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        To everyone who has ever had to reinvent themselves to survive,

        you’ve got this.  Revisions refine us.
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      Once again, I found myself standing in darkness.  Instinctively, I extended my hand in front of me and slowly shuffled forward until my fingers touched the smooth panel of a door with a modern knob.  Rather than opening it, I felt alongside it for the switch.

      The sudden burst of light blinded me, and I blinked several times at the wooden panel in front of me before slowly turning around and looking at my bedroom. The light blue quilt was neatly made on my bed.  My latest journal sat on my nightstand, and the alarm clock showed how late it was here.

      In Uttira, Maine.

      Not in Hell.

      With a flick of his wrist, Hades had fulfilled our contract and sent me home.

      My chest tightened, and I hugged my arms around myself to ease the pain.

      This is what I chose, I reminded myself.

      But it wasn’t what I wanted.  Not anymore.  I wanted Hades standing within touching distance, watching me, saying all sorts of things to hint at how much he adored and wanted me.  I wanted to hug him again.  Touch him.  Seek comfort and know safety.

      But all of that was gone now.

      He was gone.

      And I’d chosen that.  He’d asked me to stay.  Begged.  But I hadn’t listened.  And why?  Because a world that had never wanted me was now in danger?

      In my heart, I knew that wasn’t the real reason.  Acknowledging it made the pain eating through my chest even worse.  So I forced myself to admit the truth.

      If Hades had actually wanted me, Ashlyn, I might have stayed.

      Closing my eyes against the tears that wanted to fall, I leaned my forehead against the door.

      “Mother?” Zotera called softly from the other side.  “Do you wish to be alone?”

      The sound of her familiar voice almost broke me.  I jerked open the door and stared at the only remaining connection I still had to Hades.

      Looking unsure and worried, Zotera stood in the dark hallway outside of my room.  I threw my arms around her, grateful she was there.

      “No,” I said, answering her.  “I don’t want to go back to being alone.”  My voice caught at the end, and I hugged her even harder.

      She hesitantly wrapped her arms around me in return.

      “I’m happy you allowed me to come with you, Moth—Ashlyn.  Your home is beautiful.”

      Knowing I needed to pull myself together, I nodded against her and took a calming breath before easing away.  This was Zotera’s first time away from Hell and Hades, and I didn’t want her to feel as homesick as I was.

      I managed a smile as I looked over my shoulder at the bedroom she was studying.  How could it look so familiar yet so wrong at the same time?

      “It’s definitely different from the room I had in Hell, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “It is.  I can see why you wanted to leave Hell.”

      The ache in my chest flared in denial, but I didn’t contradict her.  In the end, I hadn’t wanted to leave Hell; I’d needed to leave it.  And that difference defined how I felt about the place that had slowly grown on me.

      Staying in Hell would have selfishly endangered the entire planet.  Not that coming here was the definitive answer to preventing Hades from destroying the world in a fit of rage.

      “We need to let Megan and the others know what’s happened,” I said.  “Since I lost my phone, we’ll need to leave the house.  Hopefully, my car is…”  I trailed off, remembering how I’d driven it to the academy the day I’d disappeared.

      Without my car, it would be a long, dangerous walk to Megan’s house.

      My gaze flicked to Zotera’s bare torso.  No one in Uttira would bat an eye at nudity, but her weird skirt would draw attention we couldn’t afford.  Yet, so would I since I still wore the Grecian-style dress Hades had favored and all the jewelry I’d been wearing at the time.

      “First, let’s change.  We need clothes that will help us blend in,” I said.

      She followed me to my closet and watched as I dug around for stuff that would fit her.  She was taller and had more in the chest than me, so it took some creative thinking to come up with an outfit that wouldn’t make her look ridiculous.  The yoga pants that had been long on me fit her perfectly, and the oversized sweatshirt designed to expose one shoulder looked much better on her than the hanger it had called home since Adira provided it.

      I nodded my approval at Zotera’s bare shoulder while wishing I could have worn cute clothes, too, rather than the hoodie and jeans I favored.  In Uttira, I didn’t do provocative.  I covered every bit of skin I could and kept my head down to avoid attention.  Self-preservation won over fashion every time.

      “Those clothes look so pretty on you, Zotera,” I said as she inspected herself in the full-length mirror in my room.  “I know they’re not the kind of clothes you prefer, but—”

      “No.  I love them.  I didn’t know clothes like this existed,” she said, running her hands over her hips.  “They’re so soft.  This is the best gift I’ve been given.”

      A new kind of ache grew in my chest.  Both Hades and Zotera had been treated so horribly by Persephone and had only just started to heal.  While I couldn’t do anything to help Hades anymore, I would do everything possible to help Zotera have a good life on Earth.

      “We’ll get some more soft clothes for you,” I promised.  “Feel free to look around while I change.  We’re safe enough in the house.  It’s warded to keep most everyone out.”

