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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      While A Veil of Gods and Kings is inspired by a Greek myth and pulls from many ancient cultures, the world-building is entirely new for this story.

      

      Because of that, you will see things that wouldn’t have existed in Ancient Greece (saddles for the horses) and reimagining of existing ideas (for example, discus which I’ve transformed from a track-and-field event into a full-contact sport.)

      

      I hope you enjoy the world of Niria and the characters that live there.

      

      -Nicole
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        * * *

      

      A character pronunciation guide and full size map can be found on my website at:

      

      www.authornicolebailey.com/FATEbonus

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warnings

          

        

      

    

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

      

      A Veil of Gods and Kings depicts issues including hunting, animal death, animal sacrifice (mentioned), misogyny, a father hitting an adult son, blood, death, sexual assault (mentioned), and deaths in fire.

      

      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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        * * *

      

      “The sun inside of him

      rages like wildfire

      and he is

      gold

      gold

      gold

      and he is

      scorching the skin of my heart,

      yet still he pretends

      that he is safe for me to love,

      that his hands are gentle,

      that his fingerprints won’t be

      seared into the notches of my spine

      

      The sun inside of him

      could set the kingdom ablaze;

      he knows this, he does.

      And he still asks me to love him,

      to face the flame.

      Find me in the ashes.”

      

      -Apollo, Emily Palermo
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            Apollo

          

        

      

    

    
      A blade could have sliced at my head with the way it ached. It hurt so much I might not even fight a weapon aimed at me. Not that a blade could kill me.

      I sighed and stretched. The mattress crinkled with the movement. Gray light filtered in through a stone window. Birds heckled each other, their squalling echoing around the shadowy room.

      “Blergh.” I moaned and rolled over.

      Someone lay in bed with me, their dark form rising and falling with their breath, blankets tucked over their head.

      I groaned again and eased off the mattress, stumbling across my bedroom, the cool touch of the stone biting at my bare feet.

      Grabbing the bucket of water that sat inside the doorway, I cupped a handful and splashed it over my face, the droplets dripping down my chest and speckling the floor. A bronze looking mirror hung on the wall, and I peered into it, ruffling my hand through my coarse curls to tame them.

      A silver glow emanated over the surface of my skin.

      It had returned so soon.

      I clenched my jaw and pushed my powers out.

      The glowing diminished, a veil slipping over my features, softening the sharp edges, muddying the golden eyes to a standard brown, reducing the height and broad shoulders, giving a matte texture to the light brown of my skin.

      And otherwise wiping away the visual signs of a deity.

      I pressed my fingers to my temples, drawing the headache out.

      Snagging the ivory tunic off the hook on the wall and slipping it over my head, I stepped out into the hallway, clipping down the stairs and into the kitchen to pluck an apricot out of a bowl. I strode towards the open door where sunshine and a spring breeze trailed in.

      “Not so fast.”

      Shit. I was supposed to be veiled as a house attendant. What would they be doing right now? Well, they wouldn't have snagged fruit off the counter. I tucked the apricot behind my back as I turned around. “Yes, mistress. Can I help you?”

      Temi crossed her dark arms over her plum tunic, her lips pinched, her eyes darkening. “Don’t think you fool me with that cheap magic, Apollo.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Cheap doesn’t quite feel fair. I’ve all but perfected this trick now.” I winked.

      Her frown deepened. “You’re supposed to learn the powers of a deity, and the only one you’ve mastered—the only one you’ve even tried—is disguising yourself to not look like a deity. Do you know what that sounds like to me?”

      I snagged my sandals and pulled them on. “A failed plan since you recognized me anyway.”

      She rolled her eyes, her ebony braids scraping her shoulders. “Like someone who doesn’t know who they hell they want to be.”

      I thrust a finger in the air. “That’s where you’re mistaken. I know exactly who I want to be. Not a god.”

      “So, you’re an idiot fighting your fate?”

      “With a vengeance. Is there anything you need? I was leaving.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Are you leaving here before your companion even wakes?”

      I shrugged. “You know, I have so many plans. I just don’t have the time to lie about waiting all day.”

      “I’m sure.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Do you think you could escort her, or him, or them… whoever it is, out?”

      Temi’s arms dropped, and she clicked her fingernails against the wooden work table. “Are you seriously going to tell me you don’t even know the gender of who you slept with last night?”

      “It all blurs together over time, you know?”

      “Actually, I don’t.” She made a noise in her throat. “Thankfully.”

      “Some of us enjoy sex.”

      I turned, but she reached out and snagged me. “What you say is true. Some people enjoy sex. But you aren’t one of them.”

      “Temi…”

      “Don’t ‘Temi’ me.” She jabbed a finger into my chest. “You know why it all blurs together? Because it means nothing. Because it doesn’t satisfy you. You can drink and party and sleep around all you want, and it will always leave you feeling empty inside. What you need is a real connection and a real purpose in your life.”

      I groaned. “Yes, Father. May I go play outside now?”

      Her features scrunched together. “Do not even teasingly compare me to your father.”

      “Gods. Noted. Why are you so pissy today?”

      She grabbed a clay bowl and smacked it down hard enough against the table that it clinked. “So, you forgot about this evening, did you? Why does that not surprise me?”

