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Break the man and you break the god that loves him. So long as they were bound together, man and monster crammed into one brittle body, they were both vulnerable. 
Chaos held his breath and let that sink in. Love was an emotion he thought himself incapable of feeling. He’d given his chaos to a thousand beings across a thousand years and felt nothing for any of them. Not grief when they failed, nor satisfaction when they thrived. Brooks was supposed to be the same. Even Xia and her Siren were meant to be just another blip on the map of time.
They’d become so, so much more than that.
He thought back to the night Brooks and Xia knelt in shallow water and created a butterfly from light and darkness. How he’d unspooled his shadows, watching through Brooks eyes as they created something beautiful from the best and worst parts of themselves. Chaos remembered the warmth that bloomed inside Brooks and settled into his own weary soul. He never looked at either of them the same after that, because love was not something that could be forced. It swept you up and stole you away before you ever realized it had come to take you.
The daunting truth of what he knew he must do to save them, to finally make a difference, settled into his chest with a sort of finality that left him aching.
Nyx stepped into the lip of the alley as Chaos gripped the flow of time in his fist and twisted. She froze mid step, her mouth opening to scold him he was sure, and gave her one last pitying look before a whisper filled his mind.
“You’re quiet,” Brooks said. “I don’t like it when you’re quiet. It always means you’ve decided something without telling me.” 
“You are not built for the fight ahead,” Chaos told him. Brooks' first instinct was mercy: to love with no inhibitions and give anyone the benefit of the doubt without a leery thought.  Empathy had no place in the battle against Melinoe. She showed none when she cut down the Fates with vigor and stole the well of chaos he’d gifted them so long ago. 
Mercy, empathy, weakness…. It would get them both killed. 
“You want to help the world,” Chaos went on. “You meant it. You’ve meant it every time you’ve thrown us in front of a blade or begged me not to end someone who might still be salvageable.”
“Excuse the fuck out of me for trying to undo the shit show that you’ve let happen,” Brooks retorted. “People need hope, Chaos. People need to know that you’ll fight for them. Xia needs to know that.”
“I don’t get to have that,” Chaos said. “I am what comes after hope fails.”
As if he could read the bitter defeat in Chaos’ voice, he said, “Stop. Whatever you’re planning, stop. We can do this together.”
It was almost sweet, that belief. That they could keep staggering along as a pair—one foot in ruin, one in redemption.
Chaos reached inside and rested his essence against the warmth that was Brooks. He felt it immediately, their heartbeats intertwined with the small drop of dying chaos that kept them going. The same rhythm pulsing in their soulmate’s chest. The most precious thing either of them held.
Then he stopped thinking and acted, because if he waited one more second, wallowed in one more memory of the two people he loved most, he would stay forever living inside of Brooks to feel his comfort and steal as many small moments of joy as he could. 
Heat flared under his palm. The bond between them pulsed, a blue thread woven through a web of black. He tightened his grip and it flickered as if it could sense his intention and was asking him to wait, to stop.
“Chaos,” Brooks warned. “Don’t you fucking dare—”
“You want to save them?” Chaos asked quietly. “Then let’s save them.”
He ripped, and the world went white.
Brooks screamed as the bond tore, severing itself down the middle and unraveling into a thousand frayed strands whipping through the dark. Chaos felt each one slice through him as it went, carving lines of fire down his ribs, across his spine, and through the soft places he pretended not to have. 
