he’d pull out more right then if she asked.

Her heart dropped into her feet, and her eyes welled up as she clutched the money. Nobody thought she was worth jack shit. Nobody ever did.

No, that wasn’t true. Coyote had led a charge into the underworld to get her. And Rawan had come. And Bryn. And, okay, Shawn, but that wasn’t for her. The others, though, they’d come for her. For the first time since she was a kid, she had people who gave as much as they took. And Rafael Marquez was one of them. Yeah, it wasn’t going to hell for her, but never in her craziest fantasies at the shelter had she imagined him treating her like... What was the word she was looking for?

Like his equal.

She was not going to cry in front of Rafael. She was not. She bit the inside of her cheek and nodded, hoping he didn’t see how close to tearing up she was.

And fifty extra bucks a week? That was going to come in way handy. “Thanks,” she finally managed, her voice sounding too rough.

“Thank you. See you in Government, Glendabelle.” He put his hand on her back as she walked from the room, the touch friendly and comforting and burning a hole through her shirt.

Then, to top it all off, he shot her that killer grin from all the magazine spreads, winked, and shut the door.

She stared at the closed door for a moment, then realized that made her look like a weirdo. So she forced her feet to about-face and walked away, reluctant but still floating through the hallway as she breathed in fancy-ass condo air.

With everything spinning through her exhausted brain, one thought rose to the surface. I kissed Rafael Marquez. And he let me.

#
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RAFAEL LEANED BACK against his door, feeling hella restless, and checked the time. Thirty minutes. He didn’t want to wait thirty minutes to see Freyja.

He peeled himself off the door and picked up coffee cups, straightening the condo. Every time Giselle talked like she wasn’t worth much, he wanted to hit someone. Not that it would do any good with his wussy-ass punching.

Maybe he should talk to his trainer about MMA cardio or something...

The water ran too hot, and he hissed in pain but didn’t change the temperature as he finished washing the cups. Giselle had told him she’d been thirteen when her mother died, sending her into the system. Freyja had been seven. Had Freyja ever lived in a group home—where the arsonists and rapists and kids “nobody wants” had to live? She didn’t come across as fragile like Giselle, but it helped him understand a little better why she didn’t ask for help. Maybe it wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. Maybe she just didn’t think she was worth helping.

He clenched his fists at that rage-inducing thought. What he’d said to Giselle, he wanted to say to Freyja, but she would barely take a compliment from him. Giselle liked his music, so she’d listened. Or, he hoped she’d listened. She deserved better than this, too.

He pulled his phone out and texted, Still coming at 7?

Please, please, please.

Already here. About to nap.

His gaze flipped up to the door as his body went electric at the thought of her in a bed so close by. Change. Almost there.

He jabbed the side of his thumb against his stone and headed for the balcony.

But sleep!

I won’t stop you from sleeping. 

But maybe he could sleep next to her. 

Transforming to a raven, he flew to the balcony in front of the bed next door. A rush of power—her power—slid through him with the tingling ferocity of MDMA, and he closed his eyes briefly, bathing in it. A gauzy curtain hung behind the glass doors, giving him only a vague picture of her on her back on the bed. He let out a breath at seeing her safe. He hadn’t been that scared since... well, since seeing his dad and little sister in the hospital twelve years ago after the car accident, knowing Alicia wasn’t going to make it. Then neither of them did.

The world was really fucking unfair.

But unlike them, Freyja was okay, home and safe and waiting for him.

She sat up and pitched her helmet onto a chair, unbuckled and set aside her holster and belt, then peeled her armor over her head and tossed it aside as well, her gestures careless and sleepy and insanely cute as the bits of long hair not plaited around her face mussed into a warrior’s bedhead. Her right boot came off and went flying... somewhere, then her left in a different direction, and he grinned when she collapsed back onto the bed... but popped immediately back up to go hunt the shoes down and set them neatly beneath the chair with her helmet. After folding her byrnie and placing it in the chair—because everyone folded their chain mail—she grabbed her tunic like she’d pull it off too.

He’d seen her without it before, but maybe he shouldn’t be watching her undress like a Peeping Tom. Even if he really wanted to.

Stretching his neck to the side, he transformed back to human and softly called her name.

She gasped as she spun for the window. Her expression turned quickly to a smile. She sent him a jaunty salute, and then pulled her tunic off, fully knowing he was there.

Oh.... gods. It was better when she knew. As she folded that too, he dragged in a breath and managed to not moan it out. What he wouldn’t give to touch her right now.

With her usual efficiency, she slipped back the curtain and opened the glass door. “I was going to take a nap, but we can talk now.”

He took a step toward her, and her brows drew together just a bit as she stepped back. “I could use some sleep too,” he admitted, hoping his voice didn’t come out in a lust-starved rumble.

“Oh, well, uh...” she fumbled, backing up even more as he pressed forward. Her eyes darted to the bed, then back to him, expression wary as she licked her bottom lip

Fuck it. She could think whatever she wanted. He wagged a finger at her, angry and relieved and oh so full of longing. “You’ve been a bad girl.”

She stopped moving and shot him a challenging look. “Oh yeah?”

He took another step, putting them so close he could smell the scent of evergreen that clung to her skin. “Going to Kur without me. I was so worried, mi diosita.”

Instead of answering, she glanced at the bed again as her breathing picked up like sleep was not on her mind.

In a moment of insanity—because no doubt she could throw him on his ass—he bent down and tossed her over his shoulder.

“What are you doing, you crazy man?” she said, laughter in her voice as he carried her the few feet to the bed, yanked the sheets back, and dropped her onto the mattress. She landed on her back, hair strewn across the pillows and knee bent up like something out of a wet dream. But a hint of wariness had crept onto her face, giving him pause.

He forced himself to slow down as he slid onto the bed next to her, giving her plenty of time to leave. “I told you, I’m tired too.”

She turned to face him, staying close. “I thought this was a bad idea.”

He studied her beautiful jawline, the long line of her throat, the pale skin of her chest leading down to small breasts that would fit well in his hands. “I’ve decided you being out of my sight is a worse idea. God knows where you’ll go this time.”

She reached a hand between them, like she wanted to touch his face but for some reason wouldn’t just reach out. “I’m sorry.” Her blue eyes had hints of regret, and it gave him hope that things could be different. They could both change and be better people—for each other.

“You’re forgiven.”

She looked confused, or maybe disbelieving. “Just like that?”

He nodded. “Just like that.”

Her trembling hand brushed through the hair at his temple, and he nearly purred at the brief electric touch of her fingers. He took her hand and interlaced their fingers. “I’ll go if you ask, but please let me stay. We’ll just sleep. We deserve some sleep.”

She studied him for a moment longer, her eyes wide and lovely, and he wondered what she saw in him. Eventually she gave a nod so brief he wasn’t sure if it was real and squeezed his hand before dropping the connection to turn her back to him. Then she scooped the pillow close to her body, curling up with it the way he wanted to curl up next to her.

Because he had to try, he put his arm tentatively around her waist. “Is this all right?”

She was quiet for a moment, and he wondered if he’d pushed her too far. Then she said, “I would like that, but I don’t want you to think anything of it. It’s been a rough week, and I feel safer with you.”

“I feel safer with you too.” He clasped her more firmly, and to his surprise she sank back into him, the woman who was strung so tight she folded her chain mail and made lists from her lists relaxing against his body like she’d found peace. With him.
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Chapter 25
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“WE HAVE IMPORTANT THINGS to talk about. Why are we here?” Freyja whispered as Rafael parked his Harley in an alley that smelled of grilled meat and peppers.

He grinned at her, once again picturing how much he’d loved her messy hair spread across their pillows in the moonlight and the way she felt tucked up against him. He’d meant to nap for twenty minutes, but they’d woken up far later, when the sky was good and dark. It hadn’t taken much cajoling on his part to get her out into the city and into the south side of town. This time on one Harley instead of two.

They should probably get the other back tonight, but just for a little while, he liked only having one.

“Have you eaten dinner?” he asked.

“No, but I can wait. Is something going on?”

He knocked at the side door, where the staff entered his second cousin’s restaurant. “Yeah, epic Oaxacan food, and I can’t wait.” Mercedes poked her head out and did a double take. He gave her a wide smile, hoping she couldn’t recognize him, and she tentatively stepped into the alley. In Spanish, he said, “We hear your poblano mole is to die for, and we’re hungry. Mind if we come in?”

She held both pointer fingers in the air. “One moment. Let me get you a private spot.” She shot Freyja a look of deep gratitude and held her hand out. Freyja, seeming awfully confused, took it and let the woman kiss her on the cheek. “You are always welcome here, dear,” Mercedes told her in her lightly accented English before popping back inside.

“What are we doing? Is this a restaurant?” Freyja asked, shooting him an incredulous look. “Are we hanging out in public in our masks now? Are you crazy?”

He hummed as he thought through her list of questions. “We’re eating dinner. Yes, yes, and you just now noticed that?” At Freyja’s surprised huff, he rubbed her arm. “You saved her niece. She loves you.”

“I did?”

“Yeah. And she’s a really good cook. Like, better-than-my-abuela good—don’t tell Abuela. You’re liked around here by people who don’t see all conduits as equivalent to Macha. I think it’s good to be a little more public. Too many people think godpowers are all about death and government conspiracies and white people. But we’re down here helping, I’m not white, and we’re slowly changing people’s minds.” He hesitated before telling her the next reason.

“What?”

“And Huehuecoyotl really wants to.” The god was bored. “Kur was interesting, but not really his speed. He wants to hang out with people and party.”

Freyja gave him a look like he’d lost his ever-loving mind. “And when we get arrested?”

Rafael shrugged. “Eh, ‘a little party never killed nobody.’”

“When you’re getting advice from a former member of the Black Eyed Peas, you’re probably not making smart decisions.”

“I beg to differ, depending on which member you’re talking to.”

“Huh?”

Before he had to come up with a response, the door opened and Mercedes ushered them inside. “Don’t tell I let you in this way. I can’t give them any excuse to come in here.”

“By them she means the government,” Rafael clarified as they followed her through the kitchen and into the brightly lit restaurant with pink walls and linoleum tables. He leaned in, lowering his voice so Mercedes wouldn’t overhear. “Mercedes is a US citizen, but not everyone in here is likely to have that level of...”

“Conformity to legal standards?”

“Yeah. And if ICE gets nosy, they’re not always particular about legal standards either.”

An old Flaco Jiménez hit played over excellent speakers, reminding him of weekends with the hands on his family ranch, as Mercedes showed them to a table partially blocked from the restaurant by a potted palm. Rafael pulled out Freyja’s seat, which made her laugh, even though she kept looking around for trouble, then he set his drum down beside the table before taking his own seat.

Freyja turned back to him thoughtfully. “This issue—immigration—seems important to you. Is your family—”

He snorted, cutting her off before one more person verbally assumed all brown people were first or second generation. “I’m Tejano.”

She got still as her face turned pink. “I thought that was a kind of music?”

He knew he shouldn’t laugh, but he did. “I’m sorry.” He held his hand out in a friendly fashion as he pulled the laughter back in. “Yeah, it’s a type of music.”

“But it also means?”

“That your family’s old Texas. I’m descended from Spanish colonists who moved to this area in the 1700s, when it was still Spain. Of course, parts of my family tree got here a few thousand years before that.”

She nodded, eyes wide like she was worried she’d offended him. “My mom, Bryn, was—is, wow—an immigrant from Iceland. I have no idea when Sofia’s family got here.”

Realizing he was being prickly, he reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “Sorry. You didn’t do anything. A lifetime of proprietary commentary from people with a lot shorter heritage here grates on you after a while.” He said this wryly and with a wink to try and dull the acid behind his statement.

Then he kept talking, long-brewing frustration coming out with nearly a howl, like Huehue was egging him on. He normally didn’t talk like this, but... “What bothers me is how many people don’t like that Macha’s setting fire to towns, but they’re not going to do anything about it as long as she stays close to the border. It’s not really about immigration. If it was, I’d never get treated the same as an illegal immigrant, but unless I’m flaunting my bankroll, I do. It’s not valuing tradition, because if it was, my family would never be told to give up our language, music, holidays, or religion when mine are older and more established—more traditional—here. But when’s the last time you heard somebody say German communities should quit learning German or celebrating Oktoberfest? Never. Macha’s exploiting that most people will cluck their tongues and shake their heads but won’t get too riled up as long as the dead people look like me. And some people? They’re going to celebrate it.”

Freyja twisted her hand until she could slide her fingers between his. “Then why’d you help me rescue her?”

He looked at their intertwined fingers, then into her eyes. “I didn’t. I went to Kur to rescue you.”

Salsa and a bowl of chips landed on their table. “You need time or...?” Mercedes asked.

Freyja blushed bright red, pulled her hand away, and wouldn’t look at him as she carefully said, “Mole poblano con pollo, por favor. Y agua. Gracias.” Chicken with poblano sauce and a water. Her accent was pretty good, even if the words sounded rusty, and he wondered if she’d ever been fostered in a Spanish-speaking home. She managed a tiny flicker of a glance his way before burying her face back in her menu. “¿Dijiste el poblano, sí?”

His heart tightened at her attempt to show support, even when he wasn’t being “nice” about everything—he kinda loved her right now—and he answered in English. “Yeah, I said the red.” He turned his smile up to Mercedes, who was trying not to giggle behind her notepad, and pointed at the special, written in chalk above the bar. “Chichilo venado, por favor, y dos micheladas.” It was definitely his lucky day if Mercedes had made her venison with mole chichilo, a rich and spicy broth-based sauce. The family joked that the real reason Esteban had come back from Tehuantepec married was so he could have it for his birthday every year.

“Coming right up,” she responded in English, voice full of suppressed laughter. She managed a straight face as she patted Freyja’s shoulder. “Your Spanish is wonderful!”

Freyja wrinkled her nose at the woman’s retreat. “Liar.”

“You did great. She loved it.”

The disbelieving look turned to him. “Did you order two drinks?”

“Yeah. You ever had a michelada?”

She leaned in close, voice low. “No. And I’m not twenty-one yet.”

He looked her over again, a terrifying thought crossing his mind. She looked his age, but under the mask... “How old are you?”

“Nineteen.” She grinned mischievously. “Suddenly worried you’ve been hitting on a high schooler?”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “I met you on a college campus and just assumed... but I should’ve asked.”

“How old are you?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Old enough to buy a drink, but not by much.”

Her expression softened a bit, almost wistfully. “I’m not looking you up, you know. We agreed.” She fiddled with her napkin, then put it in her lap. “I feel like I don’t know anything about you.”

He frowned, not sure how she could feel that way. “I talk about myself all the time. I feel like I don’t know anything about you.”

She frowned back at him. “You know, like, everything about me—where I was born, that I’ve been in state custody since I was seven. Hell, you spent the night with my mother.”

“But none of that is about you.” She looked at him like he wasn’t making sense. “That’s about your family. I told you about rolling barbed wire with the hands and drinking soda with my grandfather—why does it matter what his name is? That’s about him, not me.” She scooped up a chip, brow scrunched like she was thinking about what he said. “I want to know about you—not like, statistics and a fact sheet. Stories.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have interesting stories like those.”

“I have a hard time believing that.”

She wrinkled her nose, her shoulders stiffening. “Yeah, yeah. Foster kids always have stories about violence and crazy shit.”

Dammit, first with Giselle and now with Freyja, he kept stepping in it tonight. “I didn’t mean... I mean, you don’t have to talk about that stuff if you don’t want to. But everybody’s got stories—funny ones or stupid shit you did or whatever.”

“I’m not a very good storyteller.”

He gently kicked her foot under the table, and she looked at him as she nibbled on another chip. “Try me sometime. I’m dying for Freyja stories. I bet I’ll find your life more interesting than you think.” She held his gaze for a moment longer, like she was considering his words. As a concession, he admitted, “I’m twenty-one.”

“I’m not used to talking about myself. But if you really want, I can come up with something to tell next time.”

He nodded happily. “I’d really like that. Whatever you want. I’m not asking you to dredge up awful memories or anything. Just something about you—like, uh, the best birthday you had. Or your favorite class in school. Or...” Could he ask about places she’d lived? That was her reality, so he decided to go for it. “The weirdest family you lived with.”

That made her smile, and he released a breath. “That’s easy. Fifth grade. The family was also a cat shelter. They had nine foster kids and over twenty cats.” Her smile turned nostalgic. “I really liked it there. The fosters were annoying—they made it pretty obvious they took us in to fund their cat rescue operation—but there was always a kitty to rub your face in when you were having a bad day. There was one, Skimbleshanks, this bobtailed calico that I wanted to take with me when I left, but”—she shrugged—“can’t have a pet as a foster.” She dragged her water to her, sucking it down like she was suddenly nervous. “Does that count as a story about me?”

He nodded. “Absolutely. Tell me more!”

“A lot of them end with, ‘but I couldn’t because I’m a foster kid.’ You gonna handle that without getting all sympathy-faced weirdo on me?”

“I promise.” He held up his pinky finger.

She smiled shyly and took it. “I’ll try to come up with something for next time I see you.”

“Man, you don’t have to work so hard to get me to talk about myself.”

She smirked at him. “I bet it’s your favorite topic.”

He couldn’t stop the affection he knew was in his eyes. “Second favorite.”

The speakers cut off as a band began to warm up near them. Energy surged through him as Huehue practically whined inside his head to join the music.

Micheladas and two half-empty bottles of beer slid onto the table with a smile from one of the servers. Rafael winked at her, got a giggle, and turned back to Freyja. “How’s Bryn?”

“With Ande still. I talked to her briefly. She’s going to stay there for a while, at least until she’s a little more stable.”

Rafael picked up his drink and tipped it toward her. “You don’t have to drink if you don’t want to, but that one’s for you.” He said something he normally wouldn’t. “So you should try it.”

She pulled the mug, rimmed with chili salt, toward her with a dubious expression. “What’s in it?”

“Beer, lime juice, hot sauce... other things.”

Her eyebrows shot up suspiciously. “Other things?”

“I don’t know how they make them here. There’re a variety of ways.” He took a sip and sighed in relief at the taste of a Texas michelada. “They don’t make these right in—” He’d almost said New York. “Other places.”

Looking worried, she took a tiny sip, then put the concoction down and looked at it. “That’s, uh, pretty good.” She put her hands flat on the table. “How much alcohol is in it?”

He pointed to the half-empty beer beside her. “The remainder of that.”

“And what else?”

“That’s it. You have to work hard to get tipsy on these.”

She looked between her beer and the drink like she was making a tough call, then finally pushed the beer over to him. “You can have this.” The michelada she pulled tightly back to her, cradling it in her hands like she was quite pleased with herself. Then she took another sip. “That tastes so weird!”

“I can tell by your smile that you hate it.”

All the fingers in her left hand except the center one folded away as she took her next drink. He chuckled at her friendly petulance and was rewarded with another shy grin. “We have things to discuss.”

“Yeah,” he admitted, enjoying just hanging out with her. “You want to bring Bryn over to the lair? Get her away from Ande?” That made her smile disappear real fast. He leaned over and rubbed her hand. “Sorry to—”

“No, it’s a sweet offer. But I don’t know how to take care of her. I feel like I should. I’m her daughter; she took care of me.”

“But you’re nineteen and not a trained psychiatrist, which is what she really needs.”

“Was she horrible that first night?”

“Not at all. She was... difficult at first, but then I calmed down and she calmed down. I was panicked about leaving you with them, and she seemed to pick up on that.” He went ahead and told her the whole story of his night with Bryn, making it as lighthearted as possible.

Despite his joking tone, Freyja chewed the edge of her thumb, eyes wide in horror. “So... my mother stripped in front of you, force-fed you applesauce, and set the motel room on fire.”

He shrugged and shot her a silly expression. “Yeah, that accurately sums up the beginning of our acquaintance.”

She stared at the table for a moment, hand covering her eyes, her mouth twitching like she couldn’t figure out if she should be laughing or crying.

He took her hand and squeezed her fingers, trying to get the smile back. “It’s cool. I appreciate people who can get rowdy. Bryn and I were instant BFFs.”

Freyja glanced up at him through her lashes, looking embarrassed and grateful. “Thank you.” She squeezed his fingers back.

“So how did you spend that night? I bet it was less entertaining.”

She told him what had happened at the military base—and how they had a new Nemain to worry about. Thanks, Ande...

Somewhere in there the food arrived, and he was pleased to see Freyja dive in with gusto. Finally they came to the important part. “So, who’s in the gang?” he asked.

“The...?” she asked him quizzically.

“Sekhmet? Osiris? Bryn? I’ve been assuming we’ll bring them in, but I wanted to check with you.” He sopped up mole with a tortilla. “We should have an official initiation ceremony.”

She stared at him like he was speaking crazy. “We’re barely partners, and you want to initiate more people?”

“Is that offense in your tone?” he teased but studied her face to see if that might be the case. He’d kinda miss it just being the two of them.

“No.”

A spot of red sauce at the corner of her mouth caught his attention. Without asking permission, he swiped it off with his thumb. Her eyes widened, like he’d startled her, but she didn’t back up, didn’t put her fists up.

“I’m making a mess, I take it?” she asked, her ears turning pink.

He licked his thumb. “I like your mess.” Leaning in, he waited for her to look at him. “It’s not that I don’t like working with just you—I do. But we’ve got Macha, if they ever de-frog her, and whatever else Fort Mitchell can cook up, as well as these demons that keep cropping up... Oh, shit, I forgot to tell you one came after me already.”

Her eyes widened. “But you’re okay?”

She looked him over as if shocked he’d survived, and he frowned at her. “No, you’re talking to a ghost.” He huffed. “Don’t look so flabbergasted that I beat something.” With help. But he’d pulled the trigger.

“I got attacked, too—with other people around. I had to be all”—her voice turned stilted—“‘This is so weird! What are these?’” She shook her head. “I’m so not an actress.”

Her acting didn’t concern him—the people she’d been with were probably too freaked out to notice. What bothered him was—“I won your exit fair and square! Deal-breaking goddess. But note me not acting shocked you’re still alive.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Deepest apologies. You are a bastion of strength and manly virtue.”

“Uh-huh. Anyway, the point is, these problems we’re facing aren’t small.”

She looked away, worry creasing her face. “Ishtar escaping,” she said in a tiny voice.

He squeezed her hand again. “I just think having more of us is a good idea. Sekhmet, you know her pretty well, right? You sent her with a message to me.”

“She should be in. Sha—Osiris, I mean, did he actually head to Nigeria?”

“Yeah. But I think we’ll hear from him again. He’s still got Osiris but said he’ll bring it back when he has Osoosi.”

“Sure, if he doesn’t get himself killed.” Shawn had surprised everyone back in Shiraz when he’d announced he wasn’t coming back—that it had been a mistake to send someone else after what he wanted.

“I think he needs to prove to himself that he can earn it.”

“I didn’t earn mine.” Freyja shook her head, and the worry cleared from her face as if by force. “You know, Ande was going to give him Huehuecoyotl.”

Shawn might be brilliant, but the idea of that prudish nerd with Rafael’s godstone was insulting. Or hilarious. Both? He sneered. “They wouldn’t have gotten along.”

To his relief, Freyja chuckled. “Yeah, I can’t see him as, well, as you.”

“Damn straight.”

“He actually thinks shit through before running off half-cocked.”

It was his turn to flip her off, which made her laugh. “So we bring in Sekhmet, wait and see on the conduit formerly known as Osiris, and deal with Bryn when she’s better.” He leaned back in his seat, full and happy. “I know she’s older, but she’s clever and going to be a great asset. Having her in Kur was a lifesaver.”

“Having all of you there was a lifesaver.” Freyja stole a piece of meat off his plate. “This is not the poblano sauce.”

He took the opportunity to swipe a bite of chicken from her plate and held his fork up. “Daily special. Thought I’d give it a try.” Which wasn’t exactly a lie... She grinned like he was silly, but she clicked her fork with his, a meat cheers, before they ate each other’s food.

“Oh my gods, that’s good,” she said, then stole another bite.

The lively music kept going, but the vocals stalled out as the lead singer, who’d been sporting near-laryngitis the whole set, finally gave into the hacking cough that’d clearly been paining his throat. Rafael gave a shudder. “Dude needs to quit trying.”

He peeked around the palm to find the poor guy coughing into his arm as he tried to keep up with his bandmates despite his pale face and sweating brow. Allergies? Summer cold? Whatever, he shouldn’t be playing. And Huehue was chomping at the bit.

Giving in, Rafael stood up. “I have rescuing to do.”

“What?” Freyja looked suddenly alarmed. “What are you—people will see you!”

“These abs were not meant to hide in a corner.” He picked up his drum, and to his pleasant surprise, it morphed itself into a bajo sexto. He looked down at the guitar-like instrument that he’d played in high school but hadn’t touched in almost two years.

He’d make it work—at least it wasn’t an ocarina. Whatever. Huehue wanted to play. He pointed the neck up at the sky. “A little help wouldn’t go amiss here.”

Like a total jackass, he walked straight up to the band, who looked at him with leery expressions. He started singing the lyrics to the classic song they were playing as he pulled out a chair for the man who needed to sit before he fell over.

Eyes wide, the lead singer did indeed sit. Rafael strummed the bajo sexto, getting into the groove of the song, and like magic the chords came back to him, his fingers treading old territory like they’d never stopped. The crowd, who’d been mostly just enjoying their food, started to pay attention to the band as whispers and a few whistles sounded throughout the building.

Huehue was thrilled. Hell, Rafael was thrilled. He squeezed as much Latino influence into his music as his mainstream label let him get away with—something you could barely tell by the end of postproduction. But here he could just have fun singing beautiful music to a crowd who loved it as much as he did.
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ONCE AGAIN, GISELLE blinked at her partner, who was, frankly, rocking the front of the restaurant. She had no idea what the music was or what he was singing about, but he strummed his funny-looking guitar and crooned like a Latino Sinatra.

She narrowed her eyes, wishing she’d heard him play the Rage Riot song in Kur, because, damn, she’d been completely wrong about his voice.

No, wishing Coyote was Rafael wasn’t going to turn the man who wanted her into the man she wanted.

Checking the door for signs of law enforcement, she drank the last of her michelada and considered ordering a second—they were really good—but immediately rejected that idea. She had to keep her head on her shoulders.

Instead, she pulled out her phone and checked social media to continue catching up on what she’d missed while she was in Iran. She itched to post pictures of the amazing adventures she’d had across the ocean—including the crazy plane flight. Most people she’d grown up with were posting drunk parties and their first baby. Giselle’s accounts were all planner art and a few selfies of college—low-key, nerdy little bits of a boring life.

Furtively checking around, she swiped to a different account, one with all the safeguards in place she could put up. One photo of the moon over the desert, one of the salt caves, one of the plane. A life she couldn’t believe she got to live. Coyote seemed to think they should be more public. She thought being more public was a terrible idea, but these little bits of herself—the successful, cool, adventurous parts—she couldn’t help sharing with the void on an anonymous account and letting them vanish into the ether twenty-four hours later. It was stupid, almost like posting a fantasy life, but few things gave her so much pride.

Done with that vanity, she flipped back to her regular account and scrolled. EJ, her ex, continued to vacillate between begging her to see him and being an asshole—delete that mess. Sadie, a friend from middle school she’d managed to keep up with online, had just had her second baby, this one with a new baby daddy—but this time it was real love, of course. Ugh... She’d try to knit up booties and get them in the mail.

Ariana, a harcore mean girl from the group home, had posted a video to the group chat they’d set up a long time ago as a warning system for trouble. Most people on it had moved on, and the timeline was empty, aside from Ariana’s video. Giselle almost skimmed past it—that wasn’t her life anymore—but intuition or something made her plug in her earphones and watch.

A grainy screen came up that didn’t show the sterile chaos of Holy Book, where they’d lived, just a tiny room with a washer and dryer and assorted clutter. Ariana’s terrified eyes shone stark white in the darkness as she lay curled up on the floor. “They don’t know I got my phone still. Y’all, I need someone to come get me. I messed up big this time.”

Giselle checked the time stamp—just a couple hours ago.

A gunshot, and Ariana screamed, looking up. “Get me out!”

Light flooded the room, and she started sobbing before the video cut out.

A chill passed over Giselle. She looked up the location on the phone, and—thank heavens—was able to pinpoint a location in Corpus Christi, about an hour east.

Dammit, dammit, dammit. Ariana had run away twice in the time Giselle had lived there, always talking about her new boyfriends and how they were going to give her a better life. The girl had shitty decisions down to a science.

She’d also grown up, rumor had it, with a mom who’d started trading her for drugs when she was something like seven. Weird how that could give a girl a deranged worldview.

It only took a few seconds to flag down Mercedes. “Can I get the check? I have to go.”

“Then go.” Mercedes held out her hand like Giselle should just walk out the door.

“No, to pay. I may take him with me. Not sure.” She thumbed toward Coyote, who was so intent on crooning that he hadn’t noticed her yet. Her instinct was to leave him be to have fun singing. But she’d pissed him off so badly by going to Kur without him she should probably at least tell him what she was doing.

See, she could learn.

To her nervous shock, the woman put a hand on her cheek in an affectionate, not-at-all-a-slap way, and Giselle had to stop herself from bringing up her fists. “You eat here whenever you want. Every day. It’s fine. You saved my niece. I owe you more than food.”

“Oh... uh, I’m, uh...” Between the affection and the uncomfortable praise, Giselle didn’t know what to do other than duck her head and blush furiously.

“I’ll pack you two up a slice of tres leches for the road. Just be a moment.” She hustled back to the kitchen.

Giselle dug in her pocket for cash and threw a five and some ones on the table, unsure what sort of tip she should leave—she’d never even seen a menu. At that point, Coyote finally caught her eye. She pointed at her phone and then the door, hoping to convey “Gotta go.”

He nodded and shot her a stern look that she interpreted as “Don’t you fucking leave without me” before he gave the band a giant nod and said to the audience, “It’s been great!” without actually finishing the song.

Nothing a lot of random strumming wouldn’t settle out, or so he seemed to think as he jammed a bunch of chords and started bowing. The band behind him wound to an awkward close as he marched across the restaurant to enthusiastic applause, blowing kisses and taking high fives as he went. He dropped a bill of his own on the table—probably something a lot better than she had—and grabbed her hand to wind them through his new fans, this time boldly but idiotically exiting out the front.

When they got back outside, he gave her a giant smile.

“You were quite the mariachi. Good job.” She let herself sound condescending, even if she had been impressed. The last thing Coyote needed was a bigger ego.

His smile dissolved into disbelief. “That wasn’t mariachi music. Don’t you know anything?” 

She pointed to her pale forearm. 

“But are you a Texan?” he asked.

Before she could respond, Mercedes showed up with a Styrofoam box large enough to hold half a cake.

“Gracias por todo,” Coyote told her affectionately as he grabbed the container.

“Anytime,” she repeated to Giselle—ignoring him.

“Gracias por todo,” Giselle repeated. “You’re an amazing chef.”

With a wink, Mercedes went back inside, and Coyote wrapped Giselle’s arm around his own as his grin returned. “Stick with me, you’ll learn Music 101—you seem like a smart gringa. But your sarcastic appreciation of my obvious talent is not why I’m smiling.”

She couldn’t help laughing at his arrogance. “Then why are you?”