      I paused. “What’s today?”

      She dumped flour into the bowl, puffs of it rising like a fog around her hands. “The convoy?”

      My heart leaped into my throat. “My father comes?”

      She blew out a breath. “Thank the gods, no. It’s just Ares.”

      “See.” I laughed. “Nothing to worry about.”

      She snagged an egg out of a basket and cracked it against the side of the bowl. “Yeah, your brother who can start a war by raising an eyebrow. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Temi, relax some. Come on.” I stepped towards the door again.

      “Are you seriously still going to leave after I just told you Ares is coming?”

      I placed my hands on the stone door sill. “He’s coming for dinner, isn’t he?”

      “Well, yes, but⁠—”

      “Then I have plenty of time.” I tossed her a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back by dusk.”

      I stepped out into the golden sunshine of the day, but her voice carried to me as she yelled, “Apollo, I swear! And don’t expect me to handle this person in your bed. I’m your sister, not some attendant of yours.”

      I chuckled and snatched a bite of the apricot. The juice dripped down my chin, and I wiped it away with the back of my arm. The golden sun stretched over the ridge, tossing out its warmth over the valley. A field of early blooming lavender danced in the wind, the purple flowers twirling and pirouetting around each other.

      I eased down the hill and turned the corner at an apricot orchard. Clusters of the fruit, like a million miniature suns streaked in golds and oranges, were tucked in between the emerald of the leaves, splashing the world with their colors.

      A child with dark curls and bright blue eyes twined between the trunks, ducking down and swiping up a piece of fruit. She wrinkled her nose and dropped it back to the ground.

      “Hello there,” I said.

      She jumped, her hands trembling, tucking the basket she held against herself. “Good day, sir.”

      “Are you looking for fruit?”

      Her cheeks pinkened. And despite the healthy color spreading over her skin, her features edged too sharp, her eyes gaunt, her clothes threadbare in several spots. “I assure you, sir, I follow the law. I’m only picking fruit up from the ground.”

      I stepped in closer to her and retrieved an apricot from beneath a teepee of long grass. Its skin was splotched with bruises, and a bug wriggled down in its flesh. “It doesn’t seem like you have many good options here on the ground.”

      She swallowed, her throat bobbing. “Yes, sir, but the fruit on the trees belong to the gods.”

      “How generous of Zeus that he has the law that anyone can choose fruit that has fallen?” I said, and I snapped my fingers. Thud, thud, thud. Apricots fell from the branches, landing around the orchard like a hail storm.

      The girl's eyes popped bluer than the sky. Her mouth parted, but words didn’t come.

      I smiled. “Run along—get to it before the worms do.”

      She bobbed her head and turned, her basket flying out behind her.

      Her slight form weaved through the rows of trees. Her curls flowed in the breeze. She bit into the flesh of an apricot and sighed, flecks of the fruit smattering her chin.

      A smirk touched my lips, and I continued down the path.

      On the next turn, the village came into view. Hundreds of cream and tan houses lay tucked into the valley and undulations of the surrounding mountains. Wisps of smoke swept into the air from the ivory temple, the largest building in the town.

      It was the weekly dedication day. Time for the villagers to pay tribute to the gods. Right.

      I clenched my teeth.

      The smoky smells turned my stomach.

      But, wait, there was a way I could use this in my favor.

      A smile edged up along my lips as I tapped into my power and changed my veil to that of an old man with worn, dark skin and a mop of gray hair. I pulled a gold sash out of my knapsack and tossed it on over my clothes. The perfect disguise.

      The glow from the midday sun caused the ivory marble walls of the temple to gleam like a pearl. As I approached the steps, I raised my voice. “Oh hear me, fellow citizens!”

      The crowd turned towards me, eyes bright.

      “Hear what the gods have spoken to me.”

      A woman near me with a mahogany tunic that rippled in the breeze gasped and pulled the bundle in her arms closer.

      “Ares requires dedication today.”

      A man with bushy, dark eyebrows cocked his head to the side. “Ares? Does he intend to declare war on us, wise man?”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “He has considered it.” The crowd sucked in breaths. “He wants to see if you will heed his words and honor him.”

      “Please tell us,” another woman with a sharp nose said, “what he desires, so we can honor his name.”

      They bobbed their heads, and I had to fight a grin. “He wishes for a thimble of olive oil with six petals of lavender within it.”

      Everyone froze for a moment. A man with thick arms lifted his chin. “Such a paltry offering, no blood or even wine? Are you sure, wise man, this is what Ares desires?”

      I raised my hands. “May the gods strike me dead if I speak false.” If only I could be so lucky. “This is his desire. He longs to see if the people of your village are faithful.”

      “Of course we are,” the first woman said. “We shall make this offering at once.”

      I nodded and turned, exiting the town and heading into the foothills before I changed my veil again and burst into a bright laugh. Oh, now I truly had something to look forward to in seeing Ares.

      The hills rolled like waves in a peaceful sea, their greens all blending in together. The sky spread out as blue and pure as Delphinium. And I didn’t care what anyone said—there was no scene as beautiful as this little unknown valley tucked in the middle of the continent, Olympus certainly included.

