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      Please note that these content warnings will contain spoilers for the book.

      

      A Spark of Death and Fury contains some dark content including the portrayal of torture, ptsd, explicit violence, a child in perilous situations, an adult hitting a child, misogyny, and mentions of parental loss.

      

      This story depicts battles, including the graphic death of gods, humans, and horses and the characters’ emotional responses to these events.

      

      The book also contains strong language and sexual content.

      

      I hope readers will find that I’ve handled these topics with sensitivity. However, I wished to include a note for anyone who may find this content triggering.
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      Apollo

      God of the sun. Hyacinth’s husband and Temi’s older brother.

      

      Temi (Artemis)

      Prophesied goddess of the sun. Huntress and Apollo’s younger sister.

      

      Hyacinth (Cyn)

      Was the crowned prince of Niria before his death. A low deity. Apollo’s husband.

      

      Epiphany (Pip)

      Princess of Niria and Hyacinth’s younger sister. Valerian’s partner.

      

      Valerian (Val)

      Master stableman at the palace in Niria. Epiphany’s partner.

      

      Emrin

      Was the crowned prince of Niria before his death in battle.

      

      Orion

      A soldier from Segion and friend of Temi’s.

      

      Joden

      Nirian high lord and political advisor.

      

      Zephyrus

      God of the west wind (spring). Hyacinth’s past lover who killed him out of vengeance.

      Other wind gods include Boreas (north wind, winter), Notus (south wind, summer), and Euros (east wind, autumn.) 

      

      Galeson

      High lord from the country of Segion and a suitor of Epiphany’s.

      

      Delon

      A high lord from a prominent Nirian family who grew up with Hyacinth. He became good friends with Apollo in A Crown of Hopes and Sorrows and died during a battle in A Shield of Fate and Ruin.

      

      Zeus

      Ruler over the deities of Mt. Olympus, god of the sky, and Apollo’s father. One of the three major gods. (Married to Hera.)

      

      Poseidon

      God of the sea, Zeus’ brother, and one of the three major gods. Temi’s father. Killed by Zeus at the end of A Shield of Fate and Ruin.

      

      Hades

      God of the underworld, Zeus’ brother, and one of the three major gods. (Married to Persephone.)

      

      Hecate

      Goddess of the dark side of the moon, night, liminal spaces, and necromancy. She is Persephone’s companion in the underworld and connected with Temi.

      

      Ares

      God of war, son of Zeus, and half-brother of Apollo. Father of Ixion. Died at the hand of Zeus at the end of A Shield of Fate and Ruin.

      

      Arion

      Temi’s immortal, sea stallion Poseidon gifted her.

      

      Tartarus

      The realm of monsters and torment that Zeus locks his enemies in.

      

      Ixion

      Ares’ son. A high deity that Zeus has kept frozen in childhood.

      

      Leto

      Apollo and Temi’s mother. High priestess of her village in Danari until her death shortly after Temi’s birth.

      

      Jupiter

      High deity of the gods from the west. Killed by Zeus in A Shield of Fate and Ruin.

      

      Flora

      Goddess of flowers and spring. Part of Jupiter’s court. Married to Zephyrus.

      

      Clothos

      One of the three fates who determine the fate of mortals and gods alike. She forewarned Hyacinth of his death.
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      In A Shield of Fate and Ruin, Ares arrives to warn of Zeus’ plan to send human soldiers to subdue Niria’s rebellion. Ares agrees to turn on Zeus if Apollo and Hyacinth can get his son—Ixion—away from Zeus.

      Temi joins the Nirian armies and leaves for battle with her horse, Arion.

      Epiphany agrees to act as an ambassador for her father in the city outside where the army’s camp will set up. Lord Galeson arrives and they work together, which puts Pip in an uncomfortable place of tension between her personal desires and the actions she must take for Niria.

      Apollo and Hyacinth run into a variety of troubles on their journey. Their ship wrecks amid a battle of the sea gods, someone follows them, they’re robbed, and they face a creature of Tartarus.

      Temi reluctantly aligns with a soldier, Orion, to work on battle strategies. They become friends.

      Emrin arrives to the war camp early and announces that King Magnes has died. Emrin enters a battle. Delon follows and dies while attempting to protect him. Emrin is injured by a weapon that gives him blood poisoning. He confesses to Epiphany that Valerian’s father, Lord Lucien wrote and agreed to claim Val so the two could marry. But Emrin burned the letter. Emrin dies. Valerian tells Epiphany they should break off their relationship. Niria will look at Pip for guidance now.

      Apollo and Hyacinth arrive in Pasus as the gods of Jupiter’s court lay siege to Mt. Olympus. Apollo tells Cyn that he must face his father and asks Hyacinth to take Ixion back to Niria. Hyacinth is heartbroken but agrees.

      Temi leads another battle against Ansair. As it begins, she sees Hyacinth’s signal to move the moon. 

      After the eclipse, Apollo ascends Mt. Olympus to find Ares has turned all the gods against Zeus. Zeus kills Ares. Apollo pulls the sun into the palace, blowing up the spark, Zeus, and himself. 

      Temi sees the sun explode during the battle and panics, knowing Apollo has died. She’s distracted and gets knocked off Arion. A horse tramples her leg, breaking it. She’s realizes she’s mortal now (after whatever Apollo has done) and is lying injured on the ground in the middle of a battle.

