
  
    [image: Outcasts]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Josephine Angelini

      ISBN:  979-8-9878321-1-0

      Published by Sungrazer Publishing

      Cover design by Jenny Zemanek

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from Sungrazer Publishing.

    

  


  
    
      For my family, given, found, and chosen.

      You know who you are.
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      House of Atreus

      Upper East Side and Central Park

      

      Elara Atreus - Head of House

      

      Polydeuces (Deuce) Atreus

      

      Daphne Atreus - Heir to House

      

      House of Thebes

      Washington Square, The Village and Alphabet City

      

      Paris Delos - Head of House

      

      Jordana Lycian

      

      Tantalus Delos - Heir to House

      

      Castor Delos

      

      Pallas Delos

      

      Ajax Delos

      

      Antigone Lycian

      

      Pandora Delos

      

      House of Athens

      Downtown, the Waterfront and Tribeca

      

      Bellerophon Attica - Head of House

      

      Ladon Attica

      

      Daedalus Attica - Heir to House

      

      Nilus Attica

      

      Lelix Attica

      

      House of Rome

      Upper East and Harlem

      

      Melia Tiber - Head of House

      

      Leda Tiber - Heir to House

      

      Adonis Tiber
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            DAPHNE

          

          HOUSE OF ATREUS

        

      

    

    
      I’m not used to being happy.

      I wasn’t raised to believe happiness was an attainable goal for me. My uncle Deuce disabused me of any hope of it at a very young age. Not to be cruel, but to give me a leg up on what was almost certainly in the cards for me.

      I remember him telling me that for our kind, fairy tales were often true. Not the sanitized, pink-and-glitter version of fairy tales that they make cartoon movies of in Hollywood, but the original ones that are more like those Scared Straight presentations from ex-convicts. The princess usually suffers a hellish childhood where her whole family dies and she’s either locked in a tower or forced into indentured servitude. In most cases, she not only doesn’t get the prince in the end, but they also both either die or get turned into animals. Being turned into a swan sounds romantic until you consider the fact that you’ll probably get eaten by a fox.

      I admit it. Being happy was never something I considered, and because I’m not primed for it, I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe I’m paranoid, but I can’t help but feel like there have been too many accidents, too many near misses for me to swallow them as coincidence, and when I hear Ajax gasp and curse under his breath I think, this is when I lose him.

      I run across the deck of the Argo IX, our home since faking our deaths two months ago, to where Ajax has been painting all morning.

      “It’s nothing,” he says, wrapping a rag around the gash in his wrist.

      “I’ll get the kit,” I say, and rush below deck to our medical supplies. When I come back topside Ajax’s blood has already seeped through the rag and started to run across his hand.

      I open the kit and he peels the rag back away from the wound. It’s deep. I meet his eyes. “Do you need a Healer?” I ask. Not that I can take him to one. We’re supposed to be dead.

      “I’ll be fine. Just give me some clean gauze and I’ll put pressure on it until it closes.”

      I do as he asks and stand back, my fists clenched around the lightning in my fingers. “What happened?” I ask.

      “There was a gust of wind and the mast swung. I put my arm up so it wouldn’t knock me across the head, and cut myself.”

      While he presses down on his wound, I check the mast of our ship. “Cut yourself on what?” I ask, baffled. There’s nothing sharp anywhere near the sails.

      He shrugs. “I think it was the edge of my easel.”

      Ajax’s easel has been tipped askew and there is some blood on the top corner, though how he managed to cut himself on it so badly is beyond me. I look out over the calm waters of the Aegean Sea. The steady, light breeze hits my face from one direction. There are no gusts of wind now. The mast is a bit loose, but it’s not swingingly violently. I yank on the ropes, pulling them tighter anyway.

      “It was just an accident,” he insists, watching me.

      I double check my knots before I turn to face him. “How many accidents have happened to you since we ran away together?”

      He smiles through a sigh and comes to me. He doesn’t try to tell me I’m jumping at shadows anymore, but he’s still not ready to be convinced, as I am, that the universe is trying to kill him. Holding onto his wrist, he loops his arms over my head and pulls me against him. He kisses my temple until I go from stiff to pliant in his arms.

      “You can’t fight the wind, Daphne,” he says.

      I wrap my arms around him, wishing I could unzip my chest and stuff him inside me. “That’s what scares me.”
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            TANTALUS

          

          HOUSE OF THEBES

        

      

    

    
      Words are tools. I’ve always understood that.

      The whole course of my life has been shaped by words, and I have used them to shape others. They are the hammer and chisel of the human psyche. I size people with my words, making their egos bigger or smaller to fit into the roles I need them to play. I know that makes me a manipulative person, but I’ve been given a part to play, too, and I never had a choice about it. Scions don’t get choices. We get roles.

      Words have shaped me from the moment I was born, and though I take no pride in the prophecy that was made at my birth, I know it’s unavoidable. I know that the war between the four Scion Houses is inevitable. I know there will only be one House left at the end of it and I am going to make sure it’s my House that survives. The House of Thebes. My family.

      I guess that’s the difference between me and my brothers. I don’t think they’ve ever truly accepted what it means to be fated like I have. Quite honestly, a part of me doesn’t want them to. I love my brothers, and I protect them from fate as much as I can. I let them forget that the ending has already been written so they can pretend that the end doesn’t matter as much as the steps they take to get there. They still believe they have a choice about what steps they take, clinging to the notion that there’s such a thing as right and wrong, but there isn’t for Scions. How can there be if we don’t have a choice about anything we do?

