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      To my mother, Annie. Thank you for the Wonder Woman Underoos and for having the patience of saint as I climbed and jumped all over, pretending to be Diana.

      Your rambunctious little girl now writes her own heroes because you encouraged my wild imagination.

      But, can you picture where I’d be if you’d relented on the Lasso of Truth?

      Actually, don’t.

      I might have had an entirely different career.
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      In 2020 while we were all sitting at home, waiting the virus out, I signed-up to go on a trip to Greece with a bunch of my friends.  There, I stomped around the Acropolis, spent hours upon hours in the Acropolis Museum, climbed the myriad of steps to visit the mountain top monasteries of Meteora, stopped by where 300 Spartans fought Xerxes forces, shopped and ate in the village of Arachova, spent a day at  the ruins of Apollo’s temple in Delphi and touched the stone where the real-life women who served as Oracles sat upon a tripod.

      I listened to lectures from my tour guides, asked museum docents countless questions, took notes, and then while I sat poolside in  sunny Mykonos, started jotting down ideas for a new trilogy.  In Santorini, I decided the story would be of a Greek immigrant.

      When I came home, I delved into books on Greek mythology: scholarly tomes,  fun mythology monster guides, godly family trees.  I also hit up some history books to double-check what I’d learned there.  Always double-check!

      I hope my hard work paid off and this book is as epic and timeless as any Homeric endeavor.
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      Sometimes one bad decision can throw you off-course for life, leading you to one misery after another. Sometimes the Fates help you out with a metaphorical cuff to the ear.

      When the Fates decided to give me a smack, I was eating a sandwich and deliberating whether I should leave my husband, Carlo. The sandwich was the same kind I’d been eating for a week straight: mayonnaise, tomato, and white bread.  The man was the same con artist I’d married at seventeen.

      Next to my lunch, a stack of bills piled an inch thick lie on the folding card table that served as my desk in the tiny storeroom of my divination shop.  Carlo had told me he’d take care of the bills last month. He had not.  In fact, he hadn’t paid a single bill in three months.

      I ate my sandwich and prepared for the inevitable fight. The stack of bills, girding my loins so to speak.

      The physical evidence of his lies would help quash any gaslighting, but not by much. It could be snowing out and Carlo would try to convince me it was a balmy summer day, if it benefited him to do so.

      Part of me was sick of living like this, but the edge was all I’d known since I started running with Carlo in my teens. I didn’t think I’d be able to handle the typical middle-aged mom life, nor would I like it. Not that I had a choice.

      Pregnant at sixteen and married by seventeen, I was technically a middle-age mom, but nothing about my life had been typical.

      I just wished reading fortunes was as lucrative as it had been when I was young. I blame the small, seaside town. The locals either trusted me by now or not. Thanks to Carlo, mostly not. Tourist season would bring more clients and cash, but that wouldn’t be for a few more weeks.

      Carlo needed to fork over cash. Tonight.

      The bell on the storefront rang, alerting me that someone who needed to know their future now had entered the shop.

      I smiled. Maybe I wouldn’t have to fight Carlo after all.

      Things might be about to turn around.

      The sign on the front read: Madame Francine, Seer. In slightly smaller, less stylized print it read: Walk-ins Welcome! In even smaller print it read: Scheduled Readings Half Price.

      Giving my regulars a discount, or rather what they perceived as a discount, garnered loyalty, and I didn't mind them paying less if they were paying regularly in the off season. As their fortune teller, I was counselor, priest, best friend, mother, and sister to many of my clients.

      However, this was someone new. I could feel it in my bones the way I knew Carlo would score big or small. The way I knew a sale on necessities would happen before it was announced.

      Maybe tourist season started a little early. Here’s to hoping a rich out-of-towner was willing to pay for extras.

      I placed my tomato and mayonnaise sandwich on a paper plate, dusted the crumbs off my hands, rose from my metal folding chair at the rickety card table, and went through the beaded curtains from the back of the shop to the front.

      The woman in the front took me in as I took her in, each of us assessing for our own reasons. I saw what I needed to.