      I closed myself in the bathroom and stood there for a minute in an attempt to calm myself.  Too many emotions warred inside of me to leave the house safely.

      It was your choice, I reminded myself.  He begged you to stay.  You could have ignored the fact that he didn’t want you and only wanted a Persephone lookalike he could love.

      A tear fell.  Then another.  I let myself silently cry and wondered if I’d been an idiot.  Then, I pushed the pain and doubt aside and looked at myself in the mirror.

      “Hesitation gets people like you killed,” I said softly to myself.  “Learn from the past, but stay in the present.”

      I nodded and studied my reflection.  I looked the same as I remembered, only a bit more dressed up.

      Piece by piece, I began removing the jewelry, setting each one carefully on the counter until only the armband remained.  Since it was the first one he’d given me, I kept it on and slipped out of the dress.

      The three rings Hades had created for the furies were tucked into the binding around my breasts.  I hadn’t put them there, which meant he’d sent them with me to give to them.  Seeing evidence of his consideration created another bitter ache of longing.  Why hadn’t he been able to see me–Ashlyn–and love me?

      Swallowing hard, I pushed the thought aside and finished undressing.

      I wasn’t sad to see the gown go, to feel the familiar comfort of underwear again.  Flushing the toilet and using toilet paper was an absolute luxury.  No matter how nice Hades had made that bathroom in Hell, it wasn’t the same as modern plumbing.

      After washing my hands, I tugged on my jeans, pulled the hoodie over my head, and pocketed the rings.  I was so lost in my own little world that the bright flash of light filling the room confused me until I felt my skin tingle uncomfortably.  It reminded me of passing through a ward.

      My eyes went wide as it faded.

      “Zotera?” I called, rushing from the bathroom.  “Where are you?”

      “Here!” she said from the front of the house.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Mo—Ashlyn.  I was inspecting the wards.”

      I followed the sound of her voice and found her in the dark living room, looking at the curtains covering the windows.

      She glanced back at me when she heard me enter.

      “These switches on the walls in each room turn on the lights,” I said, toggling the switch so she could see how it worked.

      Her eyes grew wide, and she hurried over to try it herself.  I grinned at her wonder.

      “Just wait,” I said.  “There’s a lot here I think you’re going to love.”  I studied her happy expression.  “The ward didn’t hurt you, did it?  I saw a flash.”

      She smiled at me and shook her head.  “No.  I’m fine.  It won’t hurt me.”

      While I was glad it hadn’t, I was worried about what that meant.  If the ward was that inconsequential to her, how would it ever keep me safe from the God of Death?

      “We better go, Zotera,” I said.  “Unless by some miracle my car’s in the garage, we’re going to need to walk.”

      When I went to grab a jacket, I saw the car keys hanging by the kitchen door and knew luck was finally on my side.  Someone had returned my car.  Snagging them on the way to the garage, I gave Zotera a quick explanation of gas-powered transportation.

      “This is wondrous,” she said, watching me start the engine.

      She buckled and unbuckled, playing with her seatbelt as I backed out of the garage and passed through the ward.  The usually strong tingle felt like an army of ants crawling under my skin, and I shuddered at the sensation.

      Zotera noticed.

      “Did it hurt?” she asked.

      “No.  Passing through the ward just feels weird.  It’s been a while, and I guess I forgot what it felt like.”

      “Ooh!” she said, turning and pressing her hands against her window.  “There are so many homes here.”

      “Yep.  There are.  I’m the only human on this block, though.  Can you tell humans apart from other children of the gods?” I asked.

      “Mostly,” she said, sounding uninterested as she leaned forward and looked up at the starlit sky.

      “That is beautiful, Mother.”  She sat back and looked at me.  “Ashlyn.”

      “I appreciate that you’re trying to use my name,” I said.  “But don’t worry if you accidentally call me Mother.  I won’t get mad.  I know I look exactly like her.”

      She made a slight sound of agreement but turned her attention to the world outside the car.  I tried to imagine how alien everything must feel to her and couldn’t.  Where I would have been terrified, she was simply in awe of it all.

      The drive to Megan’s house didn’t take long and was thankfully uneventful.  Since the lights were on inside, I didn’t feel too bad arriving unannounced so late at night.

      I didn’t open my car door when I parked, though.  Instead, I looked around the yard.

      “What’s wrong?” Zotera asked, watching me.

      “The car is warded, but I'm vulnerable as soon as I leave it.  So, I’m checking to make sure no one’s around.  I'll run and knock on Megan’s door as soon as I’m out.  She shouldn’t take too long to answer.  Hopefully.”

      Zotera giggled a little.  “You don’t need to run, Ashlyn.  You’re not vulnerable when you’re with me.  I promise to keep you safe.”

