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  Chapter 1


Despite the short walk from the Capitol South metro station, I was already sticky and sweaty when I arrived at the side entrance to the John Adams building. A handful of people trickled out with briefcases and backpacks, glancing at me as I walked  toward the building.
I knew it was weird to see someone hurrying to a Library of Congress building after it was technically closed for the evening. Especially the Friday evening before a public holiday. But I had places to be and people to see. Plus, the Muses’ Annex was the quickest way to get to where Titus was still staying up in Montclair, New Jersey.
Not that any of the people leaving knew that.
“Good evening, Alex.” A cheerful voice made me look up. Calliope—or Miss Callie—as I’d known her as a child, smiled as I stopped in front of her.
Despite the passage of at least twenty years from when she babysat me, she still looked maybe five years my senior. Though that could very well be a mixture of old memories and makeup.
“Evening, Callie.” I still felt weird calling her that. Even if she’d told me she preferred it over Calliope in modern times. “How was the Annex today?”
“Good.” She pulled one of the large, heavy doors open and gestured for me to walk in. An icy blast of air conditioning hit me and I sighed with relief. I hoped Montclair was less humid this weekend. “Nothing too eventful.” She rapped on a nearby piece of wooden decor. “I’d like to keep it that way.”
I glanced at the decoration, knowing she wasn’t talking to me. If the last six months had taught me anything, it was that everything I’d been taught to believe was myth or folklore was, in reality, true. Just not the way I expected.
“The wood sprites here are normally well-behaved. But they can be precocious and prone to mischief if you say the wrong things—or even if they think you’re not watching them.”
We slipped into a nearby elevator and Calliope swiped her keycard. That was new. Maybe I hadn’t noticed it before? I’d been making this trip every Friday evening since Titus and I’d arrived back from Herculaneum, so I assumed I would have seen it before. I blinked as the swipe card reader disappeared behind a metal panel.
“Janus just installed this. Not that people can’t still get down to the level of the Annex, but this key card is just another layer.”
“Have you been dealing with people getting lost down there?”
Calliope nodded. “Accidentally on purpose. Less since Janus returned.”
Our conversation lulled as I thought about the last six months. In this time period, the modern day, Clio acted more cautiously than she did in the past. She was more motherly, too. Not in a weird way, but always happy to help Titus and me adjust to everything. If she was the mom friend, Janus was the dad friend. They both took joy in helping the time travelers and other acolytes who were invariably around them. I once jokingly called them the non-Gothic version of Morticia and Gomez Addams, which had confused Titus and led to a weekend binge session of all things Addams Family.
That had actually been a fun weekend, all things considered.
Now my curiosity got the better of me. As much as I enjoyed chatting with Calliope on these brief trips down to the Annex, I still felt more like a guest than an actual acolyte.
“Will I ever get a swipe key? Or is that for Muses only?”
Calliope smiled as the doors opened. “Eventually you’ll get one. When you are officially hired.”
“By the Library of Congress? Or some other agency? I’ve been applying to every single federal library job I find and nothing has popped up,” I grumbled. “All those stupid veterans get weighed more favorably. Even more than people who know how to do that job.” It was common knowledge that federal jobs were nearly impossible to get if you didn’t have some kind of military background or connection to whoever was hiring.
“Hey now. Veterans—and active duty—do a job few others are willing to take on. There are plenty of jobs to go around, even with Pluto’s pissy behavior of late.”
That was another fun fact. The Great Recession was due in part to Pluto’s fury over his namesake planet being downgraded to a dwarf planet. As a Roman immortal skilled in all things wealth-related, he’d taken his anger out in the best way he knew possible: convincing people to do stupid things with their money and investments. Only recently had he calmed down and gone back to sulking wherever he normally hung out.
“How am I supposed to apply for a job if I don’t know where to apply?”
We walked through hallways made up half of chain-link cages and oddly shaped rooms. I was glad Calliope knew the way because, after a few twists and turns, I couldn’t tell what direction we were going. Especially with nearly every wall being the same type of barely painted drywall.
“You’ll know when a position is open. We’re still dealing with a hiring freeze of sorts. Don’t want to add a bunch of new hires and have Pluto get cranky again.”
Calliope stopped in front of a very bland, beat up door. The only thing written on it was the word ‘Operations’, which made little sense even now, because as soon as you opened the door…
You found a storage room. Full of random cleaning and office supplies.
That said, this wasn’t any normal storage or operations room. Calliope stepped up to the far wall and I kept close to her. There was an out-of-place rubber baseboard on the wall, partially hidden by a shelf. As soon as we were in place, Calliope kicked the rubber baseboard, then put a firm hand behind my back. The wall rippled, turning from solid to liquid and revealing a massive, brightly lit reading room. Hardwood stairs led to the lower level.
As Calliope guided me through the portal, I gasped. Not in surprise, but from the awe and admiration I had for this room every time I visited. It was nearly as gorgeous as the main Reading Room in the Jefferson Building, with the same kind of woodwork and decoration. The only difference, architecturally speaking, was that the Muses’ Annex didn’t have a vaulted ceiling and ornate statues embedded in it.
#
The main research area was a large rectangular space with built-out offices along two walls. Faux red tile roofs, reminiscent of Ancient Greek design, sloped down and covered them. Near the corner where the offices met was a doorway to more staff offices, including Calliope’s. On the opposite side, the wall expanded into two stories, with bookshelves on the lower level and a balcony and bookshelves on the upper level. The balcony and its bookcases ran along all four walls, adding an interesting dimension to the room. The fact that this space took up two stories still made little sense, no matter how much I tried to wrap my head around it. There was no way this room fit inside the basement of this building. I assumed it was a pocket space as well, but no one had confirmed it yet.