      Her hair had been blonde in her youth but had turned a pretty silver in recent years. More importantly, she had paid top dollar to have a late Jackie O' cut. She must have had work done on her face or Botox kept her skin smooth because she didn’t have a single crow’s foot, laugh line, worry line creasing her forehead, or any sunspots—not even on her hands.

      That struck me as odd. Women of that age sun-worshipped way too much and sat in cigarette smoke filled spaces most of their lives, and their hands usually gave away their real age when their faces didn’t.

      I shrugged internally. What did I care? She was obviously loaded.

      Real diamonds sat in her ears, dangled from a thin chain, and adorned her fingers—the diamonds were plentiful but not overly large. Lots of birthday, Mother's Day, and Christmas gifts, most likely, but some of them looked to be inherited older pieces. Her neutral-colored clothes were subdued, but classic in their elegance and style. Definitely designer made, judging by the material.

      Not only did she possess fancy jewels and nice duds, she had a body that screamed she had a personal trainer.  Women thicken in their late years. I know I did. She looked like she could compete in a triathlon.

      The shoes were the clincher. To the untrained eye, they were taupe kitten heels. Nothing to brag about. To someone who was trained by the best conman around and who studied the top fashion lines from midcentury nineteen hundreds until the most recent season of the 2020s, I knew those shoes were so rare they should be in a museum.

      I sighed, envious of that kind of money covering her feet. I could pay off all my bills and a few months’ rent on my building with those shoes. Her outfit and jewelry would allow me to sit pretty for long time.

      I had to play my cards right. The potential client wasn't upper middle-class bourgeois, she possessed multigenerational wealth. My heart raced with the thrill of what I could squeeze from her.

      The corners of her mouth turned downward as she finished her inner deductions about me, and my heart sank a little.

      Yeah. I disappoint me, too.

      I was wearing a thrift store muumuu and a feather boa. My jewelry was knock-off faux ancient Egyptian, and my makeup was overly done. It was a Madame Francine costume rather than an actual outfit.

      The real bits of me weren’t anything to brag about either. I had possessed gray-streaked, dark brown hair that doesn't know how to behave. At the moment, my wild curls were tied back so they wouldn’t get in my food. Fine lines from laughter etched the corners of my eyes and around my mouth. A few deeper lines of worry between my brows stood out more. I liked to call myself curvy, my husband called me voluptuous, but jerk wads liked to call me fat. I mean, I wasn’t offended by the word per se, body positivity and all, but fat was the low hanging fruit of insults for dimwits.

      I plastered on a warm smile, widening my eyes a little too for innocence. "Welcome, please sit. Are you looking to find answers regarding family, friends, finances, or romance?"

      The F-Trinity were my usual suspects. I guessed this lady wanted to know if a husband was cheating with a secretary or should she have gone for that younger man herself after being recently widowed. Either way, I'd tell her to only trust a man far as she could throw one. That advice usually rang true.

      

      I knew it to be the case for the asinine man who called himself my husband. I pushed the thought of Carlo aside. Focusing on the client’s problems always helped me forget my own. At least, for a little while.

      "Hello, my name is Dione Dodona. I am looking for the daughter of a dear friend of mine. You are Lydia, I presume?" Her voice was smoky and deep, and there was a trace of accent coloring her words. An accent I hadn’t heard since my Greek grandparents passed when I was fifteen.

      Dread pooled in my stomach. There was no way she could have possibly known my mother. I narrowed my eyes but kept smiling.

      "The sign says Madame Francine. Francine Lawless is my name."

      She pushed up real Dior circa 1960s sunglasses, revealing deep brown irises set in lovely bedroom eyes.

      "Really? Too bad. I have an inheritance letter for Lydia Kourakos."

      I licked my lips. This had to be a trap. I hadn’t gone by that name since I was a teenager. I’ve had quite a few names since, but no one alive knew me by that name.

      "Are you a cop? You have to tell me if I ask."

      At least, that’s what television had taught me.