      The best we can hope for is plausible deniability, like Oedipus killing his father and marrying his mother—at least he didn’t know what he was doing while he did it. I can give my brothers that kind of conscience-sparing ignorance and later, after all the horrible shit we’re fated to do is done, they can blame me for it. They can believe they were good men because Tantalus made them do it.

      It’s been three months since Ajax’s supposed death. Our family is officially coming out of mourning, and I’ve been asked to say a few words. The Fates are always handing me more chances to shape those around me, and my family desperately needs shaping. They’ve all fallen to pieces since losing Ajax, and now it’s my duty to put them back together, the way I need.

      I can’t say I planned it that way when I suggested to Jax that he and Daphne fake their deaths. At the time I was trying to understand what the Oracle, my cousin Antigone, had told me. She’d had a vision that I would kill Ajax. She saw me cutting off his head. But there’s nothing in this world that would make me kill Ajax, and visions are notoriously misleading. They are not like prophecies. Prophecies are the Fates speaking directly through the Oracle as they possess her. Those are incontrovertible. Visions are more like dreams the Oracle has, and they do come true, but their meaning is often hidden. Like watching a movie on mute, the Oracle might see two people arguing passionately, but for all she knows they could be arguing about how much they love each other.

      Helping Daphne and Ajax fake their death was the only explanation for Antigone’s vision, and it has proven to be extremely useful in other ways as well. It has been just what my father and I have needed to convince the last few holdouts in our House to strike first, strike hard, and win the war that is fated to come in my lifetime. Castor, especially, has come around. Believing he’s lost one person he loved has made him afraid he could lose everyone, and fear has made him dangerous. He’s like a loaded gun now. All I need to do is point him at our enemies.

      My father, Paris Delos, Son of Apollo, Head of the House of Thebes, motions with a flick of his fingers that it’s time for me to speak. I stand in front of the Hundred Cousins (an exaggeration. There are only forty-two of us) and my family goes silent.

      Half the time when I make one of these “rally the troops” speeches I don’t even know what I’m saying as it’s happening. Maybe I have a bit of my cousin Antigone’s talent and the Fates speak through me. Or maybe I just need to believe that because it’s my form of plausible deniability. I’m still a good man because the Fates made me do it.

      After delivering my rousing words about love and family and the need to protect our own now more than ever, I find Castor.

      “Dad wants you to parlay with the House of Rome, tonight,” I tell him.

      “With you?” he asks.

      “Leda knows I’m a Falsefinder. If I talk to her, it will be an interrogation,” I remind him, trying to put his misgivings to rest. I don’t need to ask the Head of the House of Rome about Ajax’s death. I know what happened to him. “She likes you. She’ll tell you more without me there.”

      “If there’s anything to tell,” he replies. “I don’t think the Romans had anything to do with Jax.”

      He still can’t say Ajax’s death. After three months he still can’t accept it. I put my hand on his shoulder and pull him closer to me until our foreheads are nearly touching.

      “My guess is that what happened to Jax is way more complicated than just the girl,” I say. “Rome knows something, I’m sure of it,” I lie. “Be charming.”

      “That’s Pallas’s job,” he replies, uncomfortable with this new role.

      “Then just be yourself,” I say, knowing that my brother’s raw emotions will be much more effective on Leda than any planned seduction. She can read hearts, and his is broken. He has no idea how attractive sadness is on him, but some women love that. I’m betting Leda does.

      Getting Rome on our side will accomplish two goals. Isolating Athens—the only House that could give us trouble in a fight—and keeping my family in the dark about what really happened to Ajax. We need to take the other Houses down one at a time or we won’t win, not if Athens and Rome team up to fight back. Castor with his big, broken heart is the key to winning Leda’s sympathy, and therefore Rome.

      “Should I take Pallas?” he asks.

      “No. Best to go alone. Less threatening.”

      He acknowledges and leaves. My father joins me.

      “Leda isn’t stupid. She’ll read him like a book,” he warns me. He doesn’t think my plan to deceive the Romans while we divide and conquer will work, and he has a point. The House of Rome are descended from Aphrodite, and they can read, and even control emotions to varying degrees. While they are not the strongest physically, they are expert politicians, and they rarely get outmaneuvered by the other Houses. But I understand Rome better than my father ever did. I’m a Falsefinder. In a way, I can read hearts too, in that I always know when someone is lying to me, and because of this I know what it takes to deceive me. It takes the truth.

      “I’m hoping she does,” I reply. “Castor doesn’t have ulterior motives. The only thing he’s thinking about right now is getting justice for Ajax.”

      While I may feel a twinge of guilt for using my brother this way, my father’s misgivings are for a different reason. He dislikes the idea of working with any of the other Houses, no matter how temporarily, but he doesn’t fight me further because he’ll do anything for a chance to kill Bellerophon, Head of the House of Athens. Even allow one of his sons to get friendly with Rome.

      “The girl,” my father says. He’s still stuck on Daphne, or rather her face—the same face her mother, Elara, bore some twenty years ago. He saw Elara come to get Daphne the night Ajax killed Polydeuces, and he won’t let that connection go.

      “She’s dead,” I lie for the thousandth time. “The House of Atreus is extinct.”

      “You killed the girl, but Elara could still be alive,” he insists, but he can’t meet my eyes when he says it. Even he knows he’s just looking for a reason to say her name, and a reason to believe she’s still out there.

      “Possibly,” I reply, though I know it isn’t. I saw Elara die on a beach to save her daughter’s life. I helped bury her. But I can’t tell him that, and if I say that one of the other Houses may have killed her, he’d want proof. He’s obsessed. He’d go to the other Houses and demand to know who took her life.