      Epiphany decides the battle is the perfect distraction for her to speak with Valerian and tell him breaking up was a mistake. She sneaks out of the city and, finding the stables on fire, rushes in. She and Valerian get trapped as the flaming roof falls on them.

      Hyacinth is at the docks with Ixion when he sees the sun explode. He’s devastated but knows he has to keep it together for Ix. The captain tells him part of his crew has quit out of fear of the gods and he can’t take them to Niria after all. Cyn struggles to decide what to do when enemies surround them. He fights back, but they cut Ix. The group force Hyacinth and Ixion onto a boat and lock them into storage. Cyn realizes he will have to do whatever he must in order to keep Ixion safe.
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        * * *

      

      He with body waged a fight,

      But body won; it walks upright.

      Then he struggled with the heart;

      Innocence and peace depart.

      Then he struggled with the mind;

      His proud heart he left behind.

      Now his wars on God begin;

      At stroke of midnight God shall win.

      

      The Four Ages of Man

      W. B. Yeats
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            Apollo

          

        

      

    

    
      Heat.

      And fire.

      And golden light.

      My skin ached, and my mouth was so dry I struggled to peel my lips apart.

      I had always wondered where the gods went when they died. I knew it wasn’t the underworld like mortals.

      Apparently, I’d landed in some hell made of abrasive dust and living flame.

      A fitting punishment for a sun god.

      I longed for water. A glass of it. A drop.

      I’d trade my soul for a single taste.

      I moaned and shifted, the gritty ground below me scratching my flesh.

      The idea of eternity weighed on me.

      I’d once thought being stuck as the god of the sun would make for a long ass existence.

      Or losing Hyacinth.

      My heart ached.

      I’d lost him.

      Again.

      But he was safe.

      And that was enough for me.

      I closed my eyes and drifted off into a heat-infused nightmare.
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      The boat lurched, and Ixion curled up beside me. His dark curls, damp with sweat, clung to his forehead. He whimpered in his sleep, and I drew an arm around him and rubbed his back. His lip trembled and then he took a deep breath before tangling my shirt in his fist, his features smoothing out again.

      “It’s all right,” I whispered.

      It was a lie.

      That’s all I knew how to do anymore, apparently.

      But the child—for that’s what he was despite being frozen at this age for hundreds of years—settled against our bed of coarse sacks over the rough planks of the ship’s belly. I touched the damp strands of his hair once more.

      It was my responsibility to care for him, to protect him.

      And within a few hours of having that role, I’d already ruined it. I didn’t know who these men were who’d captured us and locked us below deck on this ship, what they wanted from us, or where we traveled.

      My heart fluttered into my throat, and panic coursed through my blood.

      I struggled to draw in a breath.

      It was only when Ix slept that I allowed myself to feel.

      Anxiety.

      Fear.

      Hopelessness.

      And, most of all, sorrow.

      Like I’d never experienced before.

      Apollo was gone.

      I could feel the rough touch of his fingers grazing my spine, taste his lips on my tongue, hear his heartbeat thumping against mine.

      He would be so disappointed in me, but regardless, I wished he were with us. He would have some idea of how to deal with this mess. His plan would probably be impetuous and terrifying, but it would be better than remaining frozen in place by fear, my nose flaring, as water drip, drip, dripped in the background.

      No.

      I took a deep breath.

      I was a prince who had faced death and gods and the underworld and a giant serpent and shipwrecks and heartaches. And I could figure this out. I just needed a plan.

      The hatch opened, allowing sunlight to flood in and illuminate dust motes. One of our kidnappers, a grizzly man with a shadow of a beard save for a spot where a long scar followed the length of his jaw, walked in with a tray of food.

      I sat up. “Could we go outside today?”

      He grunted and dropped the tray. The dried strips of fish fell off it and hit the filthy floor.

      “The child,” I said, raising my voice. “Needs sunlight and fresh air.”

      He sneered at me before climbing back up the stairs.

      “He’ll sicken,” I stood and yelled, “if he doesn’t get some.”

      The hatch landed with a thud. I clenched my fingers into my palms. They hadn’t killed either of us, which meant we had some purpose—something they required us alive for. And I intended to use that against them.

      “Am I going to get sick?”

      I turned around. Ixion sat, his mop of curls mussed, his wide eyes fixed on me.

      I bent down beside him and lowered my voice to a whisper. “No. You’re too hardy for that. I’m just trying to trick them”—I winked—“to see if we can go above deck.”

      His shoulders eased, his worries washing away. Then he popped his head up, his features shadowed by the murky space. He was a high god, but had lost his powers, the silver glow around him, and the golden color of his eyes which had faded to brown when the sun had exploded. I swallowed back at that memory.

      “Apollo is god of the sun, right?” Ix said.

      “What?”

      “Your husband.” His brow furrowed. “He’s the god of the sun, isn’t he?”

      He… was.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “And so maybe if they let us out on the deck, he can travel with the sun and rescue us?”

      His voice had pitched up several notches, his expression as hopeful and innocent as spring flowers quivering in the early breaths of a hurricane, unaware they’d soon lay ruined on the ground.

      I straightened the bandage on his arm, which I’d tied on after a kidnapper had cut him. They’d used him against me, because I’d fought back. “Apollo had a task he had to do first, remember?”

      The edge of Ixion’s tongue pressed between his lips, and he squinted. “Was that him that blew the sun up?”