      The woman laughed, a rich and melodic sound. Everything about her was too perfect. I thought women like her only existed on screen. Probably a Fed with a rich politician husband or something like that. I hadn’t done anything to warrant federal investigation, but I couldn’t say the same for Carlo.

      I stuck out of his business, and he stuck out of mine.

      "Oh. You’re serious? No, no. I am not a mortal authority, only a friend of Apollonia Kourakos."

      The jig was up, if she knew my mother was Apollonia. I shook my head. “You couldn’t possibly know her. My mother has been dead since I was four. There's no inheritance."

      Sadness touched her dark eyes. She stepped forward, placing her hand over my trembling one. I normally didn't let people I didn't know touch me, but there was such warmth in the gesture, such kindness, I didn't feel the usual urge to pull away.

      "No, Lydia, she didn't die in that fire, but she did have to flee. "

      "There was a police report. They found her remains."

      A grin touched Dione’s mouth, there and gone. "Surely one such as yourself would know such things could be faked or the right officer bribed, especially in the late nineteen seventies."

      None of this made sense. My mother was a runaway teenaged mom, barely eking out a life when she died. She simply didn't have the resources to do any of that let alone have a wealthy woman talking about inheritance.

      Besides, I had inherited my grandparents’ estate, not my mom. It wasn’t much. Carlo had squandered the sale of their restaurant and house money a long time ago.

      "I know it's hard to believe, but your mother became something greater than her humble beginnings. Her duties kept her away from you but do know that she kept you close to her heart."

      She said more, but I didn't hear her.

      I was four years old, again…

      My nose hurts and my eyes sting. It's so hot. I'm crawling on the floor of the room we share in the shelter. Mama is nearby. I can hear her voice. I crawl in the direction of her voice. I'm almost to her. I feel it.

      Strong hands lift me. A grown up has me in his arms. He’s big and strong. He smiles down at me, and I feel safe. We move so fast. I'm giddy and scared at once. Then he's putting me down.

      Wings. Golden Wings spread behind his back. He runs fast again and then he's flying.

      I reach my hand toward the sky, wailing for him to come back.

      As a child, I'd believed I had a guardian angel for years. That's what my grandmother told me. Then I thought I'd imagined it. I remember his clothes weren't long flowy robes like angels. He had on runner's clothes. He smelled like aftershave and laundry detergent.

      Recently, supernaturals have admitted they exist. Perhaps he was an angel or a fae living in the shelter and simply helped a crying kid get out of there, taking off before he had to explain how he made it out of the fire. Maybe he saved my mom, too. Took her away somewhere.

      "Was my mother involved with supernaturals?"

      Confusion flittered across her face—I hadn’t shared my memory. Dione recovered, spreading her hands and her mouth in a broad smile at the same time. "That's what I'm here to explain. You come from a long line of women known as Oracles. First prophetesses for Zeus and then, for his son Apollo."

      "Oracle? I'm sorry.” I waved my hands, wanting nothing to do with this and then pointed to my crystal ball and divination tool shelf. “I'm not a real seer. Those are props I got at shops. I give advice but don't actually see the future."

      The woman's smooth brow furrowed as her gaze wandered around the room, her confusion clear. "If you do not receive prophetic visions, how do you run this business?"

      Restraining to not roll my eyes, I replied, "I read people and carefully listen—not just to what they say, but their clothing, their posture, and mannerisms. Then, I give them advice."

      Usually, I’d pretend to channel the spirit of a friend, or a dead loved one, but she didn't need to know the details of my con.

      She considered what I’d told her. After this revelation, I fully expected Dione to condone me and say this was all a mistake. Instead, she revealed the whitest teeth. "Giving advice to mundane mortals is part of being an Oracle, but not all. You would become a servant to the Olympians, and an enemy of their enemies."

      "Wait. Are you asking me to join some ancient Greek Super Friends group or something?"

      She laughed, a rich and melodic sound. "You would be a holy priestess and live as such. You would foretell the future. Through your temple and prophecies, you will help guide mortals to once again believe in the Olympians as deities and teaching them how to worship the Olympians in the old ways."

      I barked a laugh. "Not happening. I'm no goody-two shoes Holy One. That’s a con I can’t pull."