      I stretched out onto a rock and drew my lyre out of my knapsack before tucking the bag behind my head as a pillow. I plucked my fingers and thumbs over the strings. The twangy, bright music danced through the spring air while fleecy clouds drifted across the sky. Sunshine sparkled off the boulders, casting the scene like the heavens it was.

      Out there with the world unfolding around me as though I’d fallen into an oil painting, I could almost forget.

      The sordid past stretching behind me, the ghosts whispering to me.

      And the haunting future stretching ahead.

      My fate trapped me.

      But there, for just a moment, I sat as free as the birds swimming through puddles of milky clouds.

      A bleat drew me out of my meditation.

      A lamb with creamy wool butted its rough nose against the back of my shoulder.

      I scratched behind its ear, the gritty texture of its fleece scraping my fingers. “Well, hello, you.”

      Maaa. The lamb demanded again.

      “What are you doing out here, little one?”

      It cocked its head to the side like it tried to make sense of me.

      I chuckled. “I imagine your shepherd is worried sick about you. Come along.”

      I stood and tucked the lyre away again and patted the lamb on its rump to usher it along the path. “Come on, now. Let’s find your flock.”

      I prodded the creature forward on the trail. It jumped and tumbled across the pebble-swept path, and I chuckled.

      “Me-yo,” a voice rang out like a song, echoing against the hills.

      “Ah, ha,” I said. “Now, there’s your mistress.”

      “Me-yo,” the voice came again.

      “And she sounds worried. Come on, you.”

      I pushed the lamb through a copse of trees, and it stumbled out into a valley as I remained tucked behind the scrambling greens of the leafy limbs. A shepherdess with dark hair bound back with a headband thrust her hands on her hips. “There you are, you naughty thing.”

      Maaa, the lamb responded as it jumped in with its companions.

      The girl clicked her tongue. “I swear, you’re more trouble than a pack of stray cats.” But she pursed her lips in a smile, her eyes sparkling. She dropped back into the long grasses and picked up a flower wreath, weaving foliage and lilac blooms into it.

      For a few moments, I remained there. Wisps of the girl's hair trailed out on a breeze, her skin shone like olive pottery in the sunlight. She hummed a song, and it drifted to me.

      And that scene was everything.

      Everything beautiful in life.

      And everything I would never have.

      I turned and walked back out onto the trail.
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      The stars speckled across the navy expanse of the sky like a field full of crystal flowers as I ambled up the hill to the house and entered through the kitchen door.

      Temi shot her dark eyes towards me and then back down to the deer that lay on the counter. She stabbed the knife into the animal and slit down its stomach, the still-warm musky scent of blood bringing bile to the back of my throat. She clenched her jaw. “I’ll be home by dusk, he says.”

      “Temi.”

      “Do. Not.” She jabbed the blade down again with a thunk. “Don’t even give me your lame excuses.”

      “Did you bring this animal in all by yourself? You’ve become quite the huntress in the past year.”

      She hissed through her teeth and pushed her arm into its stomach. “Don’t try to flatter me, especially so falsely. Ares has been waiting for an hour⁠—”

      “Oh, so he made it?”

      “Of course he made it.”

      “Then why are you in here?”

      “Because”—she thrusted entrails out of the animal and into a bowl with a smack and I shuddered—“he’s your guest, not mine. Speaking of which, you should see to him.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry, Temi.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Go see Ares.”

      I cleared my throat and strode out of the kitchen and down the hall into the dining room. Blue and gold patterned tiles stretched across the floor, and candles flickered, making the painted scenes on the walls dance.

      Ares reclined on a dining couch, one of his tan arms crossed over his stomach, the other poised, holding a goblet of wine. The silver glow emanated around him, his golden eyes shimmering. He took a drink and wrinkled his nose. “So, you not only make me wait, but you offer me this damn awful wine human peasants consume.”

      “Ares, it’s good to see you, brother.”

      He sat up, setting the cup on the table with a clink. “Why am I surprised you wouldn’t bother to be on time? You know I’ve started wars over less.”

      I smirked and leaned against the doorframe. “But I’m your favorite brother. You won’t start a war with me over a few measly minutes, now, will you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Your position as favorite wanes. Heracles is starting to look more attractive. And you’ve had me waiting for well over an hour.”

      I clicked my tongue and dropped on the couch next to his. “What’s an hour for an immortal? And, Heracles, really? There has to be a brother you like better. Perseus, or gods, even Dionysus.”

      Ares chuckled. “I swear you’re going to get yourself killed with your arrogance one of these days. And what was that trick with the tablespoon of olive oil? Are you wanting me to flatten your little village?”

      “Come now.” I readjusted the cushion behind me and stretched out against it. “Tell me that didn’t make you laugh?”

      “You know, I don’t put up with bullshit like this from anyone else.”

      “Like I said.” I poured myself wine from the carafe, my mouth drying as the floral aroma of it swirled around. “I’m your favorite brother. It comes with privileges.”

      “Hmm,” Ares said. He cleared his throat. “As enjoyable”—he drew the word out dryly—“as it is to spend time with you, you should know I’m not here for a casual visit.”

      I tensed. “Father sent you?”

      “He did.”

      I groaned and took a drink of the wine, which landed sour and flat on my tongue. “What have I done that’s attracted his ire this time?”