To my left was a long wall, painted with the most unique mural I’d ever seen. Right beside the stairs was art reminiscent of cave dwellings, but as the mural progressed, so did the art styles. It covered nearly all the empty wall space on the first floor. At the end, the mural tapered off as if unfinished.
“I’d love to get that portal fixed at some point, but for the time being, it works.”
Calliope tapped on the door frame a couple of times until the portal disappeared. Then she guided me down the wooden stairs as I waved to a few other acolytes I knew. Josip, Florian, and Masika all waved back, while others stayed focused on their research.
I closed my eyes for a moment and imagined working and researching in this room,  exploring the various shelves and immersing myself in the atmosphere here. As much as I enjoyed my current job, working here would be a dream.
“You coming?”
I glanced over at Calliope, catching a wide grin on her face. She stood on a set of stairs that opened into a hallway between two distinct art styles I wasn’t familiar with.
“Coming.” Behind the mural wall were at least four rooms—two private research rooms were filled with more bookcases and two very plain portal rooms. Our destination, every Friday, was one of those rooms.
Inside each room, there were a handful of full-length mirrors and a table. Depending on the day, the table contained a variety of tools and other objects. Today, it held a hairbrush, some dry shampoo, and a box labeled ‘Instant Shower.’
“Clio figured, with the humidity and all, you’d probably want to freshen up before heading to the mansion, but the stuff is totally optional.”
“Optional but needed.” I was grateful for Clio’s foresight as I brushed out my hair and used ample amounts of the spray. Calliope stepped out of the way and started laughing. I ripped open a packet of the instant shower and wiped down the sweatier parts of my body. It wasn’t perfect, but it would work until I could take a shower later tonight.
“You ready?”
I turned back to Calliope and nodded. She pulled a phone out of her pocket and directed it at one mirror. Immediately, the reflection in the mirror disappeared, replaced with the image of an office.
“Tell Titus hi for me. And enjoy your weekend.”
“I will. Thank you.” I stepped through the mirror as a fiery blast of dry air washed over me.






  
  Chapter 2


As soon as I got my footing in the new room, I looked back to see the portal turn into a normal full-sized mirror, no sign that it was anything different. It was just as humid here as it had been in D.C., but it felt cooler, even with the air conditioning running in both places. 
I was in one of the handful of offices the Muses had set up in this home. Much to my surprise, though, no one was waiting for me.
Usually Titus was hanging out in here, fiddling with stuff, when I arrived. Or an immortal, working on some project.
Right now, this wing of the mansion was quiet.
“Titus?”
Footsteps pounded up the hallway stairs and right as I looked out the doorway. He crashed into me, wrapping his arms around me and briefly lifting me off my feet.
This was why Fridays were my favorite part of the week.
His breath tickled my neck as he whispered, “I missed you.”
“I missed you too. You need to learn to use a telephone one of these days.” I giggled as he began kissing my neck.
“I’m working on it. Still getting used to everything. Six months isn’t enough time to learn almost two thousand years of history and culture.”
“You don’t have to learn everything right now.” I pulled away for another kiss. “Just basic technology.”
“Basic to you. You grew up with it.” He gave me a final kiss as my stomach growled.
“True, but my childhood was pretty analog.” He frowned and I shook my head. “I didn’t really start using computers until I was in high school.”
“I didn’t start using computers until a few months ago.” He kissed me once more and smiled. “Let’s get something to eat. Clio said she might have some news for us as well.”
“You think you’ll be clear to leave the mansion soon?” I followed him down the staircase, trying to see if I smelled anything cooking. Usually something was going on, even if it was just people hanging out and watching a movie. Today seemed quieter than normal.
“Most of the other acolytes already left for various holiday celebrations. I still don’t understand this ‘Labor Day’ you all celebrate.”
I laughed. “It’s a day to celebrate workers. The people who make everything run smoothly in society. It’s also informally considered the last day of summer.”
“Even though the equinox is still a few weeks away?”
I nodded. “A few of the schools I went to didn’t start until after Labor Day. Most of the touristy places consider Labor Day the end of their big business season.”
Titus nodded. “One of the other acolytes was telling me of a beach near here? Or some kind of shoreline where people spend their holidays. Much like Herculaneum and Neapolis.” 
He went quiet and I squeezed his hand. “The Jersey Shore. It’s very popular. Maybe once you’re clear, we can take a trip down there or to Atlantic City. It’s been years since I’ve been there.”
Titus nodded, though I could tell he was still thinking about Herculaneum.
“Either way, I know there are a few people who want to meet you soon.”
“Who?” Titus stopped before we entered one of the large living spaces.
“My dad. Clio mentioned the time traveling thing to him and he wants to meet you at some point. As do some of his friends—Tully and Ann.”
“Are they all time-travelers too?”
“My dad is, apparently.” That had been more of a shock than anything. Even when I had nudged him to talk more about it, he had brushed off the conversation, asking me more about how I liked Herculaneum than talking about his experiences. “Ann and Tully are immortals as well, I guess? I’m trying to figure out who they were historically, though. They’ve never talked much about their past, except to say they’re originally from Italy. Ann’s cooking skills put Corrina to shame, by the way. She has her own garden and everything. If we do visit them at some point, bring an empty stomach. Otherwise, she’ll be offended.”
Titus chuckled nervously, rubbing the tattoos on his hand as we walked into the room. Despite people repeatedly telling him the tattoos weren’t an issue, he’d gone to great lengths to hide them as much as possible.
“You’re triple-sure?” Clio was staring at the man by her side as they walked in from another room. With a thick mop of sun-bleached hair and well-defined biceps, he looked more like a surfer dude—or a model for some clothing company geared toward teenagers and the naturally tanned—than a medical professional. I tried to keep my attention focused on his eyes and not on the well-fitted polo shirt.