Chaos grit his teeth, blinking through the foreign wetness in his eyes and hurled Brooks’ essence toward the thin, cold place in the fabric of reality where the mortal world brushed against the roots of Olympia. Brooks flew as fast as a meteor, each league widening the black hole in his soul that Brooks had held together at the seams for so long. The loss of him was immediate, a great chasm splitting him in half that was too heavy to bear. Chaos fell to his knees, a scream tearing its way past his lips.
“Chaos!” Brooks screamed, voice echoing through the ether until it was only a whisper in the dead air around him. For a heartbeat, he felt Brooks clinging to the other end until he was dragged through the ether like a star pulled into a different orbit.
Their bond went quiet.
Not gone, not entirely. He could still sense it in the farthest reaches of himself, a faint echo like the last ring of a bell. However, the weight of Brooks’ thoughts, his opinions, his fragile morality…
Those were gone.
Chaos was alone in the silence for the first time since he laid to rest, and it was deafening. In that moment, he knew with certainty that to feel was to be cursed. How was one supposed to go on with such a gaping hole inside of them?
“Live,” he growled under his breath. “You better fucking live, Brooks, or this is all for nothing.”
It wouldn’t do him any good, those feelings. And he didn’t have time to deal with them. Chaos wiped at his eyes. He searched for the coldness of his being who’d lived an eternity with no regard for the small beings beneath him.
Chaos rolled his shoulders and stood, turned toward the mouth of the alley, and rubbed the ache in the center of his chest once before letting go of his grip on time.
Nyx sputtered to life, her purple eyes staring into his with a healthy dose of fear.
“Brooks, what did you do?” she asked breathily.
“Brooks is no longer here. I am Chaos the Deathless God, and I’ve done what I must.”
“Fuck,” she swallowed. You mean the one who always wants to kill me is on the outside, and the one who stops him is on the inside?”
Chaos covered the ache of grief with the numbness that came from being omnipotent and set off toward the crowded main street of Dion without a reply.
Thanks to the dead bodies inside the inn behind him, he now had enough power to locate the rift in space that had to be the portal to Erebos that would lead them to Melinoe and the Freakshow. More importantly, to Xia.
“Where are we going?” Nyx scrambled behind.
“We will go to the canal and follow the crowd. There is a festival today to celebrate the blood moon. Dionysus’ cult will be out in earnest and they will fuel the portal to Erebos. We follow them there.”
“Yeah,” she scoffed. “Follow the cult. That sounds like an awesome idea.”
Nervous energy buzzed around her, which only worsened once they joined the flow, and they both inched closer to get a look at the crowd. 
“Pay them no attention.”
“Uhm, Chaos?” she whispered, stepping into his side. “I think something is wrong.”
Chaos kept his focus forward. The temple of Dion was at the end of the canal and if they just kept pace—
“Chaos!” Nyx hissed and tugged at his sleeve. 
“What, Nyx?” he returned with equal impatience. 
“Are they—?” she gulped. “Are they wearing… skin?”
Chaos scanned the crowd in a new light. The women dancing their way toward the temple wore nothing except flayed skins. Human leather split down the front and draped over their shoulders like a victory cape. Even the skull had been removed so that the face and scalp could be worn like a mask.
From head to toe, Melinoe’s cult adorned themselves with the dried husks of men. It shouldn’t have made him feel anything, but he couldn’t shake the sound of Nyx’s voice in his head blaming him for the downfall of their society. And she was right. If he’d intervened or been less giving with his power, maybe those men would still be alive, and those women wouldn’t be scorned enough to want to wear them.
A flash of red drew his eye upward. The sun was finishing its arc across the sky. It would meet the moon soon and set the horizon ablaze.
“The blood moon is almost upon us,” he said, grim.
“Fuck,” Nyx whispered through trembling lips.
“Keep going.” He pushed through the crowd and dragged her along. “We’re almost to the portal.”