They turned the corner to the alley with the motorcycle, and he threw his arm around her shoulders in a friendly way. “You waited for me.” The unabashed pride in that statement made her insides flutter. He was prouder that she’d waited for him than that he’d impressed an entire restaurant with his singing? That didn’t seem like him.

“Don’t you want to know what we’re doing before you sign up to go?”

“Nope.” He threw a leg over the motorcycle. “But you might want to give me directions.”

“Head for Corpus.”

“Gonna call Sekhmet? See if she wants to join us? We can swing by Fort Mitchell and check if your Harley’s still there—damn, that seems like a long time ago.”

“Not three days ago?” she teased, sticking her helmet on.

“Oh, fuck me.” He stuck his own helmet on—his loathed headdress hadn’t even made it out of the lair—and started the bike. “I think we should offer her the bike and you can ride with me.” He patted her leg, and she rolled her eyes—not that he could see it—and sent a text to Rawan before he took off down the street.

Turned out she didn’t just have a partner, she had a team.

“Lemme know when you hear back,” he said, his voice coming in clear through the radio set in the fancy, Bluetooth-enabled helmets. Because gods forbid anything Coyote bought not have all the latest tech.

It was pretty nice, though, to be able to have a conversation without screaming over the motor.

“So what’re we tackling in Corpus?”

A wave of unease filled her at the thought of her old and new lives crashing together, and she leaned a little closer into him. “Someone I know from a place I used to live is in trouble. You’re going to get tired of helping my idiot friends from the shelter if you keep coming with me on these. It’s like they can’t stop themselves from doing stupid things.”

“Like running off to the underworld by themselves when they have a perfectly good partner willing to help?”

“Hey, I thought I was forgiven!”

“Forgiven? Sure. I may even get over it. Eventually. Maybe.” He reached back and patted her knee. “Tonight went a long way.” His voice got low and toe-curling in its honeyed sound as he said, “But regardless, I’m still going to harass you about it for the rest of our lives.”

“Rest of our lives, huh? How long you planning on living?”

He didn’t respond right away. Finally he said, “A long damn time. You too. I plan on you living a long damn time too.” 

#
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HER BIKE WAS STILL, miraculously, on the side of the road. Feeling indulgent, Giselle opened the cake as Coyote used one of his spy doohickeys to scan for bombs—none—and trackers—three, which he deftly removed. Then he joined her at the bike and snatched the fork out of her hand. A fork war ensued, which might’ve ended with Giselle owning the fork and Coyote with icing all over his nose.

About then, a car pulled up, and a woman in a dark cloak got out. Coyote gave her a salute with a napkin as she jogged over and the car pulled away.

“Rideshare to a superhero gig,” Rawan said. Energy pulsed over her, and she pushed back the cloak to reveal Sekhmet’s leonine mask. Giselle gave her roommate a hug, and Rawan squealed, “This is so awesome, guys! We’re superheroes! We’re going to go save someone! Can I have cake? That looks really good.”

Giving a sideways glance to Coyote, Giselle handed her the fork. “Hey, look, asking instead of taking! It works!”

“All I’m saying is, there wouldn’t have been cake without me.” He gave Rawan his dashing Coyote grin. “Hey, Sekhmet, part of being a team is sharing, right?”

Sekhmet, the traitor, took a big bite and passed the fork back to Coyote.

Coyote turned his smug face back to Giselle and licked cake off the fork in a way that sent her mind squirreling down terrible directions. “How did you get a nice friend like her?” Giselle flipped him off, and he shook his head at Rawan like he was some sort of martyr. “You see what I put up with? Know how to drive a motorcycle?”

“No clue.”

“Dammit.”

“You can ride with me,” Giselle told her, dragging her and the forkless cake toward her bike.

“Or me,” Coyote added, sounding almost insulted.

“I got a boyfriend. No way.”

Brow raised, Coyote handed over an extra helmet, likely tricked out with the same Bluetooth communication system. “You’ve got a boyfriend? Does he know you’re doing this?”

“Uh, no. He’d try to stop me.”

Coyote shot Giselle a strange look. “You don’t have a, uh...”

“No boyfriend. You?”

“Nope, nor a girlfriend.” His smile turned flirtatious. “And I’m great boyfriend material too. I’d like a girlfriend who knew I was doing this.” He shot Giselle a side-eye as he got on the bike.

Giselle huffed out a breath at his ridiculousness—like he’d want her for an actual girlfriend—and got on the bike. To Rawan, she said, “You can hold on to me, but there’re also handles.” After going over the basics of riding, she started the motor.

As they took off, Rawan made a sound halfway between a whoop and a feline roar as she wrapped her arms around Giselle’s midsection. Her joy was infectious, and Giselle found herself laughing as she and Coyote shared a lane, speeding down the empty highway.

Coyote looked over at her, and though she couldn’t see his face, she could imagine the carefree smile he usually sported as he hit the accelerator, challenging her to keep up. As they raced through the moonlit night, cutting the hour-ish drive down well more than they should, she felt freer than she ever remembered. She had two people who cared enough about her to go into a dangerous situation with almost no information.

“You guys are awesome,” she announced.

Rawan squeezed her harder as Coyote announced, of course, “I know I am! And so are you, mi diosita.”

“Team Awesome,” Rawan said.

“I love you, but that’s a terrible team name,” Giselle announced.

“What, too on the nose for you?” Coyote announced. “I like it, but I can come up with a name.”

“Yeah, like Huehu-eyja-met?” she teased, remembering his silly “ship” name and adding the end of Sekhmet to it.

He laughed. “What, we just add on for every new member? Soon we’ll be “Huehueyjamet-ithu—adding Idunn. Then add Osiris to get Huehueyjametithu-ris? That’s a Pagan god name if I ever heard one.”

“Until we find Osoosi, then it’s Huehueyjametithu-si,” Rawan added.

“Let’s do this,” Coyote confirmed.

“No! I can’t say that. Normal people—er, no, dumb people like me who only speak one language—can’t say that.”

“Your Spanish was great!”

“Yeah, I successfully ordered chicken. Give me a medal. No way-wayuh-meduci am I ever getting that word to roll off my tongue.”

“Your mother’s Icelandic. You have the inherited capacity to say letters stuffed together in incomprehensible jumbles.”

“I didn’t get my DNA from her, and even if I did, I’m pretty sure that skill’s not biological.”

Coyote was quiet for a moment, then said, “Have you seen the two of you next to each other? I’m not sure how, but you look a helluva lot like Bryn and almost nothing like Sofia. Plus, you’re both totally nuts, but not in a murder sort of way, so...”

“Fuck you, Coyote,” she said sweetly, trying to hide how much his words made her wish for impossible things. She’d noticed that she looked more like Bryn—of course she’d noticed it. It would be so much better if Bryn were her bio mother. But that wasn’t reality.

He made a kissing noise into the microphone in response to her cursing.

Sekhmet interrupted their banter with, “I’m going to go with Coyote on this one. Not the crazy part. But I had a friend in high school whose birth mother was inseminated with her other mother’s eggs, so one was her biological parent and one was her birth mother. Do you think maybe Bryn and Sofia could’ve done that?”

Giselle was quiet for a moment, thinking that over. Bryn had always told her that she’d adopted her—which was true. She’d received the adoption paperwork as part of the legal file she’d gotten on her eighteenth birthday. 

But if they’d done something like Rawan suggested, then was it possible, in all the chaos, that Bryn had needed to adopt her own biological daughter?

The idea of not sharing DNA with Sofia Messner was appealing—very much so. The fear of inheriting her crazy—a different and far more insidious kind than what Coyote had joked about—haunted her. Made her question every decision and play it safe when she wanted to relax and have fun.

Had she spent a lot of time in needless worry?

She tried the complicated name again, wondering if maybe she did have Bryn’s blood—Icelandic, like her pale blonde hair. “Way-way... uh... met... i... thu... see. Huehueyja... meti... thusi.”

“Wait, is she saying it?” Coyote teased. “Can Freyja pronounce the big word?”

“Huehueyjameti-screw-you-si, Mr. I-can-trace-my-family-back-to-caveman-days.”

“Listen to that expert wielding of syllables! She’s clearly Icelandic.”

She laughed so hard she could barely keep the bike facing forward. “Even if I can say it, I still think it’s a dumb name.”

“Can you come up with a better one?”

“No.”

She could hear his smile through his voice. “Then quit your bitching.”
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THE WELL-KEPT, TWO-story house across from a schoolyard in Corpus Christi didn’t look like a psycho kidnapper’s place. The middle-class front lawn was covered in St. Augustine grass and had a soccer net in the yard and a Honda in the driveway.

“You sure this is the place?” Rawan asked as she gently rocked back and forth on a swing in the elementary school playground where they were watching the house. The bikes parked just on the other side of the chain-link fence gleamed subtly in the late-evening moonlight.

Coyote eyed the house, leaning against the swing-set pole, then turned to look at Giselle like he, too, was wondering if they were really going to raid a two-point-five-kids-and-a-dog house.

“Psychos come from all walks of life,” Giselle asserted, though this was not looking likely to her, either. Agitation riding high, she pulled her phone out and opened the app to show the location to Rawan, wondering if she’d gotten something wrong.

“Looks right to me,” Rawan said with an uncertain shrug. “Do we... I mean, we can’t just break down the door.”

Coyote peeled himself off the pole and leaned over to check out the phone. “Can we see the video?”

Giselle nodded. “Last time, then it’s gone.” They gathered around it to listen to Ariana’s terrified plea and look for something—anything—that would give them more clues about what had happened.

“And you know her because...?” Rawan asked, looking skeptically at the avatar of the freckled girl with wild hair and a too-tight top.

“We lived in the same...” She took a deep breath, debating what, exactly, to say. Finally she just told the truth. Part of it, anyway. “When I was in eighth grade, I beat up this guy—actually, he was my foster brother—which got me, uh, reassigned to a therapeutic home, one of the places where they put the bad kids. Ariana was there too. My guess is she ran away again and got herself in real trouble this time.”

Rawan looked at her like she was meeting her for the first time. “Your foster brother, you mean, like, another foster child in the home you were staying at?”

“No, he was my foster parents’ bio son.” Her shoulders were so tense she could barely shrug them. “I had a reason. But he was on the honor roll and I was a foster kid, and there wasn’t much of an investigation.”

Coyote looked like he was going to grab her for some sort of disgusting sympathy hug. “What did he—”

She threw a hand up at him and tried to make a joke. “I have paperwork proving I’m belligerent and prone to fits of violence. If you hug me right now, I will punch you.” He backed off, but he didn’t look happy about it. “Gods, I should’ve done this one on my own.” And she would have, if they hadn’t already been pissed at her about leaving them for Kur.

As they protested in simultaneous outrage, she rubbed her face, trying to wipe off the grime she’d thought going to college had cleaned. Just seeing Ariana’s face again dragged up all sorts of memories that made her feel like an angry fifteen-year-old.

“I don’t want y’all seeing this. I’m not this person anymore.” She shoved back one of the tiny braids keeping her hair somewhat in check. “Why don’t y’all take a hike, and I’ll go to the door as myself. That way I can see if there’s any chance this is the right place.”

Coyote stuck his finger in the air in a sign for them to wait and transformed into a nondescript white guy with brownish hair and hazel eyes. “I’ll go. If you turn off the godstone and something goes wrong, you’re screwed. But I can knock like this.” He turned like he’d just march across the street to the house.

“Wait!” She grabbed his elbow, then let go quickly, still feeling dirty.

“What? Oh, do we need more of a plan? Sure.” He smirked at her. “Don’t want to go off all half-cocked.”

“No! I...” How could she explain this? It had seemed okay forty-five minutes ago to bring them, but suddenly the uncomfortable weight of what they were doing hit her. “I don’t want you guys in this. You’re my now friends. This is old shit. I need to help Ariana, but I don’t want you here. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be a bad partner, I just... I want this separate from you.”

They both leaned back like she was swinging fists or something repulsive.

“But, sweetie,” Rawan began, looking the closest to upset Giselle had ever seen her, “we can’t just leave you alone with kidnappers or whatever.”

“They’re humans. This isn’t like Kur. I’ll be fine. Just... go get ice cream or something. I got this.” She shoved at both of their shoulders, hoping, but doubting, they’d go.

Rawan looked like she might give in, but Coyote’s chin shot forward mulishly as he glared at her. “Uh, no.”

“Coyote!” She shot him a nasty look.

But he just shook his head slowly. “No.”

She narrowed her eyes at the one-word answer coming from the bland man in front of her. “You don’t get to choose.”

His eyes narrowed dangerously as he re-formed to the Coyote she knew. “I don’t? We’re on a public street. I can go knock on whatever door I want to. You cannot order me to go get ice cream. That’s not within your list of rights. You can be pissed at me for staying—that’s your right. You can glare at me. You can even yell at me, provided you don’t start getting noise complaints. But you can’t tell me I can’t walk around wherever I damn well please in Corpus fucking Christi.”

“You suck!”

“Only if you ask nicely,” he deadpanned. “Or at all.”

She took a step back and curled her lip at his ridiculous reply. “We’re fighting. You can’t make jokes!”

He shook his head at her mockingly. “You are really into telling me what I can and can’t do today—and yet nothing you’re insisting on is an actual rule. Be as bitchy as you want. I’m staying. We’re partners. Now I’m going to knock on that door. You want to undo your godstone like a moron and come with me, that’s your right. Be nice to know who you are so I can watch out for your reckless ass when you’re not channeling—because I’m starting to think you need regular supervision.”

Anger at his patronizing arrogance made her see red. She got into his face. “I am not a child, you pompous, privileged, naïve asshole.”

“Yeah. But neither are you invincible, you reckless, antisocial, overconfident brat.”

She shoved his chest, and he didn’t move.

“Oh, come on. You can hit harder than that. It’s like you’re not even trying.”

She took a step back and cocked her fist. “You want me to actually hit you?”

He leaned forward, getting back in her face. “I don’t think you will. Because as much as you whine and protest, you want us here. You don’t want to be alone—”

“Fuck you! I’m fine—”

“—you’ve just convinced yourself you’re supposed to be.”

His words cut, and she threw her fists up before her eyes in automatic defense as she backed away. But the stupid swing set was behind her and she tripped, collapsing backward onto the plastic strap of a seat.

Coyote grabbed the chain, holding it steady as she clutched it for balance. Embarrassed, she continued to back up, the seat staying with her butt like she was a kid about to swing. “I’m fine,” she ground out.

“No, you’re not,” he said, his tone back to gentle as he held on to the chain with whitening knuckles. “But with us you’re better than fine. Everybody deserves a team—a family”—eyes narrowed, his voice went back to an angry growl—“and family doesn’t go get ice cream, leaving you alone when things get dangerous just because it might be awkward.”

A tense moment stretched longer as they stared each other down, Coyote still holding the damn swing chain in place, and he did not back away. Not when she shot him the nastiest glare she could. Not when she juked forward like she’d escape or hit him. Not when she sat back down on the seat and crossed her arms, reduced to a sullen mess.

She really hated him at that moment—and he had to know it.

And he was still there anyway. Nobody stayed, not when it got hard.

Beside her, a chain squeaked as Rawan started swinging in earnest, her knees pumping back and forth in a slow rhythm. Giselle turned to watch her, for some reason letting Coyote win the damn staring contest.

“Sure you want this level of dysfunction in your life?” she asked her roommate.

Rawan swung higher. “You’ve never seen my parents fight. They yell like nobody’s business.” Her expression turned surprisingly impish. “Then they disappear into their bedroom for an hour and everything’s fine again when they get back.”

Giselle blanched at the innuendo and pulled back even farther as Coyote dropped the chain like it was hot and sidestepped out of the way.

Weird. Usually he was cool with implications of that nature, but Rawan’s statement had him studying the ground in fumbling silence. Giselle waited until the arc of Rawan’s swing was heading backward and pushed back to match her pace.

“And we’re... swinging now?” Coyote asked. Condescending irritation coated his words. “Fine.” He took the swing on the other side of Giselle and pushed off. His own pendulum didn’t match theirs, but he was still swinging along with them like they were kids.

Giselle waited to talk until his back was to her and then blurted out, “You guys wouldn’t have liked me two years ago.”

“Of course I would’ve!” Rawan assured her with all the innocence of someone who’d never had to turn her life around.

“No, you don’t get it. I was belligerent.”

“And that’s changed?” Coyote mouthed off.

“Dude!” Rawan chided. “She’s trying to talk!”

“By all means, then, tell us what a rotten person you were.”

“You don’t know anything about me.” She tried to think of something they definitely wouldn’t like. “I’ve shoplifted.”

Coyote’s voice stayed neutral. “What did you shoplift?”

She blinked, not expecting that. “Does it matter? A necklace for homecoming.” As she swung forward, the memory crashed over her with its fear and embarrassment, and more of the story tumbled out. “I’d just moved to Holy Book, and I wasn’t supposed to be at the mall. Everyone else was stealing, and they threatened to leave me there if I didn’t bring something cool back. I was scared of getting in trouble with my new place if they found out where I was, and if I got left behind, I’d have to call them.” And for some reason shoplifting had seemed like the lesser of two evils. “Fifteen-year-olds can be really stupid.”

“People at my private school did a lot of shoplifting,” Coyote commented, still using that strangely neutral tone.

“Why? Were the scholarship kids trying to keep up with the rest of you or something?”

“No, the rich kids did it so they could use their allowances on coke and Molly.”

“Oh. Oh!” Now, that was crazy.

“Have you tried either of those?” he continued.

“No!” she said, unable to keep the disdain from her voice. “I know a lot of people who get high. They tend to end up in worse shit than the pile we started in.” A creepy suspicion took root, and she had to ask, “Did you do that?”

“Shoplift so I could buy drugs? No. I wasn’t invited to the popular students’ parties in high school.” Judging by the hint of amusement that had crept into his voice, that didn’t seem to bother him. He gave her a side-eye as they passed each other. “But if you’re asking if I’ve tried coke or Molly, then yeah. Since graduating, I’ve tried all kinds of things, and I don’t regret any of it.” Another sideways glance as he slowed down to match her pace. “You gonna walk out on me because I didn’t just say no?”

For some reason, his admission surprised her. And if she was honest, it did make her a little nervous. “You’re not doing them anymore, right? People on cocaine can get... a little out of hand.” To put it mildly.

He shot her a sardonic smile. “Oh, mi diosita, you may drive my newfound sobriety right out of me, but I don’t think my stress level could survive cocaine at this point.”

“Ha-ha.”

He chuckled, and she relaxed at the warmth in it. “Nah, I don’t want to be that guy anymore. I’ve got a good life, and I’d like to keep it that way.” His earnestness was sweet, and maybe it was gullible of her, but she believed him. He looked past her to Rawan. “Sekhmet, what stupid shit have you done that we’re not caring about?”

“Oh,” Rawan said, her tone thick with embarrassment. “I, uh, I... fornicated.” She said the last word softly. “With my boyfriend.”

Coyote dragged his feet on the ground, stopping his swing. “You... fornicated with your boyfriend? I’m asking for bad things. I used to do cocaine, and she’s shoplifted. Boyfriends are for—do we have to use the word fornicate?” He shot Giselle a hooded look. “Freyja, not my business, but you’ve, uh...”

She let go of the swing with one hand and raised it. “Fornicator—also with my boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. We weren’t exes at the time.”

“Yeah, you guys are angels and make me feel old.”

“I’m Muslim. I don’t even call him my boyfriend around my parents; they’d kill me.” Rawan coughed like she’d just made a huge error. “Not literally! Muslims don’t murder their kids, or whatever you read on the internet!”

Coyote started swinging again and caught Giselle’s eye with another glimmer of his usual amusement. “Okay, so we have to get over that Sekhmet is perfect—which, let’s be honest, that’s way harder to forgive.”

She couldn’t help feeling mildly amused at that. “This is illuminating and whatever, but it doesn’t change that I was a different person around these people, and you don’t need to be there to see that.”

Once more Coyote stopped his swing to glare at her. “And here’s the difference between you and me. If I was going to see the people I used to hang with, I’d want you there to encourage me not to do anything stupid. If I had you, I think I could handle it—that’s what friends are for. So let me be your friend. Let me help you be the person you want to be and not the person you were.”

Fear clutched her like a banshee, but what he said made a weird sort of sense. But if he really knew her, he’d leave. Everyone left. She stopped pumping her legs, dragging her toes along the ground with each pass until she stopped. Maybe it was better this way—rip off the Band-Aid. She stood up, clutching the warm chain between her fingers. “Fine. Come with me. But you don’t understand—you can’t. You’ll take one look at my friends and head for the hills because you in your gilded world have never met people like us. I hide it well. But they don’t.”

She started toward the school, but Coyote grabbed her arm. She tamped down the instinct to defend herself. He wasn’t going to attack her; he was just grabby. “And when I stay, despite your dire prediction, will you quit waiting for me to walk out?”

Her laughter sounded sad, even to her. “I will always be waiting for you to walk out. Think you can live with that?”

The confusion in his face made her almost feel sorry for him.

Rawan leaped from the swing when it was a good six feet in the air. “No, you won’t. You just think that now because you’ve met a lot of terrible people. But a person who sees only evil in the world is as naïve as someone who sees only good.”

“What?” Giselle shook her head. Gullibility was the primary trait of the naïve. “How does understanding evil make you naïve?”

“Let Coyote knock on the door, see what he can see.” Rawan turned to him. “We’ve got your back.”

“Fine,” Giselle said. “If you see anything that looks like Ariana, call out. I’ll sneak around back and see what I can see through the windows.”

Rawan snorted. “In your armor? No way. I’m a cat. Let me do the sneaky thing. You stay out front in case Coyote needs assistance. He’s the one with no armor and—no offense, dude—no fighting skills. So be his backup.”

“Little taken. And I like your plan. Freyja? Divide and conquer. Can you handle it?”

“I...” She stared at the ground. “So I just chill out across the street while you two do all the work helping my friend?”

“Yeah. Until we call you,“ he added. “Then you come running and save our asses.”

If the plan didn’t make sense, this’d be easy. But it did. She was going to suck at sneaking around with her holster and her chain mail. But she’d barely heard Rawan land off the swing from six feet in the air. And Coyote could knock looking like he wasn’t a conduit.

“Call, and I will come running. Don’t be a martyr—either of you.”

Coyote patted her on the head. “No intention of it. And maybe you could take your own advice.”

#
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I WILL NOT THROTTLE my partner. I will not throttle my partner. Rafael shoved the mantra back and forth through his head while he shifted back to a nondescript human and the three of them walked to the edge of the school grounds. As he started to leave Freyja in the shadow of a tree, she surprised him by taking his hand.

“Thank you.” The words came out a fragile whisper as the look in her eyes spoke volumes of old hurt and new hope.

I will not wrap my partner up in my arms and kiss her for all she’s worth. He licked his suddenly dry lips and tried not to stare at hers. “Of course. You’d do the same for me.”

He squeezed her hand and headed across the street, feeling confused and uneasy. The scent of fresh-cut grass and the faint odor of dog crap gave a suburban wholesomeness to the scene, something as alien to him as his life was to most people. It was late, around nine in the evening, but hopefully he looked innocuous enough to inspire an open door. He just wished he had pamphlets or a Book of Mormon or something to wave at the peephole.

He’d just smile and hope.

The doorbell rang with a classic ding, and the bark of a dog and scramble of claws made quick headway toward the door. Off to the side of the house, Sekhmet gave him a nod, which he returned. She shrunk to a gray cat—unlike him, her ability to transform was limited to felines—and blended into the night as she made her silent way into the brush.

She knew who Freyja was. At the moment, he regretted making the promise not to look her up, because he wanted to know everything about her.

But then she’d find out about him.

“Rebel, shut it!” a male voice called from behind the door as the dog’s yapping intensified. “Who is it?”

No pamphlets, no nothing, and the truth-ish tumbled from his mouth. “I’m looking for a friend who said she was here.”

The door cracked open, and a young guy—younger than him, anyway—peeked out, holding a bulldog back by the collar. “Here about a girl?”

“Yeah.” He gave a friendly smile. “She said she was here.”

The door opened wider, and Rafael leaned down to let the dog sniff his fingers. After a moment, the animal licked his knuckles, and he scratched it under the chin.

“I guess if Rebel likes you, you’re okay,” the guy said with a laugh. “Bad guard dog.” His voice was friendly, as was his smile, a salesman’s smile. Classic American features—dirty blond hair, blue eyes, and a stocky build—fit so well with a Texas A&M–Corpus T-shirt, blue jeans, and a Cowboys baseball cap that Rafael couldn’t tell if the guy was living the cliché intentionally or had just been brought up to be a Texas good old boy. “Want to come in?”

Rafael stood, debating if that was an odd offer. Before he could make a decision, though, footsteps pounded across the road, and he turned to find Freyja sprinting toward them with a shocked expression on her face.

The man had just enough time to look startled before she was there, panting a bit as she said, “EJ, what are you doing here?”

The man—EJ—blinked his eyes in confusion. “You’re a conduit?”

Freyja blinked, looking so confused Rafael thought maybe she’d forgotten that fact, then she sputtered for a moment before muttering, “Oh, yeah. I—yeah.” She stood up straight, attempting to pull herself together as she looked around like she already regretted coming over here. “We’re looking for Ariana.”

EJ’s eyes widened in recognition. “Oh my gods.” He held his hands out, letting the dog dash outside to run in circles on the front lawn. “Oh my gods!” With that he grabbed Freyja into a giant hug. “I’ve been so fucking worried about you, babe! You’re a conduit? When did that happen? Get your ass in here before somebody calls the cops!”

“You... know her, I take it?” Rafael said stupidly as Freyja put her arms stiffly around this EJ guy, then tried to back away, her face crimson.

He didn’t let her go. “Of course. I’d recognize my girlfriend anywhere.”
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“WHAT?” WAS THE ONLY sound Rafael could make.

“You look amazing!” the dude said, dragging Freyja inside with his hand on her ass.

The door started to shut, and Rafael caught it, shoving his way in. “Excuse me? Freyja? The fuck?” Hadn’t she just said earlier today that she didn’t have a boyfriend? Did he need to surgically remove the man’s fingers from her ass?

Freyja managed to relocate his digits but didn’t throw his arm off, her nervous attention now pinned to EJ. “Ariana messaged me saying she needed to be picked up. The location data said she was here. You live here?” She took a brief glance around like that surprised her.

“Yeah! Turned eighteen, and since you were gone, I checked out of that hellhole and moved in with my brother. He lives here with his wife and kid.”

Freyja’s shoulders relaxed a fraction in what looked like genuine happiness. “That’s awesome. And you’re doing well?”

“Best ever.” He let go of her to rub his hands together. “I got money. I got a job. Looking pretty, if I do say so myself.” He winked, then grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it. “I tried to find you, but you haven’t been returning my messages.”

Instead of telling him where to shove his assumptions, Freyja laughed lightly and turned a charming smile on her... ex? Please, gods, say this was her ex. “The new foster’s a dragon about social media.”

“What a bitch. Need me to send her to the hospital for ya? Nobody keeps me from my girl.” His hands went wandering again, and Rafael couldn’t handle it anymore.

He grabbed Freyja, yanking her away from the anaconda. “Dude, step back. Can’t you see you’re making her uncomfortable? She’s not your girlfriend anymore.”

The halfway-to-psycho-town look EJ shot him sent a chill down Rafael’s back. Then the guy smiled at Freyja like nothing was wrong. “What’s with him?”

“Oh, EJ, this is my friend... Chris. Chris, this is EJ. He was in the home with Ariana and me.”

The home for bad kids. The one where someone had threatened to leave her at the mall if she didn’t steal shit.

“Friend, huh?” The dude’s arm was back around Freyja as he looked Rafael’s bland form up and down—and why the fuck wasn’t she punching him in the face? “Thanks for bringing her here. I owe you one.”

“Ariana,” Freyja spit out like a lifeline. “Have you seen her?”

That seemed to throw him for a brief loop, then he smiled again. “Yeah, she came by earlier looking for handouts. She ran away from Holy Book again. I gave her a little cash, and she took off.”

“She sounded like she was in trouble.”

He just rolled his eyes. “When is she not in trouble? You know what a drama queen she is. Where are you living now? You still with the new foster? Shouldn’t you be graduated and out? You should move in here. Jesse’ll let you stay—he knows I’ve been trying to find you.” His hand cupped Freyja’s jaw. “God, I missed you.” Freyja stiffened up like a startled cat as he kissed her.

“Okay,” Rafael ground out, shoving himself between them. Damn, EJ was stronger than he looked—and he looked like a fucking bruiser. “This is not—”

“What’s your deal, man?” EJ growled at him before forcing lightness back into his voice. “Thanks for bringing her back, now back off before I think you’ve been doing something with my girl and have to kick your ass.”

Oily disgust filled Rafael, and he tried to sort out how much was jealousy and how much was that this guy was a dick. “Freyja, punch him in the face and let’s get out of here.” She’d threatened to punch him in the face for far less than this.

Because she disliked him? Or because...

EJ just laughed. “She’s not going to hit me. Who do you think taught her how to throw a punch?”

Shit. Was that a threat? Rafael really looked at Freyja, at the shallowness of her breath and the way her eyes darted about fearfully—nothing at all like the brave woman he knew. She’d moved in with Andromeda soon after she’d inherited the godstone, or so he’d gathered. Which meant she’d been with this guy before she had power. And she was afraid of him.

Okay then. The desire to punch her ex’s face until it was purple made Rafael’s hands clench. “Freyja—”

“Wait, do you even know her real name?” EJ snickered. “Yeah, y’all are good friends, I can tell. Good thing you’re ugly or I’d be worried what she kept you around for.”

To hell with this. Rafael transformed back into Coyote. “I’m a conduit too, moron.” When EJ gaped at him in confusion, Rafael punched him. His knuckles connected with the man’s ironhard jaw, stinging in a good sort of way. Rafael shook out his hand and grinned, proud of himself.

Freyja looked at him in alarm. “What are you—”

Faster than Rafael could see, EJ socked him in the eye. Pain shot through his skull as he backpedaled away from his first ever punch. Why did people do this for fun?

EJ stepped forward, his fist shooting out low and into Rafael’s stomach once, then a second time, setting his nerve endings on fire and doubling him over in pain.

“Stop! Stop it!” Freyja screamed, grabbing EJ around the waist and hauling him off.

EJ pivoted and shoved, sending Freyja backward several feet, and the irate look on his face had lost touch with reality. “Did you ditch me for this pussy? You can do better than this.”

“No, I... You—both of you—will put your damn fists down!” Freyja finally yelled with something resembling her usual attitude.

“Why? He can’t fight for shit, girl. What’s he got? Money? He’s gotta have something ’cause he can’t use his fists for shit.”

Rage turned the world red, and Rafael dropped to all fours, growing the giant horns and the massive body of a Cape buffalo. Two lumbering steps forward, and he knocked the jerk onto his ass.

The smell of ozone permeated the air. From the corner of his eye, he saw something move into the room in a hustle of white and blue. Before Rafael could get a good look, intense light flashed before his eyes, blinding him. An electric zap coursed through him, stabbing like hundreds of shots jabbing into him at once as he uncontrollably transformed back to his Coyote self. His whole body seized painfully, shaking so hard his teeth clacked just before his face met the rug.

“Not her!” EJ yelled.