His attention was fully on Clio, however. He merely tapped the papers in his hand.
“If you don’t trust me, you can read over the papers yourself.”
“I trust you. If there’s anything I trust you about, it’s medical stuff.”
“Then you don’t need to worry.”
Clio looked up at us as she smiled. “Good afternoon, you two. Alex, did you just get in?” I nodded and her smile grew wider. “I’ve got some good news for you. It seems Titus’s immune system is fully modern now.”
The man frowned at Clio. “His vaccinations are all up to date, but no one’s immune system is ever fully modern.”
“You know what I mean, Apollo. He’s ready to be in public.”
My eyes widened. That’s why he was so unnaturally handsome. This was the dude who personified Greek youth and virility. The inspiration for nearly every idealized Greek statue and a lot of neo-classical artwork.
Apollo glanced over at me and I averted my eyes, but not in time to avoid seeing him grin.
“He is. Titus’s antibodies are all at the proper levels for him to be fine in public. If anything is at risk right now, it might be his mental health. That can be quickly remedied with some time outside the mansion grounds.” He cleared his throat. “By the way, you should warn me when you have new acolytes over so I can remember to tone down my brilliance and rugged good looks.” The teasing in his voice irritated me and I turned back to glare at him.
I cleared my throat, but before I could say anything, Clio grabbed the paperwork and retorted. “Alex has been around more handsome fellows. Janus was in the room when she and Titus arrived.”
Immediately, Apollo scowled and the lightness in the room seemed to dim ever so slightly. Clio, on the other hand, looked amused.
“If everything is in order, I will head out. Is Janus arriving this weekend?”
Clio shook her head. “He’s working in Prague with some diplomats, I think. He and I have plans in Manhattan for next weekend, however.”
Apollo huffed and left the room without another word.
Titus and I both watched him as he left, then looked at Clio, who was trying to conceal her mirth.
“Don’t mind Apollo. He’s a sweetheart, but he’s held a grudge against Janus since they first met.”
“Why?” I tried to remember if I’d heard of any obscure lore concerning them—not that the Greek and Roman pantheons intermixed that much.
Clio rolled her eyes. “It’s a long story, and partially my fault due to some miscommunication between me and Janus. But even though that miscommunication was resolved quickly, Apollo took offense toward Janus for how he thought Janus had treated me.”
“How long ago was this incident?” Titus’s voice was soft, and I wondered what was going through his mind. In the past few months, he and Janus had become close friends; Janus had become almost a mentor to him. But Titus also highly respected Clio and, knowing him, if Janus had treated Clio poorly at any point, Titus wouldn’t be happy to hear that.
Clio tapped her fingers on the papers in her hand. “At least 2500 years ago. It happened before the Roman Republic was around, I know that for sure. It was after Aeneas arrived in Italy. Yes. Because my son, Evander, fought alongside Aeneas against Janus’s son, Turnus, long before we ever met. So…after Aeneas but before the Roman Republic?” She glanced up at Titus and laughed softly. “Don’t look so concerned, young one. Janus never treated me poorly.”
“Then what happened?” Titus sat on the couch as Clio shrugged and took her own seat. I squeezed in next to Titus, curious myself.
“A miscommunication. That’s all. Janus and I had lovers and spouses before we met each other. This is very common among immortals. His love life wasn’t always the happiest before we met. The relationship between him and both his previous wives faded as they had children and those children grew. By the time we met, he feared that all his relationships would end the same way. While he loved his children, he also worried about what would happen should he and I have children together.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Did you? Have children, I mean?” I felt like they’d mentioned that in passing, but neither of them has specifically mentioned their kids together.
Clio bobbed her head. “We’ve had quite a few children together over many of Janus’s lifetimes. When I found out I was pregnant with our first child, I was afraid that as soon as he found out, he’d disappear. I told him I had to help one of my sisters with something and I’d be back in a few months. Well, a few months came and went, and he thought I’d disappeared on him. He traveled to Mount Helicon, where my sisters and I were living, and presented himself as a mere traveler.” Clio laughed. “Calliope knew he was an immortal, and a powerful one at that, as soon as she saw him. She had him sit for a few days before telling him what she knew and bringing him back to our private quarters. That’s when he found out how pregnant I was and I sheepishly had to admit I’d done what I was afraid he would do.”
“How’d that go?” I was curious now. Everything I’d seen of Clio and Janus so far made me think they’d always been a happy couple with excellent communication skills.
“He was surprised, excited, and happy that I hadn’t just dumped him for a newer, younger immortal. I was worried about his reaction to having another kid, but he was ecstatic about it.”
“Why was Apollo angry with him? And why is he still?”
“Because Apollo holds a grudge like nobody’s business. He thought the reason I’d returned to Mount Helicon was because Janus had rejected me and our child. Even when I explained the situation, he still was distrustful of Janus. He also doesn’t trust Janus because of one of Janus’s abilities—the fact that his immortality comes from the ability to be reborn.”
“Like reincarnation?”
Clio nodded. “His abilities are part of why the Romans always saw him as they did.” She nodded to Titus. “Not only did he have a gift with doorways and portals, but also birth, conception, renewal, all those kinds of things.”
Titus squeezed my hand. “The stories I grew up hearing about the gods also spoke of Janus being the one who preceded them. There were many I knew who revered him as being older and more powerful than even Jupiter, Juno, Mars, and the rest.”
Clio nodded. “Immortals who can reincarnate are very rare. Apollo’s distrust of Janus stems from that as well. He thinks that every time Janus is reborn, he should be seeking me out and reconnecting. That’s kind of hard to do if Janus is reborn into a body hundreds or thousands of miles away from wherever I am. Plus, his inability to remember his past until puberty has led to us not meeting during a few of his lives.” She stared thoughtfully into the hall behind us. “Which makes each lifetime together even more valuable, regardless of any prior misunderstandings.”