  
  

“Get out, Brooks!” 
Xia. His Xia. 
Pain mottled her voice, red blotching her cheeks, those piercing eyes accusing as she screamed from the door of the inn. She’d nearly drained him dry in the dark cover of a Dion alleyway, but he hadn’t cared. He tried to tell her. He wanted to give her what she needed and would do it all over a thousand times. Why couldn’t she understand that?
“Get out, get out, get out!”
The door slammed and his chest tightened unbearably.
“No,” Brooks moaned.
Her sobs slipped under the door where he huddled against it. Brooks pressed his palm flat to the wood, trying and failing to reach through to touch her.
“Wake up,” growled a harsh voice that wavered as if under water.
Was he under water?
She’d only shut the door and yet it was as if a rift torn in the universe lay between them. 
“Take it away,” he heard himself say. “Take it away, Chaos.” The ache from her disappointment. The weight of rejection as she sobbed on the other side. He couldn’t fucking bear it any longer.
“Wake up!”
Brooks’ head jolted to the side from a powerful slap that kicked him back into reality. “Ouch! The fuck?”
He cleared the blur from his vision with a few blinks to find the angriest looking woman he’d ever seen staring at him with eyes sharp enough to cut. The female nudged his leg with her foot, the touch quick and efficient like he was garbage she was afraid to get on her boot.
“Get up. We’ve got to go.”
He wanted to tell her to fuck off. It was impossible, though, because the world was spinning and his stomach churned. A calloused hand with long tawny fingers grabbed him by the forearm and yanked. Brooks went flying through the air, her super-natural strength flinging him like he was a piece of lint on her leathers. He stumbled forward a few steps before falling onto his hands and knees.
“Godsdammit!” he shouted, cursing her, the unknown situation, his body, and everything in between. Lead weighed his bones and every joint popped inside his stupid meat sack of a body.
Xia. He just wanted Xia, to tell her he was sorry and go back in time and fight for her. He should have never let her shut that godsdamned door. Instead, he’d hidden behind a god who had no remorse. 
“Where’s Xia?” he asked. “Better yet, where am I?”
Leather trousers creaked as the stranger knelt beside him. Brooks followed the line of her bent legs to the holster at her waist that could have supplied an army with knives and other assorted weapons. From there, he jumped straight to piercing chestnut eyes full of pointed speculation that made him shrink back a little. 
“I know you have questions and you know I have answers. We can talk later, but right now we have to get out of here. Blink once if you're smart enough to understand.”
Brooks did not blink. With an eye roll and an exaggerated sigh, she walked away.
His head hung heavy, body feeling more burdensome than ever before. Cuts littered his arms and, when he swiped at the sting on his bottom lip, it came back bloody. Why was he not healing?
“Get out, get out, get out!” Xia’s screams rang through his pounding head again. 
“Fuck me,” he groaned, teeth clenched to endure the fresh wave of agony threatening to make him vomit. 
Last he remembered, he was at that stupid inn handing over the reins to Chaos because he was a pussy. He couldn’t remember much of anything after that. Flashes of darkness and echoes of screams thundered in his mind, the rest hidden behind a fog he couldn’t clear.
Brooks gathered whatever strength he could muster and stood, forcing his legs to hold the weight. For the first time since waking, he looked around him.
The hellscape he stood in now was not the nasty inn. The flora crunched under his feet. Corrosion usually held its own shade of brown on top of the mottled terrain, yet all he could see was the same ashen grey, everything from the ground to the sky drained to the same dead color. The air hummed with insects and the sound of soil dusting in the wind, yet he couldn’t hear the groan of death that usually accompanied it. Decay filled his nose, though it was coming from more than just the dying grass. Bodies were strewn everywhere, littering the ground as if some impact had obliterated them where they stood. 
What the fuck?
“Wait!” he called out and chased down the angry woman stalking off into the distance. Adrenaline was coursing through his veins at an alarming pace. “What happened here?”
“Famine,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Envy. Greed. Pain, sorrow, disease, misery.” Her voice was impregnated with anger and swelled with each word. “Pestilence, hate, prejudice. Do you need me to go on or do you get the point?” Her steps never faltered. If anything, they hastened with her rage.
Brooks struggled to keep up, both with the information and her pace. His pulse hammered against his throat, blood rushing as a heavy whoosh in his ears, and the pounding in his head was accompanied by a dizzying film across his vision.
What was more worrisome, however, was what he didn’t feel.
“Chaos?“ he asked out loud while reaching for the ever present shadow inside. In every corner, though, he came up empty.
“You’re not going to find him,“ the warrior to his right answered, her voice lower and laced with sympathy.
“What do you mean? Did he leave me? Is that why I’m in this shit hole? Gods,” he spat. “I knew that asshole would never stick around. He’s the most selfish—–”
The thought didn’t sit right, even as he flung it at the empty air. For all his dramatics and threats, Chaos had never actually left him in the dark before. He was used to the static, the extra weight in his chest, the dry voice ready to heckle him anytime he did something stupid. 
Now there was nothing. There wasn’t power coursing through his veins to heal his wounds, no ever-present hum of a connection, nor a heavy presence in the dark corners of his mind. Brooks was, for the first time in his life, empty and alone. Just a hollow ache remained where his second half should have been.
And if Chaos was gone, and his body wasn’t healing…
He was mortal.