      I glanced at Zotera, who had repeatedly shown she didn’t have a mean bone in her body.  How many times had I run away from monsters in Hell while she did nothing but watch?  Not that I held it against her or would ever point that out to her.  I understood that Hell had different rules.

      “I’d rather not risk either of us if I can help it,” I said neutrally.

      She just smiled and asked me to show her how to leave the car.  She played with the handle, opening and closing the door twice before getting out.

      As I’d warned, I left the car in a rush and raced to Megan’s door to knock.

      “Hold your pants!” Megan yelled from inside when I knocked a second time.

      “Why do we need to hold them?” Zotera asked.

      “It’s just an expression,” I said.  “She means we should wait and that she’s coming to answer the door.”

      “She expects you to wait?” Zotera asked, horror in her tone.

      “She expects whoever is knocking to wait.  She doesn’t know it’s me.”

      The door swung open, and when Megan saw me, the flicker of flames vanished from her gaze.

      “Oh my gods,” she said.  “Is it really you?”

      “It is.  Can we come in?  Please?”

      She grabbed my arm and yanked me inside, catching me and hugging me hard.  I hugged her back.  Before my time in Hell, I wouldn’t have said we had this kind of friendship.  After Hell, I didn’t care.  I just wanted a damn hug for everything we’d both gone through.

      “How are you here?” she asked.  “What happened?  Is Hades asleep again?”

      “No,” I said, pulling back.  “He’s not.  I proved my humanity, and he sent me back with Zotera.”

      I looked at Zotera and motioned for her to come inside too.

      “Hello, Megan,” she said with an uncertain smile.

      “Why did he send you here too?” Megan asked.

      “Megan,” I said in a clearly scolding tone.

      She shot me a sheepish look.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean it like that.  Zotera, you’re welcome here.  I’m just trying to get caught up.”

      “Father wanted me to have a chance to explore the human world,” Zotera said, drawing Megan’s attention again.

      The look I gave Megan warned her that was enough explanation for now.

      “I’m really glad you’re back,” Megan said, wisely not pressing further.  “I’m sorry I had to leave you there.”

      “It’s okay.  I understand why.”

      Oanen walked into the kitchen.  He wore a pair of sweatpants that hung low on his hips and nothing else.  I’d seen him like that countless times and had, at one time, thought him very attractive.  Now though, I only saw how he wasn’t Hades.  He lacked the extra broadness in the shoulders and a few more inches of height.  And the golden glow.  The sexy smirk.  The dark hair and the intensely focused gaze.

      The floor under my feet gave the slightest rumble before quieting, and I realized Oanen and I were staring at each other.

      “Sorry for the intrusion,” I said.

      “It’s okay.  I heard we had company,” he said.  “I didn’t expect to see you, though, Ashlyn.  Welcome home.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Hold on,” Megan said.  “Before you explain, let me get Eliana on the phone.  She’s going to want to hear this too.”

      Eliana picked up on the second ring, sounding breathless.

      “Is this a bad time?” Megan asked with a smirk.

      “No.  Not at all,” Eliana said at the same time Fenris, a werewolf I knew, said, “Yes!” in the background.

      Megan chuckled and looked at me.

      “Sorry, Fenris, but Eliana is going to want to hear this.  Ashlyn’s back.”

      “What?” Eliana said.  “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.  She’s standing right here.”

      “Hi, Eliana,” I said.

      She started to sniffle, and I heard Fenris murmur something in soothing tones.

      When the druids had accidentally sent me to Hell, Megan had been in New York with Oanen, and Eliana had been trying to get rid of her mother.  Eliana, a young succubus struggling to embrace feeding as her kind fed, had still been very single.  Obviously, a lot had changed in the weeks I’d been gone.

      “I’m so sorry,” Eliana sobbed.  “I never meant to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t.  I know it wasn’t your fault.  The druids were amateurs.  Obviously.  And Megan already said they’ve been mind-wiped, so they won’t ever be able to use that spell again.  It’s okay.  I promise.”

      “I actually called so that we can hear how Ashlyn got away,” Megan said over Eliana’s soft crying.

      “Mother didn’t get away,” Zotera said.  “Father sent her back.”

      “Who’s that?” Fenris asked over the sound of Eliana’s soft crying.

      “Zotera,” I said.  “She’s a friend, and she’s the reason I’m back.  I’m not sure how much Megan told you, but everyone in Hell thought I was Persephone.  It turns out that I look exactly like her.

      “When I arrived in Hell, I was alone in a dark room.  Thinking I was still in Uttira, I left that room and started looking for an exit.  Then I saw the first monst—uh, child of the gods.  I ran in a blind panic and ended up ducking into a room with a skeleton clutching a key on a bed and another one chained to the wall at the end of the bed.

      “I was only in there for a few minutes when the one chained to the wall started to move.”  The picture of how Hades had looked filled my mind.  “I panicked and ran again.”