Rafael tried to turn over to see what was happening, but nothing worked. The pain in his head increased until it engulfed his senses. Another flash of light ignited to his left, near Freyja—No! Then he blacked out.
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RAFAEL OPENED HIS EYES, and the world was still black. Afraid, he pushed backward reflexively, trying to get away from the nothing in front of him, and nearly toppled off whatever he was on. A hand clapped onto his back and shoved him forward, stopping his fall.

“Might want to stay still before you crack that star-boy face on the deck.” Whoever was talking clicked his tongue. “Bloody shame.” He didn’t sound like he’d care all that much.

Several things came to Rafael at once. The smell of salt water and tar. The rocking of a boat and the sound of waves. The sweatshirt keeping him too warm and the scratchy mask over his face with seams across the eyeholes—like they’d been stitched shut so he couldn’t see—that hit his lashes every time he blinked. His wrists were handcuffed behind him.

And he was no longer channeling Coyote.

Empty fear settled inside him as he tried to think of options. What were they doing on a boat? Luckily he could feel his godstone pressing into him right next to his hipbone, where he kept it in a makeshift pocket sewn just below the waistband of his jeans. But in handcuffs he couldn’t reach it without being obvious—if he could reach it at all.

Corpus Christi was a coastal city, and based on the wind and occasional spray, he was pretty sure he was on the deck of a boat out in the Gulf of Mexico. Judging by the utter lack of light coming through the mask, it was still night. A country Billboard hit played on crap speakers, singing about society driving a poor man to crime. Perfect... “Where’s Freyja?”

The man—by the voice, Rafael guessed it was EJ—snorted. “Not too far, not too far. You don’t have to worry about her anymore. I’ll watch out for her. Promise.”

He sounded strangely sincere, and it made Rafael want to puke. “Like hell—”

EJ poked him in the chest with deliberate force. “She know who you are?”

A new worry slipped over and through him. “You know who I am?”

That made the man laugh, and much to Rafael’s disappointment, it became clear he was well aware. “You’re kidding, right? I asked you a question.”

Rafael turned to see if there was any light, anything he could sense that might help them out.

“Yo, fucker. You’re kinda at my mercy here. Just answer the damn question before I lose my patience.”

“No,” Rafael growled at him. “And I don’t want her to know.”

“Good.” There was silence for a moment. Then the man breathed out heavily, like that made him happy. “Good. Yeah. Well, I’m sure you get all the pussy you want. Don’t need hers. Am I right? Lucky asshole.”

Good humor had returned to his voice, and he said the last part almost like they were friends gossiping in the mythical locker room where men were allowed to be dicks. Under normal circumstances Rafael would have told him where he could stuff that crude assumption, but maybe on a boat in the middle of the night with a bag over his head wasn’t the best place to... Oh, fuck it. “That’s disgusting. My job is about music.”

More laughter. “You’re a smug asshole. I see why she likes you.” He leaned in close enough Rafael could smell his aftershave. “She hates your awful music, though. You’d be less likely to get in her pants if she knew.” He leaned back. “She’s too good for a useless pretty boy like you anyway. You know that, right?”

Rafael stretched his neck, trying not to let the wannabe gangster’s words sink home, but it was hard to ignore when Rafael was well aware that he was right. “Makes two of us, huh?”

A thump to Rafael’s shoulder nearly sent him off the bench again, the hit hard enough to be serious but not hard enough to really hurt. Like the guy couldn’t decide if they were friends or about to knock out each other’s teeth. His amused but irritated voice didn’t help clarify which he was leaning toward. “You are not in a position to be talking shit.”

Throat dry, Rafael breathed in hard, wishing he could at least see. “Why am I out here?”

“Sit tight and you’ll be fine. We’re just making a delivery.”

Boat. Night. Gulf of Mexico.

Drugs. Giselle’s ex was not a wannabe gangster; he had actually gotten himself a job in the drug trade. Fantastic. If Rafael ended up in a flaming ship going down ten miles from shore with a sewn-up ski mask on his head, at least he had the self-righteous knowledge that this cocaine wasn’t coming in for him. He’d changed. He banged his head forward against his knees. “Is Freyja here? On the boat?” Because while there was at least some justice in his presence on the boat, she shouldn’t be here.

“I told you—you don’t worry about her anymore. Just chill. You make a nice donation to a charity for me and my brother, and we’ll be happy to drop you off at dock on the way back, got it? Might not want to claim it on your taxes, though.”

He groaned. Ransom money. He’d been kidnapped for fucking ransom. At least those usually turned out well. “Not without Freyja.”

The bench shook with the force of a blow just next to his hip. “She isn’t your concern anymore, star boy.”

As if to answer his earlier question, Freyja moaned from somewhere to his left, and EJ’s presence disappeared.

Shit. She really didn’t deserve to go down with this boat.

#
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“BABY, ARE YOU OKAY?” EJ’s voice came to Giselle as if through a tunnel, and she felt the warm slide of his hand through her hair, trying to comfort her. The old familiarity of the gesture was equal parts comforting and terrifying—just like EJ’s presence in her life. “I’m so sorry, babe. I told him not to. He didn’t know who you were.”

Her mouth felt like cotton as the last vestiges of a headache groaned across her forehead. She must’ve missed the worst of it while she was out.

“When is she going to wake up? You shouldn’t have hit her!” EJ yelled over her head.

A disgusted huff of air came from somewhere farther away as footsteps sounded like they were coming down metal stairs. “You never told me your girlfriend was a conduit.”

“I didn’t know.”

“What a surprise, EJ. What a goddamn shock.” The mockery in the other man’s tone made Giselle’s skin feel tight with anger. Maybe EJ wasn’t always a great person, but he wasn’t entirely awful, either. Besides, anyone talking to family with that sort of disdain made her skin crawl, and something told her this was EJ’s big brother. “And she shows up with some half-naked spic. I told you she wasn’t waiting for you.”

She flinched at the slur. Where was Coyote? Hopefully they’d left him behind.

“Fuck you, Bri. You don’t know her. She’s a good woman.” His hand stroked through her hair again, gently. “She makes me a better man. And if you hurt her, I swear to fucking gods—”

“Real men don’t need a woman to make them better.”

“Leave us alone!” EJ was shouting now. “She’s nothing like your wife.”

The smack of a hand on flesh made her cringe. EJ growled like he’d start a real fight. Time to intervene.

She groaned and placed a hand dramatically on her head, like she was just waking up. “EJ?” Her voice was as pathetic as she could make it. “Wh-where am I?”

Immediately the tension in the air ratcheted down as EJ’s arms came around her shoulders, helping her up, and she breathed a relieved sigh as she let her eyes flutter open. He always liked to feel helpful.

Shit, water surrounded them—she couldn’t even see the shore. Why were they on a boat? Er, yacht? What was the difference between a big boat and a yacht?

“Hey, hey, you okay? I’m so sorry. My brother’s a dick. He didn’t know it was you.” EJ turned a nasty expression toward the front of the boat. “But he’s not going to hurt you again.”

She’d lost her connection to Freyja, so until she understood what was going on, buddying up to EJ was—once a-fucking-gain—her best bet. The good news was EJ was fantastic when there was another threat around. As long as his brother was near, EJ would be her ally. As soon as there were no more threats and she had to explain to EJ that they weren’t together anymore...

That was not going to go well.

“Freyja, are you okay?” said a hoarse voice across the boat.

Shit, Coyote was here. On the boat. In the middle of the water.

“Yeah, I’m”—she looked around, trying to find him, and instead found a glowing dude leaning against a curved stairway—“fine.” Under a crown of golden oak leaves, the man’s deep brown hair flowed to his shoulders, and a full beard and mustache were neatly trimmed. A draped, toga-esque sheet exposed half his torso in a way that looked more artful than historically accurate—not that she’d really know. His hazel eyes bored into her like he could see her soul and wasn’t impressed.

Wreath crown. Drapey white fabric. Giant flash of light.

“Is your brother channeling... Zeus? Like, the Zeus?”

The tiniest of smiles curled the man’s lips into a proud sneer.

“What?” Coyote yelled from somewhere to her right. “Where?”

She spun to try to find him—then realized she wasn’t channeling Freyja. They would see each other. For real.

Her heart stuttered in anticipation as she looked around the boat for his face—his real face. But nobody was there.

No... there was a dude in a dark blue Cowboys football hoodie and a ski mask with the eyes sewed shut, like some freaky death metal prop. She hopped up, then dizziness hit and she nearly fell back over. “Coyote?”

EJ’s hands landed on her hips. “He’s fine.”

“Freyja?” the covered man asked, his head pointing her way. “Are you okay? We’re on a boat. I think.”

“I’m a little shook-up but fine. And yeah, we’re on a boat.” She touched EJ’s arm. “Why is he...?” So that he couldn’t see. Which wouldn’t matter if they were planning on throwing him overboard. “You’re letting him go.” She breathed out in relief.

“My little brother seems to think he can pay for transportation,” Zeus said. “But I’ve never known a beaner with that kind of cash on hand.”

Coyote flipped off the general direction of EJ’s brother.

“I will cut it off, fucker.”

EJ hopped up. “Bro, he’s—”

“Hey!” Coyote yelled again.

“—a client. Give him a break.”

“A client?” Zeus’s eyebrows went up.

“A client?” Freyja asked, disbelieving. What was EJ sell... oh. Drugs. They were on a drug boat. When EJ had said he had a job, he had not specified a taxpaying one. And Coyote had just admitted to using cocaine. Had he actually bought some from EJ at some point?

How else would they know each other? Moving up in the world, Gi. Dealers to users... woo?

“What, you think he’s too perfect for that?” EJ asked snidely.

Coyote made a noise that almost sounded like a protest before grunting and sagging.

EJ pulled her back to sit on the cushioned seating next to him. “I don’t know what he told you, but that’s the kind of guy you were working with.”

Coyote sounded acerbic as fuck as he said, “Apparently I’m paying a lot of money for this damn boat ride, so could we cruise on back to shore?”

From the pilot’s station above them, someone called down, “We’re in position, sir.”

“EJ,” Zeus said, “could you escort our guests up?”

Her ex did not immediately comply. “I don’t think we should leave them alone together.”

“You think they should stay on the deck? Go below?” He reached into a locker next to a door going into the interior. Out came a length of rope and another mask. “You insisted they come with us for some damn reason. Now tie them up in the cabin.”

She clutched a little tighter to EJ, trying to play to his protective side. “I’ll go up there nicely. You don’t need to tie me up.”

Her ex wrapped an arm around her and kissed her hair. “It’ll just be for a little bit, I promise. I’m sorry, babe, but this is the way it has to be.”

“EJ—”

He turned her to face him, his hands tight on her biceps. “Trust me, you don’t want to be a part of this. I’m looking out for you.”

Crap. As soon as he decided what was safest for her, there was no changing his mind—just pissing him off.

“Still go nicely up for me, okay?” He pulled her up to standing, and she debated stomping on his foot.

But if she just kept her temper and went up the fucking steps, she’d be in the room, hopefully alone with Coyote, where they could figure something out. She got close to EJ, making her eyes big as she whispered, “I don’t like this.”

He chucked her under the chin. “We do what we gotta do, right? This is how we survive.” One of his catchphrases from the home. At the moment, without her goddess, she wasn’t going to do much against EJ. But that could change if she got alone. Except... where was her godstone? Because she couldn’t feel it in her pocket.

She managed a smile for him anyway and repeated, “We do what we gotta do.” He’d finally gotten out of the home, only to fall in with family who wasn’t any better. It wasn’t entirely his fault, making the best of a bunch of bad options. “I’ll go up. You get him.” EJ glanced over at Coyote like he was debating that whole throwing-her-partner-overboard thing. She put a hand on her ex’s cheek. “You can tie me up once we’re up there. I trust you.”

His pupils dilated slightly, his breath hitching in just a bit. That did the trick. He nodded and leaned over to throw Coyote over his shoulder like a good caveman.

“Hey!” Coyote yelped. What in the world was he thinking at this point? Ignoring the fear that her high-class partner was convinced she was trash, she hustled up the circular stair, EJ close behind her. “We’re going... up?” Coyote asked. “Watch the head! Dude, I can’t see, and I have handcuffs on.”

“He whines a lot,” EJ commented, giving her the friendly smile she remembered too well. The smile she liked.

She couldn’t help giving him one back. In spite of the drama, they’d been through a lot together—more good than bad. It was just that the bad had been pretty awful. Keeping her voice light, she said, “Patience isn’t his virtue,” then went through an open door to find herself in the pilot’s cabin. Couches lined the walls, with a small break for a bar setup, and two captain’s chairs sat in front of a panel of equipment.

A lone man finished powering down the boat and pulled the keys. “Need some help?”

EJ dropped Coyote into one of the rotating seats and passed a piece of rope to the other narco. “Tie him up, then you can head down.”

“I’m already handcuffed”—Coyote started, then yelped as the guy yanked on the rope.

EJ rolled his eyes, but to Giselle’s surprise he told the other guy, “He’s a guest who doesn’t need to go wandering. No need to leave marks.” Then he patted the other chair.

“I promise I’ll stay—”

“Gi...whiz, girl,” he said, quickly covering up his near use of her name in a way that made her chuckle.

“Fine.” She sat, managing a smile as the other guy finished with Coyote’s bonds and left. “I don’t need bruises either, right?”

“No way!” He stroked her cheek with his thumb, and she felt shitty for encouraging him—shitty, but she wasn’t sure what else to do. “Sorry about this, babe. You caught us at a bad time. But after this, I’ll make sure you stay out of this mess and stay safe. I promise.”

“Damn fucking—” Coyote started to growl.

She kicked him in the shin. He spun to look at her, even though they couldn’t see each other through his mask, and she imagined him absolutely seething. He just needed to shut the fuck up for a little longer. Internally pleading for him to hold his temper, she smiled at EJ and held out her hands, wrists together.

He shot her an apologetic look and pulled her wrists behind her, securing them to each other around the central column of the captain’s chair. Dammit.

Looking even more regretful, he readied the mask.

“EJ, please—”

“I’ll be back quick as I can. Just relax until then, okay? Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“No, I’m just going to get tied to a chair and blindfolded!” she couldn’t help snarking at him.

As his expression darkened, she immediately regretted it. “You showed up at my house nosing around. You brought this jerk in who turned into a fucking... moose or whatever and tried to kill me—”

“Okay, yeah—”

“You haven’t responded to any of my calls or texts when we could’ve gotten back together under better circumstances—”

“You’re right, EJ.”

“This is your fault. Not mine.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

Coyote growled again, and she punched his foot with hers. He kept going anyway. “Fuck no. This is not—”

EJ backhanded him in a quick jab that was more of a warning than an attack. “Stay out of shit that ain’t your business.”

“Do what you need to do,” Giselle told him quietly, just needing EJ out before Coyote and his unrealistic expectations for reality made things even worse. “I’ll see you soon.”

EJ glared at the mask like he hated it too. “I’m real sorry, babe.” He put a hand around her neck, curling his fingers lovingly into her hair. “But it’s going to be okay. I got money now. We’re free of that horrible place. I can really take care of us.” 

He looked like he was about to cry. For some odd reason, he shot Coyote a panicked look before turning back to her. “I wrote you a song. You’ll hear it, and you’ll know how I feel—I know you love music. I been learning to play piano too, for you, though I ain’t much good yet. Teacher’s pretty bad. But I’ll get you another guitar. We can play music together, okay? Just like you love to do. And you’re gonna love my song—I worked real hard on it. Just gimme a chance.” He pressed his forehead against hers with all the desperate need of a drowning man, and she tried not to squirm in discomfort.

If her life could be called bad, his could be termed absolute shit. She believed him without a doubt in her heart when he said he loved her and wanted her to be happy. Hell, she wanted him to be happy too, happy and healed inside: no more screaming nightmares, no more memory gaps, no more sudden outbursts that seemed out of his control. 

But the careful dance she had to perform around him—the pressure of feeling like she was the last door between him and the abyss—frightened her sometimes and exhausted her all the time. She didn’t want to live like that anymore.

Coyote’s heel tapped a rapid staccato against the floor, like he could barely contain his need to start yelling again.

She pressed her foot against his, praying he’d just stay quiet until they were alone.

EJ took a hard, shallow breath and pulled her face against his into a kiss. With automaticity she’d learned through the years, she kissed him back. He groaned and said, “I missed you.”

She couldn’t truthfully say the same back. Luckily, he didn’t wait for an answer, just pulled the mask over her head, and then his footsteps jogged from the room.

As soon as the door closed, Coyote ground out, “Are we alone?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 30


[image: image]


“PRETTY SURE,” GISELLE answered—not that she could see, but there’d been no one but EJ when he’d pulled the mask over her head.

“Good enough for me. What the fuck? Why do you let him say that bullshit?”

The sound of him struggling, with the occasional grunt of pain, made her jaw clench. She tried to grasp the knots of the rope holding her to the chair, but EJ had done an unsurprisingly good job of keeping them out of her reach. “What else am I going to do? Piss him off until he throws you overboard? We don’t exactly have the upper hand here.”

“Nobody should talk to you—”

“Yeah. I know. And it’s wonderful that you grew up in a happy world where you don’t need to take that shit to survive. But I’m alive because I know when to shut my face.” Unable to do much with her own ropes, she dropped low in her seat, seeing how far she could get her hands backward toward Coyote. Why was he suddenly quiet? “Turn around. Lemme see if I can reach your knots. I know you’re cuffed, but maybe I can at least release you from the chair.”

Slowly, the other chair turned, squeaking and grinding as it went. “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding genuinely repentant.

“For what?” She clutched at the air behind her, unsure if she was anywhere near his hands. This was stupid.

“For assuming you were submissive out of weakness.”

Pressing her back as tight to the chair’s back as she could, she swiped one more time for Coyote’s rope as his words sank in. Then she chewed on her lip in nervous frustration, realizing the full futility of stretching out blindly for a small target she wasn’t even sure she could reach. “Of course it’s weak. I do it because I’m not strong enough to do anything else.”

“I got shot at on my own ranch one time.”

“What?” Maybe there was another angle she could go for. She tried swiping across instead of down, hoping her hands would magically land on him.

“I was camping on the back forty with some of my friends who were ranch hands—all of us were brown—and some drunk, trespassing idiots decided we were ‘illegals’ and started shooting.”

She paused in her swiping. “That’s crazy.”

“I know. I kept yelling at them who I was, but thankfully my friends convinced me not to march over there like the wrath of the gods because while that might have worked, if it didn’t I’d get my head blown off.”

“What’d y’all do?”

“Called my family, but it was going to take them near an hour to get to us. Started to call the police, at which point one of the guys admitted he was here illegally. He’d been here since he was two—so, sixteen years—spoke perfect English, and didn’t know anything but America, but that doesn’t matter, of course.” He sighed roughly, old anger surfacing.

Another swipe and she touched his fingers. He latched on, and they hooked index fingers. The stretch that took proved she’d be unable to do much else from their tied-up positions, so she just held on and let him speak.

“Point is, we eventually surrendered to those idiots—on my family’s ranch—and they took us to an ICE box.”

“ICE box?” She squeezed his finger.

“ICE detention; this one was in a motel the agency contracts with. Once I was allowed to do anything, I proved who I was, then filed false imprisonment charges—which they got out of—and trespassing, which stuck. Those idiots got fined a couple grand and spent a week in county. My friend, who was supposed to start on his geoscience degree at Trinity University in the fall, got deported back to Honduras, along with his parents.”

“Fuck...”

“But hey, nobody got shot, so...” He grunted, the sound full of guilt. “I think maybe you could reach my godstone. I can get closer to you in that direction.”

She blinked, the subject switching so quickly she could barely follow. “Huh? Oh! Where is it? Your pocket?”

His finger squeezed her harder. “Under the waistband of my jeans, right hipbone.”

“Oh.” Her face heated at the thought of sticking her hand down his pants.

“I’m going to turn and get my lower half as close to you as I can. The way I’m tied, I can slide forward pretty far. Is that okay?”

“Yeah.” She was not randomly sticking her hand down his pants. This was business. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

His fingers unlocked from hers, and after a moment she patted his knee. Slowly, he slid forward, and she lifted her hand so she wasn’t dragging it up his thigh. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, sometimes you cave a little because you have to. I just hate what he’s doing to you—what he did to you. You deserve better.”

“He treats me a helluva lot better than he was ever treated. It doesn’t make it okay, but he’s been hurt too.” She reached backward again, and her hand did not land on Coyote’s hipbone. She froze in embarrassment.

“That’s, uh, my dick.”

She yanked her hand back. “Sorry!”

“You’ll get no complaints from—fuck, I’m sorry. That’s inappropriate.”

With a relieved chuckle she reached for him again, aiming farther back and to the right. “You know, making me laugh makes me feel better, not worse.” This time her hand landed on the sweatshirt they’d stuck him in, and she bunched it up. “At least, when you make dirty jokes I laugh and feel better. Not everybody.”

He was quiet for a moment as she found the edge of his sweatshirt, then he said softly, “I don’t always like it when people talk to me like that, either. But I like it when you do.”

Underneath the sweatshirt was a T-shirt. She swallowed heavily as she traced that down, looking for the top of his pants.

“I know it’s worse for women than for men,” he continued. “I wasn’t trying to compare our experiences or anything.”

There, the waistband over his right hip. But reaching backward down his pants wasn’t going to be easy. “I hate to ask this, but can you lift your hips any? I’m having trouble getting my hand...”

He lifted his hips up out of the seat, and her hand slid back up his abdominals, which were pretty damn impressive for not being god-powered. “Damn, you do work out.” Her face heated. “That was out loud.”

He chuckled low. “Like I said, I like it when you talk to me like that.”

Face flaming, she was glad they couldn’t look at each other. It was way too interesting to slide her hand down the taut flesh of his pelvis and against the hard ridge of his hipbone. His skin was warm and soft against the backs of her knuckles. “Good thing no one’s here to see...” Her hand brushed an even harder ridge of obsidian. “Found it. Gimme a moment.” She tried to hook her finger around the shard but couldn’t get the angle right, instead brushing the back of her hand farther down his pants and closer to more personal territory. “Sorry. One sec...”

“Please tell me your godstone is in your bra and I can dig it out.”

“Fuck you. And do you normally forgo underwear?”

His voice turned a shade embarrassed. “I’m behind on laundry. It’s been a busy week.”

“Don’t you have people for that?” Almost had it... and, crap, her left hand, attached to her right but outside his pants, was brushing against his growing hard-on. She curled her fingers into a fist, trying to keep them away from his bits. Not that it seemed bitty. More like... Shit, Giselle, quit thinking about his dick and grab the godstone.

“I know it’s hard to fathom, but I do my own laundry, and I cook my own food. I can one hundred percent feed and dress myself.” His voice was tight and a little high, like he was hanging on to casual conversation by force of will. “I’m glad we’re friends because otherwise this might be awkward.”

“Got it!”

The door opened. Giselle’s hand froze down Coyote’s pants as she turned to the sounds. And saw nothing because she still had the stupid mask on.

“What the fuck is going on here?” EJ practically screamed.

“End’s sharp. Puncture me,” Coyote ordered.

Without thinking about it, she jammed the edge of the godstone into his pelvis. He gave a painful grunt as blood seeped around her fingers. “I think he’s got mine,” she informed Coyote. Behind her, magic sizzled through the air as Coyote came rushing back in and his godstone disappeared. A gun cocked.

Coyote vanished from her reach.

“You helped him? By sticking your hand down his pants?” EJ grabbed her shoulders and shook her so hard her teeth knocked together.

Anger ripped through her, and she lost her ability to be nice. “You kidnapped us!”

“Kidnapped...?” He yanked her mask off, scratching her face in the process. He looked dangerously livid, but at the moment she didn’t care how dangerous he was. “I didn’t kidnap you! You came over to my house!”

“And now I’m on a boat that I never chose to get on!”

“What was I supposed to do? Leave you unconscious on the floor?”

“Better than bringing me in to your drug deal.”

EJ hopped up and shot her a cold, dead look. “This isn’t a drug deal. And unlike your new boy toy, I won’t desert you at the first opportunity.”

She blinked, realizing he’d just assumed Coyote had left.

And she’d just assumed Coyote was in the room somewhere, bug sized, working some angle to get them out of here.

Which was... absolutely unlike her. Fear rose up in her chest so strong she nearly choked on it.

“Yeah. He’s gone, just left you here. But I’ve never done that, and I never will.” He kneeled back down, getting into her face. “But it’s gonna take me a long damn time to get that image of you with your hands down another man’s pants out of my head.”

She tried to stop her jaw from quivering. “It’s where his godstone was.”

“That what he told you? How stupid are you?”

Rage rolled in his eyes, sparking fear in her chest. Her hands were tied behind her back. She didn’t have her godstone. And Coyote might actually be gone.

No. He was here somewhere. But even godpowered, he couldn’t take EJ in a fight. She was literally fucked. “Did you not see him become Coyote when I stabbed him with the stone?”

“They don’t work like that. You have to cut yourself.”

“His is obsidian. It’s sharp.”

“Or you were giving him a hand job fifteen feet away from me—”

“Do you not know the difference between your hip and your dick?”

His hand came back, and she turned her head, slamming her eyes shut as she waited for the blow.
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RAFAEL’S DRAGONFLY wings buzzed with greater intensity as he stared down at the cluster of terrified humanity on the deck, then up at a giant catamaran making a slow approach, as if to meet up. A horrifying realization crossed his mind.

This wasn’t a drug ship.

And now they had a bigger problem than escaping one asshole because there were another—he counted—ten people they needed to get off the ship. 

Ten people and a cat? A slinky, gray-and-orange animal with large ears was clutched in the hands of one of the youngest kidnapping victims. It looked up with intelligent eyes, caught his gaze, and blinked once.

Sekhmet. Somehow she’d gotten on the boat—clever woman, thank gods. He needed to get her and her claws into the room with Freyja. The child grasping her—fuck, she looked about eleven—startled as he dropped beside her. The cat gave her a head bump, as if reassuring her, and then nodded at him.

Feeling more awkward than he ever had with Freyja, Rafael landed on her shoulder and let his magic flow between them. The child gasped as Sekhmet transformed into another dragonfly. But there was no time to waste—he immediately led her to Freyja.

EJ’s back was to the window, blocking Freyja from Rafael’s sight. What he could see, though, was the man’s hand raised, about to strike. Sekhmet buzzed right for him, and Rafael let his magic fall away from her. Her goddess form appeared, and she grabbed EJ’s hand with a lioness-worthy growl.

Meanwhile, Rafael used the dragonfly’s crazy-good vision to scan EJ. The back right pocket of his jeans had a godstone-shaped lump. He buzzed to it.

As EJ turned to deal with Sekhmet, Rafael transformed and reach into that pocket.

“What the—” the asshole yelled.

“Turn me!” Freyja yelled. She’d spun the chair to give him her arms and pulled her knees up in front of her face. From his vantage, he saw pale, unpolished fingers and a messy French braid of light brown or dark blonde hair—it was hard to tell in the dim lighting of the cockpit.

His Freyja. Gods, he wanted to see her face.

EJ spun back to him, fists swinging. Rafael dropped to the ground and lunged for his partner, fumbling for the knife in his pouch as he went. “Keep him off me?” he yelled at Sekhmet, feeling lame asking the woman to fight for him, but hey, she was better at it than he was.

Sure enough, EJ went reeling as Sekhmet yanked him backward. “I don’t want to hit a—” he started whining.

“You were just about to hit a woman, so come at me, bro,” Sekhmet purred.

Knife finally out, Rafael cut Freyja’s bonds and put the godstone in her right hand. “Forearm,” he warned before slicing a shallow line across the top of her left arm.

She hissed in a quick breath at the pain, then brought both arms around in front of her. Her power shimmered as she came to life and spun to face him with a grim smile. “Thanks.”

He winked. “Just promise next time I get to dig through your bra.”

“Keep your fucking hands off her, you pervert!” EJ yelled back at them, dodging Sekhmet’s claws. The bruiser could no doubt take her in a punching contest, but he seemed unsure what to do with her razor-tipped fingers.

“EJ!” Freyja called out in a firm voice.

The man shot Sekhmet a look as he turned furious eyes on Freyja. “Why are you fighting me? I just want to fix us! I would’ve let him go.”

She stalked toward him. “You can’t decide how we work. You can’t tie me up. I shouldn’t have to manage you. Hell, I shouldn’t be on a drug-running boat in the middle of the ocean!”

“We’re not running drugs!” he yelled.

“They’re not running drugs,” Sekhmet echoed behind him, her voice cold as hell’s innermost circle.

Freyja faltered. “What? What are they—”

EJ pulled a gun from his waistband and pointed it at Freyja, expression flat. Everyone froze. “Just sit back down and let me finish this. We can all get back to shore in one piece.”

Freyja slid a foot toward him. “EJ, you’re not going to shoot me.”

Rafael stared at the gun, then Freyja, his mouth going dry in fear. He wanted to yank her behind him but didn’t want to startle her psycho ex into getting trigger happy. “Freyja, he really might. This is how women get shot by crazy ex-boyfriends—they believe in them a little too much.”

“Shut the fuck up!” EJ roared, then turned the gun on him. “You’re right, I won’t shoot you. But I will shoot him.”

Trying to stay calm, Rafael narrowed his gaze at the barrel as fear turned him cold. “You know you won’t get away with that.”

“And your identity will be exposed. Your... friends will go down for your ownership of a godstone.”

Breathe... He ignored the real fear of dying and just talked. “My friends know nothing and will be exonerated. Plus, dying young is a fantastic sales pitch, so what I’ve left behind will let them print money. Meanwhile, I will haunt your ass for the rest of your miserable life.”

EJ cocked the gun.

“And she can bring me back to life, so... there’s that.” He tipped his head at Freyja.

The gun faltered. “She can... what?”

“This isn’t a drug run,” Sekhmet spit out, and EJ swung the gun around toward her. “It’s a slave ship.”

Without Coyote’s extraordinary vision, the next moment would’ve been a blur. But thanks to Huehue, he admired with detailed clarity the crisp way Freyja whipped a bow and arrow from her holster like the damn goddess she was, drew, and fired in one smooth motion. Before EJ could get his gun back up, he slammed into the wall, his shoulder pinned to a thin line of plastic between windows.

“Fucking hell!”

The gun dropped to the ground, discharging with a bang, as Freyja took a knee, hand over her mouth like she’d just scared herself silly. “Is everyone okay?” she asked.

“You shot me!” EJ yelled.

“I’m fine,” Sekhmet announced.

“Me too,” Rafael assured her.

Freyja, looking strong as hell, even on one knee, glared up at EJ. “A slave ship?”

His breathing became shallow as his face crunched in agony. “Slave ship? What is this, the 1500s?”

“Human trafficking,” Sekhmet said quietly. “I came with them in the hold. You—” she called him something in, he assumed, Farsi that did not sound flattering.

“EJ? Really?” Freyja looked genuinely surprised that the abusive dipshit who’d threatened to shoot her would do such a thing.

“It’s not... it’s not what you’re thinking,” he whined, voice suddenly begging.

“Ten women,” Sekhmet continued, her voice quiet in its fury. “Mostly immigrants but a few teens who ran from foster homes—including your friend.”

Freyja looked so distressed Rafael offered a hand to help her up. She let him support her. “How could you?” she whispered to EJ before yelling, “How could you?”