  
  

Aflash of black caught her eye and she craned her neck to see Tor leaning against one of the buildings, his face flashing between man and nightmare. He pulled a case from his pocket and plucked out a thin sheet of paper, sprinkling tobacco over top. Nyx swallowed heavily, unable to pull her eyes away from his deft fingers rolling the paper. His tongue snaked out to seal it and heat radiated in her core. He stared at her with those milky white eyes and smirked. Gods, she was so fucked. 
 Tor looked to the sky and Nyx followed his gaze. Through the horror of the festival, she’d lost track of time. Helios, the daemon who wrangled the sun, was nearing the perfect position to cast Selene into Gaia’s shadow. The blood moon was almost upon them, and she still had no idea how to get Chaos through the portal. Nyx looked back to Tor with no attempt to hide the panic she felt.
 He threw down the cigarette and smashed the lit end under his boot as he nodded his chin toward the end of the canal, the same direction the crowd flowed, before he disappeared into the stream of bodies.
 “Come on.” She grabbed Chaos’ hand without turning so she wouldn’t lose sight of Tor. “We have to go this way.”
 “Why?”
 “Just shut up and follow me.” Nyx walked forward and prayed he would follow. “The blood moon isn’t far and we don’t want to be caught in the ritual. Unless you think you’d look good as a scarf.” Nyx struggled to keep her head above the crowd as she pulled Chaos along. She was desperate to catch the speck of black in all of the red and was worried she’d lost him completely until they reached the temple.
 “What are we doing here, Nyx?”
 “This is where we need to be.”
 “I already checked the temple. There’s nothing here.”
 “You didn’t see anything because it wasn’t under the blood moon. Keep walking.” Sweat rolled down her back and worsened with each lie she told. Nyx had no idea why Tor led them in this direction. She didn’t have any sort of driving instinct that the portal was in the temple. Just a blind, idiotic trust in the enemy.
 When they were close enough to make out the front of the temple, she saw a black clad figure leaning against one of the grand columns that stood proudly at the entrance of Dionysus’ house of worship. Goosebumps  pebbled her skin as their eyes locked and that infuriating smirk set her blood on fire. Nyx tamped it down as best she could before Chaos read too hard into her racing heart. Tor slipped into the waiting darkness of the temple and Nyx hated the way it made her hands shake.
 For the first time in a long time, she was truly afraid.
 She was about to walk into a temple with a cult dressed in human hides, a deathless god, and a man made of nightmares. They were at the end. Once they crossed over into the other realm, she was handing her friends over on a silver platter.
 Nyx and Chaos approached the first step and stopped to look at each other. He was wearing that mask of neutrality, but the twitch of his eyelid and shaky exhale told a different story. His soulmate was missing, possibly waiting on the other side, and in an unknown condition that they were both afraid to guess at.
 For the first time in history, she bet, the omnipotent Father of Chaos was scared.
 “I don’t know what’s going to happen in there and I don’t know what we’re going to see,” she said. “I just have a feeling this is the place we need to be.”
 “Your feeling better not be wrong. Just remember that I can smell your lies, girl.”
 “How could I forget?” She forced a smile, but it wasn’t a convincing one. He would know she was scared and she fucking hated it.
 As they climbed the steps, the blood moon rose and lit the temple with flaming color that seemed to dance off the marble. If Nyx didn’t know any better, she would think it the entrance to hell. With what she knew about the Freakshow, it very well could be.
 They reached the crest of the stairs with the last wave of daemon and stepped cautiously into the small room. Women were piled in every corner beating drums, chanting unintelligibly, and kneeling before hand crafted shrines. Candles dripped from what had to be hundreds of sconces as wine and food platters were passed around. Fermenting grapes permeated the air with an undercurrent of smoke and something that made her stomach grumble.
 Was it roasted meat? It wasn’t uncommon for those who worshiped one of the Twelve to leave offerings of foods during ceremonious times.
 She knew they must tread carefully as they climbed the few steps into the true altar room. However, all she could think about was whether she could steal a parcel of meat off the offering table without anyone noticing.If she were to eat it would she find it to be chicken or some other savory flavor or would you be considered a cannibal. Nyx would never know with these freaks. After all, they weren’t wearing skin suits.
Nyx was blindsided by the change in atmosphere. Where the women in the entryway were worshiping by the simple means of song and drink, those standing at the base of Dionysis’ statue took turns drawing blades from bicep to wrist. Their arms poured blood at his feet. Some cuts were timid as if they were afraid to make the ultimate sacrifice while others drained themselves dry and fell lifeless to the floor. Two women in masks dragged a dead girl from the feet of her god over to one of the many makeshift fires lining the inner temple. Demonic voices rumbled from their chests as they chanted over her, their bodies swaying back and forth to the beat of the drums. Nyx nearly fainted when one pulled a knife and filleted the meat from the dead girl’s bones, piling it on spits to roast.
 Her question answered, Nyx lurched to the side and fell to her knees, retching as violent tremors wracked her body. She panted on her hands and knees as the last of the cramps subsided and pushed herself from the floor, wiping the vomit from her chin with the back of her hand.
 “What is happening?” Nyx whimpered as she huddled close to Chaos.
 “I’m not sure.”