      “And Father followed,” Zotera said softly.

      “Yeah,” I said.  “He did.  For a while, I stuck to the rules I knew—the ones I thought would keep me safe.  I didn’t look at him or talk to him–stupid druids silenced me with their spell.  Even without it, though, it was pretty easy not to.  He wasn’t exactly sane in the beginning.  But after a while, that changed.  And once I figured out that I was in Hell and everyone thought I was Persephone, I had no idea how to get back to that room to prove the goddess was dead.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t lead Hades to his dead wife,” Megan said with a cringe.

      “No, Ashlyn didn’t know where the room was anymore.  I led Father and Ashlyn there.”

      “That explains all the earthquakes,” Megan said.

      “Was it bad?” I asked.

      The single, warning shake of her head said it had been.

      “It’s not your fault,” Eliana said with a sniffle.

      “I tried to keep him distracted,” I said.

      “She did,” Zotera seconded, acting like my personal yes-man, which I really appreciated.

      “So Hades saw his dead wife and just sent you back?” Megan asked.  “No harm and no foul?”

      “Pretty much.  But only because of the deal I’d made with him.  I'd proven my humanity by proving that I wasn’t Persephone, and he sent me home.”

      Megan let out a long breath and sat at the kitchen table.  “I guess we should be thankful we’re all still here.  That could have gone way worse.”

      She motioned for us to join her.  Oanen sat next to her, and Zotera and I took the seats on the opposite side.  The ground shook slightly again.

      “Did you feel that too, Eliana?” Megan asked.

      “Yeah.  We did,” Eliana said.

      “Which means we’ve only solved one of our problems,” Megan said, sounding frustrated.  “We got Ashlyn back, but Hades is still a problem.”

      “You shouldn’t speak so disrespectfully about Father,” Zotera said, looking worried.

      “You think I should respect the god responsible for my mother abandoning me so she wouldn’t kill me?  The one who gave me all these urges and anger without any instruction or guidance regarding what to do about it?  No.  I might be compelled to respect him when I’m in his godly presence, but I refuse to pretend I have any fondness for the god who made my life and the lives of the furies before me a living hell.”

      Zotera looked down at the table with a hurt expression, and I reached out to hold her hand.  She didn’t deserve Megan’s anger.  Neither did Hades.  That was all Persephone’s doing.  But before I could explain, Zotera spoke.

      “I’m sorry you suffered, Megan.  Father tried to keep us all safe but sometimes failed.”

      “He isn’t the god we’ve been told he is,” I said.  “He protected Zotera and many others from Persephone.  Persephone is a big part of the reason you’ve had a shit life.”  I couldn’t absolve Hades of all blame.  He’d agreed to each deal for whatever crumb of meager affection she offered.  But he had tried to make amends.

      “While I was in Hell, he made these for you and your mom and grandma.”  I took out the rings and set them on the table.  “He does care, Megan.  A lot.”

      Eliana lightly cleared her throat over the phone.

      “Fine.  Whatever,” Megan said.  “We’re getting off-topic.  You’ve spent time with Hades.  What do we need to do to get him to go back to sleep?  What will appease him?”

      “Persephone, loving him and at his side.  Forever,” I said.

      “Yeah, well, that ship has sailed,” Megan said.  “Anything else?”

      “Thanatos’ head on a pike?” Zotera suggested.

      “That would make me happy, too,” Megan said.  “We still haven’t been able to find him, and Adira’s been hard to pin down too.  She knows I’m looking for her.”

      “I think Thanatos’ head on a pike is going to be harder than you think,” I said with a quick glance at Zotera.  “He’s not just an immortal.  He’s the God of Death.”

      Megan’s oh-shit face worried me more than Eliana’s soft whimper from the phone.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Zotera is.”

      “So there are two gods awake?” Fenris asked.

      “Yes.  One who wants to love Persephone and one who wants to kill her.  Lucky me for being her identical twin.”

      “And we have no idea why Thanatos wants to kill her?” Megan asked, looking at Zotera.

      Zotera gave a quick head shake.

      “As the God of Death, could he be the reason behind the banshees singing?” I asked, recalling what Megan had told me in Hell.

      “Since the earthquakes have all been Hades—”

      “Those are because Thanatos keeps trying to kill what he loves,” I said, interrupting Megan.  “Or…you know what I mean.”

      “I do.  But he wasn’t trying to kill you when you went to that room, was he?  According to our estimates, that was the first earthquake.  When you woke Hades.”

      I looked down at the table, struggling with my guilt.  Megan noticed.

      “Regardless of who triggered the singing,” she said, “we still need to know if Adira is actually working with Thanatos.  And that’s what I want to ask her.  Getting people to confess their sins is my specialty.  So if she is, I’ll find out as soon as I can talk to her face to face.”