      “He should ask about Elara,” he repeats, unable to let it go.

      I walk away from him like I’m fed up with this subject, because that’s what I should be feeling, rather than sympathy. Because the truth is that I feel the same way about Daphne.
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            ADONIS

          

          HOUSE OF ROME

        

      

    

    
      It’s generally believed that the members of my family are heartless, but the truth is that when it comes to the heart, it’s all or nothing with us.

      There are members in the House of Rome like my cousin Corvus who are devoid of empathy, but I’m the opposite—the “all” as opposed to the “nothing”. Thank the gods, too, because Corvus is truly a monster. I’ve been called a monster often enough, usually by ex-lovers who would rather be current lovers, but nothing could be farther from the truth. I feel too much, pretty much all the time.

      It’s exhausting to be constantly dragged into other people’s emotions, and it’s usually not worth it anyway. Most of what people think of as heartbreak is nothing more than a bruised ego, and given a few years, and possibly a good therapist, most people would agree. My blasé approach to matters of the heart is often taken as an insult, which has earned me something of a reputation for being heartless, but it’s all in self-defense. I’d go crazy if I allowed myself to get sucked into the bottomless pit that is everyone else’s melodrama, and crazy is something my family is prone to. The House of Athens may have the rare physical monster in it every now and again, but in the House of Rome, monstrosity is on the inside and much more common. Ever heard of Nero? Caligula? Yeah. That’s the kind of monster I mean.

      Real loss, however, is never melodrama, and Castor Delos has lost someone he loved dearly. It’s quite beautiful to see his heart twisting in his chest, though it breaks mine a little. It’s breaking my sister Leda’s heart, too, even if she is a bit less sensitive than I am—though, let’s face it. Everyone is a bit less sensitive than I am. I brace myself against the peaks of anger and the valleys of sadness oscillating out of Castor as he speaks with my sister. I try to look bored. That usually makes people aim the pain away from me, but Castor isn’t paying attention to my artful look of disdain as I lounge in a leather chair across the cocktail table. He doesn’t care what anyone thinks about him right now. It’s admirable, like everything else about him, which is so annoying. You’re supposed to hate your enemies, or at least dislike them, but this guy makes it nearly impossible.

      “Bellerophon claimed he killed Polydeuces Atreus nearly twenty years ago—his father even threw him a Triumph,” Castor is saying. “So how is it that Polydeuces and his niece Elara invaded my home a few months ago?”

      Invading the family home of the Head of any of the Houses is an open act of war. Leda and I share a nervous glance. “Help me connect the dots here,” I say, feigning misunderstanding. “Atreus invaded your home, not Athens. And now you say that Atreus is extinct. So…what’s the problem? Why do you want our support against Athens?”

      Castor takes a calming breath. It’s not the Furies—I’ve got the bloodlust they rile in Scions when we are in mixed company firmly in hand. As the children of Aphrodite, some members of my House can manipulate emotions so well that we can practically erase the Furies, but this talent, even among us, is rare. I happen to have loads of this talent, though. So does my sister Leda. But I’m better at it than she is. And as attuned as I am to the emotions at this table, I can tell that Castor’s anger is sorrow, masquerading as something more tolerable.

      “Bellerophon lied. We all know that now, but what else has he lied about? Did he help hide Atreus all these years?” Castor looks down at the forgotten highball of whiskey sweating in his hand. “Athens is behind this somehow. We’re sure of it.” He looks up at Leda. “You could be next.”

      Dang. This guy. I don’t even have to look inside him to see his emotions. He is genuinely concerned about Leda, and she’s getting sucked into his soulful blue eyes like frigging Charybdis. I wave down a cocktail server.

      “This wine is corked,” I snap, holding up my glass.

      Poor girl’s face blanches with fear. My sister and I not only own this classy supper club, with its oak paneling and its exclusive member’s only list, but we own half the night spots and hot trendy restaurants in New York City. The girl’s scared out of her mind, thinking she’s going to get fired and never work again. But I’m just using her to distract from Castor so my sister can think clearly, which admittedly is dickish of me.

      I soften my tone and calm the girl with a brush of my fingers on the inside of her wrist. “How ‘bout you bring me a bottle of Veuve instead?”

      “That’s c-champagne, right?” she stammers, blushing furiously.

      I repress the urge to roll my eyes. Apparently, we’re now hiring bumpkins. “That’s right,” I say nodding and smiling at her. “Off you go.” I may have overdone it a bit. She hustles to the bar, her heart all aflutter, while Castor tries to bring the conversation back on topic.

      “We all have secrets, Castor,” Leda says, eyes narrowed. She’s back to her mistrustful self. Thank the gods.

      Castor narrows his eyes, mirroring her. “Not like this. Hiding Atreus from us—”

      “We don’t know if that’s what Athens did,” I interject, trying to derail him one last time.

      “Then we should find out,” he counters, unruffled. He looks at Leda. “Thebes has enough support already to start a war.”

      She nods, and I abandon my attempts to deflect because Castor is right, and Rome won’t survive another war. Divided from within, with our cousins Corvus and Phaon openly opposing Leda and me every chance they get, we’re barely hanging on as it is. Never happy with being cousin to the Heir and not the Heir himself, Corvus has been staging a coup of our House since he was old enough to think, which has made mine and my sister’s life an absolute horror show. All Corvus wants is to be Head of the House of Rome, and for the past ten years or so he has had Phaon to help him realize his murderous ambitions. Phaon couldn’t give a rat’s ass about being the Head of the House. All he wants is to hurt people, and Corvus’ rather astounding deviousness allows Phaon to do so, while protecting him from annoying little details, like getting caught. As long as he does the majority of his maiming and killing to further Corvus’ ambition, Corvus keeps covering for who Phaon really is, a psychopath.