 Chaos tucked Nyx under his arm and she hid there like a babe with its mother. Nyx scanned the room, giving her best effort to look past the suicide and cannibalism, including the fact she thought of taking a nibble herself. Tor had come in and she needed to find him before she was the next one roasting.
 “You said you scoped the place out,” Nyx whispered. “What else is in here?”
 “Nothing. Just this statue, the altar, and an old mirror under the ivy on the back wall,” Chaos answered.
 What in the fuck did a cult need with an old mirror? It would make more sense if the statue were facing the mirror to symbolize the obsessive vanity every Olympian possessed. To be placed in the back and forgotten, though?
 “I’m going to walk around and see what I can find.” Stepping from under his arm, she was stopped by his hand on her shoulder.
 “Be careful, Nyx.”
 “Don’t start caring about me now, Deathless God. I might think you actually like me.”
 His face still wore the mask of a god who couldn’t be bothered with those beneath him. However, as he dropped his hand and walked the opposite direction, there was a softness in his eyes she'd never seen before, and the ache caused by her shame and betrayal tore another rift in her heart.
Nyx was careful to avoid touching the swaying bodies as she lurked through the shadows cast by firelight. Though the temple was cavernous, there were few places to hide. Unless you were the god of nightmares, evidently. Where the hell could he have gone?
 She circled the statue once, her focus on the floor and darkened corners, yet saw nothing of note. Dionysus looked like a giant prick standing in the center of a self-made temple with his smug smile and chiseled abs that Nyx was certain were exaggerated. Especially the disgustingly detailed dick hanging between his legs. What a waste of the artist's time. “Leave it to a man to wear a robe that leaves his dick hanging out,” she grumbled.
 A tree was carved at his back and its branches sprouted over top. Each branch held a number of granite apples that seemed to glint gold in the red light. She squinted, trying to get a better view of the phenomena when a blur of motion caught her attention. Chaos’ eyes met hers as he walked the perimeter of the great room. He shook his head and she returned the gesture.
 Nothing. They’d both come up empty.
 Looking up through the open roof, she saw the lighter orange tones from the moon were deepening to red and Nyx feared she may be running out of time to fulfill her end of the deal. 
 Nyx thought of Evie back home, clutching that poorly made chimera Nyx had sewn together before she’d left. The pinpricks in her fingers still hurt to touch, but it had been worth it. A little piece to remember her by. Nyx never thought she would make it back from this journey. As long as Phobetor kept his word and made sure Avyssos was safe if she fulfilled her end of the blood bargain, Nyx didn’t care. She’d been running from death for too long. It was about time that it caught up.
 Was that why Tor was in Dion? It would be like him to catch a front row seat to the grand finale of her failures. Anxiety quickened her breaths as she fought to come up with a solution.
 On her second trip around the statue, Nyx focused on the walls, rather than on the statue. Maybe the answer was behind her? She had to hope so.
 Nyx circled toward the back and caught a red glint peeking out from the ivy. She squinted, her palms sweaty as she made her way toward it. A familiar, menacing face crept from the shadows beside an old looking glass. His face flickered between man and nightmare like static and his smile made her skin crawl.
 Or maybe it was a shiver.
 He stepped from the darkness and prowled toward a swaying crowd of women gathered around one of their sisters dying on the floor. If Chaos were to spot him now, the man who wielded the weapon against Xia in Club Hel, Nyx would be caught in a storm that she didn’t have the strength to survive. As he approached the women, Nyx panicked in earnest. “Stop,” she mouthed, her hands waving frantically in front of her.
 He only smiled, confidence radiating off him in waves as he stopped behind the closest acolyte and whispered in her ear. She nodded emphatically and grasped his hand as he led her back into the shadows he’d been hiding in. Tor winked at Nyx as he went, the deranged glint in his eye emphasized by the glow of the blood moon.
 Nyx didn’t waste a moment as she crept through the crowd on silent feet. She kept her eye trained on his black jacket and watched as Tor faced the hidden mirror and pulled the ivy aside, tucking its long strands over the tarnished frame. Only the center was visible, however, it seemed enough to please him as he placed the woman in front of him.
 He rubbed her shoulders as he whispered saccharine words against her neck. Her head lolled to the side to give him more access, ass pressing against his front while she rolled in time with his strokes. Tor placed a hand around her throat and ran his nose up the column. Her mouth opened and Nyx caught the end of a breathy moan.
 Nyx's body lunged forward of its own volition before her mind could stop it. To do what, she didn’t know, but rage fueled every step. She caught his eye in the mirror and her feet faltered as he smiled. His expression darkened as the frosted whites of his eyes turned to black, leaving only vertical slits in the center. Nyx was so lost in those demon eyes that she didn’t catch the glint of steel slipping from his waistband. She didn’t follow the blade as he ran it up the smooth skin of the woman lost in his touch. No, Nyx only saw the aftermath of his wreckage.
 Tor fisted the woman’s hair and cleaved her throat open with the dagger, her head falling back at an unnatural angle. Blood sprayed the mirror as the woman gurgled her final breaths, the fountain dying with the weakening beat of her heart. He sheathed the knife and shoved his hand through her ribs in the same beat. She watched in horror as Tor pulled the heart from the woman's chest and took a generous bite, blood dribbling down his chin as he smiled.