      “Nothing. He desires for you to come for a visit.”

      I froze. “To Olympus?”

      Ares laughed. “Where else?”

      “I’m rather busy.”

      Ares rolled his eyes. “Sure you are. And this is coming from someone who is, in fact, actually busy. Speaking of our other brothers, Father wished to send someone else to you, but I volunteered.” He gave me a firm look. “Keep that in mind.”

      My voice lowered. “I appreciate that. You’re the only one Temi can tolerate.”

      “Tolerate is a good choice of words.” He paused, popping an almond into his mouth and chewing it before continuing. “She will scarcely look me in the eye.”

      “She doesn’t care for the gods. I can’t say I blame her.”

      “It has nothing to do with that.”

      “Really?” I took another swallow of my wine. “What is it, then?”

      Ares shrugged. “She knows our father means to take you away from here. She doesn’t wish to lose you.”

      “Ha, I can’t believe that. If I were to live in Olympus, she could get on with her life. I hold her back.”

      “You do no such thing. And believe me or don’t, but the gods know what’s in a being’s heart, and she’s deeply devoted to you.”

      “Well, she deserves better than me.”

      “Now that”—he thrusted a finger in my direction—“I can agree with you on.”

      I kicked my ankle over my knee, my shadow that stretched out over the tiles jumping with the motion and flickering in the light. “So, what is Father wishing for me this time?”

      “Fair warning to you, Apollo. He’s angry.”

      I cringed, my voice lowering to a whisper. “That’s nothing new.”

      “Your prophecy keeps you alive. He’s killed children who’ve been less disrespectful.”

      “Damn that prophecy,” I said, dropping my wine to the table. It sloshed, some of the burgundy liquid spilling onto the wood. I grabbed a napkin and mopped it up.

      “That prophecy has made Father favor you.”

      “Who wants his favor?” I crumpled the rough fabric of the napkin into my fist. “Do you know what I saw while walking today?”

      Ares cocked his head to the side. “Let me guess. Not your brother who you had an appointment with, so it either had to be some obscure detail of the human world or a mortal acting mortal and therefore dull.”

      I smiled. “A child fell and scraped his knee. And his father jumped off his cart and bent down to rinse it. He then kissed him on the top of his head and held him until he’d stopped crying.”

      Ares took another swallow of his wine. “So, the latter, then?”

      I laughed. “Humans have so much that the gods don’t. The gods don’t even understand what they miss.”

      “And do you have that, what the mortals have, down here in the human world?”

      I paused, dropping my face. “No.”

      “You’re a god, Apollo. It’s what you were born for.”

      “I’m half a god and haven’t ascended yet, so I’m still as mortal as I am divine. And I plan to keep it that way.”

      “Father will not accept that.”

      “And, yet, he can’t actually force me to ascend.”

      Ares' eyes darkened, and he leaned forward onto his knees. “He has his ways of getting what he wishes. Be mindful.”

      “He can feel free to kill me. That will just destroy his own ends.”

      Ares' voice dropped, his gaze distant. “Which is why he’d never do it. He will threaten not you but those that you love.” He swallowed. “Learn from my mistakes, and do his bidding before you live an eternity with regrets.”

      I reached out and draped my hand over his arm, but he shrugged me off and then stood, stretching. “We leave with the convoy at sunrise. And don’t plan on being late. Father will not find it amusing.”
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      The peaks of Mt. Olympus thrusted through the wool of the clouds like a spear, bleeding the world of every good thing. I cleared my throat and continued stepping along the uneasy footpath. Rocks jutted out like a warning. Attendants climbed alongside us, their heads held high, their hands pressed to their sides.

      I sighed. “There has to be a better way to travel to this godforsaken city. Certainly we could come up with something.”

      “What do you suggest?” Ares said. “A chariot that flies through the sky?”

      “Not a bad idea.”

      Ares chuckled. “We’re almost there. And I thought you enjoyed walking?”

      “Mmm,” I said.

      I liked walking but not towards Olympus.

      I let my gaze wander too close to the edge where wisps of clouds veiled the miniature world below. My stomach lurched, and I forced my eyes forward.

      We turned a corner. The palace rose above the clouds and mist, columns racing towards the heavens, a golden dome capping it all. I sighed as attendants opened the gates.

      Nymphs with their porcelain-smooth skin and crystal eyes tossed flowers that swirled above us. I snagged one, rubbing its lotion-soft surface between my thumb and fingers. Petals drifted into my hair, and I ruffled my hand through it to dislodge them.

      The palace loomed ahead of us beyond a gate that stood the height of ten men. Around it all, mist trailed the ground like carpeting, glowing with the dusky pink of magic that infused everything. I took a sharp breath and clenched my jaw.

      My brothers and sisters all lined the palace steps, their chins raised, the silver glow of the high deities hovering along their skin, but their eyes darkened as they traced their gazes over me. Horns blast through the air, cutting into the sunshine of morning.

      We climbed the steps, my muscles trembling like they fought me. Ares’ features tightened as we reached the top of the dais where Athena stood, her ebony curls drifting over her shoulders, her eyes narrowing. She crossed her arms, the gown she wore rippling and revealing the band of knives she kept on her leg.