      The only thing stopping them from flat-out shoving a stiletto into mine or my sister’s back is the fact that it would make them Outcasts, and then Corvus couldn’t be Head of the House. Basically, Rome is a vipers’ nest that has weakened itself from within so terribly that my House’s only chance is to try to diffuse this situation between Athens and Thebes before it gets started. We wouldn’t last a week if an inter-House war broke out right now.

      “I’ll help you,” Leda promises, and then she tacks on a list of stipulations like she always does. My sister never gives a favor without asking for double in return, bless her. “But just you and me. We do this quietly, and if we can’t find a connection to Athens, Thebes will back off.”

      Castor nods. “Thank you,” he replies. My sister and the golden boy stare at each other for too long.

      Our House has always had to be more vigilant about the Truce with the gods. Not only are we more prone to love affairs because of our descent from Aphrodite, but the ability of some of our numbers to silence the Furies has made relations with the other Houses not only possible, but downright inevitable. Romans have been known to dally with members of the other Houses from time to time, but the rule that Rome has lived by for centuries is, no falling in love, and absolutely no offsprings with the other Houses—on pain of death for both you and the child.

      Children who are born of two Houses are called Rogues. If they are created, we do not allow Rogues to live for long.

      Harsh though that may seem, there can be no joining of the Houses, and every Roman with the ability to silence the Furies swears this on pain of death for both them and the child. I would rather die than kill my sister, but I’d have to do it. There’s more at stake here than my love for my family, or the oaths we took, or any of that shit. There are only three Houses left now that Atreus seems to be extinct, and if it ever occurs that there is only one House remaining, the gods will be released from their prison on Olympus, and then we can kiss our collective asses goodbye. Earth would be knocked right back into the frigging Bronze Age, where those savage gods prefer it, and I for one refuse to live in any time or place where I’d have to shit in a bucket.

      “Is Noel still working for your family?” I say, breaking their eye-contact.

      I don’t care if my sister has some occasional fun with Castor, but she’s starting to care for him, and that I can’t allow. She is Head of our House. She must put Rome first, not Castor with his shiny honor and his gorgeous pain.

      Bringing up Noel was a cheap shot. We both know that Castor is in love with her, and that Noel doesn’t want to have anything to do with him for some reason. From the looks of his heart when I said her name, he would give anything to be with her. That’s the whole reason my sister started her flirtation with Castor in the first place. She just can’t resist a guy who’s in love with someone else, because it means she never has to worry about things getting serious. Though she has been changing lately. I think she’s gotten tired of the game, like I have, and she’s been wanting to get emotionally involved with someone. Which is exactly why I have to keep her and Castor apart. My sister may want to strangle me right now, but all’s fair in love and war. This is both.

      “She isn’t,” he replies, his mouth tight. He can’t resist asking about her, though. “Is she still working for you?”

      “She and Aileen,” I reply. “Patrons love them. Both so easy to look at. Plus, they’re excellent bartenders. They pretty much run the place. I never see you and Pallas visit anymore.”

      That rubs him the wrong way. And it pisses Leda off too, because we both know there’s no way he’ll be able to stop himself from going to Noel’s bar and check up on her. Playing the white knight to Noel’s fair maiden—saucy barkeep is more like it, but that’s not the way Castor sees her. My sister is shooting daggers at me with her eyes, but I’m not going to make things easy between her and Castor.

      “I should go,” Castor says, standing.

      Yes. He should.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Leda tells him, then we both watch his broad shoulders angling through the crowd on his way out the door.

      My sister and I regard each other, each of us waiting to see who is going to talk first.

      “I have two words for you,” I say. “Shit. Storm.”

      Her pillowy lips slide into a wide smile. “Sure is,” she says. What the hell was that I just saw flitting through her heart?

      “Wait. Have you already slept with him?” I ask.

      She ignores my question, taking evasive maneuvers, which is never a good sign. “Do you still have that friend in Athens?” she asks instead.

      “He’s not technically in Athens,” I reply. Ladon is an Outcast, but Leda doesn’t need to know that, or anything else about him. I love my sister, but she would tear through Ladon like a kid through a candy wrapper.

      “He’s given you information before, and this is something we need to solve fast.”

      “I’ll talk to him,” I say. “No promises though.”

      “Why won’t you tell me who he is?”

      I stand just as the cocktail server comes with the champagne bucket. “You can bring that back,” I tell the girl, handing her a hundred in tip. She’s devastated, thinking she’s displeased me, but the money helps.

      I avoid my sister’s appraising look and leave. She’ll set a tail on me. I’ll slip it and come back with the information she needs, and we’ll pretend the subterfuge never happened. Just another day in the House of Rome.
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            DAPHNE

          

        

      

    

    
      It happens again a few days later.

      Only this time it wasn’t a gust of wind that pushed the mast that made him lift his arm, so that he would cut the tender underside of his wrist on the only sharp edge at the corner of his easel. The next time the universe tries to kill Ajax is even more convoluted than that, and it happens the only time I ever drop my guard nowadays. When Ajax is making love to me.

      We’ve weighed anchor off the coast of a tiny spit of sand that could hardly be called an island. Ajax had wanted to come ashore to finish a painting without the constant rocking of the sea, and he does get some work done before his eyes find me standing in a tide pool, observing the creatures. He comes to me and, already pulling up the skirt of my sundress, brings me into the shade under the trees.