#
After a moment, she shook her head and focused on us. “Anyway, Apollo’s news means we don’t have to stay here in the mansion all weekend. At least not you two. I think a Friday night out would be nice.” She grinned.
“Is there any place you want us to go?”
Clio shook her head. “I’d stick to Montclair for tonight, but otherwise, feel free to grab food somewhere or explore. Thalia and Terpsichore are planning to come up tomorrow, so maybe they have plans outside of town, but otherwise, tonight is up to you.” She stood up and ushered us off the couch. “Go on now. You need some fresh air and some fun tonight.”






  
  Chapter 3


After grabbing a set of car keys from Clio and finding the car they belonged to, I drove around Montclair with Titus, trying to reorient myself to the town. I’d lived here when I was in middle school and my dad had gotten a job at the newly minted Montclair State University. With the upgrade from a college to a university, they’d hired a bunch of new faculty, and my dad had dragged me up here for a few years before getting another job and moving back to Virginia. Montclair hadn’t been a terrible place—I’d enjoyed it eventually—but it’d been over ten years since I’d lived here and a lot had changed. 
“You seem very comfortable driving this carriage.” Titus was still examining the inside of the car as I tried not to drive too erratically.
“Eh. Most people my age have been driving for a while. You can technically drive a car as soon as you’re sixteen. It gave me the freedom to do a lot of things when I was younger.” 
Another car darted out in front of me and I slammed on the brakes, throwing Titus and me forward. I laid on the car horn to show my annoyance, only for the other driver to flip me off.
“Stupid Jersey drivers.”
“I can see why they put restraints in these things.” Titus tugged on the seatbelt and I laughed.
“Yup. The last thing car companies want is people dying in accidents. I promise driving most places isn’t this chaotic.”
Titus laughed. “Do you remember Herculaneum in my time? The streets were just as chaotic.”
“True.” I could think of a few differences, but I also wanted to focus on getting to our destination. Clio had recommended a few decent places to eat, and I had remembered an ice cream place I’d loved to visit as a kid. Even though Titus had tried ice cream before, I doubt he’d had Holsten’s ice cream. I smiled just thinking about it.
“What is our plan for tonight? Clio made it sound like you knew your way around this town.”
I nodded. “My dad worked at the university for a few years, so I lived here when I was younger. It’s probably been ten years since I’ve been back, though. There are a couple of places I think you’d enjoy. First off is Holsten’s. It’s an ice cream parlor, but they have good food there, too. Then after, I was thinking we could walk around. We could go to Brookdale Park, see what events are going on this weekend. Or Eagle Rock Reservation. There’s an observation point at the top where you can see Manhattan.”
“Manhattan?”
I frowned at him as I parked the car. “It’s part of New York City. Didn’t—”
He nodded quickly. “New York City. The place Clio said made Rome look like a village.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at that. Clio wasn’t wrong. “Yeah, Manhattan is one neighborhood in New York City.”
“I would like to visit one of these days. It’s not that far, is it? It can’t be if we can see it from that Eagle Rock?”
“It’s only about 12 or 13 miles from here. Did no one mention how close it is?” I assumed Clio or Janus or someone would have told Titus how close we were to New York City.
He shook his head. “It never came up in conversation. Just that it was nearby.”
“Huh.”
As we walked in, I realized Holsten’s was busy. Maybe it was the holiday weekend or maybe it was busier for other reasons, but part of me grew anxious about Titus being around so many people.
“We can order the food and eat elsewhere. Then we could have our ice cream first.” I smiled, hoping Titus would agree. 
He glanced around the small ice cream parlor and nodded. “I think I’d like that.”
After ordering and getting our food, I decided Titus needed to see the view from Eagle Rock. Even if we weren’t headed into Manhattan anytime soon, I knew he’d appreciate it.
As soon as we got out of the car, he took a deep breath and looked around. “This is a pretty spot.”
“If you look behind you, you’ll see the New York City skyline.”
He turned around and audibly gasped. “That is your country’s Rome?”
“Not quite.” I juggled the food and ice cream in my hands as I tried to lock the car. “Washington D.C. is the capital of the United States, but New York City is the largest city. Population-wise, it’s the same as nine of your Romes.”
“I always thought Rome was congested, but this place…”
I laughed, nudging him to follow me to a shaded spot with a decent view of the skyline. “New York is congested. Don’t get me wrong. The last thing you want to do is drive into the city during the week. That’s why so many people live in places outside the city and commute in. New York has a pretty decent public transit system. If you ask New Yorkers, they’ll tell you it’s the best in the world.”
“Is it?”
I shrugged as he sat down next to me. “I don’t know if there is such a thing. If you live in a place long enough and get used to it, I suppose it gets tolerable. D.C.’s public transit is tolerable.”
Titus nodded as he dug into his meal. Both of us had gotten a burger and fries, along with a banana split to share and some of Holsten’s chocolates. The meal wasn’t very exotic or uncommon for me, but I realized how radically different it was from what Titus had been eating a few months ago when we’d still been in Herculaneum. Tomatoes, potatoes, chocolate, bananas, and even white sugar had been new experiences since he arrived here, but he seemed to enjoy them as much as I did.
“This really is a beautiful place. As much as I miss Herculaneum, and even Rome, I think exploring this world will be just as fun.” He grasped my hand and I smiled. “Now that I’m allowed to be out in public, I wonder what the future has in store for me. Or rather the Muses, since I’ve dedicated myself to them now.”
