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“I think he was talking to me.”

Esme stood frozen, staring at her crouched origini. The cloaked woman smiled at her reaction but turned back to Owen. She reached out a hand to help him up.

Owen was also still in shock, but he reached up for the offered assistance and got to his feet. Apparently he couldn’t think of anything to say either, and the trio stood together between the colossal fallen bentaforx wings. Esme peeled her gaze from the origini long enough to peer down the empty space and see the burning bentaforx corpse. It appeared the cavali had taken care of the other demons, and they looked around for further orders. 

Owen eyed the cloaked version of Esme. “We need to get you out of here.”

She gave a nod. “Yes, I imagine my return will cause a commotion.”

I’ll say, thought Esme.

She noticed Loukas, the muscular Master Cavali, pointing back up the hill toward the trucks. The black man’s deep voice boomed orders to the men, but then he turned the king’s way and started jogging around the demon’s corpse.

Esme examined the bentaforx wings on either side. “Any idea how we sneak her away?”

“I’ve got one.” The origini held out her leg and aimed her castorca at the toe of her boot. Pulling her fingers together, she burned an illuso spell into her boot. Once the symbol sparked to activate and a shield went up, she disappeared from sight. 

Wait, thought Esme as she studied the space where the origini had stood. I can still see a slight shimmer from the spell whenever she moves. Weird.

Loukas jogged closer, and in the dim light Esme saw the relief on his face. 

“Try to act normal,” Owen whispered.

“Sure, no problem.”

They exchanged a look as Loukas arrived.

“Glad you’re okay, my lord. We had no idea what was happening in here.” His head turned from one wing wall to the other. He squinted at Esme. “Was that you attacking the demon? I saw someone jump on its chest, so I made the men hold fire, but I couldn’t tell...”

Esme swallowed. “Yeah. It was me. How many cavali did we lose?”

“Five dead. A few more wounded. The bentaforx was so focused on you and Owen that it mostly left us alone.” Loukas paused, hand resting on his cavali gun belt. His eyes moved from Esme to Owen and back again. “Everything okay?”

Owen let out a breath. “I won’t lie to you, Loukas. Something’s happened. But we can’t explain right now. Esme and I need to leave ASAP, and I’d prefer to avoid questions. Can you tell my team to head back without us?”

Loukas hesitated only long enough to glance at Esme again, but he nodded. “Yes, my lord.” He pointed behind them to the building ruins at the far end of the wings. “There’s a road back there. I saw it when the conjuri were putting up illuso spells around the area to hide our battle. None of our trucks came that way. You should be able to sneak off without anyone noticing. I’ll tell the men you had other work to do.”

Owen nodded. “Thanks. I promise we’ll explain as soon as we can.”

“That’d be great.” Loukas seemed like he wanted an explanation now, but he jogged back to his cavali.

Owen looked at Esme, then at the blank space where the origini supposedly stood. “Okay, let’s go. I’ll call Teddy and have him pick us up.” He reached into his cavali pants pocket where he stored his phone while on missions.

Esme kept quiet and continued to walk through the space between the fallen wings. She allowed herself an occasional glance over her shoulder to see the shimmer that showed the origini was following. Only half aware of Owen talking on the phone, she reached the ruined building and started the climb through and over the rubble. 

This is insane. We just discovered the truth about the origini and the malevolenci being our creators—wasn’t that enough to deal with? Now here’s the goddess I’m a copy of, dropped back into our lives! Artemis. Her real name is Artemis. What is she doing here? How is she alive? I’ve heard the story of her death a dozen times. A bentaforx snapped her neck. No way she survived that. The cavali with Owen at the time drove the bentaforx back into its rift, and it dragged Artemis’s body with it. Cat balls... Was she still alive?

“Thanks, Teddy.” Owen hung up the phone as they crested the highest point of the building’s wreckage. He glanced back at Esme and started down the far side. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

Esme tried to keep her mind off the invisible goddess behind her. “I thought Teddy was still in Texas visiting his mom?”

“Got back earlier tonight.”

She couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she slid down a large chunk of concrete debris and landed on the dirt on the far side. Looking back at the ruins, she saw one section covered in graffiti. A spray-painted ghost was still intact on the collapsed wall she’d descended. 