  
  

Agentle hand brushed across her forehead, fingers trailing along until they combed through her hair. As she climbed further into awareness, Xia could feel the most subtle tremble run through the stranger’s hand and began to wonder if they were trying to soothe Xia or themselves. 
 Whispers pulled her closer to the surface, her fingers twitching as she came back into her body. Though she was eager to find out where she was, Xia didn't want the stranger to know she was awake yet. If she'd learned anything from her time in Club Hel, it was that the best thing you could do for yourself was get a grip on your surroundings before showing your hand.
 “I’ve done my part. I hope for your sake that you’ve done yours.” A feminine voice said in a soft, lilting voice. A voice Xia recognized.
 Ruby.
 The Siren roused alongside Xia and added a tinge of cold suspicion to her curiosity. At the thought of Ruby, memories rushed through like a flash flood. Bodies. So many bodies strung about, their insides on the outside and painting the walls red. Men, women and children alike. No one had been spared in the carnage, and a set of blazing cerulean eyes lit up like a beacon in front of it all.
 Ruby had found her at the inn and taken her by the hand while she was still reeling. Xia’s heart was cracked open and bleeding, her judgment as wrecked as the room around her, and it had been so easy to believe the story she was handed. Grief had a way of making one reach for the nearest explanation and hold on. The evidence of slaughter, blood-painted walls and ichor, laying at her feet was too heinous to ignore. Ruby claimed Brooks was the cause of the destruction when she'd whisked Xia away in the chaos and Xia had been so quick to believe her. Instead of asking why, she ran to escape the turmoil.
However, now the question circling in her mind was how did Ruby know where to find her? 
 You, she spoke silently to her Siren. You made me run.
 I saved our lives. Something you've never been good at.
 You acted with haste and judgement, Xia hissed back.
 “Mistress  will not be happy if you come up short." Ruby's voice interrupted their argument, and both Xia and the Siren's ear perked up.
 Her heart skipped a beat at the mention of a mistress. It was the same name she'd heard through her bathroom vent what felt like so long ago. The name he spoke—
 “I won’t come up empty,” growled a male voice she’d recognize anywhere. “It is not your job to supervise me or the tasks I’ve been given. You're just a pawn on the board.”
 A cold sliver of dread slid down her spine at the sound of his voice. The Lord of Nightmares was a heavy presence by her side and her Siren snarled somewhere deep. Or had that been her own voice?
 Ruby’s hands continued their slow sweep, and Xia focused on keeping her breath even and her muscles as relaxed as possible, even when they were begging her to either fight or run.
 What she thought had been dread began simmering in her blood like white hot rage. She made herself think it through, even as every instinct screamed at her to move.
 Phobetor was here.
The Lord of Nightmares, the daemon who blackmailed and manipulated and used everyone in his orbit as a game piece. When Xia left that piece of shit half dead on the beach, she'd thought not killing him was the best thing she could do for her tattered soul.
Now, though… She wanted to pull the blood from his body one miserable drop at a time and watch his pores weep red. He was no more than two feet away and speaking to Ruby like… 
Like they had an arrangement.
The pieces dropped into place and Ruby’s tidy little story started to fall apart.. She hadn't stumbled upon her at the inn. Ruby hadn't rescued her. 
 “You don’t scare me, Phobetor,” Ruby crooned as her fingers caught on a tangle in Xia's hair. “Put your nightmare back where it belongs and do your part. I won’t be punished because you can’t perform. Now, leave me. Xia needs her beauty rest for the grand finale.”
 She betrayed us! the Siren hissed.
 Just as we betrayed Brooks by choosing a traitor over him. We hardly knew her and you were so quick to jump to conclusions. 
 You have only yourself to blame for my flaws, the Siren whispered back, her voice trembling with resentment.
 The sound of slick vinyl ruffled before heavy footsteps receded. Ruby sighed and cleared her throat, still seemingly unaware that Xia was awake. Xia flexed her fingers, leaving her eyes closed as she said, "Who were you talking to, Ruby?"
 The hands in her hair stilled and Ruby was silent a beat too long before answering, "No one. He was just here to make sure we were settled."
 Lie number one.
 Xia swallowed back the rising tide of turmoil. "Settled where?"
 Ruby traced a smooth line across Xia's brow and answered, "Somewhere that monster will never find you. Safe with a traveling group of daemon who welcome those in need from every corner of Olympia. It was my home before I travelled to Avyssos."
 Xia's eyes fluttered open and she blinked against the soft yellow tones of lantern light. A large metal pole stood in the center of the room and held up a sheet of voluminous fabric that draped down to the floor. Xia sat up and held her head as it swam, but it didn't stop her curious gaze from sweeping around the room. The furniture was simple and made of stained wood with flourishes carved along the faces. Everything in the room sat along the edge and was placed between the gaps in a metal frame supporting the fabric.