      We stopped in front of her, and she sighed. “Apollo, how good it is to see you, brother.” Her lips pinched, and she didn’t speak for several beats. She swept her hands around. “As you can see, our father has marked your visit as he would for a deity.” The words snapped from her mouth like she crunched on ice, and I cleared my throat. “Please,” she continued, “join us for a meal.”

      She turned before I could respond and we walked up the steps, through the shade of the portico, and into the swallowing darkness of the palace. The room brightened in increments, the long, low table spilling with food—grapes sparkling and plump, hunks of cheeses, wines so rich their smell wafted in the air, haunches of meat, hearty loaves of bread. The walls stretched endlessly above, clouds trailing in through high arches.

      I dropped onto one of the dining couches as the rest of my siblings filed in and found seats. Ares sat with Athena, who spoke in a low mumble, her expression pinching as she leaned in towards him, gesturing towards me.

      Someone lowered beside me, his plum-like smell overtaking the aroma of the banquet. “Are you not hungry after the journey, Apollo?”

      His golden eyes sparkled, his dark curls rimming his ears. “Hades,” I said. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      He snagged a grape and popped it in his mouth, reclining back against the couch. “I’m here for the same reason you are.”

      “And that is?”

      He smirked. “My brother summons us, and we don’t waste our time to ask why, do we?”

      I leaned onto my knees. “I suppose so.”

      “Why aren’t you eating? Your journey here was a long one, was it not?”

      I shrugged.

      “Eat. When your father finishes speaking with my brother, he intends to call for you.”

      I sat back up. “Poseidon is here as well?”

      Hades snatched another grape. “That he is.”

      I leaned in towards him, dropping my voice to a whisper. “Why are so many gods here today?”

      Hades shook his head, jutting his lip out. “I’m afraid I can’t say.” He lifted his eyes to meet mine. “The golden one usually has his reasons, does he not?”

      “I suppose so.” I shifted in my seat, pressing my feet against the tile flooring that glimmered with veins of gold. “How is Persephone?”

      Hades frowned and then hid his expression behind his goblet of wine. “Being that it’s spring, I haven’t seen her for a few weeks.” I swallowed. Shit, that was thoughtless of me. Of course Persephone spent the season on earth with her mother. Hades gestured with his drink towards the table. “As I said, you should eat. You need the fortitude.”

      I sighed. He was right. I grabbed a plate and placed a fig, some bread, which burned against my fingers as steam rose from the loaf, and a handful of almonds on it as the murmuring of everyone’s conversation swept through the space. Hades stood, walking over to a corner and speaking with a nymph.

      Heracles scowled at me. “Do you still not eat properly, Apollo?”

      My hands froze on the food. “You worry about your plate, and I shall worry about mine.”

      Heracles rolled his eyes, his nose wrinkling, his lip curling up. “It’s no wonder Father is so disappointed in you. Afraid of eating meat.” He clicked his tongue, swallowing his wine.

      Kaliope walked over and eased beside me, her auburn curls swept back with a headband, framing her face like a crown. “Don’t pay him any mind.” She smiled. “He’s just jealous of the attention your father gives you.”

      I sighed. How I wished Father would redirect his attention.

      Kaliope leaned in closer to me, her scarlet lips parting, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Please tell me you intend to spend the night.”

      I cleared my throat. “Kaliope, listen⁠—”

      “Come now, Apollo.” She traced a finger over my arm. “We had fun before, didn’t we?”

      I snagged her hand and eased it away from me. “We did. But… it was a mistake on my part.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “What was the mistake about it?”

      “I just… I shouldn’t have… That’s all.”

      She shrugged, snagging an almond, placing it in her mouth, her lips peeling down her fingers. My gaze rested there too long, and she smirked. “Are the rumors true, then? Will you only lay with mortals now?”

      I chuckled. “How boring the gods' lives must be if all they have to gossip about is my personal life?”

      “Or”—she cocked her eyebrows up, leaning in towards me, a floral smell drifting off of her—“how interesting your personal life must be?”

      I suppose the one mercy of my life was that I lived too far from Mt. Olympus for the gods to spy on me without traveling. I parted my mouth to speak, but Poseidon stepped into the room, saving me. “Apollo, Zeus has requested your presence.”

      I shrugged at Kaliope and stood, joining Poseidon. We strode down hallways lined with windows that allowed the sunshine to spill in puddles over the tile flooring. Poseidon kept his gaze ahead, tucking his arms behind him. His skin glowed a warm brown in the golden light. “How does your sister fair?”

      “She’s fine. Pissed at me half the time, but what’s new?”

      He smiled. “And your village?” He shifted his gaze to me. “Are your accommodations still comfortable?”

      I sighed. “It’s fine. You’ve asked about me enough. Let’s not pretend it overjoys my father to see me.”

      “He’d be happier to see you under different circumstances.”

      “My ascension,” I growled.

      “Of course.”

      “It won’t happen,” I said under my breath.

      Poseidon grabbed my arm, stopping us in a pool of light. He didn’t speak until I met his tight gaze, his eyebrows pressing together. “It will happen, Apollo. Fighting your fate just makes things harder for everyone.”

      “Does it? You asked after my sister. Is it in her best interest if I ascend, exposing her to the derision of the gods? Or do you not have it in your heart to care about a mortal?”