“I think they’ll give you some kind of freedom to do what you want in life. I mean, Corrina and I work in museums, but Matsuo doesn’t. There are a few acolytes whose jobs I don’t know. I just see them from time to time. I’m sure they’re not always on the Muses’ mission.”
“Still…”
“If Clio let you choose your future here, what do you think you’d do?” I remembered his skilled oratory in the Forum of Stabiae and wondered if he’d be interested in politics.
“There is something, an opportunity cut short in my time. If Clio or her sisters allowed it, I think I might try again.”
I hesitated, focusing my attention more on the banana split as I pulled it out of the bag at our feet. “What would that be?”
“Janus and a few others have told me about your country’s army. They say it isn’t something to dismiss. Whether I became a soldier or a sailor,” he paused as a plane flew across the sky, headed for one of New York’s airports, “they said it would be a good way to learn about American culture.”
“Not all parts of American culture.” The words came out snarkier than I’d intended, and Titus raised an eyebrow at me.
“Are you not supportive of your country’s soldiers?”
I groaned and offered him some of the banana split. He took a bite as I tried to figure out my thoughts.
“It’s complicated. I don’t hate the soldiers, no. But I think that a lot of them were lied to in order for them to become soldiers. Did Janus tell you there’s a war going on right now?”
Titus nodded and gestured to the New York skyline. “He told me about the two towers that once stood in New York City and how an attack on them forced America to protect itself.”
I wondered if Janus had used those exact words. At the same time, I knew the circles I’d grown up in and worked in now were not so sympathetic to members of the military or the reasons for the two wars we were now fighting. Even if I agreed with them on some points, I knew I was only seeing one side of the picture.
“Are you interested in joining the military, then?” I tried to take a bite of the banana split, but the ice cream tasted off.
“I am. I think it would teach me much about your world, for better or for worse, and it would give me a second chance at the life I’d always imagined. If I join your country’s army, I wouldn’t do it for my entire life. Just as I wouldn’t do it for my entire life if I was back in Rome.”
“Unless you die while in the military. There’s always that chance.” I didn’t want to be glum, but the weight of that prospect hung over me.
Titus wrapped his arm around me, pulling me to his side and kissing the top of my head. “That was a risk I took when I joined the Roman army, too.” His words were soft and my eyes started watering.
“If you join the military, you’ll also see the rougher side of American culture. The dangerous and reckless side. The people in charge don’t care if you die or come home with terrible injuries. Other soldiers will be crass and…”
“You don’t think it was that way in my time?” Titus’s chest rumbled as he laughed. “You were the one who told me about how people nowadays remember my people. There’s a reason Mars was one of our most highly worshipped gods.”
“Yeah, but you’re different.” Even knowing Titus had fought in battles before being kicked out of the Roman army, I still couldn’t imagine him being bloodthirsty and killing people for the sake of killing people.
“How am I different?”
“You’re not bloodthirsty. I hear reports of soldiers killing innocent civilians on the news all the time. Supposedly it’s accidents, but I doubt it’s always an accident.”
“You’re right about me not being bloodthirsty. But I highly doubt all soldiers in the American army are bloodthirsty. Just like not all Roman soldiers were bloodthirsty. Were there some? Yes. But like you’ve said before, I think little has changed in the way people act or see the world between my time and yours.”
I sighed, not knowing what to say or how to feel. This wasn’t how I was expecting to spend tonight with Titus.
After a long silence, he asked, “If I joined the American army, would that be a deal-breaker in our relationship? Could you see yourself being lovers, or even just friends with a soldier? Not just a former soldier?”
I groaned and pressed my head into his chest. Given everything we’d been through in the last six months, there was no way we could only be friends in the future. Not that I had any desire to give up what we had now. “You being in the military wouldn’t be a deal-breaker for me. Even if it meant I’d constantly be worried about your safety. It would just be something I’d have to get used to. Our relationship isn’t something I’d throw away over whatever job you chose.”
“I’m glad. Our relationship is important to me too, and not just because I’m here now. I love you. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened between us. I’m glad you’re open to the idea, at least.”
“You’re welcome. Even if the idea of you being in the military scares me, I know I can’t force you to live your life in a way that makes you unhappy.”
“I appreciate it.” He kissed me on the top of my head once more and I squeezed him tight. “Let’s not think of the future too much. As least for now, I just want to enjoy the present with you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I woke up as Titus got out of bed. Staying still, I enjoyed the view until he disappeared into the adjoining bathroom.
For a moment, I was happy. Then memories of our conversation came back to me and I felt sick to my stomach again.
Even though Titus hadn’t joined the military yet, the thought of him doing so made me anxious. What would happen if he was killed or injured? What if he came back traumatized and different somehow? I’d read plenty of tragic stories about that, and my heart ached at the thought of something happening to Titus.
Rolling on to my side, I pulled the covers over my head and tried to ignore the tears now streaming down my face. I couldn’t force Titus to not join the military, and I didn’t want him to choose between me and a profession he seemed drawn to. But I didn’t know if I could handle the heartache and worry.
The toilet flushed, and after a moment, I felt Titus get back into bed. His hand stroked the side of my body, comforting me.
“Are you all right?”
I nodded. “Just overthinking things.”
“What are you thinking about?”
“Us. The future. What’s going to happen if you join the military.”
He kissed me on the temple, sending more tears down my face.
“I haven’t joined yet. If Clio were to tell me I couldn’t or shouldn’t right now, I would have to think there is a reason.” He paused for a moment. “If you really don’t want me to—”
“I want you to be happy here.” Rolling back into his chest, I took a deep breath to calm myself. “I told you last night that the military wasn’t a deal-breaker. I’m just scared something might happen to you.”
#
There was a knock on the door before he could respond.
“Breakfast is ready!”
I was surprised to hear Thalia’s cheerful voice. She hurried away, and I heard more doors being knocked on.