That’s a little too accurate for the situation. 

Esme noticed Artemis’s shimmer also now on solid ground, so Esme turned back to find Owen. Ahead in the moonlight, he climbed over a short barricade that stopped the ruins from spilling onto an old road. Esme climbed over the concrete barricade and sat to wait, her feet on the road’s pavement. The road ran left toward the Jazz District; she had no idea what was off to the right. On the far side of the street, an old building similar to a stone castle stood abandoned. 

“Oh,” Esme said aloud. “Now I know where we are. That’s the old workhouse.”

“What?” Owen seemed like he’d taken a beating, and he winced as he sat on the barricade a short distance away. 

Esme pointed at the historic building. “It used to be a prison. At least it was in my world. My dad brought me here when I was little. It was a weird tourist attraction.”

Beside Esme, the shimmering illuso faded and Artemis appeared. She, too, sat and stretched out her legs, eyeing the building in question. “You sure that wasn’t a castle? Like where royalty lived?”

Esme squirmed. “The royalty of Kansas City? Pretty sure that’s only a thing in this world.”

Artemis chuckled and pulled her long hair free from her cloak. “Touché.” She smiled at Esme, studying her face. “What alt-world are you from?”

“Uh...” Esme looked at the pavement and used a castorca to draw the symbol of her world. “That one.”

Artemis examined the symbol. Her purple eyes widened with interest. “It’s perfect. You’re really good.”

Esme felt a weird rush of pride at the goddess’s compliment. “Thanks. Can’t help it—I have a photographic memory. It’s come in handy with symbol spells.”

The origini smiled. “I’ll bet. I saw how fast you drew the termino over the rift earlier. Impressive.”

Owen, clearly uncomfortable, blew out his lips and rested his hands on his knees. “If you’re not going to discuss anything of actual consequence, how about you keep hidden in the illuso, please?”

“I’m getting to know my alterni, thank you very much. Do you have any idea how cool this is?” 

Owen sighed. “If anyone sees you...”

Artemis threw up her hands. “Fine. Fine.” She pulled a ball of magic into her castorca and tossed it to the illuso symbol burned into her boot. A second later, she disappeared into a shimmer again. 

Esme looked at Owen. He gave her a tense glower before facing the old castle. 

If this is surreal for me, for Owen it must be—

Headlights stretched down the road, and Esme watched the approaching car. She got to her feet with Owen and watched as Thaddeus’s car slowed to a stop on the shoulder nearby. The big man climbed out, closed his door, and walked toward them through the lights of the car.

“Everything okay, my lord?” 

“We need a lift back to the house.” Owen shook the bodyguard’s hand, then put his hands on his hips edgily. 

Thaddeus faced Esme with the closest thing he had to a smile. “Miss. Good to see you again.”

“You too.” Esme smiled at her bodyguard/butler/almost-friend and took a step toward the car. “Let’s—”

Thaddeus held up a hand. He looked past Esme and stiffened. After sniffing the air, he squinted into the darkness, trying to see whatever he’d detected. 

Oh, shoot. 

“Get behind me!” The big man darted forward and pulled Esme’s arm to spin her around behind him. He held out his other arm to protect Owen. 

Owen made a face. “Uh, Teddy—”

Before Esme knew what was happening, Thaddeus dropped to all fours. The big man’s body arched and stretched, and in the headlights Esme watched in shock as Thaddeus morphed into a man-sized creature. His arms, chest, neck, and head shifted to the form of a bear while his remaining torso and back legs shifted into the back half of an enormous wolf. The Thaddeus beast planted its legs and held its ground in front of Owen and Esme, growling at the shimmering space where the goddess hid in the illuso. 

Esme’s heart was pounding. 

Holy shit!

The shimmering illuso faded. Artemis held up her hands and faced Thaddeus, a guilty smile on her face. “Sorry. It’s just me.”

The beast stopped growling and took a step back. Even for an animal, the stance showed surprise. A second later, Thaddeus bowed his head into his body and morphed back into his normal human form. His suit was still intact, though Esme had no idea how that was possible.

How the fairy dust is any of this possible?

She looked over at Owen. He didn’t seem surprised at all. 

The origini lowered her hands and smiled at Thaddeus. “Good to see you again.”