      The boat lurched, and I tensed to maintain my balance. “I think so.”

      “But when he finishes, then he’ll rescue us?”

      My heart thundered, and tears stung my eyes. No, I longed to scream. No, because he’s dead, because he’s an idiot and he left us to face his father. Was Zeus gone as well? Was Apollo even successful? Did he achieve his purposes, or was his life senselessly laid to waste?

      A knot formed in my throat, and I grazed my thumb over the ring Apollo had given me, my nail clinking into the grooves that made up the flowers, before I swept over the sun on the other side. The space sat too ensconced in shadows to make out the deep green of the stone, but I brushed over its smooth surface and remembered the day he gave it to me.

      The day we exchanged marriage vows.

      I’d had him—in my life and as my husband—for scarcely more than a moment. I’d barely had time to revel in the beauty of that before fate ripped it away… again. How could this happen? Apollo had said he would suffer an eternity for a day with me.

      Maybe I was selfish, but that was not enough for me.

      I wanted him forever.

      I wished to see his golden eyes sparkle as we joked, to try to form with words things too impossible to capture as we talked, to listen to his moan and push into the rough touch of his hand as our bodies tangled together.

      But… no.

      He’d sacrificed everything.

      The irony stung like thorns, gripping into me. When he’d arrived in Niria last summer, I’d raged at how selfish I thought he was. And now he’d given himself up for the good of the world.

      His selflessness didn’t help—I was angrier with him than ever.

      Ixion cocked his head to the side.

      Right. He waited for my answer. Would Apollo come and rescue us once he finished his task?

      No. No, he would not.

      Tears prickled over my eyes. The anger was a cloak that blanketed the grief I didn’t express. I couldn’t break when Ixion’s well-being rested on me.

      I cleared my throat. “Perhaps so. For now, we have to stay brave and remain strong. You can do that, right?”

      He clasped my hand, his palm soft and curved with youth. “I can. I’ll be brave like you.”

      I forced a smile to spread over my cheeks, to squeeze his grip in return. But I wanted to say, I’m not brave. Not at all. I’m terrified.

      The hatch creaked open, and I jumped up to place my body between the man stepping down the stairs and Ixion. The sunlight glared in, washing him in hazy light, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust. His sandy hair curled against the shoulders of a leather jacket, and he rested his hand on the hilt of a knife.

      “The crew tells me you’re worried about this one’s health.” He slid the blade out and gestured towards Ix with it.

      Ixion leaned his head around my hip, but I pushed him back. I didn’t doubt this man would stab him if it suited his purposes.

      “The child needs to get out of the dust and shadows down here for a while.”

      The man considered me for a moment. “If you attempt to pull any shit, we’ll kill the boy.”

      Ixion went as still as a rock behind me, and his fingers clenched into my clothing. I glowered. “Watch your language. He’s a child.”

      The man twisted his lips before giving a nod. “All right. An hour on deck. And don’t try anything.”

      “I don’t intend to.”

      The man slipped the knife back into his belt. “If I thought you did, I wouldn’t let you out of here.”

      I took a deep breath and crouched to offer Ixion my hand. He trembled and tucked his face against me the way he had buried himself in his nanny’s skirts when we’d met. “I don’t want to go. They might hurt me again.”

      “No. They only did that to scare me, so I won’t use my powers on them, and I promise you, Ix, I won’t do it. Because I’ll keep you safe. I know these men are scary, but you can trust me, right?”

      He lifted his face so that his eyes glistened like the dust motes floating around him. He sniffled but bobbed his head. “Yes.”

      “Then let's go get some fresh air.”

      He accepted my hand and marched with me up the stairs. My skin crawled as the man exited behind us. He could so easily harm either of us. I had my divine powers still, but Ixion didn’t. The man could kill Ix… or cause him to suffer.

      My palms broke out in sweat, but I kept my eyes ahead as we reached the deck. Ocean spray hit me, the cool saltiness of it refreshing. The sky stretched endlessly blue as it shimmered over the inky waters that rocked the boat. Men looked up from their stations where they rowed, some glowering, but continued their work.

      Ixion lifted his face to the sun, and his dark curls fluttered in the breeze.

      He didn’t look like his Uncle Apollo, really. But he shared just enough features with him that my heart ached.

      Our escort glowered at a crewman who approached us, but the sailor thrusted his hands in the air. “No harm meant, I swear it.”

      The leader considered him before nodding. The crewman pulled out a bag and handed it to Ix. Ixion unwound the strings and marbles bounced out and scattered across the deck. “Oh,” Ix said as he ran after them. “Thank you.”

      The sailor grinned and returned to his post.

      “I suppose I don’t need to offer you any more warnings,” the first man said, his eyes darkening. “If you try to use your powers or any other unexpected moves, we’ll slit the boy's throat.”

      A pit in my stomach grew, but I gestured out to the ocean. “What exactly could I do with my magic out here, anyhow?”

      The wind held a bite to it that raked across my cheeks. So, we headed north, not south. He tapped his fingers against the hilt of his blade. “Maybe not, but I see the thoughts whirling through your head. I don’t wish to harm a child, so don’t do anything stupid. The name’s Jax, by the way.”

      I turned towards him. The wind picked up, rippling my filthy robe around me. Ixion had poured the marbles out on the deck, and the breeze swept them forward. He scrambled after them. “I don’t believe this is a first-name-basis relationship,” I said, the words hissing through my teeth.