      Dione's eyes lit up like wicks of candles. The sharp look she shot in my direction actually hurt.

      I doubled over, pain searing my guts. The agony stopped almost as quickly as it began.

      Dione rushed to my side, trying to help me into a rickety wicker chair that smelled slightly of cat urine. I didn’t own a cat but had found chair on the side of the road marked “free” a few days ago. The smell helped wake me up.

      "I forget what my anger can do to an Oracle." She handed me a glass of icewater. “Here. Drink this.”

      I stared at the glass, unable to recognize it. "Where did this come from?"

      Something passed over her face. Amusement? Condescension?

      "You're not ready for that answer."

      I scoffed, setting the glass on the table. I wasn’t born yesterday. Taking food and drink from gods was never a good idea. The act bound you to them in some way. "I'm not ready to be some servant of the gods. I'm just an ordinary person, trying to get by in a crooked world."

      "Apollonia said the same thing when your aunt in Greece passed." Dione grinned, but there was a touch of sadness behind her eyes, too. "You look and sound so much like your mother.”

      Forty years. She’d had over forty years to know my mom, and I only had four.

      The hole left in my chest the night of the fire ached. My mother, a woman I only remembered from my late grandparents' pictures, was alive until recently and now gone. I didn't know the version of her that looked like me. I certainly hadn't looked like the old, faded Polaroids from the nineteen-eighties. Orphaned all over again at forty-four.

      Tears pricked the back of my eyes. I sniffed, pulling it all back in. Folding my arms across my chest, I asked, "So, what did I inherit, exactly? Besides some position that I don't even know that I want."

      "Being an Oracle to the gods is a harder role to accept at your age. You have a bit of wisdom to know that it won't be easy and that you should be fairly compensated. As far as inheritance, your mother owned a beautiful old Victorian in Milagro Bay, a small town in Washington state. The house is near the Olympics, where there is a formerly hidden temple, but far enough so she had her privacy." She held out an envelope. "This is the deed. You own it free and clear. She left you a financial nest egg as well. The details about that are in there. The Olympians pay in gold should you decide to become the Oracle."

      I lived in a small coastal town in the south. Washington state was on the other side of the country. The only things I knew about Washington was that Seattle had a grunge music scene in the 90s and that the area currently had supernaturals exposing their powers in viral videos.

      Some of those monsters were as smoking hot as they were terrifying. I’d be living close to a hotbed of magical beings and interacting with gods. I didn’t know if I wanted anything to do with that, family calling or not.

      "Unfortunately, my time here is up. This is all the information you'll need until the Herald presents you with the choice of becoming Oracle.” Dione placed a card and a large envelope on the table next to my crystal ball. She smiled ruefully. "No matter if you pick up your mother's mantle or not, I wish you the best, Lydia, daughter of Apollonia."
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      Soon after Dione left, my husband walked in. Carlo was a distinguished sort of handsome, in the way that men unfairly get better looking with age. The skin that had terrible acne when we were kids had cleared up. A neatly trimmed beard covered a few scars he’d possessed from that period. His dark, curling hair was peppered with silver and his Mediterranean olive skin looked good with his button-down shirt and slacks.

      The man never had a wrinkle or a stain. He was always neat, compulsively so. He never put it on me though. Carlo had all his clothes dry-cleaned. It cost him an arm and a leg, but he never asked me for a cent to cover it.

      We were both kids from the rough side of a New Jersey town. Him, the grandson of Italian immigrants. Me, the granddaughter of Greek immigrants.

      I got pregnant in high school. Sixteen, just like mom. Unlike whoever my biological father had been, Carlo had stuck around. Mostly. He ran with some rough guys and never grew out of that phase. He’d never had a job, but he’d always contributed to our expenses. He was proud of being an earner but never liked me asking how he got any of his money.

      So, I never asked what Carlo did for a living. For the sake of our marriage, and my own sanity and my irrefutable innocence, there were a lot of things about my husband I didn't ask about.

      I stuffed the papers from Dione back into the envelope she gave me. Stealthily, I slid her card off my table into a bag at my feet.