The big man gaped at her. “I... Good to see you too, miss.”

Owen let out a groan and walked to the car. “Okay. Great. Can we get out of here, please?”

Everyone turned to the car, and Esme couldn’t help staring at Thaddeus. He glanced at her with obvious embarrassment, and she grabbed his hand before he could return to the driver’s seat. He looked at her hand, then at her face.

She smiled. “I know it’s only her you defended me from, but thank you. That was awesome.”

Thaddeus seemed less embarrassed and gave her a nod before going around the car. 

Esme watched as Artemis climbed into the back seat with Owen, and she took a breath before opening the passenger door to sit with Thaddeus in the front. 

“No, no,” Artemis called. “Sit back here with us. There’s room.”

Esme hesitated, then closed the passenger door and climbed in the backseat. Artemis sat in the middle and smiled at Esme as she buckled in. 

On the far side of the goddess, Owen leaned against his door. “Home, please, Teddy.”

“Yes, my lord.” Thaddeus nodded in the rearview mirror before making a three-point turn and heading back the way he’d come. 

Esme sat awkwardly and leaned against her own door as the car maneuvered through the dark city. Artemis wasn’t content with the silence, so she asked Owen about people she’d known during her time as this world’s protector. 

“How’s your mom?”

“Fine.”

“Hakim?”

“Fine.”

Artemis must’ve detected the tone underscoring Owen’s short answers, and she abandoned her questions. At the moment, she didn’t seem interested in explaining herself. 

Esme ignored the woman for now and studied the back of Thaddeus’s head, happy for the distraction. 

How did I never pick up on the fact that he’s a paranormal? Teddy’s always been private, which makes more sense now. And he was visiting his mom in Texas during the full moon—she must be a werewolf who goes to their retreat in Texas for full moons. Duh, Esme. Should’ve realized that. So is Thaddeus half werewolf and half...something else? I read in the library that shifters change into certain animals. They were so rare even back when they were summoned that I thought they weren’t around anymore. Maybe they mixed with the other races. So was Thaddeus’s dad a shifter who morphed into a bear? Teddy, indeed. 

She glanced over at Owen and tried not to be annoyed that he’d hidden this from her.

Well, it wasn’t his secret to tell. 

Artemis watched ahead out the windshield. “Where are we going? This isn’t the way to the Capiti.”

Owen shook his head. “No. I want no one to see you until we figure this out. For now, we’ll hide you at Esme’s house.”

“Oh.”

Owen ran a hand over his face and turned in his seat. “Talk.” 

“Okay...” Artemis fidgeted with her castorca’s thumb ring. “This will be hard to hear, but you should know the truth. Rip the Band-Aid?”

Esme flinched. This was something Owen often said when trying to navigate difficult conversations.

Did she get the saying from him, or him from her? 

Owen waved a hand to prompt Artemis to continue.

She took a breath. “We origini and the malevolenci are the alt-worlds’ creators. We’ve been at war for centuries, and this world is the battleground.”

Artemis watched Owen, obviously expecting a huge reaction. Owen only blinked and glanced at Esme. 

“Wait.” Artemis looked from Owen to Esme and back again. “You know?”

Owen motioned for Esme to explain, and the goddess turned back to Esme, her purple eyes wide with interest. 

It was Esme’s turn to take a breath. “Uh, yeah, we know, but only as of a day or so ago. Long story shorter, Trent Simons left his memories with the ancient vampires in the caves of Meramec. Owen and I took our team there this last week, and I...drank from an ancient. I experienced every memory Trent wanted to show me.”

Artemis tipped her head back and sighed, beginning to understand. “Trent.” She sounded part annoyed, part relieved.

Esme plowed ahead. “His memories showed me your home world when it was paradise. I saw hundreds of gods like Aphrodite, Vulcan, and Athena using the Pyramid to create alt-worlds. I saw what happened when you used too much of your world’s magic and your world fell apart with earthquakes and volcanoes. I saw Isis telling Janus—Trent—how Hades planned to save your world by draining the alt-worlds of magic. Then Ares and Horus stood up to Hades and Anubis, starting the creators’ rebellion. Hades and his followers captured Janus and a few others—you were there—and threw you in a cave prison under the pavilion.”