      In the midst of it all, a rotten branch above us falls, smashing on the rock beneath, causing the rotten branch to explode in a spray of sharp splinters the size of daggers. The only thing that spares Ajax is that I have just happened to roll him beneath me, and the improbably formed shrapnel peppers my impenetrable skin in lethal places instead of his.

      Bleeding from a few minor cuts where my arms and my back haven’t shielded him, Ajax rolls me back under him and checks my body, his face frozen in shock.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks, his voice shaking as he runs his hands over me.

      “No,” I reply, touching the powerful charm from the goddess Aphrodite around my neck that makes me impervious to weapons. There isn’t a scratch on me. Propping myself up on my elbows, I look at the detritus around us. “I don’t get it. The Cestus only protects me from weapons. Not natural causes.”

      He pushes back on his heels, goes to run a hand through his hair, sees that there is a pencil-sized splinter sticking out of the back of his hand and pulls it out instead. “How could the branch be a weapon without someone wielding it?” he asks, trying to be logical in an illogical situation.

      “Intent.” I say. I’ve been watching this happen for weeks now, and it’s like the world has been turned into a giant mousetrap.

      “How can a branch have an intent?” he counters.

      It’s not the branch that kills someone, any more than it is the sword or the arrow or the bullet. “The fact that the Cestus stopped those splinters proves that there is an intelligence behind this somehow.”

      Ajax is angry. Who wouldn’t be to learn that the universe is trying to kill them? I wait until he finally drops his eyes and nods, accepting the impossible.

      “Okay,” he relents. “We’ll go back to New York and talk to my brother.”

      

      Weeks of sailing and multiple near misses later, we dock the Argo at a marina in the Bronx. Now we’re on the 6 train, headed downtown. Traveling nearly the entire length of Manhattan to get from the Bronx to the Village has me edgy. We have to go through Roman territory on the Upper East Side, then Atreus territory in Central Park—my own—and then down to Theban territory in Greenwich Village.

      My Uncle Deuce explained to me why the Houses were all crammed onto this tiny spit of land when I moved here with my dad a year ago now. The Furies bring the Scions together. It’s unavoidable. Over the centuries, the countries and cities have changed, but wherever the center of Western Civilization is, there we are. At one time it was Paris, another time Venice. You name a time period, and a city at the apex of Western Culture—and the Scions were there. We have always divided up these cities into territories so we wouldn’t accidentally run into each other, and start lopping off each other’s heads in public. This century, it’s been New York City.

      As we travel through these enemy territories, I can use the Cestus to change my appearance, but Ajax can’t. Even in a Yankees baseball cap, which is the standard uniform of nearly every New York male under the age of fifty, he stands out. Tall, broad shouldered, and tanned even though it’s autumn, men appraise him and back down, recognizing someone they don’t want to mess with, while women appraise him and sway closer, recognizing someone they do. Everywhere Ajax goes he snares eyes.

      “Maybe you should go back,” I whisper in his ear.

      His expression saddens. “I miss him,” he replies, not asking to come, but giving me the reason he wants to, knowing it will work better on me than any argument.

      I angle myself in front of him as we hang from the strap overhead, trying to block those prying eyes. It isn’t safe. He knows it, I know it, but he can’t come this close to his family without seeing at least one of them, and I can’t bring myself to tell him not to.

      Ajax feels the Furies first. We’re coming into a station on the Upper East Side, and I hear him pull in a breath. His hand presses on the small of my back, sealing me against him. I feel the rage sweep through me and see the flicker of a gore-stained girl with ashes clumped in her tatty black hair out of the corner of my eye. But the Fury suddenly disappears, and the rage drains out of both Ajax and I at the same time, like magic.

      The doors to the subway car open. Ajax and I look at each other, but neither of us can explain the Fury’s disappearance. A tall, gorgeous man steps onto the train. I’ve seen him before. I grab Ajax’s wrist.

      “Hades,” I whisper.

      Ajax shakes his head, confused. “Can’t be.”

      He’s right, of course. It’s impossible. The god Hades never leaves his domain, and I see no helmet, no clouds of black shadows curling around him like smoke.

      The gorgeous man who looks like Hades but can’t be him looks right at us, his eyes widening with shock, and then away with a small smile tilting up one side of his full lips.

      He’s got to be a Roman. And he’s powerful enough to control the Furies so completely it’s like they’re not even there.

      “Adonis Tiber,” Ajax whispers, never taking his eyes off him.

      This is bad. Very, very bad. It’s also borderline ridiculous. There are eighteen million people living in this city. The chances that we would run into one of the few dozen individuals that we needed to avoid in the first hour we’d come here are vanishingly small. If I had any lingering doubt that the universe had painted a giant target on Ajax’s back, it’s gone now.

      “We can’t let him live,” Ajax says, his lowered voice shaking a little. He doesn’t want to do this anymore than I do, but his eyes are hard.

      I nod, swallowing down the lump forming in my throat. I’m thinking as fast as I can. Do we follow Adonis? He could bring us to more Romans, dragging us in deeper. I’m not scared to fight. Ajax is a better fighter than anyone I’ve ever seen, and I can level an army with my lightning; I just can’t believe I’ve been this stupid. How many will we have to kill tonight because in my blind panic to keep Ajax safe I didn’t stop to consider that the mousetrap wasn’t on the boat, or at sea, or on some distant island? The mousetrap is everywhere, and it will follow us wherever we go.

      We glance at Adonis, who seems unconcerned that two enemy Scions are hawking him. The doors open at the next station and he stands back to let other passengers on. The intercom gives its bing-bong signal that the doors are about to close, and then Adonis quickly exits.