 "Ruby?" Xia questioned, her brows hanging heavily as the pieces fell into place. "Are you sure?"
"Sure about what? That he can't find you here?" Her eyes flicked away, teeth biting at her lip before she found composure and dared look back at Xia. “Yes. You’re safe with me.”
 Lie number two.
 If Brooks couldn't get to her, then she would just have to go to him. Flashes of their last moments inside of the inn danced across Xia's memory and she had to close her eyes again to ease the vertigo. She'd been vulnerable when Ruby pulled her from sleep that morning, still half-paralyzed with emotion and regret. It was easier to swallow Ruby’s story whole than look too closely at the blood on her own hands. 
She almost drained the life out of Brooks in her savagery and nearly crushed Nyx's heart with a thought. The power of holding someone’s life in her hands was like a steady hum through her veins, and the ache in her canines worsened with each pulse of her heart. That ache, though, was not nearly as debilitating  as the one Nyx's death left behind.
 "Ruby?"
 "Hmm?"
 "Nyx. Is she... dead?"
 If she hadn't been looking right at her, Xia may have missed the quick, compulsive dip in Ruby's eyes and the twitch of her fingers before she answered, "Yeah, Xia. I saw her myself."
 Lie number three.
 Xia dropped her stare to her bare feet as she nodded and swallowed, letting Ruby read her emotions as devastation rather than the overwhelm of her mistake weighing her shoulders. 
 Nyx was alive.
 The certainty of it hit her like a wave breaking. Her fingers curled against her thighs where Ruby couldn't see them, nails pressing into her palm as she breathed through it. 
In. Out. Stay still. Stay still.
She had to hold it together for exactly as long as it took Ruby to leave the tent. After that, she could fall apart for thirty seconds and put herself back together. If Nyx was hurt, she'd drag her back out of whatever hell they'd thrown her into. She didn't know how yet, but she knew one thing with bone-deep certainty: sobbing on a cot while Ruby spoon-fed her lies wasn't going to save any of them. 
She needed Ruby to leave so she could have a moment of space where she could collect her thoughts. Assessing her clothes under hooded eyes, she felt a sly spark of hope when her hands clutched the same makeshift gown she'd been wearing since Avyssos. A plan took root and Xia prepared to play the victim Ruby thought she was.
 She nodded and faked a shiver as she rubbed at her arms and eyes. Xia whispered, "I see." A fine tremor laced her words and Xia made a show of hiding the tears lining her eyes. She used just a touch of chaos to pull them from her eyes and wet the long lashes brushing her cheeks.
 "Hey," Ruby crooned. "It's okay, sweet girl. The important thing is that you're here with me and he'll never hurt you again. That I can promise."
 Brooks. Her Brooks. His steadfast loyalty and abundance of love surrounded her like a warm breeze rolling off the ocean, and the fierceness with which he vowed to protect her made Xia's heart ache. What had she done?
 "Can I get you something? You must be hungry? Or thirsty at least?"
 "Yes, I would love something to drink if you could." Xia sniffled and wiped at her nose and eyes again before burying her face into open palms. "And maybe some clothes and shoes? I was so afraid when you woke me that I left my shoes behind. I've a terrible ache in them and it's so cold and—"
 "Shhh." Ruby rubbed soothing circles along Xia's back. "Of course. I'm sure I can find something for you. You're a bit taller and blessed with more curves than me, so it may take me a while to scrounge something up. Are you okay to wait here on your own?"
Xia looked back up at Ruby and was met with a mask of concern. Her brows were wrinkled, lips spread in a thin line and her head titled, but it was the eyes that gave her away.
 They were empty.
 Not a single spark of emotion lived in Ruby's eyes and Xia was pissed at herself for not seeing it there before.
 Too trusting, the Siren hissed.
  Xia let her shields flex instead of slam, loosening just enough to let the menacing part of her soul prowl closer to the surface. The Siren surged immediately, hungry for Ruby's throat.
 Not yet, Xia hissed.
 Xia didn't know this place. Didn't know how many daemon were outside. Didn't know where the exits were or what waited past them. Attacking Ruby here, blind and barefoot and outnumbered by gods knew what, wasn’t likely to lead to freedom.
She needed information more than she needed blood. 
For now.
"Yes," she sniffled again. "Yes, I'll be fine. I'll rest some more while I wait."
 "I think that's for the best, Xia." Ruby brushed a lock of tear stained hair from Xia's cheek and smiled vacantly. "Lay down. I'll tuck you in."
 Xia did as she was told and did her best to relax into the downy pillow. Though the room was small and basic, the linens were as soft as velvet and screamed of luxury. It was completely at odds with Ruby's nomadic claim. She tucked the thick comforter under Xia's chin before placing a kiss on her forehead and leaving the tent without a backward glance. Xia waited until she was sure Ruby was gone before wiping the remnants of the kiss from her forehead. 
"What the hell was that about?" she muttered under her breath.
 After a beat, she threw
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PRONUNCIATION
@VIPE