      A dark shadow passed over his eyes. “Your sister will be fine. Zeus vowed her to you⁠—”

      “And what good will that do if I’m here?”

      He nodded. “What good will you do her there if your presence brings scorn to her life?”

      I frowned. He had a point.

      Poseidon blew out a breath and dropped a thick hand onto my shoulder. “Your devotion to your sister is admirable. But, perhaps consider your own path as well. Who is looking out for you, Apollo?”

      “No one here.”

      He gave my arm a squeeze, the weight of it steadying. “Then you must look out for yourself.”

      I sighed but bobbed my head, and he drew away from me as we climbed the endless stairs to the heavens.

      The throne room sparkled from the sunshine leaching in through the windows, from the silvery glow on all the gods crowding the space, from the gold that crafted the furnishings.

      Father lounged against the throne, his arms draped over the armrests. His golden skin blended in with the room, his flaxen hair cascading against his shoulders. He leaned in towards the god at his side, his expression tightening as he listened to him. Clouds trailed his feet, drifting in through windows and hovering above the floor. His gaze flicked to us, and he jumped out of his seat, thrusting his arms up and snagging one around me. “Would you look at this? My last child has returned home for a visit.”

      The gods, with their flawless complexions and shiny eyes, studied me. A few offered smiles but just as many frowned, shifting away from me—away from the disfavor that hung on me like shackles.

      Father thunked his hand against me twice more, and I gritted my teeth. He turned us towards Poseidon. “Don’t you think this child favors me more than the others?”

      My uncle studied the two of us and then crossed his arms. “I always thought Heracles favored you the most, Zeus.”

      Father bounced his head back and forth, patting me once more before dropping his arm. “A handsome god, for certain. But, don’t you think Apollo will shine the brightest of all”—the words stung at me—“once he ascends to his rightful place?”

      Poseidon met my gaze. He hesitated for a heartbeat. “I do.”

      Father nodded, running his finger and thumb down his beard. “Come along, Apollo. Let’s discuss things in private.” He gestured towards a door behind the throne, and my heart froze. He snapped his golden eyes to me. “It’s been far too long since we’ve chatted alone.”

      My throat tightened, and I longed to be anywhere else—in the meadow near the village, in a bar drowning out thoughts and feelings with poor drink, in the kitchen at our little house with Temi grousing at me. But I stood on Mt. Olympus with Zeus.

      I pasted a smile on to direct at the gods whose eyes trailed us like they desired to pin me up and study me, tear me apart piece by piece, and label all the broken bits. Father opened the door, and we stepped in.

      It closed with a thunk. The din of conversation swallowed behind it.

      “Father, I know why⁠—”

      He turned, backhanding me. My jaw cracked, blood blooming in my mouth, which flooded with the tangy bite of copper.

      “You may speak”—he gritted through his teeth—“when I give you permission and not before. Do you understand me?”

      My ears rang, and white spots swam across my vision. I raised my hand to touch my jaw but dropped it down to my side and nodded.

      He crossed his thick arms and frowned. The room sat in stale shadows. The spark of Olympus, with its glittering magic, hovered dozens of feet up and allowed a haze of dusty light to reach us. “Explain to me, Apollo, why you have not yet ascended.”

      I opened my mouth and a trickle of blood trailed down my lip. I brushed my arm over my lip, and pink-tinted saliva smeared my skin. “Father, I'm young yet. I just turned twenty and⁠—”

      “I’ve not had one child—not one, Apollo—that took as long as twenty to take their rightful place.” His nose wrinkled into a sneer. “Athena ascended at six.”

      Well, Athena is fucking perfect.

      Not that I said that.

      But I wished to.

      I waited. He raised his eyebrows, and I took a deep breath. “My age is considered young even for a mortal and⁠—”

      He snarled, snatching my tunic in his fist and dragging me towards him. He bared his teeth as he spoke, spit speckling my skin. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

      My heart leapt around in my chest like a rabbit dashing across a field. I shook my head again. He growled but released me. I stumbled, gaining my footing, and I fought my impulse to straighten my tunic.

      Father ran his fingers through his golden hair, his features tightening. “Let me make this situation perfectly clear as you seem to forget yourself. You are prophesied to become the god of the sun.” I longed to interject, to deny that, but I clenched my teeth, and it hurt so much from where he’d hit me tears sprang in my eyes. “You are the last component of my dominion. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

      Do I understand that I’m a game piece to you?

      Do I understand that your endless hunger for power and authority is the only reason you haven’t killed me yet?

      Yes, father, I understand perfectly.

      I nodded.

      He ran his hand along his beard. The scowl he wore seemed carved into his features, like a stone bust. “If I could choose any other god for your role, I wouldn’t hesitate. As it is, I’m stuck with you—a stubborn idiot of a child. It shouldn’t surprise me with who your mother was.” I bristled, my shoulders rolling back, but he didn’t even look at me. “A more arrogant, self-righteous mortal I never met.”

      He flicked his gaze to mine, pinning me with a look. “Let me make this situation clear to you, Apollo. You will ascend within the next year, or I will destroy everything you’ve ever touched. That damned village of yours you cling to like a child with a filthy blanket, any gods who’ve ever spared you a drop of compassion, and that silly, mortal sister of yours.”