      “Do I need to be worried about her?” I asked.  Adira was one of the exceptions to the ward in my house.  Whether she was invited or not, she could enter.  The same went with Uttira’s new liaison.

      “If Adira shows up, call me,” Megan said.  “I can be there in seconds.”

      “Two problems with that,” I said.  “One, I don’t have a phone anymore.  I lost it in Hell.”

      “I can help with that,” Oanen said.  “I’ll get you a new phone tomorrow.”

      Another minute tremor teased my feet as I said, “Thanks.  I’ll feel safer when I have a fury on speed dial.”  The shaking quieted.  “Is this common now?  Constant mini earthquakes?”

      “There are good days, and there are bad days,” Megan said.  “Now that you’re here, I’m guessing there will be more bad than good.  But seriously, I’m glad you’re back.  I’d rather have you here and deal with tremors than have you still stuck in Hell.”

      I forced myself to nod even though I didn’t agree.

      “What’s the second problem if Adira shows up?” Megan asked.

      “Adira can portal faster than I can dial.  I’m guessing Thanatos will be able to as well.”

      Megan made a frustrated sound.

      “Don’t worry, Megan,” Zotera said.  “I won’t let anyone take Ashlyn.  I promise.”

      Megan glanced from Zotera to me, doubt clear on her face.

      “But even with Ashlyn safe, Father still seeks Thanatos.  What are you doing to find him?” Zotera asked.

      “Adira is our lead to getting more information about him.  Since she’s continuing to meddle in Uttira's affairs here and there, I’ve been focused on trying to find her.  Grandma Grace is following leads to try to find out when exactly the gods disappeared, and Mom is visiting other stronghold councils to gauge who else, if anyone, Thanatos might have approached.”

      “Father will be pleased to know you are doing everything you can to find the one who attempted to harm Ashlyn.”

      “Do you think he still cares after finding out she’s not Persephone?” Megan asked.

      Zotera glanced at me, her soft brown eyes locked with mine as she lightly squeezed my hand.

      “Ashlyn was always honest with Father.  She never claimed to be Persephone when she showed compassion and affection.  He won’t forget everything she gave him and will protect her.  Always.”

      What he’d said before sending me back rang in my ears again.

      This isn’t the last time we will see one another, Ashlyn.  I vow it.

      “Can Hades leave Hell?” Eliana asked over the phone as if reading my mind.

      “No,” Zotera said.  “Father was bound to Hell by Zeus.”

      “Well, that’s one good thing, at least,” Megan said.  “Hopefully, now that Ashlyn’s out of Hell, Thanatos won’t have any reason to come after her.  But, to be on the safe side, we’ll continue to search for Adira.  Zayn’s brewing up another location spell.  A stronger one this time that will work in all the realms, hopefully.”

      “Good,” Eliana said.  “But I don’t like the idea of Ashlyn going home by herself until then.”

      “She’s not by herself,” Zotera said.  “She has me.  I will keep her safe.”

      Megan leaned back in her chair and studied Zotera.

      “No offense, but every time I saw you, you were either sitting at the foot of Hades’ throne or standing off to the side.  Everything about you screams passive pushover.  How exactly are you going to protect Ashlyn?”

      “Like this,” Zotera said.
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      While I was still bristling at what felt like an attack on Zotera’s character, she vanished beside me only to reappear behind Oanen.

      She grabbed him by the throat, lifting him out of his chair and pinning him against the kitchen wall before I could blink.

      Oanen and I both stared at Zotera in shock until I felt a sudden burst of heat from across the table.  Megan’s eyes were starting to flicker with flames, and I knew she was about two seconds from accidentally frying me.

      “Run,” Oanen rasped, seeing the same thing and grabbing Zotera’s wrist as his face grew redder.

      Zotera’s free hand whipped out, palm facing Megan.  The fire in Megan’s gaze extinguished in an instant, even though Oanen still struggled in Zotera’s grasp.

      “Let him go,” Megan said in her fury voice.

      Zotera didn’t move to comply.

      I did, though.  I flew out of my chair and pulled at Zotera’s arm.  It didn’t budge.

      “Zotera, stop!”

      Her sad brown gaze met mine.

      “Forgive me, Mother.  I am only proving that I am worthy of protecting you.  The griffin’s strength is no match for mine.  And even the fury must obey my will not to interfere.  Do you believe me now?  Do you believe I will keep you safe?”

      “Yes,” I said frantically.  “I do.  Now, please put him down.”

      Zotera’s gaze flicked to Oanen.

      “Is he a past lover, Mother?” she asked.

      “Ashlyn,” I said as the ground shook.  “I’m not her, remember?  And he’s not my past anything.”

      Zotera nodded and released Oanen.  He stood on his own two feet as he gasped for air.  He didn’t look at Zotera or me but kept his gaze focused on Megan.