      Ajax pulls me with him, and we barely make it out through the closing doors in time.

      We weave through the rivulets of people, following someone who couldn’t hide if he tried. His clothes are expensive and flashy. He’s tall and his shiny, chestnut hair is like a glowing crown. People part in front of him, their faces turning to his beauty, like flowers striving toward the sun. But despite his surprise dash through the closing doors moments ago, it appears Adonis is no longer trying to get away from us. He’s even smiling to himself, like he’s having fun.

      “He’s leading us somewhere,” I murmur to Ajax, suddenly not sure we should be following.

      Ajax nods, aware that this is probably a trap, but does not give up the pursuit. At this point, we don’t really have a choice.

      Adonis doesn’t go through the turnstile to get aboveground. Instead, he strides all the way to the end of the platform, where he stands as if waiting to catch another train heading downtown. He doesn’t get on the next train, either. Instead, he waits until it pulls up. Waits until everyone who wants to get on is on. Waits for the doors to close. And then, just as the train starts to pull out, he disappears in a flash.

      “He jumped!” I bark, grabbing Ajax’s hand and pulling him down with me behind the receding train and onto the dark tracks.

      We run, but we don’t have to. Adonis hasn’t gone far, just far enough so that someone gazing down the tracks looking for the next train wouldn’t be able to see us. He’s waiting for us with his hands up. Though it’s a gesture of supplication, he doesn’t look afraid. He’s just letting us see there’s nothing in his hands. I feel a flood of calm, happy feelings inside and, hearing my Uncle Deuce’s voice in my head (always strike first—damn Romans will have you half in love with them before you can scratch your ass) I know that even if there isn’t a sword in Adonis’ hand, there is most certainly a weapon.

      “This is so strange,” Adonis says, like we’re running into him at the deli or something. “I just had a drink with your brother, Castor, about fifteen minutes ago. It’s Ajax, isn’t it?”

      Ajax freezes next to me. Hearing his brother’s name is like a blow to the chest to him. He’s wondering now if he should be worried about Castor.

      “It is Ajax. And you’re supposed to be dead,” Adonis answers for him, like he understands he’s going to have to do a lot of grunt work to make this conversation happen.

      “What did you do to my brother?” Ajax demands.

      “I just told you. I had a drink with him,” Adonis repeats. “Ironically, he was asking our help avenging you, as a matter of fact.”

      “Who?” Ajax asks.

      “My sister Leda and I. You remember her, from the inter-House meeting? The one we had about some strange Scion girl who was so strong she beat the kingdom-come out of four Athenian knuckle-draggers all by her little self?” Adonis looks right at me. “I’m guessing you must be her, Daphne, daughter of Elara. The Atreidae Tantalus was supposed to have killed.”

      I look at Ajax, thinking I’ll find the same shock and fear I’m feeling, but instead I see resolve. Ajax is going to kill this Roman, and he’s going to do it to protect me.

      “Wait,” Adonis says, looking into Ajax’s heart. Reading the murderous intent, he becomes serious for the first time. “I know you don’t want to kill me. In fact, I can tell that even hearing me say it is making you nauseous. So instead of the standard fight to the death, why don’t we do something completely outrageous and talk. I mean, we didn’t just bump into each other. Scions don’t have accidents. We have irony, which sucks so much harder.”

      I pull on Ajax’s arm. “The mousetrap,” I say. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Adonis react to the word. “It brought us here to him to kill him.”

      Ajax looks at me, unsure. Still gearing for a fight.

      “What if we don’t do what it wants?”

      Ajax looks at Adonis, finally coming to his senses, seeing the logic in what I’m proposing. “Okay,” Ajax says finally. “Let’s get off the tracks before the next train comes.”

      “Excellent idea,” Adonis says, relieved. “There’s a lovely spot right up here.” He goes to one of those recessed service doors and pushes it open. “Watch out for rats,” he says with a rakish smile as he goes through it.

      Ajax and I look at each other, questioning our decision. We know there’s more than just rats in those service tunnels. There are monsters of all kinds, including a dismembered and partially rotted Hundred Hander, and the Witch Titan, Hecate.

      We go down a few levels, each one making Ajax more tense than the last, until he finally says, “That’s far enough.”

      Adonis stops and turns to us with a winning smile. “Just a little farther. I promise it’s worth it.”

      I feel another push of calm inside, and I shake my head to clear it. Stepping away from Ajax I call my lightning to hand. “Stop it,” I order Adonis. “Stop manipulating us.”

      He glances down at my glowing hands, a combination of fear and awe on his face. “My apologies. I’m only using my talent to keep the Furies at bay. It’s hard to draw the line sometimes.”

      He hurries forward, bringing us to another recessed alcove. Inside, there is a reinforced steel door with a wheel lock across the middle, like a submarine. It’s hoary with frost, though not cold enough to warrant that. Adonis grips the wheel and I see a flash of gold on his wrist buried amid all the other chunky, mostly silver rocker boy jewelry. This thick shackle-like cuff is special. It encircles his wrist with no visible clasp to remove it. It has a leaf and vine etching on it, and it appears to be very old. Whatever it is, it’s not just a simple bracelet, any more than the charm I wear around my neck is just a necklace. His cuff has the luster of power.

      He opens the thick door, and we pass through a veil of bone-chilling cold, and into a sumptuous living room plunked down in the middle of a cavern hewn from the granite. The walls look like they’ve been clawed out of the rock by some titanic beast, and an underground river flows past a silky-looking Persian rug, leather club chairs, and solid oak coffee table. There’s also a well-stocked chrome bar cart off to the side, and after firmly shutting the door behind us, Adonis goes to it, already helping himself.