      Jax shrugged and leaned on the railing. He wasn’t afraid of me at all. He must have realized that I wouldn’t do anything to compromise Ixion’s well-being. After all, I could travel out of this situation with my magic in a blink… but I couldn’t take Ixion with me. My powers only allowed me to travel, not to carry others. And with Ix’s powers gone… I held back a sigh. We were stuck.

      “Figured I’d share since I already know yours, Prince Hyacinth. It doesn't please me to hold a royal and a child, but with the wars on both continents a man’s gotta do what he must in order to feed his family. And I don’t intend to piss off my employer.”

      “Who would that be?”

      He chuckled darkly. “I’m not stupid enough to share that detail, but I have some information for you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Niria destroyed Ansair in their last battle. Apparently,”—he leaned in, his eyes sparkling—“they had gods on their side. Who’d have seen that coming, eh?”

      A spark of hope pierced through me. The country was safe. I imagined Father and Emrin buoyed by the win. Our alliances strengthened. It emboldened me. They had faced a war and overcame it. I could do the same. “Thank you, Jax.”

      He tucked a strand of hair behind his ear. “Half an hour and then you both return under deck. We can’t spare the crew to watch you for longer than that.”

      I nodded and pressed against the railing but kept Ixion in my peripheral vision. Perhaps it was stupid to turn my back on these men, but it didn’t seem likely they would harm me. They delivered Ix and me somewhere.

      More ocean spray whipped up and speckled my cheeks. The sun stretched above in the distance, already starting its descent for the day. I suppose after its explosion, and whatever Apollo had done, it returned to its regular pattern as it had before he ascended. Soon it would disappear behind the water, gone, its light and warmth leaving with it. Grief garbled through me again, but I clenched my hands against the rail until it hurt enough to block out the emotional pain.
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      I slipped out of my room as the gray light of morning trickled through the windows. My arm ached from the burn and I needed to let the physician clean and bandage it again. I winced, but it was a minor thing considering Val and I had nearly burned to death. Soldiers had brought him back to Lady Antonia’s house with me after Hecate had saved us, and he had a room in the attendant’s quarters. I knocked quietly, barely tapping my knuckles against the door.

      Val inched the door open and at the sight of me pulled me in so fast I squeaked in surprise. “How badly are you hurt?” he said before he finished latching the door back.

      “Not bad.”

      Valerian’s frowned, and he lit an oil lamp to a dim flicker that bled a wash of warmth into the room. “Epiphany,” he whispered, his back still turned to me, heartbreak in his voice. “Why did you come to the stables and put yourself in so much danger?”

      I stepped over to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. I still felt as sure as I had when I’d raced after him. He stiffened but then clasped his hands over mine. “Because we made a mistake, Val.”

      He twisted in my arms. “A mistake?”

      I nodded to the bed, and we both sat on the narrow cot, the mattress creaking with our weight. “I realized that giving you up is too high a cost.”

      “What about Niria?” His eyes darted to the bandage. “What happened?”

      “A minor burn. Don’t worry over it.” I pulled my sleeve down. “It’s true I must stand in for Niria right now, and things are insecure and terrifying; you were right.” I grabbed his hand and curled my fingers around the rough edges of his fingers. “But, Val, I love you.”

      He swallowed, and his throat bobbed. The light flickered over his skin I knew so well, had pressed my mouth to and run my fingers down a thousand times.

      “I love you fiercely,” I continued. “And I don’t know how everything will land right now, but I can’t give you up. I can’t give us up. Please, give us a second chance.”

      “Epiphany, I never gave up on us.” He leaned in and grazed his nose over my cheek, which sent a shiver down my spine. “I’m trying to consider what’s best for you. And I’m not that.”

      “Let me be the one to decide what’s best for me. Please… just… give me time to figure this all out.”

      He scraped his thumb along the edge of the bandage that peeked out beyond the sleeve. “I’m sorry you’re the one who got hurt.” He stared at it like he saw our future. My attachment to him would harm me. It had already. And I didn’t care. Maybe that’s what love was, the willingness to risk burning if it meant doing so at his side.

      “Please, Val. We’ll figure it out. But I don’t want to end us… yet, at least. If we have to because of Niria, we’ll face it when the time comes. But I refuse to give up prematurely. That’s what I came to tell you that morning.”

      “Oh, Pip.” He sighed into my neck. “I’m not good for you. You know that don’t you?”

      “I disagree.”

      He kissed me, and his lips lingered against mine.

      “Is that a yes?” I asked.

      “I should say no.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “I guess I’m not.”

      Later, I winced as a physician rubbed a salve over my arm and pulled me out of the memory.

      “Apologies, Princess.”

      “No, it’s fine. Thank you.” I clenched my teeth down as he pressed the medicine deeper into the burn that glided up from my elbow, a blistering streak of marred flesh that would scar and leave a reminder, for life, of everything that had happened.

      Tears stung my eyes, and I closed them, blocking out the high ceilings and painted walls of Lady Antonia’s estate.

      Father was gone.

      Emrin was gone.

      I currently stood as the proxy ruler of our country, per my father’s orders with my role during the war. But that would change soon.

      “A nasty injury there.”

      Hecate loomed in the doorway, her eyes—a deep emerald color now that her high god’s magic had fallen—skimmed over the physician where he wrapped my arm in gauze. The man trembled and picked up his pace with shaking fingers before securing the ends, rising, and bowing to us both as he skittered out of the room.