      “You should go,” Oanen rasped.  “Release Megan after you’re out the door.”

      I looked at Megan.  She sat in her chair, trembling as she glared at Zotera.

      Ignoring Oanen’s order, I hugged Megan tightly even though she couldn’t move and whispered in her ear.

      “Persephone tricked Zotera into being raped and then disfigured her face out of jealousy.”  I pulled back and cupped Megan’s cheeks like I’d done to Hades so many times.  “You and I have both chosen to be more than products of our circumstances.  Give Zotera a chance too.  Guide her.  Please don’t punish her.”

      Megan let out a shaky breath.

      “Tomorrow,” she said.  “For now, I need to cool down.”

      I nodded, grabbed Zotera’s hand, and pulled her out the door with me.

      “I’m sorry I disobeyed you, Ashlyn,” she said, following me meekly now.  “I only wanted to prove that I can keep you safe.”

      “I know,” I said, opening the car door for her.  “But Megan is my friend.  And Oanen is her mate.  Hurting him just to prove you were stronger than both of them was selfish and unkind.”

      Looking suitably sorry, Zotera nodded.

      She was quiet the whole way home.  When we pulled into the driveway and crossed through the ward, my skin crawled to the point that I shuddered again.

      “I just want to keep you safe,” she said finally.

      “I know.  And I am grateful for your protection.”  I patted her hand.  “We’ll find a way to make it up to Megan.  She’s a fury.  She would have been the first to know if your intentions were bad.”

      She followed me into the house and watched as I hung the keys on the peg near the door.

      My day, which had started in Hell, had taken a lot out of me.  No, it had taken almost everything from me.  My thoughts went to Hades and all the time I’d spent kissing him to prevent a catastrophe.  I’d known, on some level, I would lose him once we reached that room.  It just hadn’t been in the way I’d expected.

      My chest ached painfully again, and I forced those thoughts away.

      “Do you mind if I give you the full tour tomorrow?” I asked.  “It’s been a really long day, and I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed again.”

      “I don’t mind waiting, Ashlyn.”  Zotera glanced around the kitchen.  “Where would you like me to wait?”

      Her words were the reminder I needed that I wasn’t the only one displaced.  I couldn’t be selfish.  Not with Zotera.  Hades had just given Zotera her own bedroom before we’d left.  Prior to that, she’d slept at the foot of Persephone’s chair.  Did she honestly think that’s what I was asking her to do?

      “Come on,” I said, motioning for her to follow me.  “I have a double bed.  Plenty of room for both of us for tonight.”

      I gave her a spare toothbrush and smiled as she brushed her teeth for the first time in her life.  Her expression was priceless when I gave her pajamas and again when I pulled back the covers and told her to get in.

      “You wish me to give you pleasure?” Zotera asked uncertainly.

      “What?  No!” I said as the ground rumbled softly again.  “I’m telling you there’s one bed, and we can share it to sleep tonight.  Just sleep.”

      Zotera clutched her hands in front of her so hard that her knuckles were white.  I considered her, trying to figure out why.

      “I know that everything here is different than you’re used to, but I’m not different, Zotera.  I’m the same Ashlyn that I’ve always been.  I’m not going to do horrible things to you or ask you to do horrible things for me.”

      She nodded, but she was still clutching her hands.

      “You’re not…afraid of me, are you?” I asked, that ache in my chest growing by the second.

      Her gaze flew to mine.

      “If you’d rather sleep on the couch,” I said quickly, “I’ll get you a pillow and a blanket.  It’s okay.  It won’t upset me.  But I’d consider it a kindness if you’d sleep back here with me.

      “Before I went to Hell, I was alone in this house for a month.  I struggled to sleep at night.  Some of the creatures here would tap at the windows to try to get me to come out.  And once I was in Hell, sleep wasn’t any easier.  I was afraid all the time.”

      “Even when Father slept with you?” she asked.

      “I was still a little afraid at first until I realized how much safer I was with him next to me than alone.  And that’s all I want now, Zotera.  The ground keeps shaking.  I’m back in my cage where creatures can tap on my windows and try to lure me out.  And I’m away from the one person who ever made me feel completely safe.”

      The tremors slowly faded to nothing.

      “Thank you for explaining, Mother.  Ashlyn.”  She lay down on her side of the bed, and I hurried to get in on my side.

      The bed didn’t feel as comfortable as I’d remembered.  Or maybe it was just how I defined comfort that had changed.

      “If I roll toward you or anything, just push me away,” I said, remembering how I always woke curled up against Hades.
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      I woke curled on my side at the edge of the bed, knowing exactly where I was and who I was with.  And who I wasn’t with.  The despair threatened to pull me under.  Pushing it down, I opened my eyes.