Artemis made a noise under her breath. “Yeah, that was pleasant.”

Esme shook her head with sympathy. “But you led the escape. Later you, Janus, Ares, Horus, Ceres, Athena, Vulcan, and Aphrodite met on a frozen beach and worked out a plan to stop the destroyers from conquering this magic-filled Sanctuary. You rebels destroyed the Pyramid so they couldn’t drain more alt-worlds. You sent yourselves into the alt-worlds to guide and protect your creations. And...” Esme swallowed. “You created the alterni to increase your numbers against the destroyers and their demons. And the conjuri here have summoned you origini and your alterni to fight for this Sanctuary ever since.”

Artemis nodded with a tired sigh. “We created this Sanctuary to connect the alt-worlds and give refuge to people from every part of creation. If the destroyers take control of this world’s vast supply of magic, they could open rifts and invade the alt-worlds. We were the only thing stopping them.”

Esme swallowed again. “And Ares weaved a curse into this Sanctuary so any creator coming here would lose their immortality. Your magic flowed into this world and strengthened its magic. That left a pool of magic for each alterni to draw from, and it strengthened the Sanctuary’s ability to heal the malevolenci rifts. But... But it meant you origini could be killed.”

“Yeah. I proved that the hard way.” 

So she really did die? Then how the hell is she—

Artemis met Esme’s eyes. “I’m guessing you know you’re the alterni endi?”

Esme nodded. 

Artemis paused, and her expression suggested regret. “Janus knew what we had to do to win this war, but I thought I could find another way. I studied the Chronicles of Kings and the Chronicle of Alterni Endi and the origini letters, of course, so I saw the way things were headed. I knew I was the last origini. I knew saving this world was up to me...and my alterni if I failed.” She glanced at Esme, then shook her head. “I should have listened to the advice Janus left me in his final letter. I should’ve done what was necessary—opened a rift into the malevolenci world and led the charge to end the destroyers. And... And I should’ve told you the truth, Owen.” 

Owen’s jaw stiffened. 

Esme felt uncomfortable. 

“Did Roman ever show you the letter I left you, Owen?”

He paused. “We read it.”

Artemis heard the word ‘we’ and glanced at Esme. She seemed bothered that something so private had been shared with her alterni. Owen looked down at his hands, uncomfortable for his own reasons. Esme had never felt more like a third wheel in her life. 

Finally, Artemis spoke with familiarity to Owen. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you the truth. I didn’t know how. And I stupidly thought I could end the war without bringing you into this. Roman and I agreed to spare you.” She smirked. “How is the old crabby pants?”

“Dead.” Owen looked up from his folded hands. “He was murdered.”

“What?”

Owen sighed. “We’ll explain the state of the Order later. First, how the hell are you alive?”

Artemis watched out the windshield like she was desperate for a distraction. 

What happened to her? Esme thought again as she studied her origini’s expression. How bad could it be? I mean, she’s a goddess but is...freaked. 

After a swallow, Artemis answered. “After the bentaforx killed me, it must’ve dragged me back through the rift into the home world.”

Owen nodded that this was the case.

Artemis faced Esme. “You remember Isis, Goddess of Magical Healing?”

Esme nodded, remembering Janus’s love who resembled a beautiful Egyptian queen. “She sided with Hades.”

“Correct. Hades put a priority on keeping Isis’s magic strong. Not a bad move in a war—choosing to keep your healer strong. A lot of other destroyers have either drained themselves of power and died or else turned into shriveled, disgusting...” Artemis shivered under her cloak. “Anyway, Isis revived me. Hades wanted to interrogate me for information about the Sanctuary, creator magic and how it worked here, the Order’s defenses...” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t tell them anything. I thought they’d kill me again and be done with it, but they took me to a prison they’d made out of caves north of here.”

Owen’s eyes widened. “Of here?”

Artemis corrected herself. “I mean, north of the here equivalent in the home world. Over the centuries, the destroyers have moved their main camp from place to place as they tracked the movements of the kings and alterni.”