      Hecate grinned.

      Even with her powers gone and the snake she loved to carry with her elsewhere, the entire house found her disconcerting. She’d even dressed demurely, wearing a standard gown in an unassuming mauve color.

      But her posture, the way she held herself, her expression, made it clear she didn’t fear anyone.

      And a woman unafraid was a truly terrifying sight.

      She stepped beside me and lowered onto the seat the physician had worked in. “Hello.”

      “Hecate. I… I’m glad you came by. I wanted to thank you. If you hadn’t saved me and Val… we would have…” My words ended in a puff of unspoken anxieties.

      We would have burned to death in that stable.

      Hecate shrugged and draped her arm over the back of her chair. “When I lost my powers, I wished to make myself useful in some other manner, and then I saw your young mortal running into the stables. Though I ‌wonder”—she glided a long, creamy finger over the carvings in the wood—“how often my family will need to save you two.”

      My cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry. Or thank you. Or…”

      She chuckled, a soft sound that buzzed in the air. “It’s fine, dear. I wished to check on you as Hades and I leave for the underworld today.”

      “You’re going back?”

      She nodded. “We still have work to do. Clothos forewarned us of this, and our place is to return home. How is your lover?”

      My face heated again at how casually she said that word, but I shrugged. “He’s awake and doing fine. It seems unfair”—I narrowed my eyes at the bandage on my arm—“that he walked out unscathed.”

      Hecate rose so smoothly it was like an unseen hand pulled her up. “Well, that’s what happens when another being uses their body to shield someone. The latter is protected, while the first is harmed.”

      I stood as well. “I suppose so.”

      “I have counsel for you, young royal.”

      As I stared into the piercing intensity of her gaze, a tremble ran down my spine. “That is?”

      She grabbed my fingers, her touch icy and firm. “Stop letting the world dictate who you are.” She pressed her hand against my chest, right above my beating heart. “In here, you already have everything you need. The Fates formed you for greatness.”

      I stumbled over a few words before giving my head a shake. I didn’t know how to respond to that. Hecate pursed her thick lips before cocking an eyebrow and walking out of the room, the energy of the space deflating as she left.

      Well, that was… weird… and slightly terrifying.

      I licked my lips, pushing the loose gauze of my sleeve over the bandage. I wanted to go check on Temi, but she wasn’t awake yet. The physicians had to do surgery to set her broken leg again. Her first surgery hadn’t healed well. Anyway, I had a meeting to attend.

      I stepped out and walked down the hall to the sitting room, where various advisors scattered around. Asher paced in front of the marble fireplace. Joden stood clustered with a group of men who all had furrowed brows and spoke in hushed whispers. He lifted his face towards me. “Princess Epiphany.”

      “Forgive me for the delay. Thank you for waiting for me.”

      The men bowed.

      One with kind brown eyes took a step closer to me. “We’re all glad to see you well, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you.”

      The advisors nodded, though a few gave me censuring looks. Why had I been at the camp during the battle? Why wasn’t I safely ensconced in this estate instead of inside a burning stable? Joden’s lips pinched like he tasted something sour. He likely suspected the reason.

      I cleared my throat. “Let me not delay this meeting any further.”

      “The closest male heir of your line is a cousin of yours, Your Highness,” Joden said. “A Lord Demetri of Carens. Perhaps you remember him when his family visited a decade ago?”

      “Carens? He’s not even Nirian?”

      Joden frowned. “I’m afraid not.”

      A man in Joden’s group scuffed his foot across the intricately patterned rug. “I don’t understand why our country didn’t make closer connections with this cousin?”

      Asher stopped pacing. “With King Magnes having two healthy sons nearly grown before his brother died, who would have thought we’d be in this position without an heir?” Asher clasped his hands together and bowed towards me. “Forgive me my callousness, Your Highness.”

      Sorrow pulsed through me, but I waved his words away. “I think, for the time being, bluntness is necessary. At present, the good of the country comes before any of our personal feelings.”

      A round of hums of agreement passed through the room.

      “The families were never close as King Magnes took issue with his cousin, Demetri’s father. Presently, per the king’s orders,” Asher pushed on, “Princess Epiphany is the royal in charge. King Magnes explicitly left her with full authority for the sake of the country during the war, and that extended even if he were to pass. We have, according to the law, six months that we can delay the ascension of this cousin after the death of one family line. So, I propose that as many of us who can return to the capital, invite this Lord Demetri, and get acquainted with him as quickly as possible. And we should send out messengers in search of Prince Hyacinth. If he’s on another continent, it could take weeks to pass a message, and that’s assuming we locate him.”

      Joden readjusted his jacket. “A wise plan. Princess Epiphany?”

      “Yes?”

      “You must return as well, first thing in the morning. Niria stands without a ruler currently and needs one now more than ever. That lot falls to you.”

      My breath caught, but I could do this for Father. For Niria. “Of course. I’ll make plans to return home at once.”

      The men bowed and shuffled out. Once the room emptied, I sighed, and my shoulders slumped. The entire country looked to… me. My internal voice came high and trembling. I wasn’t sure I could manage it all. But I’d find a way.

      Gods, I hoped we’d locate Hyacinth quickly. He would come up with a better plan than some Carens stranger who my parents hadn’t liked taking Father’s throne.