      I sucked in a breath. “You cannot hurt Temi. She’s vowed to me.”

      He smiled, his eyes taking on a glint. He stepped in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper like the early winds of a hurricane, and goosebumps rose on my skin. “I cannot kill her. But, I can make her brief life one of misery. That I assure you. The only reason I haven’t done so yet is that Poseidon has stayed my hand. But, my patience runs thin. I will do everything but end her life. I will make her pray to the gods for death. Do you understand me?”

      I swallowed. My muscles trembled. “I do.”

      He inclined his head sharply and drew back from me. “You will spend the year with a mentor. Someone who knows how to obey his father and take up the mantle of leadership.”

      “Who?” His eyes flashed at me speaking, and I cringed. Which of my siblings would I have to tolerate for the next year? I wasn’t lucky enough for it to be Ares.

      “Prince Hyacinth of the kingdom of Niria.”

      My mouth popped open, the pain of it swelling and spreading to my temple. “A mortal?”

      A smile slipped up on his features, his eyes sharpening. “Yes. A mortal who behaves more like a deity than you’ve ever done. Someone who knows how to follow his father’s bidding. And it will serve two purposes. You can also report to me about their devotion. Their sacrifices are adequate but only so.”

      I couldn’t help my nose wrinkling.

      Hyacinth. Fucking great. I’d rather spend the year with Heracles.

      “You’re miserable about the idea. Good.” Father’s eyes darkened. “You will not spend any more time coddling your ridiculous mortal life. You won’t continue to avoid your fate. In the next year, you will ascend, or I will crush your village”—he paused for a heartbeat—“slowly. I will make the people there suffer, Apollo. Do you hear me?”

      I nodded. The little girl with her basket swept into my mind. Smoke from ghosts of my past filled my sinuses, and a crawling sensation trailed under my skin.

      He skimmed his eyes over me like someone who assessed a dying animal. Is it even worth it to save this one? He sighed. “You hate the idea? Then ascend. You can skip the entire year. What’s your choice?”

      I fiddled with the edge of my tunic. “I need more time, yet. So, I’ll go to Hyacinth.”

      Father frowned but nodded. “Very well. Now get out of my sight. The day of your ascension is the next time I want to see you.”

      I don’t wish to see you again ever.

      I bobbed my head once and turned, walking back through the throne room. The gods’ conversations hushed as I stepped in. Their eyes swept over me again. And damn my mortal blood that allowed the red mark along my face to shine like a badge of shame. I held my chin high and avoided meeting their gazes as I strode out to the stairs and descended them with clattering steps.

      Tears stung at me. I flared my nose and sucked in a breath, attempting to fight them, but they came anyway, streaking my cheeks. I brushed my arm over them, and it ached the injured side so much my vision blacked for a moment.

      As I turned a corner, Zephyrus, with his ivory wings, eased off a wall and walked in front of me, his lip curling as he scanned over me. “Did Daddy call you, so he could take out some of his frustrations on his least favored child?” He made a noise in the back of his throat. “God of the sun? More like the god of inadequacy.”

      “Oh yes,” I growled. “That’s really going to hurt my feelings coming from a fucking wind god.”

      He smirked. “It seems that your father already hurt your feelings for me. Want a tissue?”

      “Are you not in the throne room because Zeus is now making the low gods wait on the stairs like common nymphs?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Watch yourself, Apollo. The wind goes everywhere. You never know when your words might come back to haunt you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I sucked in a breath and kept moving. Not towards the dining hall. That was the last damn thing I needed—for all my siblings to see me exactly as they imagined me—weak, foolish, disfavored.

      I turned a corner and bumped into someone else. Damn it. Ares turned around, and he skimmed his eyes over my face and sighed. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “Here I am.”

      He nodded, his jaw shifting like he might say more, but then he released another breath. “Here you are. Come on.”

      I joined him, ambling through alabaster hallways. We slipped past a storeroom bursting with foods, so much covering every surface that they tumbled into the floor. “Look at the waste,” I hissed, gesturing towards the doorway. “These offerings are not needed here, and the mortals who provide them starve.”

      Ares kept his gaze trained ahead of him. “You are a few steps away from our father smiting you, and yet you continue to worry about mortals.”

      “Surely you understand, Ares. You’ve loved a mortal yourself before.”

      He stopped walking, his features tightening. “Don’t bring her up again.”

      I drew a breath. “I’m sorry.”

      His lips pinched, but he nodded and continued forward. “I’ll assume you’ve had the sense knocked out of you. But mind yourself.”

      We reached an archway, an herbal smell trailing around as we stepped inside the space. Large windows allowed sunlight to pour in, the room dipping between shadows and highlights. A woman sat at a table, her brown curls piled on top of her head, a few loose strands twining around the tan of her skin, the silvery light shimmering just over the surface of it. She lifted her face, her eyes twinkling. “Ares. I didn’t know you’d returned.”

      His features softened. “That’s because you stay out of the gossip.”

      “Nothing good comes of it.” She shifted towards me and winced. “Who is this?”

      “Epione, meet Apollo.”