      “Drinks? Snacks?” he offers, holding up a crystal bottle of brown liquor and a fancy silver dish full of nuts.

      There is no way in this world a dish full of uncovered nuts would last unattended in the rat-infested lower levels of New York.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      Adonis smiles at me, tipping his head as if I’d just scored a point. “Not in Kansas, Dorothy,” he admits. “Not anywhere, in fact. It’s sort of an in-between place on the edge of the Underworld.” He sits with his drink in one of the deep, leather chairs. “Please,” he says, gesturing for us to be seated. “The Furies can’t come here, which makes it much easier on me. Even I have limits, and first encounters between enemy Scions can be… touchy. Probably why we usually kill each other on sight. But if given a little time together, we can learn to tolerate each other quite easily, actually.”

      Ajax and I both know what he’s talking about. That’s what happened to us. After our first meeting Ajax and I found ways to get around the Furies to some extent. We kept our eyes closed. We talked about silly things. We managed the Furies to some extent before we fully freed ourselves, but we’ve just never heard it spelled out so succinctly. I guess it’s silly to think Ajax and I were the only ones.

      We take seats on either side of Adonis, flanking him.

      Adonis addresses Ajax. “Your family thinks you’re dead. Castor was not faking his grief. Can you tell me why you did it?”

      Ajax looks at me, still unsure if Adonis can be trusted.

      “We didn’t have a choice.” I take a chance.

      “Ah,” Adonis says, leaning back with a knowing smile. “Starcrossed lovers. You’re bound to get a lot of people killed, you know.”

      “That’s not our intention,” Ajax says.

      “Your brothers are about to go on a rampage across the city. They’re looking for evidence that Athens is behind your death.”

      “They won’t find it. Castor and Pallas will stand down if there’s no proof. They don’t want a war,” Ajax replied.  He suddenly leans toward Adonis, a supplicant. “I’m expendable, but Daphne isn’t. She’s the last of the House of Atreus. And my father… he has this thing about her House.”

      “What thing?” Adonis asks.

      “If Paris Delos knows I’m alive, he won’t stop until I’m dead,” I say. “My mother killed his brother, but he’s also obsessed with her… it’s complicated.”

      “It always is with us.” Adonis lets out a long breath. “But four Houses is a damn sight better than three.” He looks between us. “If you two have a child, Thebes and Atreus will be united anyway. The Truce with the gods will still be endangered.”

      “If we have a child?” I reply. “We’re eighteen.”

      “Anyway, why are you here? Why aren’t you on top of a mountain in the Andes, or hiding in the Amazon jungle? You two need to stay dead, so what are you doing in New York?”

      Ajax and I share a look, both of us deciding if we should tell this guy anything.

      Really, what do we have to lose?

      “We’ve got a problem,” I say.

      “I would argue you have a few.”

      “It seems the universe it trying to kill us.”

      I don’t say it’s just Ajax the universe is trying to kill because I have two choices here. Gain Adonis’ confidence so that he’d be willing to keep our secret, or kill him. Adonis might not side with us unless he thinks I’m in danger, and that by helping us he’s helping to keep the Truce, and stave off a war between the Houses. My Uncle Deuce always told me that in a war between the Houses, Rome has always tried bargaining first and violence last, and that Rome more than any other House tries to avoid the ultimate war with the gods. They would certainly lose an inter-House war, and quite simply, they like things the way they are. Decadent, my Uncle Deuce had called them. The only way for Rome to avoid a war is to keep the Houses separate and, in my case, alive. Adonis might help us just to preserve the House of Atreus, and the Truce, and therefore his cushy life.

      Adonis narrows his eyes, studying us. “The mousetrap you mentioned, is that what you mean?”

      I nod. “It’s like a chain reaction of things that ends in something innocuous nearly killing us. It keeps happening.”

      “A Rube Goldberg machine. Except it’s not a machine, it’s the world doing this to you?” I nod again, and he makes a rueful face. “That’s a problem. But what help were you thinking of getting here in New York? Your family is gone,” he says to me, “and your family thinks you’re dead,” he says to Ajax.

      We both know we can’t tell him about Tantalus. “That’s our business. And the fewer people we involve in this the better,” I say.

      He’s obviously curious, but he shrugs it off. “Your mousetrap problem is fate working against you, and that is above my pay grade. We need to speak with the Oracle.”

      “Antigone is my cousin. She can’t find out that we’re alive.” Ajax says.

      “She’s the Oracle,” Adonis replies in flat tone. “Don’t you think she knows already?”

      A glance at Ajax tells me that he never considered this, and neither did I.

      “She must be keeping our secret for some reason,” I say, though I have no idea what that reason could be.

      “Maybe because she has a lot in common with the two of you,” Adonis replies. But does not explain.

      I look over at Ajax. “If he’s right and she knows we’re alive, then we have to go see her,” he tells me.

      “Well, no time like the present,” Adonis says, standing.

      Ajax looks alarmed. “You know how to get to her?”

      The Oracle is the most protected Scion in all the Houses because she is the most valuable. If our lives were a game of chess, and it often feels like it is, the Oracle would be the queen. The House of Thebes guards her incessantly. The fact that Adonis, an enemy Scion, could just stand up and go to her is deeply troubling.

      “Friend of a friend,” Adonis replies in a breezy fashion.  “Shall we?”
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      All right. I admit it. I’m a sucker for love.