      “Epiphany?” I turned. Galeson stood in the doorway, his blue eyes heavy, pale locks silhouetting his face. “May I speak with you, if you have a moment?”

      “Of course.” I gestured to a couch, and we both sat.

      He cleared his throat and fidgeted his fingers together before twisting a ring around. “I know you’re grieving, and I feel terribly selfish for bringing this up right now.” He pushed himself up straighter, the silk of his clothing glimmering alongside the rich fabric of the furniture.

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Whatever you need to discuss with me, please do.”

      “The thing is…” He sighed and gave his head a shake. “I don’t understand. Why were you at the camp during the battle?”

      A breath whooshed out of me.

      He lifted his face expectantly. Gale was the last person I wanted to explain this to.

      “The man you spoke of to me.” He cleared his throat. “The… the one you were in love with?”

      I nodded, still unable to come up with something intelligible to say.

      “Is he with the army?”

      He shifted those kind blue eyes to me again. His hurt echoed in my body, causing my heart to give a painful lurch. “Yes,” I whispered.

      He released a breath that shifted him away from me as his eyelashes blinked rapidly against his cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I never planned to…”

      “I see… Was there anything between us at all?”

      “No. Or, yes… But…” I pressed my face into my hands. “Gale, I’m sorry. I’ve been in love with him for years. I didn’t mean to lead you along. Spending time with you was enjoyable, and our countries were going to war together, and…”

      “Did you actually believe”—the hurt in his voice pierced through me—“that I would harm the connection of our countries if you didn’t return my feelings? Do you think so lowly of me?”

      “No, but…” I stumbled over a sob, the misery in his expression stalling me. “I’ll stop speaking. You’re right. I’ve been wretched to you. I thought I could push past my emotions and do the honorable thing.”

      “And the ‘honorable thing’ you speak of with such disdain is marrying me?” His nose flared.

      I stared at him, my mouth gaping unceremoniously. “I suppose so.”

      “I’m sorry that prospect was something you felt duty-bound to.”

      “It wasn’t. Or it was… but… I also liked you… but…”

      “Not as much as your soldier.” His eyes fell into shadows.

      I wanted to find words to patch this up, to undo his hurts, and apologize for my choices.

      None came.

      Galeson rose. Tears streaked his cheeks, and he wiped them away with his fingers. “You have my promise, on my honor, that no harm will come between our countries over this. I hope”—he stumbled on the word, and I bit my lip—“you maintain a high enough opinion of me to believe that, at least.”

      I stood. “I do, of course.”

      He sighed and bowed before exiting the room.

      I dropped back against the couch and clasped my hand over my mouth to muffle my sobs.
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      I screamed. A pain seared through my leg so bright and hot my vision went white for a moment.

      “Get the fuck off of me.”

      “Artemis, we need you to lie still.”

      I smacked at the hands reaching for me. He dropped a dish, and the copper tang of blood filled the air. A blinding light flooded in through a window and my head pounded so achingly I could scarcely see. But I knew where that blood had come from. It’s what had woken me. “Do not touch me.”

      “She’s awake?” This voice was low and familiar and comforting.

      “Yes, for all the good it will do if she won’t allow us to set that bone again.”

      People moved back. A shuffling sound echoed, and then a chair creaked as the person sat down, his warm, earthy smell filling my senses.

      “It’s good to see you alive.”

      I cringed and kicked the leg that didn’t ache against the frame of the bed I lay in. “I can’t agree.”

      “Temi.”

      Dark smudges curved under Orion’s eyes. Behind him, a group of physicians stood and watched me warily. One held a jar, and the contents of it splashed as the creature inside moved. Leeches. Because they’d bled me.

      I grabbed a pot off the table and hurled it towards the man. It smashed against the wall by his head. His color drained, and he took an uneasy step back, clutching the life-suckers to his chest.

      “Temi,” Orion’s voice grew harder.

      “Did you know?” I sat up and cringed as my body shuddered with the motion. “Were you around when they were bleeding me?”

      “They were trying to save you.”

      “I don’t need saving.” I turned to the cluster of physicians at the doorway. “So leave me the fuck alone.”

      Orion frowned and waved his hand. “Give us a minute.”

      “Commander, it might be best if⁠—”

      “That wasn’t a request.”

      His voice hung in the air for a moment before the group shuffled out of the room, and I swallowed before dropping back against the bed. The exertion left me shaking, sweat breaking out across my brow. Why was my body like this—weak and useless?

      Then I remembered.

      The weight of it sucked the breath out of my chest, like it physically landed on me.

      Apollo.

      My lip trembled, and I turned my face away from Orion.

      Once the echoing footsteps disappeared, Orion leaned against his seat, and it groaned again. “I’m glad you’re awake.”

      “You clearly haven’t slept.”

      “You’re right.” He shifted, and the feet of the chair clacked against the tiles. “After I dragged your ass off the battlefield, I stayed by your side while these physicians attempted to pull you back from the edge of death.”

      I took in a shaky breath. “Thank you for that.”

      He stood, lifted a pitcher, and poured water into a cup before bringing it to me. I turned away again. “Take it, Temi. You don’t have to be so godsdamn stubborn at every moment.”

      I scowled but snatched the cup as I sat up. My muscles screamed and ached as I took a sip. “Arion?”

      “Is fine.” He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “He’s being pissier to the stableman having to care for him than you are with the physicians, if you can believe it.”

      “Are they trying to bleed him, too?” I choked on my water. “Wait. Why isn’t Valerian caring for him?”