      She gasped and leaned back. “Ares, I can’t heal him. You don’t appreciate what you’re asking me.”

      “I wouldn’t ask, E, if it wasn’t important to me.”

      She drew in a breath that raised her shoulders and then stood, walking over. “Come here.” She gestured for me to sit on the edge of the table, and I dropped onto it. She slipped her fingers against my injured cheek, her touch as smooth as clover, a woody, lavender scent trailing off of her.

      The glow around her hands grew, and the throbbing ache that had taken over my face receded. She lowered her hand, and I stretched my mouth open, rotating my jaw. “Wow. Thank you.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome. I’ve removed the pain, but the bruise, I fear, will remain.” A puff of a breath left her lips, and she pressed her hands together. “Poor lamb. He didn’t hold back, did he?”

      “E,” Ares whispered, “be mindful of what you say within the palace.”

      She turned towards him. “You pulled me into this.”

      “True,” he said, frowning.

      She laughed. “It’ll be fine. How long will you be gone again?”

      “Not more than a few days.”

      “Then I shall see you then.”

      Ares kept his gaze on her for several heartbeats, and then he inclined his head and pushed us out of the room. “Are you planning to stay the night?”

      I ran my hand over my jaw. “Has Father requested for me to?”

      “No.”

      “Then definitely not.”

      Ares nodded. “Good. Let’s not waste time then.”

      We didn’t speak again until we returned to earth, the sun sinking behind hills, the grass cast into plumy shadows. I readjusted my knapsack. “I’m glad you’ve found someone.”

      Ares narrowed his eyes. “Don’t, Apollo.”

      “I simply mean I’m happy for you, that’s all.”

      “Epione and I both grieved for different people at the same time.” His expression darkened. “We found comfort in each other. It’s no reflection on Perimele.”

      I snagged his arm, and he stopped walking, but his jaw clenched. “Of course it isn’t,” I said. “I’m not sure anyone has loved another like you did her. But, you shouldn’t have to be alone because she’s… gone.”

      He studied me for a moment and then nodded. “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Should you be alone?”

      I sighed. We continued along the path, our feet kicking up dust that glimmered in the sunset, and after several moments, I chuckled. “I won’t be. Father sends me to Prince Hyacinth. I’m certain”—I side-eyed Ares—“we shall be the best of friends.”

      Ares rolled his eyes. “Undoubtedly.” He rubbed his temples. “No more talking. So much time in the mortal world is bringing on earth sickness for me.”

      I kicked a rock, and it tumbled down the hill, its form taking on an apricot coloring as it clattered through the light of the setting sun. Ares winced. Earth sickness. Something else I had to look forward to in my immortal life—the inability to escape to anywhere that brought me joy.
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      I tapped my fingers against the throne’s armrest. A fish splashed in the pool that ran along the side of the room, its marigold fins smacking against the surface before it dived deeper, slipping off into the basin. I rested my chin on my hand. The crown perched on my head reflected in the water, the amethyst and garnet gems along it glimmering.

      A peacock strutted by one of the open windows. The silk curtains fluttered in a breeze, allowing a view of snatches of the rainbow of colors that made up the bird's tail feathers. The doors at the front of the room opened, and I shifted my gaze forward.

      Emrin walked in, a stack of letters in hand. We shared appearances, the sharp jaw and broad shoulders we’d inherited from our father and the hazel eyes from our mother. But he let his hair grow in dark waves that softened his features whereas I kept mine short, orderly. He strode up, tossing the pile of parchment into my lap.

      I smirked. “Does Tresson have you on mail duty?”

      “I offered.” He dropped onto the lip of the pool. “I figured you were getting bored in here and might enjoy some company for a bit.”

      A sigh drifted from me. “Thank you.”

      He waved me off.

      “Anything from Father?”

      Emrin rolled his eyes. “He’s only been gone a few days. We won’t get a letter from him for a few weeks, at least, Cyn.”

      “You’re right.” I trailed my fingers over my head, and they bumped into the crown. I cleared my throat and lowered my hand.

      “Hey.” Emrin socked my leg with his fist. “You can do this. You’ve been training to take over the kingdom for years. Father wouldn’t leave you in charge if he doubted you.”

      I dropped against the throne. “Thanks.”

      He chuckled. “No problem. Just remember, everything’s on you, so don’t fuck up.”

      “Why did you come here again?”

      He snorted, but then his eyebrows raised. “One of those looks important. It has an official seal.”

      An official seal?

      I rifled through the stack until I reached the heaviest letter, which was enclosed in thick parchment. I flipped it over. And my heart froze in my chest.

      A lightning bolt zagged through the wax.

      “It’s from Zeus,” I whispered.

      “Shit.” Emrin stood, stretching over me, his face tilted towards the letter. “Well, what does it say?”

      I slipped my finger under the seal and unfolded the paper, scanning over its contents. “Damn it.”

      “What is it?”

      “He intends to send one of his sons here.”

      Emrin’s features brightened. “Ares?”

      I blew out a breath. “No. Apollo.”

      “Oh.” Emrin shrugged, easing back by the pool, splashing his hand into the water. “That’s not such a big deal. At least we know he isn’t threatening war.”

      I dropped the letter into my lap. “It’s a huge deal. We’re going to have
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