      Morning light was filtering into the room around the curtains, and I glanced at the bedside alarm.  It was almost eight already.  I looked at Zotera and grinned.  She was sprawled out, half covered by blankets, and her mouth slightly open.  Her hair tangled around her head in a crazy blonde nest, and she snored softly.

      Slipping from the bed so I wouldn’t wake her, I crept to the bathroom.  The shower wasn’t nearly as nice as the one Hades had made me in Hell, but having conditioner again was really nice.

      The door to the bathroom opened before the water stopped.

      “Mother?” Zotera called, sounding worried.  “Are you all right?”

      “Ashlyn,” I said as a gentle reminder.  “And I’m fine.  If you wait in the bedroom, I’ll show you how to use everything in here as soon as I’m done.”

      She let me finish in peace, which gave me time to consider how to make peace between Zotera and Megan.  In the end, I decided their relationship was up to them.  I’d already told Megan what she needed to know regarding Zotera’s actions, and I knew Megan wasn’t unfair.  I could only hope that Zotera wouldn’t make any other rash mistakes.

      After I finished dressing, I found Zotera waiting on the neatly made bed.

      She was quick to join me in the bathroom and marveled at each new thing I showed her.  She loved flushing the toilet, and I warned her not to flush down anything other than what came out of her and toilet paper.  The shower didn’t seem to impress her much, and I acknowledged that the ones we had in Hell had been better.  She smelled every single bottle in the bathroom and grinned when I explained the purpose of the conditioner.

      Once she finished her shower and was wearing her yoga pants and sweatshirt again, we went to the kitchen.

      As soon as I opened the refrigerator, I knew we were in trouble.  It was completely empty.

      Of course it was.  Why leave food in an abandoned house?

      “I guess I’ll need to request a food delivery once I get my phone,” I said.

      My stomach growled, and Zotera gave me a worried look.

      “You shouldn’t go hungry,” she said.

      “I don’t want to, but I didn’t think of food last night when we were talking to Megan and Oanen.”

      “I can—”

      Someone knocked on the front door, interrupting her.

      “Hold that thought,” I said before going to look through the peephole.

      Eliana stood on my front step, holding my snow shovel and two bags loaded with groceries.  The food made sense.  The shovel was a little weird.

      As soon as I opened the door, her eyes began to water.

      “No more crying,” I said.  “Now, get in here so I can safely give you a hug.”

      “I dare anyone to try to hurt you when I’m around,” Eliana said.  “I let it happen once.  Never again.”

      She set aside the bags and shovel and hugged me.  It was another first.  I’d always liked Eliana, but I never forgot what she was.  A succubus could be dangerous to a human.  Especially physical contact.  But I didn’t pull away from her.

      “I’m so glad you’re back,” she said with a final squeeze before retreating.  “Mrs. Quill and I cleaned out your fridge after you disappeared, so I figured you’d need some supplies.”

      “Your timing is perfect,” I said, closing the door behind her.

      “Actually, I’ve been outside for an hour, waiting for your light to go on.”  She shot me a sheepish look.  “I didn’t want you to go hungry because of me.”

      “I won’t let Ashlyn starve,” Zotera said from where she hesitated in the kitchen archway.

      Eliana turned toward Zotera and, with a friendly smile, held out her hand.

      “It’s nice to finally meet you, Zotera,” Eliana said.  “Any friend of Ashlyn’s is a friend of mine.”

      Zotera looked at Eliana’s hand and then at me.  I nodded my encouragement and struggled with another pang when they shook hands.  Poor Zotera had no basis for trust.

      “What’s up with the shovel?” I asked, nodding to where it now leaned against the wall beside the door.

      “I borrowed it for a location spell after you disappeared,” Eliana said.  “Didn’t work for the spell, but I used it to keep your driveway clean.”  She picked up the bags.  “I have what we need to make a big breakfast and some brownies.  The good kind, not the kind that sparkles all over the place.”  Her eyes flashed black for a second.

      “Uh, everything okay?” I asked.

      “It’s getting there.  I have so much to tell you.”

      Zotera joined us in the kitchen, and as Eliana started sharing everything that had happened to her after I’d disappeared from the bathroom, she gave Zotera tasks.  Little things like cracking the eggs and mixing the batter.  But those little things were huge in Zotera’s eyes.  I could see it, and Eliana could too.  Persephone’s unloved daughter was being included in something normal and nice for the first time in her life.

      Zotera was also hanging onto every word of Eliana’s story.  By the time the brownies were in the oven and we had our eggs and toast in front of us, Eliana had reached the sparkle-fest point of her story.

      “I thought I was going to kill him,” she said before taking a bite of jellied toast.

      “It sounds like he wouldn’t have minded,” Zotera said.  “I’d like to meet Piepen.  Do you think one of his kind would mark me?”

      Eliana set down her toast.  “Trust me, Zotera.  You don’t want to be marked by a brownie.  If you’re interested in affection, go with a werewolf.  Or a dragon.”