      Orion took his seat in the chair, his shoulders covering the back of it. “He’s here at the house so physicians can monitor him after he was injured while clearing the stables.” I startled and jerked my leg, causing pain to shoot through me, and the gash in my side grew warm. “Damn it, Temi. He’s fine. But look at you.” Orion took the cup, set it down with a clink, and then grabbed my elbow to ease me against the bed. He pulled the blanket down and lifted my tunic. The cool air against my bare skin caused goosebumps to rise where bandages didn’t cover. He clicked his tongue. “You’ve reopened the wound. And you’re not healing like you would when you had powers. You’ve…”

      I sniffled, and he stopped speaking as he raised his crystal blue eyes up to focus on me.

      “Have the high gods fallen, then?”

      He scratched his thick fingers over his beard. “That’s… the belief at the moment.”

      I nodded and turned away from him again. He fumbled through the items on the table next to me then peeled the old bandage off before pressing gauze against my side. “I’ve found that the best way to deal with grief is to face it, rather than avoid it.”

      “I didn’t ask,” I said through gritted teeth as the pain whipped through me.

      He sighed as he pulled strips of cloth out. “Fine. But listen to me.” His expression held a heaviness, his brow furrowed. It didn’t suit him. “You’re going to channel this hard headedness into getting better.”

      “I don’t want those physicians touching me.”

      “The first surgery didn’t go well. They have to reset the bone, or you’ll never walk again. You can forget about hunting or riding Arion. And if you don’t stay still and stop fighting them,”—he gestured to the gash on my side—“you’re going to end up with blood poisoning or a festering wound and you’ll die.” I parted my lips to argue with him, but then his shoulders dropped, his voice lowering to a whisper. “I don’t want you to die.”

      The air seemed to thicken, and I took several aching breaths, letting my eyes close. I’d been selfish. I hadn’t cared if my life ended, but I hadn’t thought about who it might affect. The women relying on me, Epiphany, Valerian, and… maybe even Orion.

      He pressed a fresh cloth against my side, and I winced, struggling not to pull away from him. For several minutes we said nothing, the whispering sound of the bandage Orion wrapped over my broken flesh only punctuated by sharp breaths.

      He finished, placed the blanket back over me again, and dropped into the chair. I took a slow breath, letting the air raise my chest. Everything hurt so much it was hard to focus and my vision wobbled, but I wouldn’t give in to the pull of sleep. Molded flourishes outlined the edges of the ceiling, so we were in a house in the city. That had to be Epiphany’s doing.

      Epiphany.

      Who would need me now more than ever.

      I hadn’t even considered that.

      I squeezed my eyes closed. “I think…” I whispered, choking over the consonants I needed to form. The thought hurt so much my throat squeezed as if to shut them off. “I think Apollo is dead.”

      “I know.”

      I opened my eyes to find Orion twisting his fingers together.

      “You know?”

      “You’ve been talking in your sleep. You’ve called out for him.”

      “Oh.”

      He clamped his massive hand over mine, his callouses scraping my skin. “I’m sorry.”

      I sucked in a shaky breath, and tears broke forth and tracked down my cheeks. One rolled over my lip, and I licked it away. “This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. He was supposed to grow the fuck up and take his mantle. We were supposed to have our fucking lifetimes”—my voice shook—“together. Not… this.”

      Orion’s grip tightened. “I understand.”

      And he did. He’d lost his sister, and she’d been much younger. I laced my fingers into his. “And my body feels like death. Everything fucking hurts.”

      “Yeah, well…” Orion’s voice came gravelly, and he cleared it. “You’ve fought the physicians like the mistress of death”—he smirked at me and the reference to Hecate I’d made before—“had a hold of you. She visited, by the way.”

      I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. On the one hand, I appreciated her consideration. On the other, she’d probably already left before I’d gotten to speak with her. I shifted and winced as my side screamed at me. “Apollo and I belong together. I’m not supposed to go on without him. He’s… he’s all I have.”

      Orion bowed his head and his golden hair glimmered in the sunlight. “I understand that feeling. It’s terrible to be the only one in your family left.” He quieted for a moment. “But he’s not all you have.”

      Our eyes met, and I drew in a shaky breath.

      “Now.” Orion disentangled his fingers from mine, clapping his hands against his thighs. “Let these physicians reset your bone and get some sleep. That way tomorrow we can travel with the party to the capital.”

      “The capital?”

      He filled a second cup with water and took a swallow. “Mhmm. The princess heads back tomorrow, and I’m assuming you’d want to go with her.” He nodded to my leg. “You can’t ride yet, but I’ll join you in a carriage. I’ll convince these physicians I can care for your bandages, and it won’t overtax you. With the way you’re treating them, it probably won’t be difficult to talk them into letting you leave.” He grinned.

      “That’s… generous of you.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “What of the war?”

      Orion scoffed. “What of it? Ansair has retreated. The world is up in flames at the moment. No one knows how to handle the gods falling. Unrest is ripping through the countries like a spooked sheep in a herd. All the leaders want to return to their seats of power until things settle.”

      I gripped my fingers into the blanket, and the fabric pressed under my nails. “Don’t you have a troop to oversee?”

      He leaned against the chair and crossed his arms. “If you don’t want me to go with you, just tell me. I’ll stay.”