Having realized this before, Esme nodded. “As the kings have set up different Capiti, the malevolenci have moved too and concentrated their fight where the kings are stationed. They detect where an origini or alterni is by watching the rifts—since only we can close the rifts—”

“A rift closing means an alterni is there,” Owen finished with a nod. “So the malevolenci—the destroyers—move around in their world to match our movements. Right now, they’re camped in your home world where Kansas City would be?”

Artemis nodded. 

This made sense with everything they knew, but Esme got back on track. “And you were imprisoned around here in the malevolenci world?”

“Yes.” Artemis frowned. “And to my surprise, I wasn’t the only rebel they held there. See, only eighty of us made it through the Pyramid into the alt-worlds. In the beginning we numbered a hundred. Those of us who escaped assumed the destroyers had gotten wind of our plan and killed the other twenty before they could join us. But as it turns out...”

Esme understood. “They were captured. The destroyers held the other rebels prisoner this whole time?”

“Yes. They drained the rebels’ magic in small doses over the centuries to sustain their own magic. Or... Or they used the rebels’ magic to create bentaforx.”

Esme thought back on Order history. “But there’ve been more than twenty bentaforx since this war started.”

“Yes, some destroyers sacrificed themselves for the cause.”

Eyes wide, Esme remembered what Artemis had written in her final letter. “While you were still...alive here, how did you figure out that creating a bentaforx completely drained the life magic of a creator?”

“Well, the first clue was how rare the bentaforx are. They’re the most powerful demons the destroyers have, so why wouldn’t they create hundreds of them? Obviously it took something significant to create them, or else the destroyers would’ve made them all the time and in vast numbers. Then I thought about how, during our early days of rebellion, I’d seen a god nearly drain himself to create a demon, and it made sense.” Artemis scowled. “The destroyers are addicted to magic, even at the expense of their own lives. Having the honor of sacrificing themselves to create a bentaforx probably seems like a great way to go.”

Owen rubbed his face in thought. “How many rebels were still alive when you were imprisoned?”

“When Isis threw me in the cave, only three were left—Hestia, Fukurokuju, and Morpheus.” Artemis looked at Esme with sadness in her eyes. “The first bentaforx you faced was created from Fukurokuju’s life magic. The destroyers made us watch as they drained him to make it. The second bentaforx was from Hestia. The one I chased out of the rift was from Morpheus.” 

Owen scowled. “So they’re all gone now?”

Artemis nodded. “I was the last origini summoned to this world. I knew that. But when I saw Hestia and the other survivors, I hoped... But now they’re all dead. I’m the last. Again.” 

Esme caught Owen’s eye, and she saw he felt as sorry for the origini as Esme did. 

It’s unbelievable she’s back. It’s surreal. I honestly don’t know how I feel about it. Owen seems... This is going to be rough. 

The car pulled up to Esme’s house, and Owen opened his door to lead the way. Artemis scooted to climb out Owen’s side, and Esme took a breath before opening her own door. Outside on the dark street, everything appeared normal. Except, of course, for the identical woman hurrying up the driveway to Esme’s home. 

Cat balls.

Esme remembered her manners and bent to see through the driver’s window. She waved goodbye to Thaddeus, who nodded back at her. The car shifted, and Thaddeus drove the short distance to the house where he was stationed. 

Esme summoned a steadying breath and jogged to catch up as Owen opened the front door. She heard Bethy barking before her beagle appeared in the entrance hall, and the trio paused to let the dog settle. The door closed behind them, and they stood in the quiet house for an awkward moment.

“This way,” said Esme with an arm extended down the hall.

Artemis took in the house as they walked to the living room. Esme clicked on the light and snapped her fingers to order Bethy into the kitchen. The smiling dog scurried away, and Esme turned to see Artemis seated on one end of the sofa. Owen sat on the other end, and Esme decided to sit on the ottoman and face the origini. 

Artemis felt the smooth fabric of the couch’s armrest, then smiled at Owen. “I assume Hakim bought and furnished this place. I see he still has good taste.”

Owen leaned his elbows on his thighs but didn’t look at her. “Yeah.”

“I’m glad you’ve taken care of my alterni.” Artemis turned from Owen to smile at Esme. “I’m sure you have a thousand questions about...the nature of who you are. Please know I was never comfortable with Ares’s choice to create the alterni. It wasn’t fair to make you come here to fight and die in our war.”