ZEUS — ZOOS
PANDORA — PAN-DOOR-UH
BROOKS — BR-OO-CKS
XIA — ZEE-YUH
NYX —NIH-X
PHOBETOR — FOH-BEH-TOR
IYTTA — LIT-UH
GEIA — J-EE-YUH
MOLPE — MOLE-PAY
CLOTHO — KLAH-THOE
LACHESIS — LA-KUH-SIS
ATROPOS — UH-TRAA-POSE
MOIRAI — MOY-RYE
MELINOE — MEL-EEN-AW-EE
AVYSSOS — AH-VIS-OH-SS
EREBOS — AIR- EH-BUS

»some of the pronunciations do not align with the
traditional Greek diction






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        34.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        35.
        
        Invested?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        36.
        
        Author's Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/e9f0fe10-dc68-4bbe-b656-0751a6af86ed.jpeg
(tATTERED
JLLUSION

D

OF GODS AND MONSTERS, BOOK: 3

AW DARLINGH

®





OEBPS/images/79548646-c997-4339-be34-51a394395ae5.jpeg
- DAWN DARLING .
Of Godsa»Monsters 111






OEBPS/images/74ba8947-3ea3-453c-b6ce-5567b06bb91d.jpeg
FOR ALL OF THOSE WHO HAVE EVER
STARED UP AT THEIR MOUNTAIN AND
THOUGHT THEY COULD NEVER REACH
THE PEAK. YOU AND YOUR JOURNEY ARE
WORTH THE CLIMB,

EMBRACE WHO YOU ARE
UNLEASH YOUR POTENTIAL.
BECOME WHO YOU WERE ALWAYS
MEANT TO BE.





OEBPS/images/d2485297-c3a9-440e-8dae-c9276238fddd.jpeg
CONTRIT
W ARTITGS

PLEASE PROCEED WITH CAUTION,
DARLING, FOR THE GODS ARE CRUEL

GRAPHIC VIOLENCE MENTIONS OF SUICIDE
GRAPHIC LANGUAGE RELIGIOUS SACRFICES

GRAHPIC SEX TRAUMA
MURDER PTSD
TORTURE OF AN MC GASLIGHTING
DROWNING CAPTURE

IF YOU DISCOVER ANY SENSITIVE CONTENT NOT LISTED HERE,
PLEASE EMAIL
E DD@DAWNDARLINGAUTHORCOM

DA N6

)