      He cocked his head to the side, and I shuddered. “No, I’d like you to travel with me, and I want to leave with Epiphany if I can manage it.”

      “All right. If I have the physicians return, can you not threaten to kill them?”

      “No promises,” I grumbled.

      He chuckled and jumped up to march out of the room.

      I sank against the mattress. My body hurt. Losing my brother… that hurt far more. But Orion was right. He wasn’t all I had. There were others who relied on me, who I needed to live for. I would just have to learn how to redefine myself without Apollo.
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      The blanket I lay on bumped over a rock.

      I gasped, and my eyes flew open.

      The sun beamed above, bright and hot and miserable.

      The shushing sound of sand blared. I turned my head to watch the world as it passed by. Something dragged me.

      I lurched forward.

      I may be in in some afterlife punishment—or gods, maybe this was Tartarus, full of monsters—but I wouldn’t go down without a fight. A stick snapped out and hit my leg. I winced and fell back against the blanket.

      “Sit down before you injure yourself further.”

      I licked my dry lips, and my eyes dashed about for an exit. I pulled my elbows into my chest, winced as some injury in my arm screamed with the motion, and rolled off the blanket.

      My knees hit the burning sand, and my skin shrieked. The world blurred into a swirl of gold and cerulean as my head spun.

      Hands yanked me up onto stumbling feet. “Now look at what you’ve done.” I pulled away, but the fingers, long and strong and deeply calloused, tightened. “Come back to the pallet and lie down. You’ve split your wound open again.” She clicked her tongue. “Mama Hiscu is going to be furious.”

      “What…” My throat ached as I spoke, the words rumbling out of me. “What are you talking about?”

      My vision cleared, and the woman lifted her chin, her dark skin luminescent in the sunlight, her gray braids bundled back away from her face. She took the stick and snapped it against the lower part of my left bicep. I winced and held the stinging skin. “You’ve torn your burn open again. It’s been festering, but Nedia has tended to it. She’s clever with healing, that one.” She gave her tongue another click. “But you’re testing our patience, boy.”

      “I… I don’t understand.” I took a step, but dizziness swept over me.

      The woman scoffed and led me back towards the blanket. “Lie yourself down before you kill yourself out in this heat. You’re only half alive at that. Zeus’ hatred, you’d think you have a death wish.”

      I lowered to the pallet, helpless to fight against her, but remained upright. “Aren’t I already dead?”

      She burst into a laugh that caused her walking stick to vibrate, and I winced, wary to receive the painful end of that again. “No, honey, unless I’ve passed to the other side in the last few minutes with ya, you’re still as alive as I’m standing here.”

      “But…” I lifted my hands and stared at them. “I thought…”

      “That you’d blown up the sun? Yeah.” She wiped sweat off her brow. “We saw that.”

      “You… saw it?”

      Her expression contorted, like she wasn’t sure what to make of me. A group of women walked around a grove of palm trees dressed in swathes of brightly colored fabrics. One scowled as she leaned heavily against her walking stick. “So, he’s awake.”

      “Yes, Mama Hiscu,” the woman standing at my side said.

      Hiscu’s frown deepened. “Opened his arm again, though.” She tutted, her wiry gray eyebrows pulling together. “How old are you, boy?”

      “I’m…” I paused, my thoughts muddled. “Twenty-one.”

      She scoffed and the women with her bit their lips. “Hear how he hesitates?” She swung her stick at me, and I shifted to avoid it. “Doesn’t even have enough years on him to count and yet he stumbles over the answer. And I overheard him talking. He thinks the god of the sun could be killed by the sun.” She threw her hands up towards the heavens. “And this is what the Fates leave us with.”

      “Go easy, Mama.” One woman from the group stepped forward, and placed her hand on Hiscu’s shoulder. “He’s disoriented, yet. Let me tend to him.”

      Hiscu pursed her lips. “Pfft. Do your best, Nedia. At least we won’t have to drag him along with us anymore.” She pinched my arm hard enough that I winced. “You don’t look like you should weigh as much as you do, boy.”

      She turned and the rest of the group followed her to the shadows of the palm grove. Nedia bowed beside me and pulled a pouch from the layers of her burgundy wrap. “Forgive Mama Hiscu. She’s…” Nedia gave her head a shake as she let her words trail off, her halo of curls bouncing with the motion. She pulled a cloth and salve out of her pouch, brushed the blood away from my arm, and unscrewed the tin before gliding the medicine over the injury.

      “I’m alive?” I said, my voice hoarse.

      “You are.”

      Emotions clogged the words in my throat. I’d survived. Hyacinth and I could be together, I only had to find him. Nedia returned the cap to the jar with a jangle and tucked it back into her pouch. I nodded to it. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Could you tell me where your village is?”

      She lifted her face, and a smirk touched the edge of her lips as her brown skin glimmered in the sunlight. “My village?”

      “Or city.” Shit. Had I offended her by assuming? “Wherever you live.”

      She chuckled before pressing the cool back of her hand against my brow. “Your fever has broken. That’s good.” She stood and gestured to a patch of shade. I followed her on unsteady feet and sat beside her. “You won’t find any mortal city near here, young god.”

      I jerked my face in her direction, and my head swam with the motion. “Are you a deity?”

      “Of a sort.”

      “Not a high god, then?”

      Her chuckle grew warm and low, and it vibrated through me. Her fingers brushed along the mottled patch of marred flesh that made up the burn on my arm. I realized she was beautiful
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