This is so weird. She’s not just another version of myself. She’s a goddess, the very one I was modeled after. 

Esme cleared her throat. “I know. It’s okay. I remember in Trent’s memories you seemed upset about creating alterni only to sacrifice us.”

Artemis looked relieved. 

What a weird kind of guilt to carry for centuries. She knew that generations of us were born for this. I’ve wondered about my doppelgangers, but I can’t imagine what it’s been like for her. 

The goddess did seem curious. “I heard enough from my captors to know you’re the alterni endi. How many of my alterni were summoned before you?”

“I’m the ninth Esme Kuchis. So, minus yourself, there’ve been eight of us.”

“Eight...” Artemis’s gaze drifted around the living room. “I’d like to hear about our fallen sisters sometime.”

Owen shuffled on the sofa. 

I should be the one to tell her about our alterni. Owen normally has a hard time discussing the partners he’s lost, and telling her... Or maybe he will want to tell her.

Esme tried to hide her growing unease as she looked back and forth between the origini and the king.

Owen was staring at the floor. “So the rebels held captive are dead now. But you escaped?”

“Yes.” Artemis collected herself before continuing her story. “I knew I had to escape or they’d drain my magic and kill me next. I’d been planning an escape with Morpheus for months, and once he died I couldn’t wait any longer. I recognized the sounds of the destroyers preparing their demons for an attack. Since there were so few of them, I knew no one would be around to guard the caves.”

“How many are left?” Owen interjected. 

“Only five remain at the camp here—Hades, Anubis, Isis, Triton, and Juventus. But more could be stationed at different posts around the globe.” 

Trent made it sound like he’d killed a lot of them. But she’s right—there might be hundreds in camps we don’t know about. 

“Anyway,” Artemis went on, “I broke my chains and snuck out of the caves. I crept into Isis’s tent to search for a weapon, but I found my confiscated castorca instead.” She looked at the magical jewelry on her right hand and smiled at it fondly. “I put it on and ran out to discover Hades opening a giant rift in the sky. The bentaforx they’d created with Morpheus’s magic was positioned beneath the rift, and I knew what was about to happen. The bentaforx roared and flapped its wings to lift off. While the destroyers were distracted by marveling at their monster, I cast an illuso on myself to look like a chiroptorx and snuck past them.” She lifted her sleeve to reveal an altered illuso symbol burned into her forearm. 

Esme winced, remembering the pain she’d experienced when burning a barrio symbol into her own leg. She still had the scar. No doubt this altered illuso symbol would scar Artemis’s arm. 

“I used a whirlwind spell to fly after the bentaforx, and we tumbled through the rift and flipped out into this world.” She shrugged. “You know the rest.” 

Owen rubbed his face in his hands and exhaled.

Esme sat and tried not to fidget, feeling inferior.

Artemis focused on Esme, looking awkward herself. “I saw you fighting before I jumped out of the rift. I can tell you’ve gotten good at this. Again, I’m sorry this was all put on your shoulders, but it’s a relief to discover my alterni endi is every bit as kickass as I hoped.” She smiled, her eyes filled with pride. 

Esme managed a smile. “Thanks.” 

“I want you to know that I see you as a partner...the only one I have left. I’m not here to replace you or shove you aside. We’ll work side by side, as equals, to end this war and destroy those assholes.”

Equals. Except you’re literally a goddess.

She thought of a potential problem. “Will my magic weaken now that you’re back? I mean, will it reconnect with you?”

“No. There’s so much creator magic in this world now that I’m pretty sure there’s enough for both of us.” Artemis shrugged. “I can’t be positive, since there’s no precedent for a creator coming back to life and returning to the Sanctuary. But I think you’ll keep the power handed down to you.”

That’s a relief. 

Artemis included Owen now and looked back and forth. “I imagine there’s a lot I need to catch up on. But with what Trent showed you, I assume you agree that the best way forward is to invade the home world. We need to fight the destroyers where they can’t run and hide.”

Owen glanced at Esme. “Yeah. Like Esme told you, we’ve only learned all this in the past day or so. We haven’t come up with a plan yet.” 

Esme took a breath. “Trent showed me how to open a rift into the mal...into your home world. During his time, he traveled to their world and did what he could, but he knew I’d...we’d be able to do more.”