“She was a horrible bitch to you! She deserves it. I look out for my girl—even when you fuck around with this asshole and shoot me.”

“Everything all right up there?” someone called from below. “The other boat’s here. We’re starting the transfer.”

“I—” EJ started. Sekhmet bared her claws as Freyja pointed her bow and arrow somewhat lower than his heart. The man licked his lips. “Yeah,” he managed, “everything’s fine. Just dropped the gun.”

“Fucking moron,” the voice muttered loud enough for the room to hear.

EJ closed his eyes, defeated misery written in his sagging posture and the thick tears that he was clearly trying to stop.

Freyja pulled out of Rafael’s grip and approached the man. “Is this your first run for your brother?”

EJ nodded, cringing away from her as he used his free hand to wipe snot and moisture from his face.

“Then you’re not a trafficker—yet. And you don’t have to be one.” She yanked the arrow out of his arm, and he stifled a cry as he sank down the wall, leaving a bloody smear behind. Freyja followed him down, kneeling in front of her abuser, and Rafael didn’t think he’d ever seen a stronger human in his life. “We’re going to stop this. How many people are on your brother’s crew?”

“Four,” he whispered through the tears. “Plus me and Bri.”

“And how many people are you meeting?”

His head shook in a tiny pattern. “I don’t know. They didn’t tell me.”

She put a hand on his chin, forcing him to look at her. “Whose side are you on? Ours? Or are you with the people selling women? You gonna rescue people, or are you joining the bad guys? Nobody good will ever claim you again if you do this, EJ.”

His eyes couldn’t track anymore, his gaze traveling the room and lighting on one thing then another in quick succession. “I don’t—I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“We’ll worry about that together after we’ve stopped this.” She grabbed his good arm and pulled him back up, then turned his face to the window, forcing him to look outside. “Right now, who are you with? Are you with them, making dirty money, or are you with me, rescuing those women? EJ, you’ve still got a choice.”

His arms wound around Freyja, and Rafael almost ran to pull the disgusting leach off her, but Freyja put a hand on the dude’s head, letting him rest against her shoulder. Rafael clenched his fists, trying to let her handle this, even if watching her kindness to the jerk made him ill.

“You don’t want to be here, do you?” she said softly.

He shook his head. “I don’t want to be here.”

“Then let’s get those ten women safely off this boat and find somewhere else to be.”

The man nodded and turned away from her, his whole body shaking as he slowly made his way across the room to a cabinet, clutching his damaged shoulder.

“Sekhmet, can you get down there and see what’s going on? Stay with the women. I want someone with them at all times,” Freyja said. “I’m so sorry to drag you guys into this mess.”

“Freyja, darling,” Sekhmet said, “just take us on all your future missions, okay? Things don’t go smoothly enough for you to go it alone.” She dropped down to the gray-and-orange mottled house cat of before and slunk out of the room.

Freyja gave Rafael the weariest look he’d ever seen on her, and all he wanted to do was take her in his arms. But she gave him a sharp shake of the head, as if she could tell what he was about to do. He crossed his arms tightly across his chest, frustrated at his own inability to help. But then she mouthed, “Later, please,” and glanced at EJ.

That man didn’t deserve any accommodations. It was so hard to watch the woman he adored be in pain and just stand there doing nothing. But whatever Freyja battled in her head was infinitely harder, and he had to respect her wishes. If Freyja was choosing not to toss the dickweed overboard, he’d follow her lead... at least until EJ got dangerous again.

Then he’d toss him overboard, turn into a shark, and bite his arms off so he drowned in bloody pain.

A crash brought their attention to the cabinet EJ had walked to. Instead of bothering to open it—maybe it was locked, or maybe EJ was extra-special nuts—he’d punched through the door with his off hand.

Beware the dude’s punch.

Out of the hole, EJ pulled out a godstone.

Rafael rapidly shook his head at Freyja—peace or no peace, he didn’t need one of those.

Freyja looked freaked and turned to EJ with her mouth open to speak. Before anything came out, EJ slapped the godstone against his bloody shoulder. A wave of power rushed through the room.
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FEAR AT HER EX’S NEW power made Freyja back up, straight into Coyote. She didn’t want to feel this way, but it was nice to be stronger than EJ. It was unsafe to be equal. Coyote’s arm went around her, then he moved her behind him as if somehow it was smart to put the bard in front of the fighter.

EJ’s skin tinted a sheen of teal blue, a sleek beard grew down his chin, and his hair darkened and lengthened as a golden crown appeared on his head. His clothing mostly disappeared, shifting into a shortish skirt, not unlike his brother’s Zeus costume. When a six-foot trident appeared in his hand, it solidified who he’d become.

“Poseidon,” Coyote said warily. “So you’re collecting the Greek brothers.”

“Brian’s still looking for Hades. He wants all three.” EJ gave a weak smile. “We’re on a boat. I figured Poseidon could be helpful.” His arm, still sporting a pretty serious wound, seemed to have improved with the transformation too. He frowned at Coyote, who stood between them, with a jealous look Giselle knew all too well.

Coyote scowled right back. “Make one more aggressive move, and I’ll disappear with her.” At his promise to protect her, she wanted to lean on him but stopped herself. Later, when EJ’s baby steps toward sanity weren’t at risk.

EJ struggled for a moment, his posture stiffening. “You can’t control her.”

“I’m not the one who tied her up and put a bag over her head.”

“I was keeping her safe!”

“So am I.”

The testosterone was getting out of control. “Let’s just get ourselves and the women off this boat,” Giselle said quickly. “We’re all on the same page for that, right?”

“Yeah,” EJ readily answered. “Let’s do this.”

Before Coyote could argue about a future they’d never get to if they didn’t work together now, Giselle started issuing orders. “Coyote, figure out how many hostiles there are on the other boat and what kind of weapons they’re packing.”

“On it,” he said, but hesitated as he glared at EJ.

“I’m okay,” she reassured him.

He gave her a reluctant squeeze. “Fine, I’ll check the catamaran.”

What the fuck was a catamaran? “The... the other boat?” His lips quirked like he hid a smile. She poked him. “Forgive me for not knowing my yachts.”

He gave up and just grinned at her affectionately. “Well, the other smuggling yacht—if that’s what you want to call it—is bigger than this one. They may have more human... cargo on board.” His face darkened in disgust as he said the last words, and he shot EJ a scathing glare. But without another word, he transformed into a dragonfly again and took off.

She turned to the window to study the other, larger boat stopped less than a hundred yards away. “Dammit. If they have more people, we need that boat.”

EJ joined her at the window, and she had to fight her body from stiffening in fright at his nearness. She didn’t hate him, but she hated the way his presence made her feel weak. “This boat’s fast,” he said. “If we try to outrun it in that boat, they’ll catch us.”

Taking a moment, she studied him. He had the earnest eagerness he got when he was on a project. He did this sometimes—flipped back and forth between scary and eager to please with startling swiftness. But it meant she could probably trust him for the next... five minutes or so. He didn’t want to be here. But he didn’t have the imagination to see another option. “Can you breathe underwater? That seems like a thing Poseidon should be able to do.”

“Yeah, I feel pretty confident I can.”

She nodded. “Get in the water. Disable this boat if you can. We need to get all the trafficking victims to the other boat and the traffickers to this one, and you can help make that happen from the water.” She looked over at the mess of monitors and equipment. “Is there a way to tell where we’re at so we can alert the coast guard where to pick them up?”

“Are you kidding? My brother would kill me.” He didn’t say it like he meant that figuratively. He rubbed his forehead. “He’s already gonna.” He looked outside. “I’ll get in the water.”

“Let them transport the women over—but if you want to pull a few traffickers into the ocean, I won’t complain.”

He nodded, heading for the door, and she relaxed as he walked away peacefully.

In a burst of old camaraderie—this was the EJ she liked—she called, “Hey, EJ.”

He stopped, then slowly turned around, his expression a mess of confusion and longing.

“I’m glad you’re with us.”

He shrugged like that wasn’t a big deal. “I punch hard. Everyone wants me on their side.”

“No, I mean, I’m glad you’re not with them. You’re a better person than that.”

The look he shot her said she’d lost her mind. “With everything I’ve put you through, I don’t know where you get your faith in me, Gi.” He kissed his fingers but didn’t blow it at her, just tipped his hand her way. “You seem to be the only one. Love you.” He didn’t wait for a response, but his shoulders sagged a little less as he exited to the railing and then simply pitched himself off the side. She didn’t hear a splash.

What was she supposed to do about him? He wasn’t wrong—she was the only reasonably good person he had in his life. It was a responsibility she didn’t want; one that threatened to drag her back into a life she’d worked hard to leave behind.

Worry, anger, fear, and confusion made a vortex so strong she couldn’t contain it, and she closed her eyes to force back tears she didn’t have time for. The tension in her body coalesced into a stiffening force inside her, and her leg muscles clamped with instability. Just like that, she was falling.

Before her ass hit the ground, hands caught her arms from the front. In an old reflex, she balled her fists, ready to punch the danger.

Her eyes popped open. Coyote.

The soothing smell of rain and earth calmed her as Coyote pulled her back to standing and his arms wrapped her up, holding her steady against him. “You okay?” he whispered, clutching her to his chest. He couldn’t fight worth a damn, but he sure was strong where and when it mattered.

She tried to say yes, to assure him everything was fine, but her head shook no as her face turned positively liquid with crying. “You weren’t supposed to see this.”

The scratch of his stubble caught in her hair as his cheek rubbed over her head, and she relaxed into his hold, some insane mental transition telling her she could carry the weight of her thoughts as long as he carried her.

She needed to ask him how many traffickers were on the other boat. She needed to know how many people they were saving. And to figure out how they’d pilot the boat. And if they should call the coast guard or 911. And...

His hands smoothed down her back, and it was hard to think of anything outside the urge to cocoon herself away from EJ and her perilous reality for a while. Why did she get college and friends and power, while most of the people she’d grown up with got homelessness or jail or death? It wasn’t fair.

“You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met,” Coyote said, his voice a low rumble that echoed in her bones, soothing her.

“I’m having a mental breakdown on a smuggling boat in the middle of a prisoner exchange.” She needed to be better than this.

“Sounds like an incredibly reasonable place to have one.”

She pushed back from him. “I don’t have time for this. But all I can think about is that I want queso and french fries.” And maybe a michelada. Or two or five.

Or maybe brain-frying sex with her partner. She’d almost bet he could give her this miraculous-orgasm-with-another-human thing she’d heard so much about. That’d work, too.

Shit, no. She didn’t want that complication, more like a poster and thirty minutes—far more her speed than actual human contact.

Gods, she was fucked up.

Her oblivious sex object’s expression turned amused as he rubbed a thumb across her cheek with a sweetness that amped her guilt but helped calm her anyway. “How about this? We rescue a bunch of people, then we get back to the apartment and watch a movie with a giant basket of fries and a bucket of queso. Maybe with bacon. My trainer can kill me later.”

Without consciously intending to, she flattened her hand against his well-trained abs, and like the vain creature he was, Coyote flexed. She huffed a laugh and pulled her hand back. A movie... it sounded downright amazing to snuggle with Coyote and watch a movie and eat cheesy, fatty goodness. But the snuggling part was bad encouragement—for both of them.

She pushed away. “EJ’s not all bad.”

His hand didn’t drop from her shoulder as he stiffened. “Maybe, but he’s pretty bad. I mean, you shoplifted, I snorted cocaine, he...” He hesitated for just a moment, then said in a flat voice, “...abuses women and is entering into an exciting new career in human trafficking. I know I said Sekhmet being perfect is the worst, but I’ve changed my mind.”

She closed her eyes, trying to wring all her feelings out, leaving only the business at hand in her too-crowded brain. But images kept coming of EJ’s smile as he welcomed her home on a really bad day. The way he’d glowered at bullies in the lunchroom and they’d left her alone. The way he’d always remembered her birthday and her adoption day and their anniversary with flowers and a giant-sized Snickers—her favorite candy. She’d needed someone on her side at the home, and in his imperfect way, he’d been there.

She’d never loved him, not like he wanted her to. EJ had said a lot of unfair bullshit over the years, but accusing her of dating him for protection wasn’t one of them. She’d felt affection for him, though—still did, despite how much he’d hurt her. And other people couldn’t understand that.

The best she could say was, “He needs to be stopped, but he also needs help.”

“But you don’t need to be the one to help him,” Coyote said softly.

His words cracked into her so hard she flinched. It was exactly what she wanted to hear, even if she automatically rejected the idea. “If not me, then who else? He pushes everyone else away. Besides, I used him. I have a responsibility to make up for that.”

“No, you don’t.” Coyote rubbed his hand down her back again. “We’ll figure it out. But fixing him isn’t your job. You can leave him behind. And I’m not saying that to be self-serving. I’m saying that because you deserve a good life, and that doesn’t include playing social worker to people who hurt you.” He cupped her jaw, bringing her face up to his again. “You have to let him take responsibility for his life, or you’ll be wearing that albatross forever, okay?”

She frowned up at him, his weird-ass metaphor jarring her from her mental decay. “Albatross? Like a bird? Why would I wear a bird?”

He blinked at her. “Rime of the Ancient Mariner? ‘Water, water, every where, and all the boards did shrink.’”

She shook her head, completely at a loss... but in stark contrast to ten seconds ago, at least she was amused.

“‘Water, water, every where, nor any drop to drink.’ You’ve heard that phrase, yeah?”

“Are you reciting poetry?”

“It usually gets misquoted as ‘but not a drop to drink.’” He shook his own head in return, his fancy prep school background once again giving him a totally alien frame of reference, this time with seabirds in it. “Everyone reads this in high school. The captain shoots an albatross and their boat gets stranded, so he has to wear the dead bird around his neck.”

That WTF story made her face crack in a grin. “I did not read about sailors wearing dead-bird necklaces, no. That doesn’t even make sense. What kind of psycho nightmare poem is that?”

He opened his mouth, expression anticipatory, like he might just teach an impromptu poetry lesson. Then he shook his head and grinned back at her. “You know what, poetry later. Now let’s go save some human trafficking victims. We’ve got ten bad guys in the other ship, none channeling—at least at the moment. Over a dozen people in the hold, mostly women, but a few men. Unfortunately, they’re all at varying levels of drugged or terrified to incapacitation.”

She nodded, processing the information as bizarre-ass poetry helped her think again. “Can you get me to the other boat? Sekhmet and I can handle ten humans. Meanwhile, see what you can do about bolstering the survivors. Hopefully one of them can pilot a boat.”

He huffed. “I didn’t even think about that. If not, surely we can figure something out. I can drive a ski boat. What’s a few dozen more buttons and levers?” He gave her a quick grin. “Also, I can handle bolstering duty. My music impressed a goddess, remember?”

“Yeah, impressed her so much she wants to keep you.”

“Yeah. Because I’m a badass musician, despite the haters.” He gave her a pointed look. “You go beat up criminals. I’ll go inspire scared people. We got this.” He held out his fist for a bump.

In a rush of gratitude, she gave him a hug instead. “Freyote to the rescue.”

That got her a giant smile as he hugged her back. “Freyote! It’s catchy.”

“It’s horrible. But I’m using it anyway. For you.”

He stuck his tongue out at her, then the world got large as they became dragonflies. Coyote zigzagged in front of her in a way she took to be a challenge. She zipped forward, surprised by how quickly her wings carried her—no wonder he’d started using dragonfly form. It took only a moment for Coyote to catch up, then they were racing between boats, almost giddy in the direst of circumstances.

Everyone moved on eventually, but right now she could take this time with him for all it was worth. Any future pain would be worth the memories.
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THEY PASSED THE LITTLE motorboat transferring the human cargo, as Coyote had said, and Giselle followed Coyote into a hallway of the larger boat-yacht-catamaran thing... smuggling ship. The once lush interior had deteriorated from lack of care and sported several bullet holes and stains she didn’t want to think too much about. Just as she noticed that the area was clear, she felt Coyote’s magic leave her, making her once again her Freyja self.

Coyote squeezed her hand and mouthed, “The rest of them are down there.” He pointed at a stairwell. “Two guards. Do you mind?”

She glanced back out to see people being unloaded. One of the victims carried a cat. They were all right—for now. With a nod for Coyote she headed down the staircase, face turned down like a person in misery.

The first guard casually sported a machine gun, not even keeping it at the ready. It would be better if she could do this quietly.

The man grabbed her ass as he shoved her forward.

“Hey!” Coyote called behind her with all the outrage he could muster.

She shot him a glare over her shoulder. “Way to spoil the surprise.”

As the startled men reached for their guns, she shoved an elbow in Handsy’s throat and threw her cold spell at the other. The frozen man went down as the other reeled backward, gasping for air. A swift kick to the groin—for fun—and to the head, because she needed him unconscious, ended that fight right quick.

The dozen people in the room looked up at them with an assortment of fear and hope as she handed the dropped guns to Coyote and pulled a length of rope from her pouch to tie up the men.

Coyote immediately launched into Spanish, hand up in reassurance, then repeated his introductions and assurances in English. He gave her a quick, “Ándale,” nodded up the stairs, and pulled his drum around.

Assuming he was encouraging her to go, she headed back up. Behind her, Coyote switched back to English to growl, “Huehue, this is a bong. I need a musical instrument... No, I don’t want a musical bong shaped like a frog. We were doing so well for a while there.”

Laughing at their interplay—why didn’t Freyja tease her like that?—she headed back out to the deck.

A scream, a gunshot. The people on the deck scattered as one of the traffickers shot at a cat—Rawan—running around the deck. Two of the women started back for the motorboat, while most just ran about.

From her holster she pulled a staff and swung it awkwardly from one end. The opposite edge whacked into the man’s wrist, and he dropped the gun with a cry of pain.

Rawan transformed, emerging as her terrifying alter ego, and grabbed the nearest man.

Giselle scanned the crowd. Seven men on deck—including two from Brian’s crew—plus two she’d just taken out, which meant there were still three elsewhere on the boat.

Hoisting her staff like a lance, she slammed it into the same guy, forcing him back to the railing around the deck. One more poke in the shoulder and he went over the edge. “I recommend you get to the other boat!” she yelled over at him.

Another gunshot, and a bullet pinged off the railing so close she felt the heat of it. Turning, she readied an arrow and shot the nearest guy in the shoulder. He collapsed to the ground, grabbing the wound, and she looked for the actual shooter amid the screaming people.

“We’re not killing them?” Rawan yelled.

“Not a fan of killing, but you do you. I was gonna stick ’em on the other boat and strand them. Maybe call the coast guard so they don’t die of dehydration.”

Another gunshot, and a blaze of fiery pain skimmed her left thigh. Grazed. “Hey!” I want my shield! She dove behind a lockbox and notched another arrow.

A dude screamed as Rawan roared like a full-on friggin’ lion. “Consider yourself lucky she’s around, you bisharaf,” she shouted, using a word Giselle had never heard but that sounded really bad. “Sekhmet wants to gut you for what you’ve done.”

Water splashed as the man presumably went for a bath.

Another gunshot pinged far too close to Giselle’s hiding place.

The hissing rush of a whirlpool sounded oddly close. She poked her head out to check for the noise and the gunman. What she saw was EJ on a plume of water rising above the railing of the boat, his blue skin sparkling in the moonlight like opal. Directly in front of him, the gunman with too good aim leveled his gun at her shelter.

EJ’s arms opened around him. Then closed. He yanked the man backward toward the water.

The gun went off.

One of the women screamed. Giselle’s attention redirected to her as the girl fell.

“Ariana!” she ran to her old housemate, tripping the last remaining trafficker as she passed by. The women had turned on their captors and thrown one into the Gulf. Rawan had tossed a second. They were almost clear of the men and their guns.

As she landed on her knees beside Ariana, she checked for the bullet. The girl’s left side, just below the ribcage, seeped blood.

“Shit... Ariana.” She’d found her. And now...

The girl coughed and stared up at Giselle. “What’s—what’s happening?”

“Sweetie, you got shot. It’s... it’s in a place where you can survive until we get you to a doctor, but it’s going to hurt.” Hopefully survive. Gut wounds could be minutes or hours, depending on what got hit.

“I’m—I’m sorry I ran away.”

“I know, I know, honey. You always were.”

Ariana’s eyes focused on her for a moment, confused, and Giselle remembered she had the mask on. “I don’t understand.”

She took Ariana’s hand. “I saw your message. A friend of yours—Giselle Ryder—she told me about you. Told me to find you.”

The girl’s eyes opened wider. “Giselle?” Then she squeezed them shut in pain. “Yeah, she’s my friend.” Her voice came out with all the bravado of someone who thinks she’s lying.

“Stay still as you can, okay?”

“Oh gods,” EJ said, coming up to them, dripping Gulf water and smelling of saline. “Is she...”

“Don’t drip on her!”

Ariana screamed and tried to back up, making the wound bleed faster.

“Stop! Stop, sweetie! It’s okay,” Giselle reassured hastily, trying to get the woman to keep still.

“He—he kidnapped me. This is his fault!”

EJ looked down at the trail of blood, expression full of guilt, then his face screwed up like he’d say something toxic.

Giselle hopped up and pushed EJ back. “Somebody help me with her!”

One of the other victims came over and kneeled next to Ariana, but she glared up at EJ, venom in her tone. “He’s one of them. Toss him over.”

Giselle gritted her teeth and kept pushing EJ backward. “He switched sides.” Once they’d backed into the hallway, she let him go.

“They don’t—”

“Shut it, EJ. If you say one word in your own defense, I’m going to scream. Take some damn responsibility.”

EJ glared at her like he didn’t like her tone, but he shut his mouth.

“Is the other boat disabled?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know how to drive this one?”

He shrugged. “I can figure it out.”

More screaming from outside made Freyja turn back.

An older man with pale gray skin wearing yet another draping fabric skirt stood on the deck. From beneath a silver helmet, white hair flowed.

“Who’s that?” she asked EJ.

EJ came up right behind her to look, putting his hand protectively on her hip. “I dunno. Hades? My brother was trying to get his godstone. Maybe that’s how they were paying him.”

“Mother of...” She strode out.

“Wait!” EJ yelled, coming out behind her.

The conduit turned, but the pair of armed men flanking him didn’t change their positions, guarding him from front and back with guns raised. These guys did not give the impression of the low-rank hooligans they’d already ousted into the ocean. Real guards.

“I’m not in the slave trade,” Giselle commented, “but I don’t think ten kidnapping victims equal one god of death.”

“Uh, I’m pretty sure that’s what—”

“Your brother may have thought that, but that wasn’t this guy’s plan.”

Hades curled his lips into a cruel smile. “She’s smarter than your brother, boy.” He whistled, and the hollow baying of hounds made eerie music across the water. A three-headed dog the size of a pony appeared by his side. “He thought I’d give this up for a few cheap whores.” He smiled. “But you’ve brought me something much better.” He flicked a gaze back to Rawan and then to Giselle. “Quality meat.”

Giselle wanted to casually sneer at his condescending grossness, but the animal snarling in three-part disharmony wigged her out too much.

The woman who’d led the other survivors in dumping a goon into the ocean screamed and charged for the conduit, a knife clutched in her hand.

“No!” Giselle yelled, unsure what sort of powers Hades possessed.

One of the gunmen trained his weapon but didn’t shoot.

As the woman got within striking distance Hades disappeared.

She slashed at the air where he’d been, striking nothing. “What the...”

Then she howled in agony as her body lifted into the air. Hades reappeared beneath her, hoisting her above him. Purple energy crackled from his fingers, encasing her body in light as a cloud of mist escaped her mouth. She seized, then went still.

Hades dropped her silent body to the ground.

Not a movement or a breath came from the shell of a human at his feet.

“Next?” Hades asked. “No? Well, then, young Poseidon, my brother, I offer you a boon in exchange for this greater bounty. What is it you wish?”
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RAFAEL WATCHED THROUGH the glass door in horror as Hades dropped the now dead woman to the deck and turned that cruel smile on Freyja.

EJ, sniveling coward that he was, proceeded to offer up Freyja’s godstone in exchange for leaving the ship with her.

Hatred for the man who’d fucked over this amazing woman time and again burned inside him, and he reached into his pouch.

The memory of pain made him afraid, but he was no good to her like this—more of a liability than an asset in a fight. A death god needed a death god to match him, but Rafael could be even more than just a death god.

He clutched Mictlantecuhtli’s stone in his hand and pricked his finger on the obsidian’s sharpness. The death god sang inside him, surging forward to take the reins from Huehue. But instead of giving in to the god’s demand, Rafael spun his drum around and tapped an Aztec beat.

“Come on, come on. I know you can work together.” Or they could if a goddess was helping them to. “Come on, come on. You like this music. We can do this.”

Pain shocked through his viscera, electrifying him as the gods fought for control and he didn’t let either one win. Still he focused on his hands, determined not to pass out. Just play.

He started to sing softly, eyes closed as he concentrated on enduring until they found common ground.

Just play.

Just sing.

Just be one with the music and with the powers until he could combine them again, this time without help.

And do it fast, because things were deteriorating out there something fierce.

Freyja cried out in anger. He opened his eyes to see that asshole clutch her hands and shove her backward into the wall. Her back slammed into the glass right next to Rafael, and empathetic pain shot up his own spine, giving him a focus point more compelling than his own turmoil.

“I’m trying to save you!” the jackass yelled in her face.

She jammed her knee up at his groin, and he dodged. Then hit her. Freyja’s head snapped back into the glass with a crack, and she shrieked in pain, her shoulders shaking in a sob.

Fierce rage, a need for blood, filled Rafael and coalesced the gods’ warring into a single purpose. Huehue’s playful energy dimmed as he made room for the death god’s power, and the death god’s calm acceptance gave way to Huehue’s vengeful cunning. It wasn’t comfortable, the twin shocks of power unsettling and thick. But he could contain it.

Dark Coyote rose, and he howled.

The glass in front of him, damaged in EJ’s attack, shattered at his cry. Freyja fell through amid glittering shards. Rafael caught her in one arm and tossed up his other hand.

“You just couldn’t tow the line, eh, jackass,” he growled at EJ. A wind of sharp ice—one of the many trials of Mictlan—flew forward, aimed for EJ.

The asshole dodged back and down, but not far enough to avoid stripes of blood crisscrossing his torso and face. Cross that power off; Rafael had the sense that he got to use each of the eight trials—Mictlantecuhtli’s most powerful skills—only once. He had to choose carefully what he’d use and when so nobody else figured that out.

“You okay?” Rafael asked, setting Freyja back on her feet. No time—both gunmen swung their way.

“No!” EJ yelled.

“Duck,” Rafael ordered, and transformed, launching himself at the first man with the craziest idea he’d had yet—and it wouldn’t even use a trial.
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GISELLE DUCKED AND gaped as Coyote—Dark Coyote—disappeared. The guns spun about as EJ, blood staining his skirt and slipping down his cheek, hopped up in front of her like a shield. On the deck of the boat, ice crystals slowly melted as the three-headed dog growled and snapped, chomping at his leash.

A moaning gasp brought her attention to the guards. One of them buckled over as he vomited onto the deck, head in his hands like he battled a monster of a migraine.

Dark Coyote reappeared behind them, expression dark as the grave as he intoned, “You’ll want to get him to a doctor if you don’t want him dead in, oh, four to six hours.”

The other guard turned his gun around.

Dark Coyote smiled with a grim twist of his mouth. “And what disease shall I give you?”

Paling, the other man released his gun and backed up.

“How dare you!” Hades roared, then disappeared again. Cerberus shot into the crowd, which let up a chorus of screams. Sekhmet roared, getting between the women and the demon dog as she urged the kidnapping victims toward the ship’s interior.

Dark Coyote swiped a hand toward where Hades had been, and it caught on something. “He’s invisible!”

Then Coyote went sailing up into the air, as if Hades had hoisted him up, just like he’d done with the woman.

“No!” Coyote didn’t know he could kill with a death power. Giselle grabbed an ax from her back. Judging by where her partner hung in the air, she swung, blunt side toward the god’s midsection. She connected solidly as purple electricity surrounded Coyote. Coyote dropped two feet straight downward, as if Hades had fallen to his knees with Coyote still above him.

“No!” she wailed, terrified for his life. “Let him go!”

But Coyote just laughed. “Can’t kill a death god with death power, idiot.”

Hades threw him to the ground, where Coyote landed with a pained grunt.

Giselle swiped for Hades again, but her ax connected with nothing.

A wickedly sharp wooden staff appeared a moment later, soaring toward Coyote’s back. As if he could see behind him, Coyote rolled away at the last moment. Then he turned in the direction the spear had come from and waved his hand. Thick smoke flew from his palms, near obscuring the deck... but as the smoke moved, it coalesced around Hades’s barrel-chested form, giving Giselle a target. She readied her ax again.

Lightning struck the deck between them, burning a black hole into the teak.

Everyone—smoke-Hades included, turned to look as Zeus pulled himself up from a motorboat. “What is going on? You!” He pointed at EJ.

Hades laughed, going visible again. “He betrayed you for a woman.”

“Oh, please,” Giselle said. “Like you weren’t going to kill him and take his stone? You weren’t turning over Hades—you’re too attached.” She should know. Losing Freyja would be a nightmare, and she’d had her for less than a year.

“This boat is mine. You will return it to me with all my cargo,” Hades ordered to no one in particular.

“Not until I’m paid!” Zeus returned, his tone enraged. “May I remind you who the most powerful god of them all is?”

Coyote snorted and hopped back up to standing. “Not to interrupt your Eurocentric view or anything, but... oh, wait, I’m happy to interrupt.” He waved a hand again, and a wall of water crashed over the boat to flood across Zeus, drenching him. The god lost his footing, sliding across the deck. “Hey, look! I’m Poseidon!” Another wave of his hand, and a demonic, wolflike creature appeared, mouth red with old blood and fur matted and spiked with gore. “Hey, Hades, I have a dog too!” The dog charged Hades, his open jaws as wide as a man’s waist.

EJ ran for his brother, and for a moment Giselle wondered if he was going to help him up. But Brian shoved his brother backward as he attempted to get up, then slid again on the slick seawater.

The gunman who’d given up crouched next to the sick one, and Giselle dropped down to them. “Can you pilot the boat?”

The gunman looked up, real fear in his eyes. “What’s wrong with my brother?”

The pair shared the same pale blond hair and wide-set eyes, and Giselle nodded. “He’s sick. But Coyote said we could save him if we got him to a doctor quickly. Can you pilot the boat, or do you see someone who can?”

The man nodded stiffly. “I can do it.”

“Then get up there and get ready to head back to the mainland. Nobody wants anyone to die—nobody on my side, anyway. We just want to get safely off this boat with the women.”

He nodded and ducked her gaze. “We didn’t know what they were doing, neither of us. And they would’ve killed us if we’d seen and not finished our job.”

She didn’t believe for a moment that they hadn’t known, but she nodded anyway and pointed him toward the side of the boat where she assumed the captain’s area was.

“Freyja!” Coyote yelled.

She popped her head up in time to see Zeus glaring at her with death eyes, a bolt readying in his hand.

Damn, that shield would be handy! The gunman tossed his brother over his shoulder and ran—so much for chivalry. She popped up to standing and grabbed her bow, but Zeus was already moving.

So was EJ. With a football tackle he took his brother over the railing of the boat and into the ocean. The lightning went straight down into the water, and several screams sounded from the men overboard—screams she’d feel a lot worse about if they hadn’t been trafficking humans.