      He wouldn’t squander this inheritance. As soon as I could figure out the details, I planned to sign it over to our son. Luke would make it a nice retirement and get-away-from-Carlo plan for me.

      His eyes followed my movement. “What do you got there?”

      “Bills.” I gestured toward the back. “Got a whole stack of them back there, too.”

      He stiffened slightly but kept walking inside. “I’m working on that.”

      "Thought you were going to be out earning until late, babe." Get out of here so I can read this in peace.

      "Yeah. I am. Forgot something." His dark-eyed gaze shot to the large manilla envelope Dione had left with me. "What's that you got there? That don’t look like a bill. Not the right kind of envelope."

      I flicked my wrist dismissively. "Some bored housewife trying to get me to join her essential oil sales team. I took the materials to humor her."

      Something was off about him. Usually, he would get all defensive if I suggested he wasn’t pulling his share of the weight. At the very least, he’d start insulting me to deflect.

      "Suckers love their cure-alls." Carlo shook his head in, smirking as he walked past me into the back. From the storage room, he added, "Trash those papers. Nobody makes money in those MLMs, but the top. That's why they call them pyramid schemes. Easy money though if you come up with one yourself."

      My heart raced. I've never lied to my husband before, but I couldn’t let him know about any of this.  If I decided to accept, he wasn’t coming with. "Uh huh."

      My phone rang. I recognized the number and grinned. "Hey, Lukie's calling. Want to say Hi?"

      It was a long shot. The two hadn’t spoken in years. They’d had a falling out over some things when Luke was a teenager, and neither were about repairing it.

      Carlo smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Nah. I got to get going. The guys are waiting."

      I waved and picked up the call.

      "Heya, Lukie."

      "Your husband around?"

      The door shut behind Carlo.

      "No. You just missed him. Did you actually want to talk to him?"

      After a loud exhale that sounded like he was letting out some frustration, my son replied, "Nah. I never want to talk to him, ma. Not until he apologizes. I want to talk to you."

      I was not surprised. Their rift didn’t bother me anymore. I gave up hope of their reconciliation a long time ago and focused on damage control for my part in it all.

      "What's up, sweet pea?"

      Luke might be grown, but he was my star boy. Carlo and I made sure he got the best education and wanted for nothing. Usually, kids like that turned out spoiled, thinking the world owed them but not our Luke. He worked hard and got good grades, a full ride to a tech college out west. At twenty-eight, he had a career in the San Francisco Bay area making more money than Carlo or I ever dreamed of having.

      I was so proud of my sweet, happy boy. It hurt to hear him upset. I hoped his partner Juan didn't break up with him. Juan was a model and prone to dramatics, but a nice kid.

      "I got a new job with a tech company in Seattle. It pays really well. I bought a condo in West Seattle. I got room.” He paused for a breath, his exhale loud in the phone’s speaker. “I can—I can afford to take care of you. I think you should retire, and come out and live with me, ma."

      My gaze dipped to the bag with the inheritance information. "What about your dad?"

      "Ma, he has other women. He gambles your money all the time. His crew is involved with illegal stuff. You put up with him because he stayed when he didn't have to, but ma, he's the one that benefitted. You took good care of him, and he squandered all over your efforts. Don't say a word, just pack your bags while he's out with his boys and leave him. I'll wire you the money to buy a plane ticket."

      My eyes stung. I thought we'd sheltered Luke from Carlo's doings. Carlo was always careful to say, 'the club' instead of 'the track'. I knew about the women and the other stuff. Carlo never threw it in my face. Guys in his friend set all had wives and a side chick, and the wives and the mistresses made sure to steer clear of each other. Once in a while, a side chick would think she’d become bosswife by sabotaging the actual wife. Getting in her face, saying awful stuff in front of the kids. Suddenly the troublemaker would disappear, and the real wife would get a shiny new something to make up for it. We’d never hear from the other woman again.

      I'd wanted to leave for a long time, but you don't leave someone who stayed when they didn’t have to, right? You don't leave when he's involved with the kind of people that could track you down and make you disappear like those troublesome women, either.