Owen nodded. “And if what you say is true, only five are left at their camp. We need to strike before they do something new and terrible. Since you...died, they’ve sent their demons at us more than any king’s ever seen, but Esme really has turned the tide. I think they know their old tactics won’t work. I’m afraid of what they’ll come up with next, if they know they’re close to losing the war without a desperate move.” 

Artemis leaned back and pulled her long hair over a shoulder. “Attacking maniac gods on their own turf is risky. It’s dangerous. They’re still immortal in the home world. That doesn’t necessarily mean they can’t be killed, but it’ll be much, much harder.” 

Owen made a face. “How, then?”

“The termino spell.” Artemis smiled at Esme. “I heard the destroyers talking, and they were really freaked out that you’d learned how to use the termino on more than rifts. When you tore apart your first bentaforx with a termino, that’s when they started scrambling to figure out what to do next.” 

Esme looked at her castorcas.

Holy shit. Could this be the answer?

She faced her origini. “The termino symbol still takes me a while. Can you teach me anything to help?”

“Yes.” Artemis winked. “We gods always did have a few tricks up our sleeves.”

Owen, rubbing his hands together with excitement, smiled at Esme. “These five remaining malevolenci don’t stand a chance.”

Artemis frowned at him. “Don’t be too optimistic. These are five seriously dangerous gods, Owen. Even if their power isn’t at full strength, they could slaughter us with ease.”

He nodded. “That’s why we need a really good plan.”

Artemis smiled at him, and her eyes traced over his face. “Janus would be so proud of you.” She caught herself. “I mean, Trent. Sorry. Even after all these years, I remember my fellow creators by their true names.”

Owen gave her a small smile. “It’s okay. Esme told me everything she saw in his memories. You were like family for more years than I can fathom, so call him whatever you want. I understand.”

She made a pained face. “Do you, Owen? I’m so sorry. You have every reason to be mad at me. If I were in your place...” She began to cry. 

Owen glanced at Esme and sighed, rising to move down the sofa and sit beside Artemis. He put a hand on her back to comfort her, and Artemis leaned to sob into his shoulder. Owen’s eyes widened as he awkwardly hugged the sobbing woman, and he made quiet soothing noises, trying to get her to calm down. He looked at Esme with a facial expression equivalent to a shrug. 

“Sorry.” Artemis sat back up and wiped an eye, pulling herself together. “I’m just exhausted.”

Owen nodded and removed his arm from her shoulders, scooting away a few inches on the sofa. 

Esme felt guilty for being glad about this move.

“It’s okay,” said Owen. “You’ve obviously been through a lot, so why don’t you curl up and get some sleep. We can figure this out tomorrow.”

“You want me to stay here?” Artemis sulked with disappointment. “I thought you and I might talk...”

Cat balls. Of course she doesn’t realize Owen lives with me. Oh, this is awkward...

But Esme tried to be sympathetic rather than jealous.

It’d be cruel to tell her too soon that Owen’s moved on...with me. She has enough to deal with at the moment. But we can’t lie about being together. That’s not fair either. The longer she thinks she and Owen... Or maybe I’m the one who’s in for heartbreak. 

Owen let his gaze drift around the room, avoiding both women’s stares. “I’m going to head out. Like I said, we’ll figure this out tomorrow, but I need to get a jump start on a few things. You two should rest while you can.”

“Okay.” Artemis faced Esme. “Sorry to intrude.”

“It’s no trouble.” Esme tried to be supportive. “I’m afraid I only have the couch to offer, but it’s yours.”

“After being trapped in a cave for years, a couch will be lovely.” 

Esme flinched when she saw her own smirk of amusement on the woman’s face. 

This is so weird. I got used to the idea of twin predecessors, but actually seeing our origini face to face is surreal. This must be what it’s been like for Owen with each of us.

Owen said a quick, “goodnight,” and motioned with his head for Esme to escort him to the door. 

Esme gave Artemis a smile as the woman lay on the couch and pulled a blanket off the back to cover herself. Artemis returned her smile and closed her eyes, nestling into the soft cushions. Esme clicked off the light of the living room as she stepped into the hall and hurried toward Owen by the exit. 

He blew out his lips quietly and whispered, “You okay?”