Except EJ... “EJ!” she called. The ocean rose up in a terrifying wave. Her stomach heaved as the boat rode up on the starboard side, tilting it near sideways. Suddenly the floor was the wall and water poured over the railing with drowning intensity. She latched onto a table that was bolted to the deck, holding on so she didn’t get swept into the Gulf.

A few feet away, Sekhmet dug in with her claws, keeping her body stable as Cerberus scrabbled against the polished wood, less able to dig in. With a wave of seawater, the creature was lifted off its feet and into the depths.

Hades tumbled down the deck, his bleeding side dyeing the water around him red.

Coyote slipped past her, clambering for purchase with fierce determination, and she reached for him as the boat began to toss the other direction.

Their fingers brushed, hands just missing as he looked into her eyes—then started to slide the other way as the boat tipped aft.

“I’ve got you,” she promised, fear rising in her chest as he started to plummet past her again. He reached for her. She stretched as far as she could, hooking fingers, then brushing palms, then...

She had him. Her hand locked onto his wrist.

He clasped back as she strained to pull him up the slick deck to the shelter of the table.

“Wait!” he called, not quite letting her reel him in to her.

“Coyote!” she yelled, wondering what on earth could be so important.

His gaze was glued to Hades, who’d latched onto the anchor rigging where the dead woman had gotten stuck.

Giselle gasped. “I can bring her back. Brisingamen.”

Coyote shot her a saucy grin. “Good—you should. But also, let’s get his godstone.”

“What?” she asked, wondering if he’d lost his mind. They needed to get the girl and then survive this mess, not challenge an experienced conduit.

“You want a trafficker to have a godstone with insta-kill abilities? No way. I get the impression he’s had that stone for a while, but he’s weak. Let’s do this now. It’s our best shot.”

“On a tossing ship?”

“Yup.”

“How? Without killing him?”

Coyote shrugged. “If you insist—although I wouldn’t be too upset.”

Giselle looked back at Hades and noted a purple glow still emanating from the dead woman and traveling to him. More magic... “I wouldn’t be too upset myself. What’s he doing?”

Coyote sniffed the air, then his expression turned alarmed. “Death energy. He’s restoring the godstone from her soul. We gotta stop him.”

“Her soul?”

He frowned. “Mictlantecuhtli can feel the energy. I think... I think maybe he’s using her to lengthen a nearly used-up connection to the godstone. If you brought her back to life...”

Hope made her contemplate joining his crazy. “He’d lose the connection and become human again.” She took a deep breath as desire for more than just surviving this curled inside her. “We could grab the stone.”

Coyote nodded, giving her a determined look. “I’ll distract him. You get her. We got this.” Another swell shifted the boat, making a smooth diagonal down toward the pair. “I don’t think I have much longer, though, so we gotta work fast.”

He squeezed her hand, then let go. As he dropped, Coyote shifted into a black snake, slipping and sliding toward the death god and his victim.

The motor started up with a roar, and the boat rattled to life, the hull evening out to something like its normal position as they lurched forward, though the rocking instability continued to make movement a challenge.

Giselle let go of the table but stayed low as she army-crawled toward Rawan, who’d been beaten up pretty badly in her fight with Cerberus. “We’ve gotta get the dead girl away from him,” she yelled over the ocean and the motor. “I’m going to resurrect her, which’ll weaken Hades.”

“Okay!” her friend yelled back, her golden eyes glowing bright in the darkness. “What do I need to do?”

“Protect me during the spell—are you well enough? You look like crap, hon.”

Rawan hacked a laugh and gave her a weak but ready smile. “Thanks. I’m fine.”

“Okay. I’m going to change back pretty quick after it happens. Brisingamen syphons all my power. I don’t think I can turn Freyja on a third time, not after I’ve drained her like this.” She pulled Mictecacihuatl from her pouch. “But I don’t want to double up and risk Micte taking over too soon. Can you make sure I change to this after the woman’s alive?”

“Of course.” 

She handed Rawan Micte’s godstone, then crawled for Hades, trying not to vomit from the nausea-inducing rock of the boat.

Rawan slunk past her, claws digging into the wood and propelling her forward quickly. Giselle shook her head. “Wings would be nice about now...”

Wings and a shield and a horn to call the rainbow bridge.

At the anchor, Dark Coyote, still a snake, reared back to strike as arrows appeared in midair and dashed for Hades. The conduit ducked and grabbed his sharpened staff, leaving the dead woman unguarded.

Hoping for the best, Giselle launched herself toward the girl.

The spear swipe blocked several arrows, but a few still hit their mark, thwacking the god in his shoulder, thigh, and forearm. Rawan pounced, claws digging into his chest.

Giselle dragged the dead woman away, just far enough to be out of the fight. She placed her hand on the woman’s head. “You’re not done yet.”

“No!” Hades yelled. He jerked forward, and Coyote-snake bit him.

Warm light filled Giselle from the torque at her throat and pulsed through her fingers to the woman. There was no wound to heal, and the magic flowed more easily than last time, as if reversing an unnatural death was simpler than fixing an ax through the chest.

“What did you do to him?” Rawan asked. Giselle wanted to see what they were talking about, but she didn’t dare look up from her task.

“Confusion spell,” Coyote answered.

Brisingamen’s light entered through the woman’s eyes and nose, filling her with golden energy as Giselle felt her own power drain. Within a moment, the woman gasped and sat upright. Her hand landed on Giselle’s shoulder as she breathed heavily, eyes wide with wonder.

Nausea burst through Giselle in earnest, warning her that her magic was about to cut out. She curled over her knees and hid her face in her hands. “Sekhmet!”

The woman she’d healed scrambled up with surprising ease for the recently deceased and hopped between her and the others.

A power vacuum whooshed past her, and she tilted her head to watch as Hades’s awesome power exited, leaving a bearded, middle-aged man behind.

They’d won. Which was good, but just then her own power failed, leaving her rattled and—worse—exposed.
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RAFAEL CLENCHED HIS hands in victorious joy as the dark energy whisked from Hades, leaving a thin man with salt-and-pepper hair and bright blue eyes. He looked up at the sky with a terrified gaze, the confusion spell still in place. Rafael wasn’t entirely sure what the spell did, but he didn’t think the older man would give them many problems as they searched him for the godstone.

Sekhmet gave a howl of joy and bumped his fist with her own.

A release of power behind him turned his own joy into concern. “Freyja!” He started to turn, but Sekhmet pulled his chin back around. “Get his godstone. I’ll take care of her.”

“I’m fine!” he heard weakly from behind them.

That was what she always said. It didn’t mean she was fine. The need to protect her warred with his promise not to seek out who she was. To give his hands something to do, he fished into ex-Hades’s pockets. “You can see her, but I can’t?”

“I already know who she is.”

Of course she did. They were real friends. And he was... jealous. Real mature, Rafe. His fingers closed around the godstone, the energy crackling mightily in his hand. Despite his rumbling envy, he started to smile as he pulled it out and held it aloft. “We got it!”

Sekhmet leaned forward, her next words chilling his joy. “And I know who you are too.”

“What? No way. You have no idea who I am!”

The patronizing look in her eyes made his teeth grate. “It’s so obvious, Freyja must be putting some effort into not figuring it out. You should consider telling her.” She pointed toward Hades, an order to watch him, and slunk backward.

He grabbed her wrist. “Don’t tell her.”

Sekhmet’s pleasant demeanor turned scathing. “Why not? Looking for a no-strings arrangement? She can’t interrupt your glitzy life if she doesn’t know who you are?”

“No!” He scowled, offended. “I can be a reckless dipshit sometimes, but not like that. I just want her to like me. Not...” He waved his hand in the air, trying to convey the mess of his life. “If anything happened between us, I’d... I’d tell her. And hopefully she wouldn’t dump me immediately. I’m well aware she hates my, uh, work.”

Sekhmet shot him an inscrutable look—or maybe it was just the lion mask. “I think you should tell her. But as long as you don’t hurt her, that’s between the two of you.”

He nodded, still tempted to turn and see what he could. But he refrained, instead grabbing rope from the anchor to tie up the former death god.

A moment later, power flashed behind him—dark power—and he looked up to find Mictecacihuatl, Aztec lady of the dead, not Freyja.

His own connection to Huehue, who he’d been channeling for hours, was dangerously weak. Leaving Mictlan in place, he let Huehue go, telling himself it was because he shouldn’t activate his stone a third time. Such a lie. He just wanted to be Freyja’s husband for a little while, even if it came with a shawl-skirt and a necklace made of eyes.

He gave her a wink and waved Hades’s godstone at her. She gave him a smile back, as beautiful with Micte’s deep red lips and dark hair as she was with Freyja’s blonde braids and naked smile.

Then she ducked her face, looking embarrassed. He scooted across the deck to her. Sekhmet had one arm around her shoulders, and he slid to her other side. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “I’m just sorry I got you guys into this.” She picked at the ruffles on her skirt. “You weren’t supposed to see this.” Then her face wrinkled as she yanked up on the deep V of her blouse. “Or this. You can see my entire sternum. What the hell?”

He glanced down at his scanty costume. “You’re kidding me, right?”

She chuckled. “Yeah, I guess you’ve got it worse.”

He winked, and she bumped shoulders with him, making him feel included as her friend. He touched her jaw, turning her eyes to his. “I see you—all of you, from sternum to shitty exes—and all I get is more amazed. You’re an incredible human, Freyja, goddess or not.”
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Chapter 35
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RAFAEL SANG ALONG TO the Rolling Stones on a classic rock station—no chance of hearing anything he’d written—and stirred the queso, wondering if he should start the fries. Freyja had never bailed before when they’d set up a time, but they’d never had a purely social meet-up, either. 

Yesterday, they’d gotten the whole boatload of injured humans to shore, then snuck away as the police they’d alerted en route arrived at the dock. After a late drive home, they’d called it a night and gone to sleep—unfortunately, in their own beds. But when he’d offered Freyja that movie and queso fries for the next night—now tonight—she’d bit her lip like she was thinking about it, then slowly nodded as a beautiful smile spread across her face.

She rarely smiled with such full-faced abandon, and it had taken his breath away.

Now she was a couple minutes late, which wasn’t much, but he’d been here for half an hour, just in case she was early, and the minutes were fucking crawling by. He wasn’t used to waiting for people—not since he’d become famous anyway, and it sucked.

Oh, what the hell. He dumped the waiting fries into an air fryer basket. If she didn’t show, he’d eat them. He’d also forgo the micheladas he had ready to go and head straight for tequila.

Because drowning your frustration in fat and alcohol was the responsible thing to do. The chorus came in, and he snorted as he chimed in with, “You can’t always get what you want,” and set the timer on the fries.

The door opened and shut behind him, and he spun. Freyja’s wide eyes looked him up and down as she held on to the doorknob behind her, still wearing full goddess regalia. For a moment, they just looked at each other, and to him anyway, the air seemed electric, the charge before lightning. Tonight was different.

“I feel overdressed,” she muttered, then bit her lip nervously.

Relief washed through him—she’d come—and he nodded at the clothing bin with a smile that he hoped was friendly and not too eager. He’d changed into jeans and a Bon Jovi T-shirt, and it felt oddly normal compared to his usual Coyote getup or the sweatpants he put on for planning at the lair. But it was normal—no recovery from a fight or planning their next move, just spending time to spend time, with not even a pretense of it being something else.

Normal was pretty damn awesome. All he said was, “Hey.”

She readjusted her pouch and pulled yellow cloth out of it—far more fabric than should fit in the little space. “I brought clothes. I’m going to...” She pointed at the bathroom and made a dash that way, a blush brightening her cheeks.

He grinned. She’d brought an outfit to hang out with him? This was going to be awesome. “How’s your friend?”

“Ariana? I’m not sure I’d call her a friend. But she’s going to be okay—from the bullet wound, anyway. Not sure she’s ever going to start making better decisions.” Her voice was sadly resigned. 

He’d never thought about how hard it must be to watch everyone she knew crash and burn around her. Sure, he knew people who made crappy decisions, but money and connections tended to keep consequences, when they even happened, more inconvenient than dire. Everyone she’d known growing up was likely to fail in a major way—jail, homelessness, death. And here she was, in college and not just taking care of herself but saving other people. “I’m sorry,” he said, then, “You’re incredible.”

“I’m lucky is what I am,” she said. He wanted to argue, but she changed the subject. “Have you heard from Shawn?”

He let it go—tonight should be fun, not a fight—and pulled out frozen mugs, a couple Tecates, and the michelada mix he’d prepared the night before. One beer each should be good—relaxing but not stupidity inducing. “He sent a text from Ibadan, Nigeria, this morning. So far he’s okay, but he said we probably wouldn’t hear from him for a while, as he’s going off grid.” When the quiet guy had announced he’d decided to find Osoosi on his own, Rafael hadn’t been sure if he should encourage him or stop him.

“I feel bad we didn’t find the godstone for him.”

“Maybe he wants an adventure.” He rimmed each glass with Tajín, careful to make it look nice, then poured mix into each. Freyja exited, looking extra lovely in a sunshine-yellow halter neck that showed off her cut shoulders, and it was all he could do not to look her up and down in leering appreciation. Her eyes zeroed in on his hands as he popped the tops on two cans of beer. He set hers down next to a mug, letting her pour her own, and mixed his drink. “Besides, not all of us can have a godstone roll to our feet.” He tried not to sound chagrined, comparing his own easy life to somebody else’s.

Freyja took slow steps toward him, mouth pursed and eyes still wide as she considered him carefully. Then she blew out a breath and loosened her shoulders, like she was choosing to relax, but the look she gave him was as serious as it was sincere. “You’ve more than earned it.” With that pronouncement she poured her beer into the mug, eyeing her drink until it matched his drink’s level with the same studied precision she did everything else. “Like this?”

Her approval washed over him so hard he almost choked up. It wasn’t his money this time. It wasn’t that he amused her or she thought he was good-looking. She didn’t even know he was famous. She just approved of him.

He swallowed and tried to keep any roughness out of his voice. “Uh, yeah. A michelada’s not really science. Just, uh”—man, he sounded like an idiot—“just whatever you want it to taste like.” He handed her a spoon and wished it were a better utensil somehow—which was deeply stupid because it was a spoon. But he was giving it to her, so he wanted it to be special.

She stirred her drink, watching the tomato mixture thin with the lager as a smile blossomed across her face, and he loved her so much. He held up his glass. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.” She clicked glasses and took a sip. “Oh, this is good! Sometime you’ll have to teach me how to make these.” With that she grabbed a bowl from the cabinet, looking as at home as he wanted her to, and poured in the queso. “How much is your trainer going to kill you?” she teased. “And what’s the miniature spaceship on the counter?” She held up her hand near the air fryer, as if testing it for heat.

“French fries. Almost done. That basket comes out.”

She nodded as if impressed and managed to carry her beer, her michelada, and the queso into the living area. “Well, they’d better be ready soon, or I’m eating queso off my fingers! What’re we watching?” After setting her stuff down, she picked up the wrong remote and hit buttons, changing David Bowie to a piano concerto. “Ack!”

“Other remote.”

She picked up another wrong one.

“Other other.”

Finally the right one. The fries dinged, and he hid a smile as he dumped them in another bowl while she managed to get the television on, then stared at the remotes again. “All right, Mr. Money-and-Tech, can you get us a TV where I can just say, ‘Netflix,’ and it happens?”

He picked up the correct remote, held down the voice-control button, and said, “Netflix.” The app opened on the TV. “Voila.” She shot him a narrow-lidded glare as he turned off the music with a grin. “What are we watching? Comedy? Action? Horror?” he read off as he scrolled through movies listed by genre.

“Not unless you want me on your lap!” she announced, stuffing fries into her face.

“Horror it is,” he joked, pausing on some awful-looking creepfest that he would never watch.

“Cool. Not that one, though, it sucked,” she said. “You make good queso!”

“Mercedes makes good queso. I got it from, uh...” He tried to keep his voice steady as his stomach knotted up a bit. “Seriously? You want to watch a horror movie?” Please say no.

She snatched the remote from him. “Sure. I’m up for whatever.” She scrolled across the horror movie list. “I had a foster in middle school who loved these. I’ve seen... oh, lords, all of them.” Somehow she managed to stuff more fries in her face while scrolling the TV and patting the couch beside her, which should take three hands.

Or maybe he was so focused on figuring out a suave way to get out of watching a scary movie he’d missed something. He did plop down beside her and take a purposefully casual sip of his michelada. “I haven’t seen many of these.”

“Get Out?” He shook his head. “Scream?” More shaking. “Exorcist? Seriously?”

His face heated, hopefully not enough that she could tell. “Nope.” He pointed to the screen as she flicked past another one. “I saw Sixth Sense. That was pretty good.”

“Not really horror, though. I mean, scary but not... Wait a minute...” she said, voice full of suspicion as she looked at him incredulously.

“Uh-huh?” he managed blandly, then poured more beer into his drink. Maybe he could have two beers. Two beers sounded great.

“Are you okay with horror movies? We don’t have to watch one if you’re sca—I mean, if you don’t like them.”

He narrowed his eyes. Gauntlet thrown. No way he was going to be chickenshit about a movie in front of Freyja after everything she’d faced—and fought—in reality this week. He settled back casually in the corner of the sofa, wishing he could untie the knots in his stomach as easily as he could force his shoulders to relax, and popped a french fry into his mouth. “No, I’m cool. But if you need it, my lap’s right here.” He gestured to his legs and winked with more douchey bravado than he normally allowed himself.

Her brow lifted like he’d issued a challenge. “All right.” Without looking at the TV, she held down the scroll button, then looked after she’d lifted her finger. “Nightmare on Elm Street. Classic. Not bad.” She hit play.

Oh shit. His pulse started to pound with the irrational fear that’d embarrassed him since elementary school—freaking kids watched these. But he hated horror movies. Lyssa had figured that out when he was thirteen and been fucking merciless. This was going to be awful.

The music kicked in, and oh gods... awful with a score done by synthesizer? Terrifying and offensive.

When the iconic knife-glove appeared on the screen, Freyja hopped up and turned out the lights, plunging the room into darkness. “Sure you don’t want to sit in my lap?” he asked hopefully. Because that might make this bearable.

She laughed, easygoing and seeming not the least bit afraid. “I was kidding. I’m not sitting in your lap.”

Dammit. Did he man up and watch it? Or man up and ask for a different movie? Bravery or humility... he was usually better at the former, but as a teenage girl walked down an onscreen alley she was probably going to die bloody in, he started to think this might be an occasion to try out the latter.

Freyja plopped down onto the couch next to him and shot him a shy smile. “But if you don’t mind”—she shoved his sprawled legs together, rearranging his position until she could sidle up next to him—“this one scared me a little, so I wouldn’t mind watching with moral support.” Despite her casual laughter, she tensed up as she looked at the screen.

Her hair smelled good. He draped his arm across the back of the couch behind her. Something jumped on the screen—he was studiously not paying attention—and her hand landed on his chest, gripping his T-shirt as her body crammed up against his side.

Deciding her bare shoulders were a far better spot for his arm than the couch back, he curled it around her, tucking her closer against him—something he likely wouldn’t get to do with a comedy.

She glanced up at him nervously, and he caught her gaze. “Is this—” they both started at the same time.

He laughed, easing some of the tension that the horror movie had caused. “Go ahead.”

Her usually prim expression turned the closest thing to impish he’d ever seen, and he loved it. “Horror movies are a group activity. You watch them and pile together like screaming puppies. That’s cool with you, right? We can watch something else. I’m not trying to, like, crowd your space or anything.”

Please crowd my space. We don’t need space. Or rules. Or clothes. “This is cool.” If it hadn’t been Freyja, he’d have thought she was hitting on him, with the way her fingers dug into his chest and her hips pressed against his.

Her grin turned nostalgic, and she bumped his shoulder with her head. “Every now and then at Holy Book, we, the older teens, would convince them to let us watch one. Those are some of my favorite memories of the place, popcorn and five or six of us piled on a couch shrieking and laughing on a Friday night.”

No, she wasn’t hitting on him. She was sharing her life with him. He squeezed her tighter as some of his fear eased. He wasn’t going to like the movie, but he’d watch it because that made him part of her good memories. If he got scared, he’d just stick his face in her hair and close his eyes until whatever was happening was over. He took a deep breath. He could do this for her. No, for them. It would be worth it.

Ten minutes later, despite her earlier protests, his reserved goddess was on his lap, clutching his shirt with one hand and swigging beer with the other as she shouted at the TV screen. For the first time in his life, he was damned happy to be watching a horror movie.
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YOU’RE GOING TO GET your ass in trouble, girl. But Giselle couldn’t seem to keep her hands to herself tonight. After the elevator ride up to the top floor of the building, she’d stood for an inordinate amount of time in the small but opulent hallway between the lair and Rafael’s condo, a change of clothes in her backpack, and she’d had the weirdest realization.

She’d told herself that her relationship with Coyote wasn’t real, that the mask inherently made them fake. But looking at the two doors, she couldn’t deny that he was a helluva lot more real than any rock star fantasies spun by a teenager who needed something to cling to. And sure, Rafael was as sweet and as endearing in real life as he’d been in her imagination—how amazing was that? And if he ever did ask her out, she’d say yes. Of course she would; he was Rafael fucking Marquez, and she liked the real him a lot. He was a good man. But the reality was that they were just friends. Hell, he was sorta her employer now.

The other reality was she’d used seven dollars of that fifty he’d paid her to buy a new-to-her shirt so she could look pretty for the man who’d gone to Kur for her. Much as letting her guard down terrified her, maybe it wouldn’t be a stupid thing to loosen her grip a little around Coyote and see what happened.

Maybe the stupid thing would be not giving it a chance. Scary. But the nerves inside her mixed with excitement.

With that thought catapulting her forward, two hours and a cheesy horror flick later, she found herself on Coyote’s lap. The ridiculous man—who might be terrified of horror movies, which just cracked her up—had french fries between his knuckles, waving them around like Freddy Krueger’s knives as she laughed more than she could ever remember laughing while the credits rolled behind her.

Despite his earlier nerves—she’d almost taken pity on him and picked a comedy, before he’d made an asshole comment about his lap—he was grinning like he ate horror for breakfast.

“Wait!” She grabbed his wrist, holding it still so she could eat one of the knife-fries.

“Hey!” he protested. “There’s a bowl full of perfectly good...” He trailed off as she bit into a second one, and her mouth brushed a little closer to his fingers than she’d intended.

Face heating, she leaned back to pop the whole french fry into her mouth.

He studied her face like he had something he wanted to say. “I’m turning the synth off. It’s killing me. Worse than knives.” She was pretty sure that wasn’t whatever he was thinking. He popped one knife-fry into his mouth, fed her the last one casually, and secured her against his torso as he leaned over to pick up one of the ten thousand or so remotes underneath the coffee table.

A couple button presses and the horror soundtrack was replaced with “I Want to Know What Love Is,” presumably off whatever oldies station he’d been playing when she’d come in. She cleared her throat, suddenly feeling shy. “I didn’t realize you were such a classic rock aficionado. I wish I’d seen your whole show for the Big E.”

He chuckled at her nickname for Ereshkigal. “I’ll play for you sometime, if you want.” His gaze turned down, like the guy who’d brashly played for a goddess while wearing nothing but a shawl around his ass was somehow nervous at the thought of playing for her. “Did I hear correctly that you play guitar too? We could do a duet. You have a nice voice.”

Her face heated uncomfortably. “I don’t play like you do. I just figured out a few chords—enough to play a couple songs.” It would be fun to make music with him, if the difference in their abilities wasn’t so damn embarrassing. She really had been wrong about him.

He bounced a little in that precious, excited-puppy way he had when he had an idea. “I could teach you more if you want. You teach me to punch. I’ll teach you to play.”

“I think you just described our entire relationship.” She chuckled. “But that would be pretty cool. I’d like to be a better musician. I love music.”

“I do too.” His hand dragged up and down her arm so slowly she didn’t think he realized he was doing it. But the feel of his hand made her skin feel tight. His gaze traveled to her mouth, and her breath caught.

She swallowed. “Had a chance to start your song for her?”

His gaze popped up to hers, like he was paying attention, even if his fingers kept sliding lazily up her bicep. “Yeah, actually. Got a little feedback from a friend, but it’s still a work in progress.” He frowned, suddenly serious. “I plan to talk to Bryn about how to contact... I like ‘Big E,’ that’s a good name. I want to make sure the goddess actually hears it, and that probably means more than, I dunno, playing it to a candle or something. I hope you’re okay with that. I need to get this right, and that means talking to the expert.”

“Consult away. She’s going to be an amazing resource.” Giselle leaned in to his touch, taking comfort from it. “Ande insisted I give her a little time to adjust before we meet up. But I imagine you seeing her is not going to bring up as many crazy-making emotions.” She frowned, contemplating her next words. “She seems to really like you.” It shouldn’t matter to her what Bryn thought—it wasn’t like they knew each other anymore. But it did matter.

“Feeling’s mutual.” He tugged on one of her braids. “Missed one.” He’d spent a chunk of the film unplaiting her hair, insisting he needed to keep his hands busy so he didn’t eat all the fries. At first she’d thought he was just making excuses to touch her, then she’d remembered the rock-solid feel of his abs—his real ones—when she’d retrieved the godstone out of his pants. Nobody got those abdominals without hard work and forgoing a lot of french fries.

His hands made quick work of the last little braid, and she realized she was still sitting on his lap. For absolutely no reason. She should probably get off.

His lap. Not, like, get off get off. How would she even do that just sitting on his lap? Besides by looking at how beautiful he was, with his thick hair and full mouth and perfect jawline. Oh, and remembering what it felt like to have her hands down his pants and... oh lords, she needed off his lap.

“Freyja?” He smiled like he could read her mind

“Huh?” She licked her lips nervously and tried to slide backward. Which wedged her between his thigh and the couch arm.

“Everything okay?” He looked more amused than concerned, which irritated her because clearly the hot boy realized he was affecting her with the proximity of his hotness.

Egomaniac. In her head, she told him off—something pithy, like pointing to the giant space on the couch beside him while she asked why he needed all that room. Her mouth, though, said, “We’re not having sex tonight.”

The teasing smile became a full-blown wolf’s grin, and she hid her face in horrified shame. He said, “Good thing I didn’t put that on my agenda.” But the hungry growl in his voice said he’d sure thought about it.

“I don’t know why I said that. I mean, I totally meant it. We’re not doing that tonight.” She tried sounding stern as she looked up at him, but he didn’t look the least discouraged. If anything, he looked giddy. “What are you grinning about? I mean it!”

He put a hand in the air like he was protesting his innocence. “I believe you. We’re not having sex. Tonight.”

Her mouth went dry as she realized the error in her specificity. “Or tomorrow.”

“Or tomorrow.” He pulled her back more firmly onto his lap, where she felt surprisingly secure considering the internal freak-out that insisted she eject herself from this situation. “You have an unreasonably low expectation of my patience.”

“Or this week! Or maybe this month!”

His eyes lit up even more. “Maybe, huh?”

Her face was so hot she thought it could ignite the logs stacked beside the fireplace. “You don’t understand what I’m saying. I’m not one of your not-a-girlfriend girls. Not that there’s anything wrong with that—you do you. And them apparently, lots of thems. But I’m not... I don’t... You don’t even know half the things that’ve happened, what I’ve done.”

Some of the glow dimmed from his expression at that, and he ran a hand through her hair. “When you’re ready—if you ever are—you can tell me.”

“No, you don’t get it. I’m not easy.” She smashed her hands against her face. “I don’t mean easy like easy to get in bed, I mean easy like...” Her shoulders felt like rocks as her voice shook. This happy interlude with him wasn’t going to go well—it definitely wasn’t going to end well. He was way too put together to put up with her for long.

He took her hands and kissed her knuckles. “I don’t want easy. I want you. Complicated, slow-as-you-need, horror-watching, bad-guy-punching, crazy-history, queso-hoovering you, partner.”

She swallowed. Getting in a relationship with Coyote hadn’t been the plan. It was still strange to think of having any sort of relationship with someone whose name she didn’t know and whose face she’d never seen. And while she liked him, a handsome, rich guy sweeping her off her feet wasn’t love.

And it didn’t change that she really wanted to go out with Rafael if he ever asked.

Still... Loosen your grip, girl. Give him a chance. He’d earned it. She bit her lower lip, unsure what to say, so she said something inconsequential. “I didn’t hoover all the queso.” They both looked at the near-empty bowl, of which he’d had some. Not much. “Just most of it.”

He squeezed her hands, his smile in place, but it was nervous—if he could ever be described as less than perfectly confident. He was waiting for her to say something.

And she needed to. She was so used to telling guys what they wanted to hear. It was safer. But she couldn’t quite lie to Coyote like that. And if he reacted badly, well, then fuck him. She was done shutting up for men. Still, she disentangled herself from his hands. He looked so disappointed as she scooted across the couch, giving herself some distance, just in case he didn’t understand that honesty was a form of respect. “There’s this guy, I’ve known him for a long time—before I met you.” Known of him, anyway. And technically she did meet Rafael first—sort of—in English class. But Coyote didn’t need to know that she was stupid enough to be infatuated with a famous person.

Coyote stiffened a bit like she’d upset him, but he just nodded, his amber eyes studying her carefully. “So you don’t have a boyfriend, but you’re dating someone.” His eyes widened as if he’d thought of something, then flashed darkly. “And you know him from—”

She waved a hand, seeing where this was going. “He’s nothing like EJ. He’s possibly the sweetest guy I’ve ever met. I’m completely safe. It’s part of what I like about him.”

He breathed out, looking somewhat relieved. “Okay.”

“And we’re not dating. He doesn’t... he doesn’t think of me that way.” Understatement. She thought Rafael hung the moon. He felt sorry for her and thought she was a good math tutor. “But even if I’m not dating him, you, my amazing partner—and I mean that; you’re amazing—deserve someone focused entirely on you.” Her gut burned with unfair jealousy as she said that, but Coyote did deserve someone who wasn’t pining after another guy.

As she spoke, though, Coyote’s expression transitioned from worried to calculating as he leaned forward and looked her over. “You knew him before you met me?”

She nodded, wondering what, exactly, was passing through his mind and how, exactly, anyone could look so damn intriguing and dangerous at the same time.

He grabbed her ankles and spun her until she was lying across the couch.

“What are you doing?”

And then the damn man proceeded to crawl over her—not touching, just leaning, as one hand landed above her ankle and the other beside her knee. His voice came out somewhere between a growl and a purr that made her insides quiver. “You know, when you walked in from the bathroom wearing that”—his gaze dropped to her shoulders, and he sucked in a breath between his teeth—“lovely, shoulder-baring top, I thought you looked amazing. I wondered if it was one of your favorite shirts—because it should be. You look incredible.” He continued forward, one hand at her waist, then the other. “When you picked a horror movie and then sat on my lap and put your hands on my chest, I thought maybe that’s the way you watch them with your friends, piling like puppies, you said.” Finally his hands reached her shoulders until he was practically doing a push-up on the couch over her. Damn, he smelled good. And he looked like a dream—the wet kind. “And then when you grabbed a second beer for both of us, I thought, I guess we’re getting to be better friends, since you can relax around me.”