      And Ajax and Daphne are totally in love. And by “in love” I mean once in a lifetime, souls-entangled, keeper of each other’s conscience’s kind of love. I don’t even allow myself to think this word often, knowing what I know about the gods, but their love is sacred, and if I don’t at least try to help them, then what’s the point of any of this malarkey? I’m not being romantic either—no one’s ever accused me of that—I’m just talking about basic meaning of life stuff for me. I’ve come to terms with the fact that I’ll never have the kind of love they do, but knowing it exists, and doing what I can to make sure it isn’t trampled underfoot gives me some solace.

      Okay. Maybe I am being romantic.

      The edges of the Underworld have all kinds of trap doors and secret tunnels that span space in creative ways. Sometimes you are farther from your goal than actual geography would dictate, and sometimes you are steps from something that should be miles away. It has something to do with your mindset when you enter the Underworld, and it’s taken me years to learn how to control the Bough of Aeneas. It’s the actual bough of a tree that Sibyl cut and gave to Aeneas, the founder of the House of Rome, to enable him to traverse the Underworld while still alive. How a tree branch can do that is beyond me. But it’s Greek. It doesn’t have to make sense.

      The Bough is in the guise of a gold cuff around my wrist because it can also change its shape. Again, it’s Greek. Doesn’t make sense, doesn’t have to. The cuff was put there when I was a baby, and it has grown and changed with me my whole life. It will only fall off when I’m dead. Which hopefully won’t be soon. Although, if I keep hanging out with people like this I probably don’t deserve to live. Darwin’s Law applies to all beings, including Scions, and it isn’t kind to idiots.

      “Think happy thoughts,” I tell the Starcrossed couple as I bring them through the winding caverns to Ladon’s cove—and, coincidently, toward another Starcrossed couple.

      Yes, I realize that this makes me doubly screwed. “Starcrossed” literally means unlucky, and right now I’m surrounded by so much bad luck I wouldn’t be surprised if the tip of Manhattan caved in over my stupid head.

      Despite pondering just how big of a hole I’m digging for myself, we make it to Ladon’s cove, which is deep underground at the very end of Manhattan Island, in just a few minutes. The Underworld apparently wants me to get these two cursed couples together, and I wonder (as I often do when I muck around down here) if Hades has anything to do with it. Not the place, the god. Never met him, but I’ve read he’s rather a nice guy. God. Whatever.

      I somehow get the feeling Hades is hurrying us along because he wants to help Ajax and Daphne. Or maybe Hades is just kind to idiots, as Darwin is not. Which would explain why so many idiots like me aren’t in Hades when natural selection should have killed us.

      Whatever the cause, we get to Ladon’s cove unmolested by any of the scads of monsters that slip between our world and the worlds of weird that border Hades. Much like my little subterranean haunt, Ladon’s cove is dug right out of the bedrock, and is bordered by water, although it is not in the Underworld, as my place is. Ladon’s cove exists in the real world and you don’t need a glowing bracelet to get to it.

      It’s much larger than my hidey-hole, with more living space; it tapers down to a subterranean beach that leads out into the place where the East River, the Hudson, and the Atlantic mix in a briny swill deep down beneath the surface. Only members of the House of Athens have the strength and skill to swim at those depths and in such dark and turbulent water. I take the tunnels from the subways to get to him, but either way Ladon is hard to reach.

      Ladon Attica, Firstborn of Bellerophon, Head of the House of Athens, was born half dragon and must live hidden. At his birth he was shunned by his father. Poseidon had all kinds of fishy, scaly, multi-appendaged, and sometimes downright creepy offspring, and the House of Athens has something of a monster problem in its gene pool. The House was founded by Cecrops, who coincidently, was half dragon himself. But the modern world is much less accepting of monsters in general, and there’s now a law within the House that dictates that any monstrous offspring are to be left exposed on a mountainside until they die. They have the same rule for Earthshakers, which is another problematic talent that plagues the House of Athens, although one of those hasn’t been born in generations. Lotta babies left to die in that House. Luckily, Ladon didn’t. Die, that is. For which I am grateful, because he is my friend.

      Ladon also happens to be in love with Antigone, the Oracle of Delphi, and cousin to Ajax. But this Starcrossed couple will never consummate their love because Ladon, though human and quite handsome from the waist up, is a very pointy and sharp dragon where his tender manly bits would normally be. Their love is completely platonic, which is a good thing, or the Houses would be one step closer to being united, and then down come the gods to smite us in a pre-Biblical, totally Greek, and therefore shockingly violent and barbaric fashion.

      As I lead Ajax and Daphne across metal gangplanks and through abandoned subway lines complete with hundred-year-old trains still sitting on the tracks, I am aware that the potential combination of these two pairs of Starcrossed lovers means that three of the Houses would be united, and that’s the main reason I’m forcing this meeting. Apart from the fact that I am an idiot.

      We Scions need to get on the same page. All this clandestine running around means that we’re dangerously close to freeing the gods—and that is something I will never allow to happen, romantic idiot that I am or not. If the Iliad taught me anything, besides my family history, it’s that no love affair is worth starting a war over. The Scions did that once before and it didn’t end well. Just ask the Trojans—not the warriors who attained everlasting glory, but all those peasants, farmers, and cute little village people who died brutal deaths—if they think Paris’ and Helen’s great love was worth it. And now imagine that happening to, say, London, or Tokyo, or New York. Not such a great love story anymore, is it?

      I call out to my friend, alerting him to the presence of strangers in his home, although I know from experience that he can smell us coming. I’m not worried about Ajax and Daphne ever being able to find their way
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