      Except I had people even more powerful on my side now. You got connections, Carlo? I have literal gods. And. So. Much. Money.

      "Alright."

      "Alright?" Luke didn't hide his shock from his voice. "You mean it? You'll get on a flight tonight?"

      I could hear a squeal in the background. That'd be Juan.

      I grinned ear to ear. It would be nice to see them on a regular basis, but on my own terms. "I'm coming, but I’m not flying. I have your great-grandparents’ heirlooms. I can't just let an airline lose them, sweetie."

      There was a brief pause, before Luke blew out his breath.  It sounded more relieved than frustrated. "Alright, ma. Text me when you have a plan."
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      I examined the paperwork again. I had a building, a bank account with more money than I’d ever dreamed of, and a fortune-telling business similar to the one I ran. It was too good to be true.

      When I went back to plan my escape from Carlo, that's when I noticed another envelope on the card table. It had my name on the front.

      Opening the envelope, out spilled Carlo's wedding ring, a piece of lined paper with handwriting on it, and an official looking document.

      Heart thrumming in my ears, I picked up the official looking document. As I scanned the legalese, laughter mixed with relief bubbled up in my throat, bursting out in a raucous cackle.

      Carlo annulled our marriage in the Dominican Republic weeks ago. Some fishing trip with the boys! I couldn’t muster anger for the lie. What was important was that he did it before I received my inheritance letter. I wouldn't owe him half of anything. By being a dirty sneak, he'd done all the work for me.

      More importantly, I didn't have to sneak away. He left me.

      I really ought to feel sad about it. Shouldn’t I?

      I debated whether I wanted to read the Dear John or not. It was over. What did it matter? Part of me didn’t care. Part wanted to know what I did to deserve a breakup letter after twenty-eight years.

      Fran,

      You always desserfed better than what I could of give you. I need to lie low for a while, and you're too good of a person for that kind of existanse. Find the kind of man who works a 9-5. A man like our grandfather's.

      I never could be that, and you deserfed better than what I can awfer, which is nuttin but gray hares and worry.

      Love,

      C

      P.S. The ring should set you up with some cash for a bit. Keep your chin up. You’ll come up smelling like rose. You always did.

      I snorted, crinkling up the paper. "You should have spent the ring money on some spelling and grammar lessons, Carlo."

      Something deep inside me twisted. Not anger or hurt, that felt different. This was the knot that warned me something bad was going to happen.

      If Carlo had to "lie low" without me, he definitely had done something serious…and got away with it. I couldn't imagine the forty-four-year-old running a bank heist. Carlo had plantar fasciitis in his feet and sciatica in his hip—not to mention high blood pressure. There'd be no waving guns around or literal running from the cops. The man wouldn't make it a block.

      Whatever Carlo did, it had a big score and a big risk. Which meant I had to get out of here sooner than I’d hoped.

      Everything, the rental building, the car, the bills were all in the false name we came up for me. Francine Lawless. Yeah. Even I know that was bad, but we liked Xena: Warrior Princess at the time, and Lucy Francine Lawless is bad ass.

      I could have dropped the false me and been the real me. He’d left me, but he was looking out. The ring was a warning to use the money I got from a pawn and get out.

      Ice cold dread filled me. I got on the banking app and checked my account. Not a dime. It was even in overdraft!

      My phone rang. It was the wife of one of Carlo's crew, Renee.

      "Hello, Francine? Can you believe the stunt they pulled on us?"

      I shook my head. Realizing she couldn't see me, I said, "What stunt?"

      Better to play stupid in these things.

      "They ran the biggest scheme yet. Scamming little old ladies to sign off their life's savings to live in some swanky retirement village that was 'monster proof.' Our husbands took off to the tropics with close to a seven hundred million, Fran, dollars!"

      My gaze dropped to the wedding ring, rage filling my belly. Part of me wanted to find Carlo and make him pay for leaving me with nothing. Part of me was relieved I'd never hear from him again.

      We'd been going through the motions for years. Our marriage had
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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