“We should probably get breakfast before it’s all eaten.” I brushed the tears from my eyes just as he squeezed me tight. The pressure of his body against mine was comforting.
“Don’t worry about the future yet. If and when I join the army, I will do everything I can to make sure I stay safe. For now, let’s just worry about food and what plans we have for today.”

      [image: image-placeholder]After breakfast, we headed out to a few of the places I remembered enjoying as a nerdy little middle schooler, like the Van Vleck house, and walked around. It surprised me when Thalia and Terpsichore eagerly asked to join us. I figured they’d want to just chill instead of dealing with crowds.
Instead, we all walked around the gardens as they played tour guide and rattled on about some of their memories here.
“Do you remember when we first arrived here?” Terpsichore stopped to smell one of the bright rhododendrons and smiled.
“I do. How long ago was that? It’s been a while.” Thalia turned to me. “When did the civil war here end?”
“1865?” I frowned, surprised she didn’t know.
“Oh yes. 1865. It was a few years after that. I remember I found myself here accidentally and ended up being recruited as a nurse for the Union army.”
That surprised me. Thalia didn’t strike me as someone inclined to medicine. “How did that happen?”
“I was with Apollo and he was acting as a doctor. It was one of the few ways we could interact back then without being married. Even so, there were plenty of rumors about us.”
“Huh. All nine of you have actually been in a relationship with Apollo?”
Thalia nodded, touching a slightly wilted flower. In the blink of an eye, it brightened up and seemed to flourish. “Not at the same time, though. But we’ve known each other for thousands of years, so we’ll rotate through a lifetime or two. Sometimes one of us will take on a mortal partner.” She grinned at Terpsichore, who shrugged, and added, “I ended up in Montclair because I have a bad habit of falling for mortal artists. As you well know, there were quite a few here in the late 1800s.”
#
For some reason, the thought entertained me and made me curious about other aspects of their lives. I’d gotten bits and pieces over the past few months, but little more than that. “How do you all choose where you’re going to live during a certain time? Do you know ahead of time?”
Terpsichore laughed before nudging another languishing plant with her walking cane. Thalia walked over and, in a moment, the plant was vibrant once more. “It depends on the time period and which of us you’re talking to. In the old days, we usually moved around together. It was safer that way. Or, if we found a lover, we might live with them during their lifetime. Clio and Janus are unusual because they tend to return to one another when they can.”
“Don’t you do that with Apollo, though?” Titus kept up with us as Thalia led the way to the next garden.
“It’s different. Apollo, long ago, swore that he loved us all so much that he couldn’t choose between any of us. He’ll shift from a relationship with one of us to another from time to time. Clio is the only one of us Janus has ever been in a relationship with. She’s also the only immortal he’ll seek out as well.” Thalia smiled. “I’m really glad to see them together again.”
Titus nodded and glanced at me. I shrugged. I couldn’t imagine the relationship dynamics of an immortal.
Terpsichore looked back at us with a grin. “There’s another question you’re wanting to ask. I can sense it.”
I frowned in confusion and Titus cleared his throat.
“There has never been any jealousy between you? Regarding Apollo’s affections?”
#
Both women burst out laughing at his question. After a moment, they shook their heads.
Thalia’s voice softened as she gestured to Terpsichore. “Did Karie not mention our other mortal lovers? I say this not from vanity, but as Muses, we often have many admirers. If Apollo’s eye lingers on one of us for a lifetime, or none of us, as has happened, there are no hard feelings among the others. As it is, often our tasks in life may pull us apart, especially as the world grows bigger.”
“Plus,” Terpsichore chimed in, “Even if we’re not lovers, the relationship Apollo has with all of us means if we ever need his aid, he will happily give it.”
I nodded. As curious as I was about their dynamics, I figured if they were happy, it didn’t matter.
“Romantic relationships aside, what else have you done over the years? I’m assuming inspiring people, but Thalia, you mentioned being a nurse during the Civil War. What else have you done?”
“A number of things. You know Clio and her time travel, but she’s also been instrumental in garnering public support for places like the National Archives here and genealogy interest in general. Calliope likes to keep tabs on political movements. She has been key in the movement for women’s voting rights, not just here, but all over the world. Things like that.”
Thalia and Terpsichore both looked nonplussed by the conversation, but I was in awe. “You all have been involved in a lot over the years, haven’t you?”
Terpsichore nodded. “We’re like the Illuminati, but less scary and more secret.”
“Terpsichore!” Thalia swatted her and they both started giggling.
As we made our way through the Fairy Garden, Thalia leaned back to look at me and Titus.
“Terpsichore and I are going into the city later today. There’s a Broadway play I’ve been dying to see. If you two want, we can snag you a couple of tickets. We’ve got good seats.”
“Has Calliope cleared Titus yet?” Terpsichore nudged Thalia with her cane. “I know Apollo said he was fine, but Callie has always been a stickler with the new acolytes.”
“New York City isn’t nearly as crowded on the weekends. He should be fine.”
Titus frowned. “I don’t remember Clio or Calliope mentioning anything like that. Once Apollo cleared me, I should be good to travel, right?”
Thalia wiggled her hand in ambivalence. “Technically yes. Something like this is fine. But Callie and Clio have also seen some time travelers who entered larger cities fall ill relatively quickly. Or they get overwhelmed by the crowds. Callie likes to wait a short time rather than letting Clio’s acolytes just dive into a new world.”
“I’ve been here six months already, and I am used to large crowds.”
Thalia shook her head. “You’re preaching to the choir, dear. Literally. That’s why I asked if you two wanted to join us. But Karie is right. If Callie hasn’t cleared Titus to explore larger cities, it’s probably for the best.” She sighed, then scrunched her mouth. “Maybe Clio’s already talked to her about that. I could text them.” Thalia pulled her phone out and started tapping.