She really had done all those things. Her face heated at what he must think—what any normal person would think.

“A hopeful, conceited guy, though—which I am—might also think it’s possible you’re toying with the idea of ditching Mr. Sweetface, who’s a moron for not wanting you in every way imaginable, and giving a chance to”—he grinned his best arrogant smile—“a rich, good-looking—”

She poked him in the chest, which was awfully close to hers. “Humble.”

“—not even a little humble, guitar-playing god who makes you laugh.” His smile turned kind as he slid his thumb gently down her cheek. “A guy who proved he’d go to hell for you and wants to put you center stage in his life.”

She sighed at the soft touch that left a line of sensation in its wake. “Well, when you put it that way...” She swallowed.

“When I put it that way, what?” His amber eyes glowed bright with intensity.

“What do you want with me, Coyote? A roll in the hay? Partners with benefits?”

“A girlfriend.”

She wanted to laugh, but her hand was spread across his chest, and it felt really good there. “You don’t even know who I am. I’m not as impressive without the godstone.”

“I don’t believe that for a second.” His brow arched. “Want to tell me your name so I can find out?”

“Want to tell me yours?” she countered.

His eyes shifted to the side in a moment of hesitation before returning. “I’ll tell you when you agree to be my girlfriend. Until then...” His gaze dropped to her mouth, and she sucked in a breath as anticipation sizzled through her. He leaned in until she could feel his breath across her lips. “I’d like a chance to convince you of what a great catch I am.”

“Oh my.”

“And, mi diosita,” he continued, his breath moving across her cheek to whisper against her ear. The feel of his body hovering next to hers and the smell of earth and new rain that seemed to be a part of him nearly overwhelmed her. “I’m even better without the godstone.”

His smooth cheek brushed hers as he moved to look at her again, his eyes blazing with undisguised longing. His body trembled against her hand from holding himself just above her for so long. For a moment more he stayed there, his lips so close to hers without kissing, until she thought it would drive her crazy.

She closed her eyes and took a breath, ready for whatever he was about to do next.

Or she thought she was.

He dropped to the side, between her and the cushions, and she felt immediately cold, despite the fact that he was still right beside her. “What?” She nearly screeched the word at him, shocked at how damn deprived she felt.

He raised his brow, looking way too innocent. “What?”

She narrowed her eyes at him but didn’t reply.

“Did you want something?”

Turning to face the jerk, she stabbed him in the chest with her finger, still working on words. Finally she sputtered, “You know I did.”

With the casual air of a man who had no pressing needs at the moment, he reached his arm behind his head, resting on it like a fucking supermodel as he issued a challenging look. “I don’t have any rules for you. No boundaries, no stopping points. You see something you want? You take it.” He winked. “Make my day.”

Some rational part of her brain knew he was playing her, putting her in charge so he could get more. Taking a hit to win the fight.

She knew that and didn’t give a shit. She grabbed his hips and pulled, sliding him beneath her until she straddled him. His face lit up as he made a wordless noise of pleasure, and she was lost. All the stress of life—college, Ande, her fucked-up family—and the weight of keeping it together lifted at the sight of his joy as he reached for her. She collapsed forward, and he met her halfway, his fingers curling around her neck as she found his mouth with her own.

Despite his earlier cool, he pressed against her, drinking her in like he needed this. He sat up, her ass dropped between his legs, and suddenly he was taller than her. His mouth crushed down on hers as his hands stroked her back with such kindness she melted into his touch.

This was so dangerous. She didn’t know how she was going to look at him later with this memory burning through her. Or the memory of whatever happened next.

Loosen your grip.

He pulled back, his breathing heavy as he pressed his forehead to hers, then backed away, eyes still closed. His tongue touched his top lip and he groaned.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice breathy as a lounge singer’s.

His eyes fluttered open, and one side of his mouth curled up in a grin that seemed both satisfied and hungry at the same time. “That is the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

She snorted. “Liar.”

He ignored that and cupped her face with his hands. “I want to kiss you everywhere until you’re screaming for me and then...” His gaze darted from her mouth to her eyes, and he shook his head as if trying to dismiss the thought. “But tonight...”

Tonight sounded a helluva lot less intimidating than it had thirty minutes ago. She breathed out, trying to find some balance between the demanding rush of emotion and the methodical planner she usually was. It was too easy to get overwhelmed and then freak out later—which would definitely happen if she let Coyote proceed with anything involving his mouth everywhere. Didn’t stop it from sounding pretty damn awesome in the moment.

No, she wanted to do this right for once. She put a hand on his shoulder and realized she was trembling. Standing up for herself was hard. She didn’t want him angry with her again, and it wasn’t like he wanted something at least part of her wasn’t clamoring for. It would be a lot easier to just make him happy.

But she wasn’t ready. For once, it would be nice to be really and truly ready.

She’d never met a guy who took “no” well, but if any existed, Coyote seemed like he could be one of them. She swallowed, mouth suddenly very dry, but tonight—this once, anyway—she’d trust him. Looking up shyly, she shook her head. “Not tonight. Not yet.”

He stroked his thumb down her jaw, and she stiffened up, but he just pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead and let her go. “No regrets,” he muttered.

She looked him in the eye, not sure what he meant by that. “Regret you didn’t push a little harder?” You could’ve had me. I’m not sure I would’ve been happy about it tomorrow, but I would’ve given in.

He smiled and pushed her hair behind her ear with such affection she shuddered. “I plan to be the best thing that ever happened to you.” A little of the wolfish grin returned. “You’re going to want me so badly there will be no doubt, no hesitation. And it’ll be so worth the wait. For both of us.”

He took her hand, playing with her fingers like joints were fascinating, and she stared at him for a moment, finding her center again as warmth for him, her partner, spread throughout her body. He wanted to work with her—together. Partners in this too.

“Can I hug you?” she asked. “Or is that mean?”

He tilted his head, expression confused. “How is a hug mean?”

“Because it’s not what you want.”

He shook his head, like that didn’t clear up his confusion, and pulled her against him in a great hug. “I always want to hug you.”

His hands smoothed up and down her back, and she felt safe, despite not catering to him. “I trust you,” she muttered, and he squeezed harder. “We should do this again sometime.”

He cleared his throat. “Maybe not with a horror movie? You can sit on my lap with a comedy...”

She leaned back to find him blushing. Unable to stop herself, she gave the darling man a kiss. Instead of pressing for more, he grinned at her, like that made him happy. She ran a finger down the soft leather of his Coyote mask, wondering if he could feel it the way she somehow felt things through her thin mask. Wondering what he looked like beneath it. “A comedy sounds great.”

“Now,” he said, slipping off the sofa and pulling her with him, a suddenly quite devilish look in his eyes. Uh-oh. “I have something I really do want you to do for me tonight.”

Her instinct was to shrink away from his tone, but she shook it off, trusting that he understood their arrangement, and just raised a brow at him. “What’s that?”

His hands came up in something that looked vaguely like a fighting stance. “Teach a grown man how to throw a punch.” He shrugged, suddenly looking chagrined. “I’m tired of getting my ass kicked.”

“Oh!” She nodded, completely at ease with that request. “We’ll start with a jab.”

“Cool. Oh, hey, do we need equipment?” He put his hands down and got way too excited about yet another shopping spree. “Like gloves and punching bags and shit? We could make a training facility on the balcony!”

She laughed as she settled into a fighting stance. “Buy whatever you want, moneybags. For now, you’re going to get your fists up and train with your most important equipment—your hands and your brain.” A thought crossed her mind, and she stood a little straighter. “Are you really going to teach me how to play guitar?”

He nodded. “Yeah! I’d love to.” He started to copy her stance, and she settled back into a good one for him to mimic. “I need to warn you I’ve got a crazy busy week and a half ahead of me. Work stuff. If you need me for anything, call—always call if you need something—but after crunch time’s over, I’ll make sure we’ve got a couple guitars and”—his eyes gleamed with excitement—“a tricked-out training area. On the balcony.” He sighed with happiness. “Life is good.”

She grinned back at him. “Yeah, it is.” It felt so weird saying it. Weird and wonderful. “Life is really good.”
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“TELL ME WHERE WE’RE going!” Giselle punched her roommate lightly on the arm as they continued down another highway that was no longer in the middle of nowhere. It was Friday afternoon, a mostly calm week and a half after last week’s crazy, and Rawan had suggested a drive with a mysterious smile on her face. After a couple hours of nothing, they appeared to be entering the suburbs of a city that wasn’t Corpus.

“I got you a really early Christmas present.”

“You don’t celebrate Christmas!”

Rawan stuck her tongue out. “Neither do you! Yule present, then.”

Giselle blushed, pleased but embarrassed by the gesture. “In September?”

“Kinda had to be.”

Giselle tried not to get her hopes up but... a big city on Friday—the opening night of Rage Riot’s tour? And Rawan had tossed Giselle her newest Riot T-shirt when she’d suggested going for a drive.

Three days ago a box of merch with an apology note from Rafael, assuring he’d paid less than five dollars, had shown up at their dorm room. But as she’d gaped at the stack of identical T-shirts and posters for the Whirlwind tour, all with Rafael’s angular scrawl placed prominently across it, she’d started calculating the resale value in her head.

She was going to make hundreds—possibly a full grand, if she got lucky—in recompense for one cheap, ruined shirt. Every time she thought she would be okay with them just being friends, he did something awesome that made her sigh.

One T-shirt in the box had been different, though, and she was wearing it now. She touched the autograph across the Icon tour graphic. A note there read, “To Glendabelle the Genius, Thanks for saving my ass this semester. Rafael,” with a heart above his name.

Rafael was such a darling. And he’d been a fidgety mess in English today because his tour was starting tonight. She looked out the window, trying not to hope. “Are we in, uh, San Antonio?”

“Yes!” Rawan laughed. “You know what we’re doing?”

Giselle slapped a hand across her mouth. “Are you kidding me?”

Rawan held up a hand in warning. “We’re in the nosebleedingest of the nosebleeds—it was almost sold out already when I looked—so we’ll be watching the JumboTron because the band will be specks in the distance.”

“That’s totally cool—we’ll be there! I’ve never even been to a concert before! Like, any concert at all.”

“And I have lavender glow sticks, which I told Rafael to look for so he can find us later and personally thank us for attending his show.”

“You did not!”

Rawan laughed, and the embarrassing part was she probably had told him that. “Don’t worry! He thought it was funny.”

Embarrassed but pleased as all hell anyway, Giselle took a photo of herself squealing a giant squee to post on social media.

“Besides, I wanted him to know we support him because even if you’re famous, that kind of thing is still meaningful when it comes from friends.”

Giselle posted the picture and laughed. “I’m not that meaningful to him.”

“I think you are.” Her voice sounded awfully thoughtful as they reached the first stoplight of civilization. “More than you realize.”

Giselle rolled her eyes and leaned in. “Photo!” Rawan giggled but leaned in gamely for the pic. “If I’d known where we were going, this whole trip would’ve been documented.”

Rawan’s tone turned droll. “Why do you think I didn’t tell you?”

The clock ticked with agonizing slowness as they made their way to the AT&T Center, parked, and traversed toward the arena among a growing throng. They were hours early—to avoid rush hour making them late, Rawan had explained—but the energy was already electric. Rage Riot was internationally popular, but San Antonio was where they’d had their big breakout. The occasional bits of Spanish in their songs and the subtle influence of mariachi infusing their glam-rock sound had made them particularly popular in cities with a high Hispanic population, and San Antonio quite possibly held their biggest fan base.

“I can’t believe you got us tickets to opening night!” Giselle enthused for about the zillionth time as Rawan ran her phone over the scanner at their entrance.

And it gave an audible negative.

Rawan huffed and tried again as successful dings around them sent hordes of other people into the venue.

Another splat. “What the...” Rawan said, checking her phone. “I got these through Ticketmaster. They’re legit resale—I’ve got my name attached and everything.”

The ticket taker gave them a little shrug and pointed toward a different entrance. “Customer service is that way. Sorry.”

Rawan tried one more time, but the same depressing blat kept them from going in.

Giselle tried not to shake with disappointment. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. But we’ll fix it,” Rawan said, grabbing her wrist and dragging her toward customer service. “Maybe they can print them out or something if my phone’s being dumb.”

Giselle nodded, holding back stupid tears—an hour ago she hadn’t thought she was going to the show, so it shouldn’t feel like the world was ending now. Rawan had tried to do something nice. Falling apart on her would make it worse. But the tragedy of it made her ache.

Scrunching her face at the palace turned fortress, Giselle leaned closer to her friend and whispered, “I’m trying to figure out how Freyja could get us in. Any ideas? My lock trick doesn’t work with scanners.” Mictecacihuatl, though, could walk through walls...

But that didn’t get Rawan in.

She thought harder. “Maybe if we transformed into Micte and Sekhmet? Surely Sekhmet could—”

Rawan shot her a peeved look. “We’re not using godstones to get into a concert. We’re using the legal tickets I spent legal tender on.” At the glass ticketing window, she showed her phone to the staff member, who scanned the barcode.

“Names, please?”

“Rawan Farhadi and Giselle Ryder. Those are legit tickets. I bought them resale through Ticket—”

“They’ve been resold—”

Giselle’s stomach folded into a new and unfathomable knot as Rawan yelled, “What?”

“—and replaced with these.” Two envelopes pushed through the little gap in the ticketing window. “Courtesy of Mr. Marquez.”

Brows drawn together, Rawan swiped the first envelope with a subdued, “Oh.” She opened it as Giselle tentatively took hers, hoping for... she wasn’t sure what, but her brain waffled between the envelope containing better seats and a note calling her a stalker and telling her to get lost.

Not that Rafael would do the latter.

“Oh!” Rawan said again, extracting a laminated badge on a lavalier.

The staff member leaned forward and said sweetly, “I can probably arrange for something comparable to your old tickets, though, if you’d prefer.”

Giselle pulled her badge out along with a handwritten note that said, “92 on my first math test. You’re a goddess. – Rafe.” On the back was a hotel name and room number.

“I don’t understand.” The situation seemed like a good thing, but her brain was having a hard time processing it. She pulled the cord over her head. “Is this a ticket?”

Rawan grabbed her shoulder and pulled her out of the way of the growing line as she smiled into the customer service window. “We’re good, thanks.”

As her roommate continued to drag her around the arena toward a different entrance, Giselle stared at the badge with VIP on one side and a stylized hologram of Rafael in a tornado on the other. The tears of disappointment remained, wanting to fall, but now she was just confused, because it really looked like she had a VIP pass to a Rage Riot concert, which was an unattainable dream come true.

“What’s the note say?”

Giselle shoved it into Rawan’s hand and followed her to an entrance without a line, where a bouncer checked their lavaliers and then ushered them in. Vendors hawked merch from bright displays—the same stuff that was sitting in her room, but without Rafael’s autograph. Crowds were growing outside the doors to the seating, which weren’t open yet. A group of teenagers, all wearing T-shirts with Rafael’s dimpled smile, broke out into a song from the GaRage Tapes, and Giselle’s shoulders started to relax as she hummed along. The building had the air of a carnival, but every single person in the giant space shared one thing—a love of Rage Riot. “I’ve found my people!”

Rawan’s eyes were huge as she shook the note. “You think this is the after-party he’s going to? Oh, Allah, I should not go to a rock star’s after-party. There will be...” Rawan sucked in a breath and shot Giselle an inscrutable look. “Are you going? Because I also shouldn’t let my friend go to a dangerous place like that alone. I mean, you could get drugged or something, and then it would be my fault for deserting you.”

Giselle tried not to smile at her. “Are you using me to morally justify partying with famous people?”

Inscrutable changed to uncomfortable. “No! That would be wrong of me. I’m just saying, if you did go... I mean, if you don’t want to go, then we definitely don’t go.”

Giselle shook her head at her roommate like the woman had gone nuts. “Rafael Marquez invited us to a party in a hotel room after his show. You think there’s any way I’m not going? Ereshkigal’s gidim army couldn’t stop me.”

Rawan’s eyes lit up. “Okay, then I’ll go too. We have to watch out for each other.”

Giselle managed to keep her smile tiny as she slid her arm around her roommate for a quick hug. “I appreciate that.”

Unlike the other doors, the one they were directed to was open, and in a few moments they were in the near-empty arena, where the work lights were still on. A few dozen other concert attendees walked around the three available sides of an oval stage with its zigzagging catwalk to a smaller stage with a grand piano. Behind the main stage, a scattered collection of giant screens were dark, and everywhere she looked, lighting hung from every shape and size of metal rigging. Crew members still wandered, like there was still stuff to be done.

How cool was this? It was fascinating to see a little of the work that went into the show, the bones of the creation before the magic of the performance.

On stage, Jada stretched over a drum set while Lyssa and Lance stood to the side, close to Rawan’s and Giselle’s seats, sharing a vape and engaged in what appeared to be casual conversation. All three still wore street clothes, not the colorful, artsy getups they typically sported in the videos she’d seen of their concerts.

After a moment somebody screamed in excitement, and then the small crowd surged forward. Rafael, in deep conversation with somebody dressed like staff, had appeared.

He glanced at the people almost like he was surprised to see them, then smiled and stuck his finger in the air, indicating to give him a moment. Immediately he was back with the crew member, pointing around the arena like they were going over final details.

Lyssa smirked at the crowd, then made eye contact with Giselle, and her expression turned bemused. She took the few steps to the edge of the stage and nodded. “I thought the tickets were too pricey. Well-played last week.”

Giselle frowned as she tried to figure out what the woman meant by that. That she had lied to Rafael to get him to play at the party? She blushed at the implication. “No! I didn’t pay for this. It was a present.”

Rafael passed by on his way to the biggest mass of fans and flicked Lyssa on the shoulder as he passed. “Don’t be a bitch. Rawan told me she’d gotten them tickets, and I upgraded them.” He winked at Giselle and Rawan. “Glad you got the passes.” Walking backward so he could look at them and keep going, he fired a finger gun at his sister. “Ninety-two on my math test courtesy of my new tutor. As the one who dragged me through Algebra II in high school, you should appreciate that.”

Lyssa rolled her eyes. Then she looked back at Giselle, her face scrunched in confusion or wonder, Giselle wasn’t sure which. “He got an A on a math test? You are a miracle worker.” She hopped down to sit on the edge of the stage, offering a rueful smile. “Sorry. That was tacky. Rafe’s in pre-opening-night, drive-everyone-crazy mode—we’re not even supposed to be out here right now—and I’m about ready to throttle whoever I can get my hands on and pretend it’s him.” She gazed at her brother—stepbrother—with a look of frustrated affection bordering on longing.

“Is everything okay?” Giselle asked.

She snapped her attention back to Giselle. “Oh, just some weird shit happened—opening night gremlins, I guess—and he’s being very Rafe about it.” She shook her head. “He just needs to chill. Everyone’s worked their asses off. Everything’s going to be fine.”

As if that reassurance conjured misfortune from the deep, a cracking noise preceded motion from the rigging above, and a giant stage light hurtled toward Rafael.
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THE TEAR OF METAL GRABBED Rafael’s attention in time to see a Leko plummeting directly above him. Somebody grabbed his shirt, and he was yanked into and caught by the crowd as the light crashed right where he’d been, scattering plastic across the stage like shrapnel.

Strangers’ hands patted and plundered him, as he looked up to see what the hell had gone wrong, heart banging in his chest. A wisp of inky smoke and the flash of red eyes made him set his jaw in frustrated anger. Now? Ereshkigal was attacking him now?

He had a fucking song for her. Everyone was pissed at him for it, but he’d played the diva card and gotten it into the set last minute.

How was he going to fight a galla at the opening night of his fucking tour? There was no time for this. Although it explained how all the sound settings got jacked and why a costume rack had been trampled, and a few other annoyances.

“Are you okay?”

He snapped his attention back to the crowd, where Giselle was bulldozing her way through to get to him. It was the same question everyone was asking.

And somebody had their hands on his ass. He shifted his hips, removing himself from the opportunistic grasp. Seriously, what was wrong with people? Managing a shaky smile, he patted the nearest human on the back, hoping it wasn’t the groper. “I’m fine, really. Thanks to you guys.”

Again, he looked to the lighting but didn’t see another sign of the galla.

Then the stage manager was hoisting him back up out of the crowd, cooing apologies and promises that they’d have it fixed and someone would be fired and and and and...

Giselle watched him, her lip between her teeth, and for some reason he told her, “That thing from my condo...” before his band and more crew members surrounded him, everyone with a hand on him and a concern or an apology on their tongue.

He needed to get away from everyone long enough to transform and take care of that thing before someone got hurt. How long before the main doors opened?

Giselle frowned, then looked up, and her eyes went wide. She got it.

“Give me five minutes—” he tried to say as people rushed to clean up the mess. Clambering footsteps said somebody was already heading up the rigging—dammit.

“The opener needs their time. You need to finish the new sound check you insisted on doing yourself,” his manager—apparently everyone was onstage patting him—said in his cajoling tone. “They’re fixing it, alright? I need you to trust your people.” A subtle reminder to quit micromanaging.

He was micromanaging again. The stress headache that had threatened all day started to pound. This had been easier last time, when he’d been stoned enough on opening night to not give a damn, but he didn’t want to be that guy anymore... and now he was driving everyone crazy. But the album was a critical disappointment, even if it was a financial success. He needed this tour to not just make money, but kick ass.

Trevor threw an arm around him and led him back to the microphone. “I know it’s hard to trust people when a light comes crashing at you, but they are good people. And whoever did that will get fired.”

“No,” he said, shaking his hand. “Don’t fire anyone.”

“Rafe—”

“Just don’t.”

Across the stage, Lyssa shot him a sympathetic smile and waved her vape at him. Maybe, for everyone’s sake, he should take a drag or five and calm down.

But the demon... He glanced at Giselle, who had backed away from the stage and was staring into the rigging with her roommate.

He shook his head at Lyss and turned back to Trevor. “Could you get me some Advil?”

“Of course!” After another hearty pat on the back, people started yelling for everyone to fix life around him.

Rafael looked up into the rigging, but he couldn’t see anything else. Had he imagined it? But he did trust his lighting crew—even if someone hadn’t tightened the clamp down enough, the safety cable would’ve held it. No, someone or something had intentionally dropped that light, and he was pretty damn sure it was a goddess who wanted him dead before he could play a song for her, hopefully sealing their deal.

The next ten minutes seemed an eternity as they fine-tuned settings. When they finally headed backstage to get ready, he bolted for his dressing room, trying to figure out how long he had to find and defeat the galla without anyone noticing his absence. And he still had so much shit to do.

Just after his door closed, it opened again, and he turned to request privacy.

But Lyssa slammed the door behind her and demanded, “Alright. Spill.”

He took a quick look around the room for signs of the demon before focusing on her. “What?”

“What are you looking for? What are you freaked about? The falling light? I know you. That’s not enough.”

He rubbed his forehead—the Advil still hadn’t kicked in. It was risky telling his sister what was going on, but he couldn’t leave her blind to the danger. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to the loveseat, hoping he could convince her without an explanation he didn’t have time for.

“Whoa, okay. This is serious.” She leaned in, her hand on his knee. “Are you, like, sick or something? I know I sound like a broken record, Rafe, but I’m so worried—”

“About me. I know. This isn’t...” He wetted his lips, trying to figure out the least crazy-sounding way to say this. Finally he gave up. “There’s a galla demon in the arena.”

Her face pinched in surprise as her hand quit moving on his leg. “A... a demon? Like, your grandma believes in angels and demons, demon?”

He bowed his head. “Sorta? I...” What to say that didn’t reveal what he was doing? “I got in the middle of a conduit fight and attracted the attention of a goddess. She said she would collect me if I didn’t write a song for her—which is the new song I put on the set list last minute, hoping that’ll appease her. But she keeps sending these demons.”

Lyssa’s face blanched, and she popped up in alarm. “Which conduit?”

“You believe me?”

She looked at him like his head was purple. “Of course I believe you! You should’ve told me this. Why are you hiding shit like this from me?” She looked at the ground for a moment, her back tense like she was thinking. Then she relaxed and shook her head. “Fuck it. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but...” From her pocket, she pulled a godstone.

His jaw dropped. “You have one—” too, he almost said. Did everyone have a godstone now? Were they passing them out at the dentist?

“It’s legal,” she reassured. “I have it legally.”

He pulled her back down into the seat. “Godstones are illegal. You can’t have a legal one. Can I...” He held open his hand to see if he could figure out which one she had. Had Freyja given her one from Bryn’s collection?

A proud smile played at her lips as she handed it over. “No, I was chosen for one.”

Ogham, Celtic writing, decorated one face and a—fuck—crow decorated the other. He exhaled as awful feelings collected in his gut. Somehow, his sister was the new Nemain... which would explain why she hadn’t gone back to New York with Jada and Lance two weeks ago. “Why did they choose you?”

She smacked him on the chest, and he realized he might’ve sounded a bit too incredulous there. “Two black belts and a 143 IQ, why wouldn’t they pick me?”

“That’s not what I... I mean, how did they even know about you?”

She scooted forward on the cushion, eyes glittering with excitement again. “Remember this summer when you came to check out the campus and I followed you to try to convince you not to do this—”

“Uh, yeah.” She’d been annoying as hell.

“Shut up. And we stopped at that Mexican food place your... I dunno, third cousin twice removed’s aunt or whatever runs?”

“My second cousin’s wife, Mercedes?”

“Yeah. And while you chatted with the extended fam, I went outside for a smoke, then told you I’d taken a rideshare home? I was totally lying about the rideshare.”

“What happened?”

“There was this conduit—Freyja.”

Rafael couldn’t help a breath at her name. “You met her?”

“No. But she was about to get busted by the cops. And I know some conduits do bad shit, but she seemed like she was helping people out, so I managed to distract the police long enough for her to escape. She never saw me, has no idea that I saved her ass, but there was someone else there, this woman Andromeda, who did see me. She’s like this government contractor who decides who gets godstones, and she’d been surreptitiously watching Freyja too.”

Rafael rubbed his face, unable to completely stem his reaction to that woman.

“We got to talking, I took a ride back to her place, we smoked some quality herb—woman’s got great taste; she rec’d that stuff I brought to the party two weeks ago—and turns out we have a lot in common. But I didn’t think anything of it until the day after the party when she gave me a call and asked if I wanted to work for her. I wasn’t going to take, like, a job job, right? But she’s pretty cool, and I figured I’d get some good weed out of meeting up with her.” Lyssa’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “But then when I got to her place, she presented it to me: the godstone of Nemain, one of the three goddesses of the Morrigan.” She took the stone back and repocketed it. “Who’d have ever thought I’d get hired to carry a legal godstone, right?”

The feeling of unreality settled over him heavily. This was... fucked up. “What do you do for her?”

“Well, turns out that conduit I’d helped, Freyja, went rogue, stole a godstone— Huehuecoyotl—and gave it to her boyfriend. You may have heard of him because he’s been seen a few times in town; he’s that Aztec god with the drum.”

Of all the fucking twisted versions of their story... “I’ve heard of him.”

“And they defeated Nemain—froze her solid, even though she was working for the government—so Ande was looking for a new person to make the triumvirate whole again.”

“But the band... you’re going to be traveling.”

She grinned and shifted eagerly in her seat. “That’s the best part! She wanted someone who would be traveling. I’ll be meeting up with other conduits around the country—around the world next year—at each of our stops. It’s the perfect cover.”

Rafael rubbed his face, his stress level rocketing to new heights. “What are you meeting other conduits for?”

Her face turned serious, and she put a hand on his cheek, cupping it intimately. He didn’t pull away, needing to hear what she was about to say. “Don’t freak out, okay? At first it was just, like, to make face-to-face contact and PR shit, right? But something really bad has happened. We’re going to fix this, but Ishtar’s back. It’s Freyja’s fault; I’m almost sorry I helped her, except then I wouldn’t have a godstone.”

Bite your tongue... bite your tongue...

“Last time Ishtar rose, and I was so young I barely remember it—I dunno if you remember it at all, you were, like, two—but there was so much chaos. According to Ande, back then Ishtar started a group of conduits who thought they should be in charge of, like, everything. They don’t see themselves as conduits—they see themselves as actual gods whom the rest of us should worship. So, Voldemort, right?” She shivered. “And since she’s back, we’re fortifying ourselves against that, trying to figure out who’s going to join Ishtar’s holy war this time.”

This was not helping his headache. How much of what she was saying was accurate and how much a twisted truth, like her version of his and Freyja’s story? He didn’t interrupt, just let her keep going—keep telling him things he needed to know.

“With my money and Rage Riot’s connections, I can get into pretty much anywhere—most conduits have money, and she needs someone who fits in. I actually told her...” She stopped talking and blushed.

“Told her what?” His mind was spinning—he needed to talk to Freyja. He needed to make his sister understand that she’d been given a bogus story. How did he do that without admitting who he was? Should he tell her? But if he did, would Lyss let it slip next time she got high with her good buddy Ande?

“I suggested that when we get Huehuecoyotl back, she should give it to you.”

Oh, the irony...

“He’s a god of music. Who better to give a god of music to than you?” She ran a hand through his hair in a way that was hard to see as sisterly. “We could work together, you know? I’ll do the fighting, and you’ll play music. It’d be so much fun with you.” Exactly what he did with Freyja. “And we’d make a great team, convincing people not to line up with Ishtar. Everyone loves you. We could do a lot of good.”

He shot her a pained look. “The other goddesses of the Morrigan—isn’t Macha one of them? You’re with her?” Hopefully that didn’t sound too knowledgeable.

“Yeah.” Then she giggled. “We won’t see much crazy from her for a while because she’s been magically transformed into a frog and they can’t figure out how to undo it. Which is pretty funny if you ask me. Except we can’t get the godstone back. Freyja did that too. To be honest, I like her style, but she’s causing problems. Ande just wants her to ditch her boyfriend and come back—she was Freyja’s mentor before the girl went off the rails—but I say anyone who does all this shit for a dude can’t be trusted, you know?” Her expression got serious again. “These demons coming after you, is that her fault too?”

“No! It’s...” How much could he say? “Freyja’s really well known on the south side. She saved Mercedes’s daughter. Don’t you think it’s possible the way this Andromeda person has portrayed her isn’t entirely accurate?”

Lyssa shrugged uncomfortably. “I met her briefly. She seemed... low class? I don’t mean to sound snotty or anything, but she did steal a godstone and give it to her boyfriend.”

“I’m not”—her boyfriend... shit—“sure what to do with this information right now. Right before our opening night.” Other than throttle his sister.

“Oh! The demon thing.” She pulled the godstone out. “I started this whole thing to tell you that I can take care of it—no problem! It was in the rafters?”

“I’m not sending my sister after a demon.” Although... that was quite possibly the most viable solution at the moment. It seemed weird to send his sister out into danger, but he’d beaten demons without a black belt in Judo or Krav Maga. She had both.

Lyssa rolled her eyes. “Seriously, I can handle it. This thing’s badass. Watch.” With an enticing lift of her eyebrows, she pricked her finger on a lancet and swiped the godstone over the welling blood. Godpower rushed through the room, something he’d grown more attuned to, even without Huehue activated. A moment later, his sister stood in full regalia, her short black and scarlet hair now down to her waist and a black and red mask hiding her features. A forest-green dress with a shredded skirt made her green eyes stand out, and a black, multi-buckled, leather waist-cinch, which he was quite sure had no historical accuracy whatsoever, advertised her figure in a very Lyssa way. His sister spun in a slow circle. “I’m normally hot, I know, but I’m breathtaking now, eh?” Her black-stained lips curled up in expectation.