      “A dragon?” I asked.

      Eliana shared what had happened to Kelsey, one of my fellow resident humans in Uttira.  Then she relayed what Eugene was up to with one of the girls from the pack.

      “I can’t believe how much changed while I was gone,” I said, half to myself, as the timer went off.

      “Same,” Eliana said.  “I mean, I know nothing stays the same forever, but still.  Everything just seems to be changing so quickly.”

      “You and Fenris?” I guessed.

      She sighed and pulled the brownies from the oven.

      “Yeah.  We’re staying at the Quills for now because I’m not a fan of his father, Raiden.  But I know Fenris misses the pack.  Eventually, we’ll need to go back.  And then what?”

      Smiling, I took out the plastic knife I kept just to cut warm brownies cleanly.  Waiting for them to cool was overrated.

      “I remember a certain fury freaking out about the same thing while we made brownies at her house,” I said as I cut the squares.  “And look at how things turned out.  Spend less time worrying about the future and more time living in the present.”

      “Ugh.  You sound like Fenris,” Eliana said with a playful eye-roll.

      I grinned and handed her a brownie.

      “Have some chocolate therapy while you think over our wisdom.”

      “Zotera first.”  She took the plate to Zotera and sat across from her.  “I love desserts and heard that you don’t have much food variety in Hell.  Try this and tell me what you think.”

      Zotera took her first bite as I plated two more pieces.  Her eyes went wide.  She made a small sound, almost like a whimper.

      “It’s good, right?” Eliana asked with a grin.

      I sat and passed a plate to her.  “These kinds of desserts typically aren’t allowed in Uttira, but thanks to Eliana, I know a place where we can get the sugar and chocolate.”

      Zotera took another bigger bite.  “Father needs to try this,” she said after she swallowed.  “He would enjoy this very much.”

      I felt the kick of longing and loneliness again, and Eliana glanced at me.  Giving her a smile I didn’t quite feel, I took my own bite of self-soothing confectionery.

      “Mags hasn’t been exactly welcoming lately,” Eliana said.  “Call me if you need anything, and I’ll pick it up for you at a fair price.  At least until Megan finds Adira.”

      Her gentle reminder that the extremely limited freedoms I’d enjoyed prior to Hell—going to the academy and making risky runs for chocolate—were no longer options had me looking down at my dessert.  I was more trapped than ever.

      Eliana helped us with the dishes then left with a promise to return for another visit soon.

      After I closed the door behind her, I wandered back to the kitchen to look at the food she’d put away.  Zotera and I had enough to make lunch and dinner, likely with leftovers the next day.  As long as Oanen kept his word about delivering the phone before nightfall, which I knew he would, Zotera and I would be fine.

      “Are you still hungry, Ashlyn?” Zotera asked.

      “I’m pretty full, actually.”

      “Would you like to give me the tour now?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, feeling bad I’d already forgotten.

      Our house wasn’t that big.  So I started with the garage, showing her the tools there.  The snow would linger for another month or two, so I knew neither of us would need to worry about mowing anytime soon.  But Zotera was fascinated by the machinery and improved “torture” tools.

      “They’re for yard work,” I said for the second time.  “No torturing, okay?”

      She nodded and followed me inside where I explained all the kitchen appliances and gave her a warning about sticking things in the toaster.

      Saving the living room and its one source of entertainment for later, I walked down the only hallway. She stopped to study Uncle Trammer’s picture on the wall before following me to the first door.

      I hadn’t been in my uncle's room since the day after he died when I’d put away his things.  His bed was neatly made, and his uniforms still hung in his closet.  The bedside table and alarm had a thin layer of dust on them.

      I walked over to his window and opened the curtains, something I would have never done before going to Hell.  It still wasn’t smart, but my uncle had lived with darkness most of his life, and his room needed light.  Desperately.  And fresh air.

      Unlocking the window, I opened it wide.

      “Help me strip the bed,” I said.

      We did more than strip the bed.  We washed all the bedding, which Zotera found confusing, and packed away his uniforms.  She was quiet as we worked, listening to my stories of the past as we removed his things and dusted.

      When I brought out the vacuum, I had Zotera’s full attention.

      “It removes dirt?”

      “It does,” I said.  “Do you want to try it?”

      Her enthusiasm to help in any way reminded me that I was all she had.  And, if I were honest with myself, she was all I had, too.  Eliana and Megan, the only two children of the gods I trusted in Uttira, had mates now.  And the other humans were connected with Uttira in ways I’d never been.

      Carrying a box from the room, I acknowledged how glad I was that Zotera had come with me.  Hopefully, she wouldn’t regret her choice once boredom set in.

      With my mind on Zotera and the sound of the vacuum running, I almost didn’t hear the knock on the front
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