I leaned into Titus, enjoying the moment with him. A thought fluttered into my mind. If Calliope didn’t clear Titus to be in the rest of the modern world, maybe he wouldn’t be joining the military so soon.
“How long does it usually take Calliope to clear a new time traveler?”
Thalia shrugged. “Anywhere from a few days to a few months. It just depends on the situation. Why?”
Before I could say anything, Titus said, “Both Clio and Calliope have mentioned there are other acolytes who have joined the army here.” He glanced somberly at me and I tried to keep my face neutral. “If I were to pursue that path, I’m assuming I’d have to wait for their permission?”
Thalia nodded. “Definitely. That said, I overheard them talking about what options they thought you might be interested in here. Joining the military came up.” She glanced at me before returning her attention to Titus. “Neither seemed to have an issue with that option, and Callie didn’t seem to be worried about it either.”
Titus nodded as my stomach churned. Even if Titus still had some time before he could explore the world at large, joining the military was still an option.
That was going to weigh on me heavily for the foreseeable future.






  
  Chapter 4


Neither Titus nor I ended up going to the Broadway play with Thalia and Terpsichore. Calliope wanted Titus’s adjustment to the modern world to be more gradual. I was perfectly fine with that. The rest of the weekend was spent more sedately, even with the small barbecue the Muses hosted on Monday for the acolytes who were in town. 
That night, I reluctantly returned home, already missing Titus, even though I knew I’d see him in four short days.
When I returned to the apartment, it smelled wonderfully of something roasted. I wondered if Matsuo had spent the weekend at the apartment. The sound of a show was on in the background as Corrina cleaned up the kitchen. She looked up with a smile.
“How was Montclair? Did you and Titus have a fun weekend?”
I nodded, closing and locking the door. “Apollo cleared him to leave the mansion finally.”
“That’s wonderful!” She paused, watching me. “Something’s off. You’re usually glum when you come home, but this is different.”
I shrugged. “The weekend was fine. Except for when I was thinking about what Titus told me. Now that he’s mostly clear to be around people, he’s thinking about what kind of job or occupation he wants to have when not working for the Muses.”
Corrina nodded. “Titus never seemed like the kind of man to rest on his laurels. What kind of work does he want to do in this world?”
“He wants to join the military.” I squeezed my purse against my chest, trying to push the heavy weight away.
“Ah. That’s going to make your relationship with him fun.”
“Rina!” She had a habit of understating the obvious.
“Go sit on the couch. I was just making some tea. Do you want yours like normal?”
I nodded and made my way to the couch. It was worn out, but comfy. The movie on the television was some kind of cheesy romance. Not quite a rom-com, but something formulaic enough to be pleasant background noise. It was just starting and the main character was meeting her soon-to-be love interest for the first time. As was normal, the two of them were complete opposites.
I watched the movie half-heartedly, thinking more about Titus and trying to not let my worries consume me. He hadn’t even joined the army yet. There was still time for things to change, right?
Corrina put my mug in front of me and I smiled. It was an old mug I’d had for years, and I could swear all of my drinks tasted better coming from it.
“Titus wants to join the military, ja?”
“Yeah. I want to be supportive of him, but it’s the military. It’s dangerous. He could get killed.” As selfish as it sounded, even to me, I didn’t think Clio had tossed me back in time to rescue Titus only for him to put himself in harm’s way.
“He could, but both of you have already pissed Fortuna off. That put you in a similarly dangerous situation in Herculaneum. Plus, wasn’t he in the military in his time?”
I nodded. “He got kicked out after being accused of theft, which always stuck to him. He seems to think going into the military here would be a second chance at the life he missed out on.”
“It could be. And if he was in the military in his time, he would have some fighting skills already, right?”
“Yeah, but…”
“But what?”
“He could get hurt. And… if he joins, he’ll eventually get deployed. If he gets deployed, he’ll have to kill people. Chances are some will be innocents.”
“There is always a chance of that. Knowing Titus, do you think he’d actively try to kill innocent people?”
I shook my head. “No. Titus would never hurt an innocent person. At least not intentionally. But what if his soldier boss tells him to murder an innocent person?”
Corrina raised an eyebrow. “Soldier boss? I know my English isn’t the best, but what is a soldier boss?”
“You know, the person who tells other soldiers what to do. Higher-ranking soldiers.”
She nodded. “I know what you mean now. If his commander told him to kill an innocent man, do you think he would?”
“That I don’t know. I guess I’m afraid that he might because he’s big on following the rules.”
“He is. But from the little I’ve seen of Titus, he’s also big on questioning the rules. Or at least the logic behind the rules. It’s only once he’s accepted or understood the logic that he will go along with it.”
“Still… what happens if it’s not like it was in the past? Yes, there are always similarities between people who fight, whether they were fighting two thousand years ago or fighting now. A lot has changed too. What if being in a modern army is nothing like he expects? What if Fortuna goes after him again and he somehow gets into more trouble here?”
Corrina nodded as she took a sip of her tea. “Those are all real possibilities. Though I think whatever course he took, Fortuna would go after him. Not just because he’s in the military. Modern day training may keep him safer. He’d know how to use a gun.”
“Ugh, guns. What are they good for except killing things?” I grabbed a pillow and tucked ii between my knees and chest.
“Guns are a tool, Alex. They can be used for hunting and defense. Any tool can be used for evil if the person using it is evil enough.”
I grimaced. Corrina and I’d had this conversation before. She wasn’t some gun-toting redneck, but she also didn’t see them as a menace to society.
“Still…” I groaned in frustration and grabbed my cup of tea. Taking a sip, I let the warmth and flavor soothe me.