He shook his head, fearing his brain had exploded from this bombshell. “You are always beautiful, Lyss. You know that.”

She just rolled her eyes. “Okay, so—demon. They’ve come after you before? How did you take care of it?”

At least this truth wasn’t incriminating. “I shot it.”

“Alrighty, then. I don’t have a gun, but I can take care of it in my own way. Get ready for the show. I’ll only be a few minutes. Try to chill out, okay?” Her expression turned serious again as she gripped his shoulder. “I’m glad you told me what happened. I’m going to keep you safe. And if the song doesn’t work, you let me know, and I’ll find this conduit who threatened you and kick her ass. Nobody messes with my Rafael.” Before he could answer, she opened the door, turned into a crow, and flew away.

He sank back into the chair, head in his hands as he tried to process all the tangled things she’d just said, and a weird thought crossed his mind. It was like she instinctively knew who to be jealous of, which was going to make changing her mind about Freyja hard.

“Well, that was interesting,” a voice said from behind a changing screen.

He rubbed his forehead. “Bryn? Glad you made it.”

Freyja’s mother came out wearing the mask of Hekate and carrying a small bag with a large candle poking out the top. “When you said you had a show, I wasn’t expecting...” She motioned around her. “I guess I shouldn’t worry so much about my daughter’s financial prospects with a musician.”

He snorted. “No, I don’t need a partner to support me.” He gave her a small smile. “But I’m glad you think well enough of my chances to have worried about that.” He took the bag from her and looked through the ritual supplies inside. He had so many questions for her about what Lyssa had said, but he didn’t want to send her mentally spiraling before Ereshkigal’s song. One problem at a time... “You really think this’ll work?”

Bryn raised a hand as if to slow him down. “Depends on what you mean by ‘work.’ I can do what you need, I just hope you write songs as well as you pack arenas because at a venue like this, a lot more is riding on her favor than a few galla catching you unawares.”

He gave her a nod of confidence. “I crushed it. Everyone was pissed when I threw a new song into the set this late in the game, and then they heard it. ‘Highlight of the show,’ my manager now calls it.”

Bryn nodded. “Then let’s summon Ereshkigal. I hope you saved her a good seat.”
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“I FEEL LIKE I’M PROPOSING,” Rafael said, lighting one more candle in a private box that was starting to look like a candle shop. If someone opened the door, the fire marshal was going to get called.

Bryn’s lips quirked into what he guessed was amused disapproval as she motioned toward the taco bar the caterer had set up, along with a giant pot of queso and a margarita machine. “You will do better than this generic setup, I hope.”

Despite his nerves, he had to give her a smile that might’ve been a wee bit cocky. “I’ll do better than this—I guarantee it.” If he ever got in the position to propose to anyone. Anyone like Freyja. Gods, that kiss had been everything.

Not that he was in marriage proposal territory yet. Although one day...

Wild thoughts, by Rafael. He straightened his jacket sleeves nervously. After discussing logistics with Bryn, they’d decided he would get ready for the show and then they’d perform the ceremony as the opener finished playing—giving Ereshkigal the minimum amount of time to do something crazy before he got onstage and, hopefully, kept her attention.

“Take it off,” Bryn ordered.

“Excuse me?” For a brief, embarrassing moment, he remembered her stripping in the shower. It’d be a lot nicer to have a memory of Freyja stripping in the shower.

“Your jacket. I need to put a protective bind rune on you, and I’m assuming you don’t want it on your face.”

“Oh!” He gave a relieved chuckle and slid off the slick red material, then rolled up his shirtsleeve. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure Kelly would kill me if I ruined her makeup by scrawling ‘no touchie’ across my forehead.” On his forearm, anyone who saw it would just assume he’d gotten another tattoo.

He raised a brow as the Greek goddess drew Norse runes, one on top of the other like Freyja had.

“Not using Greek?”

She frowned. “I don’t know Greek. But magic is magic. It’d probably be better in Hekate’s language, but this will work.”

She pulled out a lancet and made to prick herself. “I got it,” he said, holding his hand out. She still looked so frail. “What runes are they?”

After a moment’s hesitation, she placed it in his hand. “Algiz, Laguz, Berkano. Protection, life, creative energy.”

“Protect the life of this artist?” Freyja used runes to represent the idea of what she wanted.

Bryn nodded congenially. “Something like that.”

Just like he’d done for the bind rune Freyja had made him, he traced the runes in the order she’d drawn them, imagining himself safe from Ereshkigal as he muttered the names. This time he felt less awkward than the last—possibly because he sure as rain hadn’t gotten a ticket yet, even though he’d flown by a cop once just to see what would happen.

This time he could more readily feel the energy in the air. He thought part of that was his own growing ability to be in touch with... magic or whatever you wanted to call it. But also, Freyja’s mother was a fucking badass. When the air seemed charged with so much energy he felt it in his core, ready to explode, Bryn said something in a language he didn’t recognize, and he gasped as the magic flowed through him, burning his arm with an intense pleasure-pain that left his head giddy and the rest of him embarrassingly aroused. He took a shaky step back, breath quick and face hot, praying his partner’s freaking mother didn’t notice.

Could his Freyja do shit like that? Because that started a whole new level of fantasy. Fantasies that he really needed to not contemplate right now in front of her mother. Change the subject, change the subject... “You must, ah, miss being Freyja, huh?”

She looked completely unfazed by the power that had just rushed through them as she turned back to the series of icons she’d set out on the coffee table. “Not particularly.”

“Really?” he asked, surprise distracting him from his fluster.

“Yes. If my daughter wants to throw the damn stone in the ocean, I’ll help her.” She dropped her head, suddenly looking sad and defeated. “Or, I would. Except I don’t think that’s a good idea right now. Not with everything that’s happened.”

“Sofia... I guess what she did would turn anyone off of it. I’m sorry.” Though he couldn’t imagine anything—not even a terrible tragedy like that—making him want to give up Huehue.

Appearing finally satisfied with the arrangement of her makeshift altar—he could see where Freyja got her meticulousness from—she sat on the floor. “No, Sofia made it fun. It was part of what I loved about her.” He nodded, unsure what to say to that. She looked down at the floor between her knees, looking so young yet so frail for someone who was probably in her forties. She’d missed twelve years of her life. What had they done to her in that time? He probably didn’t want to know.

“My family has had the Freyja stone since it was created. When Brynjar and I were born, we were supposed to be a sign of blessing—twins born of a sacred line. I was never given the option not to be Freyja.” She looked around the room and shook her head. “I had hoped to give my daughter the choice I wasn’t given. But now...”

Whoa. He had so many questions. But instead of asking any of them, he assured her, “She loves it,” thinking maybe Bryn needed to hear that. “We have a blast together. I think...” Should he say this? But at the slight widening of Bryn’s eyes, looking an awful lot like hope, he went ahead. “I think it gives her a purpose she really craves.”

The corner of her mouth turned up, just a bit. “And you make the mission fun. Not to terrify you, but the two of you remind me of Sofia and me.” She shot him a pointed look.

“And I’m the one who goes homicidal?”

“I’d prefer if you didn’t.” She pushed herself up to standing and walked toward the edge of the box. “When do you need to be backstage?”

He checked his phone, hoping for a text from Lyssa. Last he’d heard, she hadn’t found anything, had returned to sit for makeup, and then gone back out. Still nothing. He frowned. It was their usual operation to get onstage as quickly as was reasonably possible after the opening band; he didn’t like to keep the audience waiting too long. But maybe they’d have to. Outside, the opener was about two songs from done. He sighed. “It’s flexible, but sooner is better than later.” Although he’d probably get back there and annoy everyone, as he couldn’t seem to fucking relax. He just wanted to get onstage. Everything would feel better when he was playing.

Maybe instead of cocaine, he should get a prescription for Xanax.

The idea of the dullness, though, just seemed... dull. Getting laid would do wonders for his mental state—gods, how long had it been now? Too damn long. But he was finally making progress with Freyja. He could wait. It would be worth it.

He needed a distraction, like... something Bryn had said. “Who’s Brynjar?”

She blinked at him. “My twin brother. He has Freyr.”

“Oh. Oh! Bryn and Brynjar? Did your parents hate you?”

She chuckled. “My name is Bryndis, but they cut it off for witness protection. Bryndis Bjarkardóttir.” The chuckle turned into a small smile. “I immigrated from Iceland, in case that isn’t obvious.”

“Freyja has an uncle?” That was great! She’d be so excited to have more family.

“Uncle?” Bryn looked genuinely confused, making him doubt himself.

“She’s your daughter, he’s your brother, so they’re niece and uncle. Right?”

Bryn’s face darkened. “That would sound right.”

What sort of answer was that? Maybe this was not great. If Freyja had an uncle—and grandparents who weren’t complete assholes, like Sofia’s parents were—why hadn’t she gone to them? He suddenly had a whole new array of not-his-business questions to ask, but Bryn’s face didn’t look like she’d welcome further inquiry. As if to cut off any chance of him blundering ahead, she lit the main candle on the altar and began chanting.

Okay, topic closed. He hustled over to the outskirts of the oval she’d inscribed with salt, next to the door, where he could make a quick escape should Ereshkigal get handsy. Within moments the room was swirling in cloudy darkness that made his mouth dry in irrational fear. Ereshkigal’s green eyes appeared, shining with an eerie purple light.

“Huh,” Bryn said, almost like she was surprised, despite having assured him she could do this. “I hope you practiced your speech.”

He licked his suddenly dry lips and tasted lipstick. Gross. “Start now?”

“Not sure if she can hear you yet. No crossing the line without her promise. Don’t forget.”

He nodded and checked to make sure his toes were outside the line of salt, where, according to the woman who possibly hadn’t known if this would work, he was safe. Suddenly, in all his clothes he felt naked. Shifting into Coyote—no, Dark Coyote—would feel really good about now. Dark Coyote might be a one-by-four cloth away from nude, but he made Rafael feel staggeringly powerful.

“Who calls me forth?” Ereshkigal hissed as her body solidified. “What plane am I on? Why do I...” She hissed as if she was in pain. “Mortal!”

“I have requested you forth with a song in your honor. Do you recognize me, my lady?”

Ereshkigal gasped a breath, looking pissed as all hell as her jaw worked.

“Breathe steadily, my lady,” Bryn said softly. “I’ve created a death space for you, but you will have to abide by some of our rules while you’re here.”

Ereshkigal, looking shocked beyond measure, studied Bryn-as-Hekate as the two inhaled and exhaled in unison. When she seemed steady again, her attention snapped to Rafael, where he waited in the corner, trying not to look like he wanted to be anywhere but here. She studied him in confusion for a moment, then smiled, her fingers curling together to show off her ridiculously sharp-looking nails. “My court musician. I would say I’m disappointed to see you wrapped in so much odd fabric, but you clean up well. I look forward to taking these odd garments off you.”

Well, you did just say you wanted to get laid... idiot. “I offer libations”—he pointed to the margarita machine—“and sustenance.” Tacos. Because.... welcome to Texas, and that was what the arena catering had. “I am a musician of renown on this plane and invoked you for a concert in your honor. I have written a song for you that will debut tonight. It has been declared the highlight of the show.” Or so said Trevor, who complimented everything a little too much. Still, he knew he’d done well. “And soon people all over the world will be singing my song to you.” She cocked her head to the side as if she was actually listening. “In return for this, I request that you release your claim on me, send your galla no more to harm me and mine, and we will part with goodwill.” Just keep your hands off my ass.

He held his breath, waiting for her response. Her eyes narrowed. “People the world over? Your mouth brags what your deeds cannot do.”

He waved toward the arena. “Go see for yourself. I’ve gathered a crowd of nineteen thousand spectators from all over the planet who will hear of you and leave singing your song. And I will sing it again here tomorrow to another crowd of the same size, then travel to another city, and another, until the world has heard your song, my Queen of the Vast Night.” As he’d worked on the lyrics, he’d researched Ereshkigal’s mythology and he loved that particular epithet she’d been given in her own time.

She turned her head in the direction of the stage, and her face crunched up in confusion. As if drawn by the magic of the cheering crowd, she practically floated to the edge of the box and gazed out. When she turned back, her face was filled with wonder. “They are all here to see you?”

He pointed to the concert poster on the catering table. The image was stylized, but it wasn’t a terrible likeness. She picked it up and stared from the image to him.

“I have the power to make you worshipped in song again,” he promised. “But only if you leave me here.”

Her next breath was deep and intentional as she took in the arena and closed her eyes. He glanced at Bryn, who gave him a nod of approval, then crossed and uncrossed his fingers for luck. This was going to work.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 40


[image: image]


GISELLE SAT DEJECTEDLY on a catwalk as the opening act ground to a finale, their driving guitar rhythms swirling through the arena to the cheers of a pumped crowd. She should be down there in the crowd, happy and screaming, but she’d been prowling for hours with no sign of the galla that’d dumped a light on Rafael. Sekhmet was somewhere doing the same; a single galla was easy enough pickings that they’d split up. But neither of them had had any luck finding a single shadow in a dim, crowded arena. Go figure.

As Giselle had wandered, giving her plenty of time to contemplate, she’d kept coming back to the same thing. Why had a galla come after Rafael? It didn’t make any sense.

Unless...

Her heart fluttered and her mouth felt dry at a thought she hadn’t let herself contemplate. The disappointment would just be too fierce. But what if Rawan was right? Her theory made sense. The timing worked. What if Rafael was...

A quiver of movement across the catwalk grabbed her attention, and she hopped up, hand at her back to pull a weapon. A crow shot down from the rafters and spun in a circle ten yards in front of her.

Giselle groaned. “For real? I don’t have time for this!” Maybe she should’ve used Mictecacihuatl instead for her ability to float through things. And where was Coyote when she could seriously use his magical support? Not in a dressing room. Don’t even imagine it.

Holy shit, she was becoming hella dependent. And right here, right now, was why that was dangerous—she was less confident fighting without him. She pulled a throwing ax, determined to take on whichever piece of the Morrigan this was alone.

With a swirl of color the bird re-formed into Nemain, the new goddess, with her black-and-red streaked hair and ebony lips. Frowning, the woman stared at her, knees bent in a ready stance. She didn’t draw a weapon, though, and now that Giselle took a good look at her outfit, she didn’t seem to have one.

Weird.

Then she remembered the takedown the woman had given her. This Nemain was a martial artist. Hand-to-hand. Don’t get too close.

“What are you doing here?” Nemain asked, venom in her tone.

Giselle narrowed her eyes, debating what to do. If Nemain was here, at the concert, she might be a fellow Rioter. And Ande had picked her. Did they have to fight? She released the ax, letting it vanish, and showed Nemain her hands, trying to make herself look nonthreatening. “I was here to enjoy a concert—which I’m guessing you’re here for too—when I heard a galla demon tried to kill Rage Riot’s lead singer. Figured I’d take care of the problem before it got a second chance to drop something on Marquez’s head.”

Nemain didn’t relax, exactly, but she did lean back some, making her stance a little less “ready to jump your ass.” Her mask rose up with her brow, like she was surprised. “You’re a Riot fan?”

Giselle snorted at that stupid comment, still trying to lighten the mood. “Isn’t everyone?”

Nemain actually laughed and straightened up. “You’re really here for the show?”

“Uh, yeah, aren’t you?”

The crowd screamed appreciation as the opener shouted thanks into a mic. Huffing in frustration, Nemain turned to the railing to survey them, as if she’d given up the notion of fighting—for now, anyway. “Yes. That I am. How do you know about the galla?”

Giselle joined her, from a cautious few feet away, in another fruitless survey of the arena. The place was enormous. How did you find a single black shadow at a concert? Shit. She wrinkled her nose. Maybe she could use runes somehow. That seemed like something there would be a spell for, like Hekate’s purple light. She just didn’t know it. She still had so much to learn. “I’m afraid I brought it with me. My partner has to write a song for Ereshkigal, the Sumerian death goddess—the real one, not a conduit—or she’s going to drag us back to Kur. Meanwhile, she keeps sending galla to snatch us up early so he can’t complete the deal.”

Nemain got so still that Freyja turned to look at her. The woman was staring at her like she’d just spoken Greek, but her eyes were haunted and her breath shallow.

“What’s wrong?”

“Your partner? You mean... Huehuecoyotl?”

“Yeah.” Why was she so panicked? “This is all because of Macha and her power grab at the YMCA, by the way. I went to Kur to rescue that mass-murdering bitch—I mean, your partner—because your people, who’d thrown my mom in a hole, made me. Coyote followed me. Ereshkigal took a liking to him, and we barely got out of there.”

“Your partner, Huehuecoyotl, owes an actual goddess a song?” The idiotic new Nemain wasn’t even looking for the galla anymore, just staring at Giselle with her mouth slightly open, making Giselle wonder for her sanity—or intelligence.

“Yes. And she doesn’t want him to succeed, so she keeps sending demons. Also, she’s kinda pissed at me for getting him out.” Or that was what Giselle figured, anyway. Otherwise, why had Ereshkigal sent a galla after her at Rafael’s place? Unless it was there for Rafael because Rafael was... She shook the hopeful thought away. “Why is this so hard to process?”

“Is he your boyfriend?”

She sounded so horrified Giselle started laughing. “This is your major concern? Loki on a stick.” Two weeks ago she could’ve said “no” without hesitation. But now? “He’s not my boyfriend.” But maybe he would be one day? The thought was so strange.

“Do you... know who he is? Under the mask, I mean?”

Done with this conversation, Giselle narrowed her eyes at the box seats, trying to see if anyone there looked haunted by an inky demon thing. “No, so don’t even bother trying to get the info out of me. Now, if we’re done here, I have a galla to find. Are you on the same project, or are we fighting? I’m confused.”

“He’s...” she started, still sounding like she’d been somehow thrown for a serious loop.

“Can we fight later? I’d like to get this done so I can watch the show.” Still getting no response, she prompted, “Nemain!”

The woman stared at her for a moment, nonplussed, before saying, “Oh, that’s me.” She looked so confused Giselle actually felt bad for her.

Giselle tipped her head, contemplating, then took a few steps toward her, hands up in a sign of peace. “You know, we don’t have to be at odds. Macha attacked me—that’s why I sent her to Kur—plus she’s a racist, evil bitch who deserves to be a frog, but that’s not the point. Badb Catha and the old Nemain attacked a party, trying to steal Coyote’s godstone, which is why I fought them. I didn’t start a beef with any of the Morrigan. Maybe you’re not as crazy as they are. If so, I’m sorry you got stuck with those teammates. Ande is... well, Ande is a unique individual with her ups and downs, but if she picked you, then you probably have some good qualities.”

Nemain’s face screwed up. “I have to think about this. This is... shit.”

“What’s shit? I’m shit?”

“No! That.” Nemain pointed behind her.

Freyja took a step farther out of her reach and whipped around to where she was pointing at the box seats on the other side of the arena. A lone woman with... shit, a golden glow... leaned on the railing of a box, staring out at the scene with the shock of someone transported several thousand years into the future. “Why is Ereshkigal here?”

“Uh...” Nemain muttered. “That’s her, huh?”

There was only one explanation for why Ereshkigal would be at a Riot concert, and it made Giselle giddy with nervous joy. The thing she wanted most—that her idol and her partner were the same person, that the man she wanted above all actually liked her liked her—the totally impossible Cinderella dream for a girl like her... “Oh my gods. Rafael Marquez is—”

“Performing a song tonight that he co-wrote with Huehuecoyotl,” Nemain said, her voice as hollow and cold as Giselle suddenly felt.

Giselle blinked as the air went out of the room. “Huh?”

Nemain looked from the box to Giselle and back, then shook her head. “Yeah, Rafe threw a song in at the last minute. Said it was important.”

No, Rafael was Coyote, not friends with Coyote. That was the dream.

Which was why she was an idiot to let herself think it for even a moment. Desperately clinging to hope anyway, she demanded, “How would you know that?”

Nemain rubbed her face. “I work backstage for the Riot. Everyone had to scramble when he pulled this diva move, adding a song literally last week, but he confided in me what was going on. He knows I’m a conduit.”

There was a distance in her tone; she was lying about something. “Why would Rafael Marquez confide in...?” Wait.

Nemain had waist-length red hair with black streaks, the opposite of Lyssa’s short black hair with red streaks. Now that Giselle looked at her—really looked at her—the woman had the same strong jawline and high cheekbones, the same willow-thin but still athletic figure that rich girls with a personal trainer got. The same voice—friendly with a touch of condescension. The green of her eyes was a little brighter, and the red in her hair a more natural color, but now that she’d thought of it, the similarities were obvious. And hadn’t she read somewhere that Lyssa had a black belt in something?

Nemain didn’t work backstage for the band.

Oh, hell... She couldn’t fight Rafael’s sister! Giselle stuck her face in her hands. How had Lyssa Sanderson met Ande? They only had two things in common...

Was this a rich pothead thing? Holy crap, Ande had given Nemain’s godstone to her stoner buddy. “When do you have to be onstage?”

Nemain paled even further. “Onstage? Who said I—”

“Lyssa, cut the crap. When do you have to be back down there before Rafael—or somebody else—notices you’re missing? Wait, do you know Coyote? Like, who he is?”

Lyssa waved a hand. “We went to school together. There weren’t too many Hispanic kids at Wharton, so Rafe took him under his wing.”

Shit, that actually made sense. Rafael wasn’t Coyote—but they’d probably played together some in high school. Coyote was just another south Texas rich kid with a prep school education—the exact kind of person she was surrounded by at Zavala College. He was probably a junior or senior that she saw on campus sometimes. Maybe Lance was one of the guys Coyote had done cocaine with—hell, maybe Rafael was.

Lyssa’s face screwed up in frustration. “Who are you? Do you know Rafe?”

The world was not crumbling around her; it was exactly the same world it had been yesterday. She’d never really believed Coyote was Rafael. Right? Because she wasn’t that stupid. “Who I am doesn’t matter. Just, look, I’ve got no beef with you as long as you leave me and Coyote alone. Keep your stone. Ande must’ve chosen you for a reason—hopefully other than you like the same weed—”

“Hey! I have a black belt in Krav Maga, thank you very much.”

Giselle blinked. “You... Krav Maga?”

“Yeah. Get out your ax. I’ll kick your ass with my bare hands.” She dropped back down into position like she’d do just that, her expression way too belligerent when there was a goddess at her concert. “How’d you even get into the show? I thought you were some orphan kid Ande took in who ran away to shack up with your boyfriend.”

Giselle stomped her foot, trying to break the woman’s obsessive distraction. “Look, Bitchy McCrazy-face, we’re on the same side, trying to protect your lead singer from the fucking goddess over there. So we can catfight on a catwalk and you can go onstage with your pretty face all beat up while we hope no other lights go crashing down. Or we can not be idiots, then you play your show, and I go back to the nosebleed section with my friends to enjoy the concert. Probably while sending you dirty looks from the cheap seats, you snotty jerkass.” Cheap seats might’ve been a lie, but the rest of it was true—particularly the snotty jerkass part.

“Ethnic slur, why don’t you?”

“Huh?”

“Bitchy McCrazy-face? Because I’m an Irish goddess?” she asked with the sneer of someone who’s not in the least offended but knows she can call it out.

Giselle groaned. “That was uncalled for. I wish I was sorry.” She looked around the arena. “Is Coyote here?” Was it pathetic that she wanted to find him so badly?

Lyssa looked over the crowd, her face still full of shock. “He’s in the crowd. Somewhere.”

Giselle smacked the railing in frustration. “Why didn’t he friggin’ tell me he was doing this? He gets all furious at me for going to Kur without him, and he doesn’t tell me he’s got Rage Riot playing a fucking concert for Ereshkigal? Oh, Helheimr, I am giving him a piece of my mind.”

“He didn’t invite you to the show?” Why did she sound so damn pleased about that? Her snide tone grated something fierce.

And she had a point. Why hadn’t he? “Secret identities. We couldn’t go together.” But Coyote was dripping in money. If he could trick out a penthouse balcony like a high-dollar fight club, he could afford an extra ticket, even if it wasn’t near his. Maybe that was expecting a lot, but he’d kissed her last week and said he wanted her to be his girlfriend. Why wouldn’t he want her at the show to hear his song?

She scowled as another realization pissed her off even more. “Wait, the galla are targeting Rafael because he’s doing the song for Coyote!” So maybe the demon had been after Rafe in his condo that night—but not because he was Coyote, because he was helping that idiot. What would’ve happened if she hadn’t been there? “That dumbass almost got Rafael killed! Twice! And what’s with his whole, ‘Sure, I can write a song for a goddess.’ Rafael Marquez is writing it! I freaking hope that counts! That arrogant twit!”

Nemain was staring at her again, but her expression had grown significantly less hostile. “I think I might’ve heard a biased account of your antics. You’re not actually into him, are you? Like even fucking him or anything? Because sure, he’s nuts, but damn is he hot.”

Giselle shot her the “give me a break” look that deserved. “Focus please.” She whipped her phone out and sent a text: At the Riot concert. A galla went after Marquez. What did you do?

What would he tell her? Although, assuming he was somewhere in the arena, he wasn’t going to hear his phone over the opening band. Whatever. Lyssa might lie when it benefited her, but saying that they’d added a new song to the show at the last minute wasn’t the kind of lie a smart person told—Giselle and twenty-thousand-ish other people would witness in the next couple hours if there was something brand new.

Then a thought dawned on her that might explain Lyssa’s crazy obsession with her dating life. “Did Ande tell you I was hot for Coyote? She keeps acting like I left her because I’m blinded by ripped abs, not mad at her for failing to tell me a bunch of shit she should’ve told me. Huehue—the god—rolled his own damn godstone to Coyote when I dropped it fighting Macha. I didn’t give it to him. I just didn’t take it away from him like she wanted me to. I didn’t desert Andromeda for a... a fuck boy or something.”

Her phone buzzed with a response from the jerkface. Handling it.

Handling it... He was handling it? That was all he had to say? After making her feel so fucking guilty for going to Kur, and then after the fight across from EJ’s house where he was all self-righteous about being partners, that’s all she got? Rage got the better of her, and she texted, Fuck you asshole! sending it before she had a chance to change her mind.

Nothing came back.

“You okay?” Lyssa asked her with what sounded like genuine concern.

She stared at her phone, grinding her jaw. “What are we supposed to do?” She looked up at Lyssa, feeling a weird kinship with the woman who was also here to save the man Coyote had screwed. “How can I protect anyone if I have no idea what’s going on?”

Her phone rang. She considered not answering it, but she needed to know what to do about the fucking goddess hanging out in a box seat.

“What the hell was that about?” Coyote sounded like he had one nerve left and she was on it.

Well, maybe he should’ve, oh, included her to begin with. “When I went to Kur, you got so pissed at me for putting myself in danger and not telling you what my exact plan was and how to meet up. At least I let you know what I was doing! You’re putting other people in danger and didn’t even bother to inform me you had a freaking plan!”

He groaned, and then had the fucking audacity to ask, “What plan?”

“Rafael Marquez?”

“What?” His voice came out in a panicked half whisper.

“He’s writing Ereshkigal’s song for you and playing it tonight at his concert?”

“Uh... huh?”

“And now galla are dropping things on Rafael’s head instead of yours?”

“Shiiiii...”

“Yeah, shit. You wanna get other people killed so you can pretend you wrote a song?”

“Are you here? At the show?”

“Yeah, looking for a galla haunting the light grid, and what do I see? A death goddess in a private box!”

“Where are you, still in the light grid?”

“Yeah, just over the second stage, debating whether I should put an arrow through Ereshkigal or not. I got a pretty good shot from up here.”

“Don’t! Wait... just... hold up.”

He hung up. She glared at the phone.

“What’s going on?”

“I think he’s coming up here. Don’t you need to, oh, get backstage, seeing as you’re about to go on?”

Lyssa snorted and leaned back against the railing, arms crossed. “Nah, I gotta see this.”
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A MOMENT LATER A BAT zipped past and transformed on the light grid. Coyote’s green headdress jammed into the lights above him, and he cursed as he crouched down to yank it off. “What are you doing here? Stupid fucking—” He stomped on the feathered mess.

“Is the stupid fucking thing me or your hat?” Giselle asked, voice as icy as her freezing blast.

He shot her a glare as he straightened back up. “The hat. You know that. I thought you hated Rage Riot.”

“What? Why is that important right now? My friend had tickets, and this show’s a big fucking deal. What have you done?” She flung her hand toward Ereshkigal.

“Uh...”

Lyssa leaned up from where she was hidden behind Giselle and waved her black-manicured fingers at him. “Hi, Coyote, person who owes a song to a goddess...”

His shoulders sagged. “Oh, fuck me.”

Ignoring that, Giselle lit into him with all the fury she felt. “You were so self-righteous.” She mimicked his snotty-ass tone as she continued with his own words, “We’re partners! Partners work together and tell each other everything! They don’t go into danger and leave the other one behind!” She smacked him on the shoulder. “You freaking hypocrite! And you’re putting Rafael Marquez in danger—doesn’t matter if I like his music or not, he’s a person!”

Lyssa snickered.

Coyote narrowed his eyes at the guitarist. “Do you maybe have somewhere to be?”

“Do you?” she asked, eyes wide. Then she laughed again and sauntered past him, patting his chest proprietarily as she brushed by. “See you around, trickster. Text if you need me.” She morphed into a raven and flew away.

Giselle clenched her fists, wondering if he would indeed text Nemain—fricking Nemain, not her, his supposed partner—if he needed something. Because he’d let a freaking Morrigan know his plan and left her out.

Coyote didn’t watch her go, instead holding steady eye contact with Giselle and sporting the expression of someone who was pissed he got busted, but maybe not pissed he’d done it. Dammit, he’d seemed too good to be true—because he was.

Then his shoulders slumped like he was suddenly quite exhausted, and his voice didn’t come out the angry growl she expected. “I understand why you’re angry. I didn’t know how to tell you what I was doing without telling you...” He exhaled heavily and jammed a hand into his hair, squeezing it like he’d pull some out. “It’s been a hell of a crazy week. What did she—Nemain—say?”

She pursed her lips, wondering if he was going to lie to her now. “That you’re friends with Rafael from high school and got him to write a song for you.” She rolled her eyes. “Or you ‘worked together’ on one.” Hopefully the air quotes she made got her point across. But then her sarcasm crumbled into genuine hurt. “What part of that couldn’t you tell me? None. There is nothing in there you couldn’t have told me—unless you were going to lie to me about who wrote the song, or just... you just didn’t want me here. I don’t understand. You said all these things about us, and I believed you. I freaking believed all of it, and I don’t know why I do that every time, but here I go again, an idiot for one more person who says we mean something.”

He looked at the ground a moment, face crunched like he was making a painful decision. Then he took her hands.

“Don’t. Please, don’t make it worse.” She pulled back, but he didn’t let her go.

“Please stay. I need to tell you something.”

She grunted, but didn’t try to get away, clinging to the ridiculous hope that he had some explanation for his actions that would make them okay. Stupid, stupid girl—just like Ande had said.

He cleared his throat and squeezed her hands and waited for her to look him in the eyes. His gaze lasered into hers with the magnetism of true north—her own personal true north—and she couldn’t turn away. She wanted him too much.