“Titus is different from your other boyfriends, isn’t he? You feel differently about him, too.”
“Technically, he’s not my boyfriend.”
Corrina stared at me in disbelief for a few minutes. “Your actions beg to differ. Is there a better term to call him? Your lover? Paramour? Suitor? He is definitely your schatje.” She giggled.
“I don’t even know what that means, Rina.” At least, I didn’t know the exact translation. She’d often call Matsuo her schatje, so I assumed it meant sweetheart or lover.
“Titus is your little treasure. He has stolen your heart. If something happened to him, you’d grieve for a very long time.”
“If that’s what it means, then I guess so.”
Corrina nodded. “If he’s not your boyfriend, then I think it is only because he doesn’t understand the term. You are certainly more intimate with him than your past boyfriends?”
“Rina!”
She laughed. “I’m not just talking about sex. If something happened to Jackson or one of your other boyfriends growing up, would you grieve for them?”
“I… I’d be sad.” Corrina had a point. If something bad had happened to Jackson while we were dating, or even the guys I’d dated before him, I would have been sad and tried to help them or comfort them. It wouldn’t have been life-altering.
“Exactly. Titus is different. Even if you two are opposite in some ways, you two are very compatible. Matsuo would probably say you two have inyo. Maybe are inyo?” Corrina put her cup down and gestured with her hands, making a circle. “You know, the black and white circle.”
I nodded. “Yin and yang. I can see that.”
“Yes. You two are different, but you balance one another. Like Matsuo and me. You think I imagined being in love with a Japanese man when I was younger?”
I laughed. Soon after my return from Herculaneum, Corrina had revealed that she was originally from the Netherlands but had been born there in 1634. Her family had arrived in what had then been New Amsterdam when she was a child. She’d started working for Clio in 1656, soon after her family had been victims of the Peach Tree War.
“Did you even know of Japan when you were a child?”
Corrina raised her teacup. “Of course I did. Tea first arrived in Europe because of my people. You know where it came from?”
“Japan?”
She nodded. “My family may have been fishermen, but one of my mother’s cousins was a merchant. He bought and sold tea and other items from Osaka. I remember them bringing tea to our home when I was a child, before we left for the new world. My parents treasured it like gold.” She took another sip of her tea and smiled. “They would think I was a wealthy lady for all the tea I drink now. But my point is you and Titus are made for one another. Just like Matsuo and I are. Two sides of that black and white circle. That’s why you feel so strongly about Titus.”
I smiled at the thought. “It’s not just because we’re intimate, or because I saved his life in Herculaneum?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Corrina shrugged. “Those could be things that deepen your connection, but perhaps the reason you never connected with others you dated is because your soulmate was in another time.”
I tried not to laugh. Corrina was being serious. “You really believe in soulmates?”
She shrugged. “I didn’t believe in time travel until I met Clio, but it exists.”
I laughed softly. “Point taken. What do I do now?”
“Keep walking forward. Keep loving Titus. He hasn’t joined the army yet. If and when he does, keep loving him, and know that if Clio or her sisters thought the army was too dangerous for him, they’d let it be known.”
#
Over the next few weeks, I tried to keep my thoughts away from the idea of Titus joining the military. Instead, I focused on work, applying to Library of Congress jobs when I saw them, and spending time with Titus in Washington, D.C. as much as possible.
With Apollo’s medical clearance, Titus spent his time going back and forth between the Montclair mansion and the D.C. townhouse, and I took the opportunity to be Titus’s tour guide. Calliope was still hesitant to let him visit downtown D.C., so we visited some of the lesser-known places around town and in the suburbs. While I wished we could visit some of the touristy spots, I knew the longer Calliope had Titus on restriction, the longer it would be before he could enlist. As selfish as I knew that was, at the same time I hoped it would be a while before the restrictions were lifted.
By the beginning of October, though, I could tell Titus was getting restless. One Saturday, as I showed him my new phone and explained all the different things it could do, he kept glancing toward the hallway anytime someone walked by.
“Is this boring to you now?” I laughed, trying to keep the tone light. My phone was a Motorola Droid, so it wasn’t as fancy as the iPhones, but it worked for what I needed it to do.
Titus shook his head, still investigating the phone and pushing different buttons. “No. If anything, I’m still wrapping my head around the idea. The fact that you can talk to someone on this, anywhere in the world, is… It’s as unbelievable as time travel.” Handing me back the phone, he sighed. “I know I need to adapt more. Get used to this world and make it my normal. I think that’s why Calliope is keeping me from exploring more. Although…”
“Although what?”
“I think she might be getting close to letting me go anywhere. Or almost anywhere.”
“Why?”
He grabbed my hand, but before he could say anything, Clio entered the room with a huge grin on her face.
“Guess who has two thumbs and some good news for you two?”
Titus frowned in confusion. “You?”
Clio nodded. “Calliope has cleared you to explore without restrictions. Your last tests came back normal, so you’re good to go.”
“Really?” Titus’s entire body perked up, and even I straightened up. This was wonderful news, though there was still a heavy weight in my chest.
“Really, really. I was thinking…would you two like to head back to the museum? It’s the last weekend before it closes, and Janus said he could meet us there.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at Clio. It sounded more like she was planning a double date.
Titus looked back at me. “Should we?”
I nodded. “We could see the rest of the exhibit if you’d like. If it wouldn’t stress you out.”
Titus shook his head. “I’ve been wanting to see that statue Clio mentioned. The one from my family’s peristyle. I know the exhibit has more to do with art and Vesuvius’s legacy than actual…” He hesitated.
“There are no dead bodies at the art museum. I promise. Just paintings, sculptures, and other artwork,” Clio said, resting her hand on his shoulder.
“Of course.” He nodded and stood up. “Let’s head out then. Unless there is anything else we need
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