Don’t believe him. Don’t set yourself up like this.

“Freyja—whoever you are under that mask,” he started, voice low and cracking with emotion as he shuffled closer to her, close enough she could feel the heat from his body even through the layers of her clothing. “I’m not friends with Rafael Marquez. I—”

A burst of magic exploded through the auditorium with breathtaking force, cutting him off, and Giselle’s head whipped toward the source.

Ereshkigal’s box. And there was someone else in it. Someone with black hair.

Coyote squeezed her hand even tighter, this time in dread. “How did she do that?”

Giselle felt the blood drain from her face. “I dunno. She’s a real goddess. Who knows what they can do. You brought her here.”

“Technically, as I’m in trouble for leaving shit out, I should probably tell you for absolute honesty’s sake that...”

Yet more rage stiffened her back. “I swear to the gods if you tell me you got my mother to do it, not just to tell you how, I will behead you right here on the catwalk.”

“Please bring me back to life afterward.”

With a yell, Giselle took the sweet hold he had on her hand and twisted his arm until he spun and she could lock it against his back. “Well, maybe,” Giselle spit out, “you should call my mother, your good buddy and co-conspirator—the one you share your plans with—and tell her that her ex-wife has been teleported into Ereshkigal’s box and it looks like they’re going to fight.” She shoved Coyote forward before she got mad enough to throw him over the railing.

And he became a bird and was just fine—the fucker.

In the box, Ereshkigal had her hand up like she would hit Sofia with those creepy long nails. After a moment of confusion, Sofia, who was standing before her with a muffin tin in her gloved hands and an apron over her jeans like Martha Stewart on casual Fridays, tilted her head at the goddess and—no shit—smiled.

She slammed the pan forward into Ereshkigal’s head, mashing muffins all over her face, and the goddess backed up. Another wash of magic, and Sofia transformed into Ishtar, wings unfurled and star raised like a weapon.

Coyote whipped his phone up and ordered, “Text Bryn: ‘Ishtar is in the goddess’s box.’ Send.” Without waiting for a confirmation, he grabbed the back of Giselle’s chain mail, and the world grew large as she was transformed into a... what?... a bat. Coyote dove toward the box at an incredible speed, and she dumped herself over the railing, somehow managing to soar after him.

He hadn’t completely landed when he transformed back, calling, “What are you doing?”

Ereshkigal didn’t take her eyes off the woman channeling her sister. “Taking her back where she belongs.”

Sofia shook her head. “I’ve been resurrected, bitch. I don’t belong there anymore than you belong here.”

Coyote re-formed Giselle more carefully, and she drew her ax, unsure what to do with it. A few people in the next box seemed to have noticed the disturbance and were trying to peek around the divide. How much more attention were they going to grab in the relative silence between sets?

The question remained—did she actually stop Ereshkigal from returning Sofia to Kur? Because that would solve a helluva lot of problems before they began.

But could she let someone do that to her mother right in front of her? Yeah, the woman was probably evil. Giselle hadn’t given her a chance to explain, though. What if, somehow, this was all a misunderstanding. What if Sofia was really a hero and no one knew it? What if her reasons were so powerful and so... good... that everything would be clear and the past twenty years of misery would all be worth it to know that something right and good had been done?

By driving a spike through someone’s head?

Coyote slammed his fist into a chair. “You couldn’t do this after the show?” Like that was the main concern here? His phone buzzed and he ignored it.

“It’ll only take a moment,” Ereshkigal answered. “Then I can sit and properly enjoy myself.”

The door slammed open and Bryn rushed in. “Stop!”

“Mom!” Giselle yelled at her.

For a moment Sofia’s focus wavered, her gaze flicking to Giselle as Coyote’s phone buzzed again in the silence. “I’m your mother. You would’ve known that if it wasn’t for her.” To Giselle’s surprise, her words contained more hurt than anger. “You destroyed our family, Bryndis.”

“You murdered someone! Never mind that you...” Bryn trailed off, making Giselle wonder what else Sofia had done.

“Well, well,” Ereshkigal snickered. “And I thought my family was insane.”

Sofia glared at Ereshkigal like all the rage she felt could be channeled onto her. “Old arguments—but not as old as Ishtar and her sister’s. You murdered us.”

Us? Sofia’s connection to Ishtar was so tight it sounded like she was taking on aspects of the myths as her own. And Freyja wouldn’t even talk to Giselle.

Not that that was her most important concern at the moment. But seriously, it was part of a larger pattern that was getting harder to deny. Maybe there was a fate, and hers was to be alone.

Coyote’s phone went off yet again, and Giselle flicked an irritated gaze at him. “You want to take care of that? Somebody needs you.”

“I’m not leaving you with this.”

She glared at him. “You were going to handle this by yourself, but I can’t? No, wait, you were going to handle this with my mom and Nemain and the gods know who else, just not me, but I can’t?”

“That’s not... Things have changed since—”

“Things always change! This is the same damn argument we had last week, you hypocrite!”

His hands came up as fists, not like he was going to hit her, but like he wanted to grab something—maybe her—and couldn’t.

His phone buzzed again.

“If Marquez needs you, go help him. It’s the least you can do after dragging him into this mess.”

With an angry twitch of his mouth, he yanked his phone out and typed something but didn’t leave.

Meanwhile, Ishtar shot him a superior grin before turning back to Ereshkigal. “So you brought me here, on my turf, intending to drag me back to Kur. Me, who nearly defeated your husband in the underworld before choosing to walk away.”

Across the room, Bryn flinched like she knew something Sofia didn’t.

Ereshkigal’s smile grew crafty. “Not even Ishtar can kill the goddess of death.” She placed her hands together and dragged them slowly apart. As she did so, her palms began to glow with a powdery energy the same gray as her dust-filled home. When she held her hands up, each palm glowed with an eye.

Nervous, Giselle pulled out a small ax. To her surprise, Coyote crossed himself and took a step back. “Mal de ojo,” he said, ears turning red as if he was embarrassed. Evil eye. She didn’t know why he would be embarrassed—right now that superstition looked based in fact.

Sofia, though, was undaunted, smiling as her star became a sword. “I can kill you when you’re in the mortal realm.” She slammed her weapon through Ereshkigal’s midsection with all the confidence of someone who thought they couldn’t fail.

Ereshkigal slapped her hands on Sofia’s temples, muttering in a language Giselle was quite sure she’d never heard.

“Sofia,” Bryn yelled as tears formed in her eyes. “I plane shifted the box to get her here. We’re technically on Kur.”

Sofia’s eyes widened in fear, but she twisted the sword anyway. When Ereshkigal’s hands lifted, glowing eyes appeared on either side of Sofia’s own, and she stumbled back as if dazed.

“Eye of death, bitch.” Ereshkigal, sword sticking out of her midsection, placed a hand on Sofia’s forehead, and the woman howled in pain as Ereshkigal muttered again, then announced, “Word of wrath.”

“What’s happening?” Coyote asked.

Giselle struggled to remember what she’d read about Ereshkigal. “Eye of death, word of wrath...”

Voices rose up from beneath them like a trumpeting chorus of judgment.

Coyote looked behind him out at the arena. “Oh fuck.”

Giselle turned to see what he was seeing. The light and magic show of their box was garnering attention. Not that most people could see back into it, but the lights and sounds, now that the opening act was done, made it obvious something was going down. How long before Rage Riot came on and distracted everyone again? “Shit...”

Ereshkigal’s spell continued as a large hook appeared in thin air, and Giselle froze, more concerned with what was about to happen than the attention they were getting. “The word of guilt,” she muttered, remembering the last part of the spell Ereshkigal had cast on Ishtar in the myth.

If the chorus agreed that Sofia’s soul was guilty—whatever that meant—she’d die and her body would be hung on the hook to rot in Ereshkigal’s throne room, a death that, according to Sumerian myth, would kill even the most powerful god.

The ghostly chorus around them grew louder, as gray, humanlike shapes swirled into view, crowding the small box with their spectral presence. Coyote took her arm and pulled her back to whisper in her ear, “I know you want to intervene, but don’t get killed for what she’s done.”

He wasn’t wrong. But it was her mother. They had another chance. And who the hell was he to tell her what to do? She elbowed him in the gut—not as hard as she could, but hard enough to matter, and he let her go.

“Freyja,” he whispered, sounding so sad.

She flipped him off, and there was nothing friendly in the gesture. No, for all her sins, Sofia wanted to include her in whatever she was doing—which was more than Giselle could say for anyone else in this room right now. She had to do something... but what?

Across the box, Bryn yelled something in Icelandic as she slammed a group of black candles to the floor.

Instantly the magic in the room shifted. The chorus sent up a painful keening as they dissipated. Coyote stepped in front of Giselle, the stupid man with no armor.

Ereshkigal gasped like she could no longer breathe, but her hand stretched out toward Sofia, who still reeled with her hands clutched to her head. Ereshkigal’s razor-like nails reached for Sofia’s throat as if to say if she couldn’t magic her, she’d take her by violence.

Giselle didn’t think, didn’t really make a decision, she just flicked her hand out and threw ice. Ereshkigal froze, her fingernails just scraping the sides of Sofia’s neck.

For a moment, the box was quiet except for Sofia’s panting breaths. The woman’s hands trembled, and her expression, so sure and caustic during the little time Giselle had known her, looked fragile. Her gaze flicked to Bryn with a look so full of longing and love it made Giselle ache for what could’ve been for their family.

Then her gaze shifted to Giselle, and one side of her mouth curled in knowing pride.

Dammit, her crazy-as-fuck mom was proud of her, and it felt way too good.

But something was wrong with her freeze—the ice looked too thin, as if the goddess was melting it. “Mom!” she yelled, shoving past Coyote to get to them—to do something.

“I got this, baby,” Sofia said with a smile that was once more full of arrogance. She yanked her sword from the woman’s chest as the ice began to slough off, stepped up to Ereshkigal, and slid her own hands together, mimicking the goddess’s early movements. “My turf. My power. The eye of death.” She slapped her hands on Ereshkigal’s temples, and the goddess gasped again as if she couldn’t breathe. “The word of wrath.” She slammed her palm onto Ereshkigal’s forehead, causing the goddess to scream. “And I do not call on the Anunaki, your old gods of a dead age. I call on my followers—my army—the gidim.” The air in the box picked up as if blown about by a hot, dry wind. “How do you declare this woman who has kept and tormented you for millennia?”

Innumerable cracked and hacking shouts in dozens of languages resounded, sending a chill through Giselle. Did Sofia just call the gidim her army?

“Guilty you are,” Sofia said softly as her hand slid down the woman’s face to her throat.

“Sofia, don’t,” Bryn pleaded. “Just let her go.”

“She’s not a forgiving one, Bryn. You want her to come after our daughter?”

“I’m okay!” Giselle said. “We’ve worked with her before!” But would Ereshkigal work with her again after she’d frozen the goddess? Would Rafael be okay? And Coyote? Even though he was a lying asshole, she didn’t want him stuck in Kur, no way.

Sofia’s hand wrapped around Ereshkigal’s neck as the woman’s eyes glassed over in a look of terrified acceptance. “I pronounce the word of guilt.” She lifted the goddess up like the powerful being was a rag doll. Without hesitation, Sofia hoisted the woman onto the hook, impaling her.

A rush of energy blasted outward, nailing Giselle in the midsection. She hurtled backward, slamming into a stool and then the half wall behind them overlooking the stage. Pain shot up her back like she’d been hit by a car, and she held in a whimper.

Coyote, however, wasn’t so lucky. The energy slammed him into the wall and spun him over so that he was flung headfirst out into space.

Fear rammed through her for his safety—it was a long way to the floor. “No!” Giselle flopped over the railing to reach for him, but Coyote was gone.

To be continued...
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Book 3, The Trickster’s Song, will be available in December. Want a little something while you’re waiting for the adventure to continue? Check out Owl’s Cry, a Godsongs novella set during the week and a half of downtime between Giselle and Rafael’s date and the Rage Riot concert. It’ll be available for purchase in September, or you can get it for free by joining my newsletter! The first chapter is below if you want to check it out...
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“SIRENS BLARED THROUGH the night sky, shattering the illusion of peace once again,” Coyote announced with the drama of a narrator.

Giselle shot her partner a look like he’d lost his mind—pretty much par for the course with them. “Uh... peace? We’re ten feet from a brewing gang fight.” And crouched in an alley beside their favorite restaurant. Mercedes, the owner, was counting on them to do something—her nephew was out there. Their mission was to stop the fight, then collar that idiot for her. 

She pulled her chainmail away from her chest, like usual feeling as if she was going to die of a heatstroke. The magic that allowed her to channel the powers of Freyja, Norse goddess of war—and other things that she was less adept at—was a miraculous wonder, which unfortunately, came with hot-as-hell Viking war garb. And it was September in south Texas. Beside her, her partner sported a white skirt, like the Aztec god he was, and no shirt, revealing a to-die-for chest and abs. He wasn’t thrilled with how near-naked he was when he transformed into Coyote any more than she was thrilled with how uncomfortably hot and heavy leather pants, a tunic, leather-and-chainmail armor, and a bronze helmet were. The gods must have some wacky senses of humor.

Coyote chuckled, his own sense of humor intact as always. “The fight hasn’t started yet—we still have peace. Plus, I’m thinking since the police are on the way, we might want to get a move on before they get here, call ACE to nab our asses, and send us to the special prison.”

Anti-Conduit Enforcement usually stuck to larger cities, but word on the street was agents had been sniffing around Malverde lately. Giselle blew out a nervous breath. She couldn’t hear the sirens yet, but Coyote—Huehuecoyotl, Aztec god of music; she had no idea who was beneath the coyote-shaped half-mask—seemed to have unreal senses. If he said the police were on their way, they were. And with or without ACE, they’d probably be more concerned with sweeping up two conduits—people illegally channeling gods, even if they were doing it to help people—than they would be the gang members. 

She and Coyote should get a move on before that happened. “Okay... so show of force? See if we can scare them into leaving?”

Coyote held his hand up for a fist bump. “We got this. Can you grab Cristian? I won’t have hands.”

She snorted, wondering what animal he intended to transform into. “I’ll get him.” She spotted the nervous-looking kid toward the side of a group that postured like rival football players before a championship game. Except they had guns.

She put a hand on Coyote’s arm, suddenly worried. “Don’t get shot again, okay?” It’d been through his thigh—not deadly—and her mother had used goddess magic to patch him up, but the thought of him getting shot again terrified her. 

He snorted. “Uh, no. It’s your turn to get shot.”

She nodded and stood, ready to head out there. “All right.”

Grabbing her arm, he yanked her back around to see his horrified expression. “I’m kidding! Don’t you dare get shot! I’m not the one who can resurrect people.”

She wrinkled her nose, weirded out by the reminder that her necklace, Brisingamen, could indeed bring the recently dead back to life. That was definitely going to have some consequences down the road, she just had no idea what they’d be.

Consequences she’d take without question to bring Coyote back. She wasn’t exactly sure where they stood after that ridiculously amazing kiss the other night. At the very least, he was her partner and friend. But maybe... 

She shook her head to dislodge the distraction. Escalating trash talk on the street made it sound like the fight was about to begin. Huffing out a breath, she held her pinky finger up. “How about nobody gets shot? Let’s go!”

He quickly wrapped his pinky around hers and then released in the silly way they promised each other, and they charged into the street.

“Stop!” Coyote ordered. “Or the wrath of the gods will be upon you.”

A giggle almost escaped her at that ludicrous pronouncement. But the men and too many boys on either side of them hesitated.

Great axes, Giselle thought to the magic holster on her back. But light enough to carry one-handed. She wasn’t sure if that level of specificity would work or not, but to her delight, when she reached behind her, she drew two giant axes that were far more impressive-looking than they were practical. She had no desire to hurt anyone, just stop the fight. 

She twirled one and struck a dramatic pose, feeling like a valkyrie. Sure enough, the men nearest to her backed up, their weapons lowering as their eyes widened in fear. 

On the other side, someone yelled in Spanish, something she thought might translate to a cuss-laden “We’re not afraid of you,” but her Spanish wasn’t that great. Coyote, who was fluent, answered something back, then transformed into a freaking grizzly bear.  

One roar, and the men screamed like children, scrambling away as fast as they could. Giselle spotted Mercedes’s nephew, dropped her axes—which immediately disappeared—and sprinted for him. Reaching out, she snatched the back of his shirt and yanked, bringing him back to her. 

Coyote lumbered over to them, murder in his eyes. Knowing it was all show, Giselle held Cristian still until Coyote was in front of them. He gave a roar in the face of the quivering teen, his fangs dripping saliva, and Giselle smelled piss. 

Her partner transformed back and grabbed the boy’s shirt by the collar, chewing him out in Spanish as Mercedes bolted from her restaurant, movements frantic. She grabbed Giselle’s hand, giving her a grateful smile. “Once again, you’ve saved my family.”

Uncomfortable with the praise, Giselle’s cheeks heated as she stammered, “It was Coyote, he, uh, well... Thanks for letting us know so we could come. Anytime. It’s what we, uh, do.”

That just made Mercedes smile harder, and she grabbed her nephew by the ear, taking up the Spanish haranguing. 

“Hey,” Coyote said. “Do I get a place on the altar now? She’s got a popsicle stick. I want a guitar pick.” 

Freyja wrinkled her nose at him. “What are you talking about?”

Mercedes’s brow lifted. “Maybe you’ll get one when your humility equals your competence.” She patted Freyja on the shoulder, her other hand still firmly attached to her nephew’s ear. “This one could use a little more confidence.” The look she shot him said he could use a little less.

Freyja tried not to laugh. And failed. Mercedes wasn’t wrong.

As the chef dragged Cristian off into the restaurant, back to yelling at him, Coyote fake pouted. “Sick burn.” He threw an arm over Giselle’s shoulder. “Why are you laughing? You think my confidence is sexy.”

She punched him in the chest, and he rubbed the spot. “Oh, mi diosita, you wound me.”

“Mm-hmm.” She hadn’t hit him that hard. The sirens came into her range of hearing, which meant they were pretty damn close. 

They ducked into a different alley, this one beside an apartment complex, and snuck through the courtyard. Most of the residents in the South Chavez neighborhood knew them—or at least of them—and weren’t going to snitch. 

The night was still pretty young, and she wasn’t quite ready to leave Freyja yet. The magical connection that flowed through her when she was channeling a higher power thrilled her, especially now that she had someone to do it with.

Well, not do it. Do... this. Channeling. Helping people. Pagan superheroing. Not the other do it. It was hard enough navigating their partnership. She was cautious and accustomed to working alone. He was reckless and trusting. They made a weird combo, but she was learning to appreciate his joie de vivre. 

And they’d made out a few days ago. 

Awkward. “So you, uh...” she started, then blushed.

He grinned, his coyote-amber eyes glimmering mischievously when she stopped. “I what?”

They reached the YMCA, where they’d had another southside adventure, as the sirens grew more distant behind them. Their Harleys, provided by Coyote’s ample and generous bank account, were parked in the lot. She pulled off her Viking helmet to shove into the pouch on her belt. The little hourglass-shaped sucker shouldn’t hold a helmet, but any items she could fit past the head-sized opening went... somewhere, allowing her, along with all the Freyjas before her, to keep all sorts of things in a bag smaller than most purses. Most of the contents were from previous holders of the godstone, a pretty amusing legacy of random crap including sunglasses and chewing gum, journals and spare change—even a couple outfits. 

Battle helmet stashed, she cleared her throat, taking strength from the sight of her black motorcycle—his gift to her so she didn’t have to “bike to crime” as he’d put it after he’d realized a bicycle was her only mode of transport. Superheroics were harder when you were broke.

She leaned against it, trying to look casual and cool—like he always did. “So, you promised you’d teach me how to make micheladas. Want to head back to the lair and, uh...” Her bravado failed her again as he looked at her, his expression going weirdly blank.

He pulled his latest model phone out of the ancient-looking pouch around his neck, and his face screwed up like he was asking for patience from heaven. 

She ducked her head, realizing she shouldn’t have asked. He’d warned her he had a really busy week. She was asking too much, pushing things too fast, and maybe after the other night he’d rethought his feelings and just wanted to be friends.

That’s what she’d said all along! You don’t date your coworkers, and you really don’t date the coworker who you only see for an hour or so a day while committing the godstone felony and have no clue what his real name is. But he was funny and generous and seriously hot, and his overt affection had been a nice ego stroke for a girl who’d spent her life receiving constant rejection as a foster kid. 

But they were coworkers. And friends... probably? Whatever it was, she did not want to fuck it up. Unfortunately, she had mad skills at screwing up relationships.

Coyote finally opened his eyes with a pained look. “I can’t. I...” He rubbed his forehead. “Fuck... uhh...” 

Yeah, she shouldn’t have asked. “No! It’s okay! You have a life. And you should go live your life. I’m cool. I’ve got plenty to do. Plenty.” Not really. Maybe she should catch up on her reading for English class? Ugh, but that meant reading, which was fun when it was a romance novel but ass when it was Pilgrim’s Progress.

She could just ignore English and read a romance novel. 

“Tomorrow?” Coyote asked, sounding hopeful. “It’ll be Tuesday—the perfect night for debauchery. I can make sure we have all the supplies.”

“Tuesday’s the perfect night for...?” Debauchery. Excitement and nerves took up equal residence under her skin. Maybe this was a bad idea. Alone in the lair. With shirtless Coyote. Experimenting with alcohol... For someone who wanted to take it slow, she’d had a bad idea. “Uh, could I bring Sekhmet?” Her roommate at Zavala College—real name: Rawan, not that Coyote knew that—and possibly their new teammate.

Coyote blinked like that surprised him, and she realized she’d made another faux pas. Rawan hadn’t been to the lair, a fancy condo where they met up, and as Coyote was the one who owned it, it was his place to invite people there, not hers. But after a brief hesitation, he nodded decisively. “Yeah. Bring her.” He tipped his head like he was thinking. “Does she drink?”

It was Giselle’s turn to hesitate. “No, not really. Is there an alcohol-free michelada? Or... halal...? I don’t know halal rules. Or if she’s even halal. Er, practices halal? Do all Muslims do halal?” Was she even using the word correctly? Ugh... Ignorance, thy name is Giselle.

The confusion on his handsome face that her attempts at socializing had created disappeared into laughter and dimples. She loved his dimples. “I have no idea. Ask her and text me. We’ll have Sekhmet-appropriate beverages.” He shook his head ruefully. “Debauchery of the sober and platonic variety. Huehue’s howling in protest.”

“Huehue” was how he referred to his god, who seemed to be awfully talkative. Freyja never talked to Giselle. She’d have to ask Rawan if Sekhmet communicated with her. Giselle changed the subject, worried this might be too charged. “So, what’re you up to tonight? Hot date with regularly defined debauchery?” she joked.

He threw a leg over his motorcycle and drummed on the handlebars, looking her up and down with what she wanted to think was longing. But his words belied her wishful thinking, throwing cold water on her warming feelings. “Oh yeah, studying biology tonight.” His tone dripped innuendo, and Giselle hung onto a smile that was suddenly brittle as crystal while everything inside her protested in jealousy. It was the first time he’d ever talked about dating as his real self, and all sorts of catty retorts jumped to her tongue. 

No, not fair. She could be... studying biology... with him if she wanted—he’d made that clear. But she’d said no. So she had to let him see other people—other people in his real life, as his real self. Dates he could turn into girlfriends. 

Uuuuuuggggh. Coyote, married with kids. The thought made her chest feel tight as fear of his inevitable abandonment shifted her breathing to high and shallow. 

She forced her next inhalation to slow down. She wasn’t losing her partner just because he had a social life outside of her. Besides, if Rafael Marquez asked her out, she’d take him up in a heartbeat—but she’d still work with Coyote. Their partnership wouldn’t be dead just because she was seeing someone. He would do the same for her, right?

But fear of abandonment was a longstanding glitch in her matrix—the number of homes she’d passed through over the years had ensured that. Coyote developing an attachment to someone else brought it out so painfully she could taste metal on her tongue. Before panic made her say or do something stupid, she reached out, slapping him convivially on the shoulder, even as her insides protested with the nauseous energy of bad fish. “Have fun.”

He gave her a half-hearted smile, his lips parting like he’d say something, and finally he did. “Thrill a minute.”

It sounded hollow. They stared at each other for a moment, and she wanted to scream at him that he couldn’t kiss her last week and fuck some other girl tonight. But... he totally could. He’d asked for an exclusive relationship. He’d asked if they could sleep together. She’d said she wasn’t ready for either. Well, that meant she had to be okay with him finding someone who was. 

Finally he slapped his handlebars again, started the motorcycle, and shoved on his helmet. “Well, I should—” He pointed forward. “See you tomorrow, mi diosita.”

She started her own bike and reminded herself to keep breathing. “See you tomorrow.” He gave her a salute and peeled out of the lot like the devil was chasing him.

No devil. Just her invitation. Dammit.

She tried not to dwell on disappointment as she shoved her own motorcycle helmet on. The Bluetooth headset embedded in it automatically connected to her cell—Coyote was really into his gadgets—and beeped an incoming message. Before she took off, she checked her phone. Rawan.

Done? Trouble on campus. Bring Coyote.

She hit the button to call her friend and accelerated toward Zavala College, a small but exclusive university at the heart of Malverde, Texas. 

Rawan picked up almost immediately, her voice excited. “Got my message I take it?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Some guys coming back from Mercado got attacked by a woman they say had talons for fingers.” Mercado Street was the party area of town for the college crowd, a long but doable walk from campus where dozens of bars were open every night of the week. “One of them got his face scratched up pretty badly. They think that was her main intent—mutilating him.”

Ick! “Think it was a conduit?” Sekhmet had claw-tipped fingers, so it stood to reason other conduits could, too.

“Maybe? Probably. One of the guys—who was drunk off his rump, so grain of salt and all that—claimed she had feathers. He called her a ‘bird-woman.’”

“Shit. The Morrigan?” Bad news in triplicate, three conduits of Irish battle goddesses hellbent on war and destruction... although one of them was currently a frog, courtesy of Giselle’s mother. Giselle grinned at the memory. That would never get old. 

But they could all become crows, which would match the “bird-woman” description.

“No. The rest of what he said doesn’t match—lank, dark hair, waif-thin, black eyes, street clothes. But she could be some other bird-linked goddess.”

It did sound like she had conduit potential, except, “Street clothes... Do you know of any conduits who aren’t stuck in fantasy archaic wear?” Their outfits weren’t very authentic, from a historical costuming perspective, but they did tend to be dramatic. Gods liked flair, she supposed. 

“No. That’s the weird part. Although I guess they could’ve changed clothes. Y’all do that when you’re in planning mode, right?”  

“True.” She’d never considered going on a mission in a T-shirt instead of her battle gear, but it would be possible. “What about a mask?” she asked. All conduits wore masks—hers was a delicate gold that molded to the upper half of her face, an oddly pretty accompaniment to the rest of her bulky battle gear. It was the only part of a conduit’s costume that couldn’t be removed, so if the bird-woman was a conduit, she’d have one on.

“He didn’t say one way or the other, but I wondered if that’s what he meant by ‘black eyes.’ I don’t know. Maybe it’s something else, I just don’t know what else there is to be.”

Giselle pondered that for a moment. “I guess if magic and gods are real...” What other myths and legends could be wandering around that no one knew about? Yet.

Rawan blew out a heavy breath. “I’m going to channel Sekhmet and scout around. I can meet you by the library. What time can y’all be here?”

Giselle grimaced, smooshing down the drama rioting inside her. “Just me. Coyote’s busy with...” Oh, it was Rawan, she could pout. “He’s got a date! He’s trying to get laid tonight! So he dashed his ass off after we broke up the gang fight, running off to his potential girlfriend or whatever. Am I allowed to hate her? That’s not fair, is it? I don’t care. I’ve never met her, but she’s awful and I hate her.”

“Woah, woah, what? No way! He’s totally in love with you.”

Giselle snorted. “No, he wants to do the horizontal mambo with me. That’s not love. Part of me thinks that sounds fun, too, even though I don’t love him. But there’s somebody else he also wants to screw, and he’s getting ready for their date right now. And that’s so fine with me. I wasn’t going to fuck him anyway. He can do whatever he wants with whoever he wants because we’re just friends.”

“Riiiiight. Okay. You’re sure that’s really what he’s doing? What did he say?”

“I asked if he had a date, and he said he was studying biology tonight.”

The line was silent as the school’s tower came into view, lit up like a beacon. Finally Rawan said. “And why do you think he isn’t, you know, studying biology? For a test or something? Maybe he goes to Zavala, too. I mean, he seems a little older than us, but not by that much. He could be a senior.”

“It was the way he said it. Trust me, he wasn’t talking about cracking a book.”

More silence as Giselle found her parking lot and pulled into one of the motorcycle slots. She cut off the engine, and the sudden silence was unnerving. 

“You think,” Rawan finally said, “that he’s trying to respect your wishes? You made it pretty clear you weren’t that into him. If he’s dating somebody else, he’s doing what you said you want him to. He can’t pine from a distance forever, you know? That’s just uncomfortable for both of you. This could be better—a lot better—if he’s seeing someone else. Then you two can be friends with no weirdness, and you can, you know, pine for Rafael.”

So, she hadn’t told her friend what had happened the other night—it was just too crazy and fragile, particularly after she’d reiterated so many times to her roommate that she didn’t want to date Coyote. Regardless, everything Rawan said was right; Giselle knew that. It would be easier if they could just be friends.

And yet the thought of her partner with somebody else made her want to cry. She took a deep breath, deep as she could, filling her body all the way to her toes, as one of the better therapists of the many, many CPS had assigned her had liked to say. “I just don’t want him to leave me.”

There it was. She’d resisted their partnership at first for this very reason—she got too attached. And here she was now, fully attached and waiting to be devastated. 

Because she was always devasted. If thirteen homes in twelve years taught you anything, it was that every relationship ended, often with no warning.

“Hey, sweetie, it’s going to be okay. He’s a good guy. A good partner. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, but whatever it is, you can handle it. And I’ll be there to help.” A pause. “Besides, if the only reason you started sleeping with him was to keep him around, well, that’s not going to work at all, okay? Don’t do that.” 

Coyote’s beautiful body sprang to her mind. “That wouldn’t be the only reason.”

Rawan snickered, knowing exactly where her mind had gone. “It shouldn’t be any part of the reason—definitely not the deciding factor, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Giselle grumbled.

“Sounds like your motorcycle’s stopped. Meet me in front of the library.” Her voice turned conspiratorial. “You can retell me all about your tutoring session with your rock star.”

Giselle huffed a laugh at the reminder of tutoring Rafael, the lead singer of a popular rock band, who she’d been crushing on since early high school and who—omigod—was not only attending Zavala but in her freaking English and government classes. Yeah, think about him and how sweet he was—and how handsome! Rafael had beautiful eyes. “I already told you all about it.” Obsessively. Over and over all week. “I can’t believe I fell asleep on his couch.”

“I know, right? While he was playing music! How could you?”

That got an actual laugh out of her as she turned her steps toward the library and Rawan. “You’re an amazing friend, you know.”

“I know,” Rawan said, her own confidence shining through as brightly as Coyote’s. “You are too. Now get your butt over here and let’s chase down a bird-woman!” 
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