Esme hugged her shoulders and whispered back, “So far. This is...”

“Yeah.” Owen ran a hand through his hair with a sigh. “Sorry to run, but I should meet up with Loukas to make sure everything’s okay after our last battle.” 

That’s not the only reason he’s in a hurry to leave.

Esme thought it best to leave this unsaid. “Okay. Where are you going to stay?”

“I’ll crash at my mom’s for now. Hopefully she’s sleeping so I won’t have to explain anything.” 

Esme nodded. 

Owen looked down at her with a soft smile, and he pulled her close to kiss the top of her head. “It’ll be okay,” he whispered. “We’ll figure this out.”

She stepped back to give him a small smile. 

Owen put his hand on the door handle. “Try to get some sleep, alterni. Teddy will be on alert, but let’s hope the rest of the night stays quiet.”

With that, he opened the door and stepped out into the night. Esme closed the door behind him, took a breath, and headed alone to her room. 
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Chapter Two
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Making breakfast in her kitchen, Esme pulled another waffle out of the press and scooted it onto Artemis’s extended plate. 

“Thanks.” Freshly showered and dressed in Esme’s jeans and a sweater—of course they were the same size—Artemis stood at the kitchen island and slathered syrup onto the waffle. “You wouldn’t believe how much you miss waffles when you’re forced to survive on felicox meat and crustacox milk for a decade.”

Esme made a face and filled her own plate with a waffle and fresh fruit. She stepped around the island, avoiding Bethy as the dog begged for a bite, and walked to her dining table. The sun was shining outside, though the winter air was still cold. The kitchen was as comforting as ever, even with the unnerving addition of her origini houseguest. 

Artemis sat at the table across from her and smiled as Bethy came around to stare up at her. “She’s cute.”

“Yeah...” Esme took a bite of strawberry. “She originally belonged to the alterni before me, so I inherited her.”

“Oh.” Artemis’s purple eyes turned sad. She used her knife to cut her waffle. 

It always bothers me when people use knives on waffles, thought Esme as she returned her eyes to her own plate. A fork gets the job done. Then again, I might be nitpicking because I’m trying to find this woman’s flaws. 

“If you don’t mind, I really would like to hear about my other alterni.” Artemis chewed a bite and swallowed. “When I was waiting in my alt-world to be summoned, I spent centuries wondering about all these versions of myself running around in the worlds. Who were they? Were they like me? Did they have my hair? Did they have their own unique talents?” She smiled at Esme. “You’re certainly a better artist than I ever was. And that memory of yours isn’t something you got from me.”

Esme again felt a weird thrill at the goddess’s compliments. She forked a piece of waffle and ate before asking a big philosophical question. “How did we technically come into existence? I mean, like, biologically? If we’re copies of you, and we have your physical features... Were my parents even really my parents?”

Artemis’s expression held sympathy. “That must be disturbing, huh? But your parents were your parents. Everything naturally...came together in your DNA so you were the perfect incarnation of who I would’ve been if created in your world. It’s the same basic system for how alternate versions of people exist in the alt-worlds—things line up the same, but differently. Does that make any sense?”

“I guess so.” 

At least I wasn’t immaculately conceived. 

Artemis swept back her hair. “Were any of my alterni paranormals? I always wondered.”

“Uh, yeah.” Esme told a few stories about the alterni before her, ending with, “And the sixth Esme was a fairy. Did you know Joe the nymph when you were here?”

Artemis shook her head like she didn’t think so.

“Well, he called her Esme Six the Sparkly. They were in love. He’s still pretty sad she died.”

Artemis stopped with a forkful of waffle midway to her mouth. She snorted a laugh. “A nymph? In love? Monogamously? I don’t believe it.”

Esme shrugged. “It’s true.”  

Artemis chewed her bite and thought about this with an incredulous look on her face. “That’d be a first. Cupid came up with the idea of the nymphs, and he modeled them after himself. Believe me, Cupid didn’t have a monogamous bone in his body.”

Esme didn’t know what to say, but she was saved by her phone buzzing. She reached over where it rested on the table, picked it up, and saw an incoming message from Ada. 

“Is that Owen?” asked Artemis hopefully. 

“No.” Esme stood to retrieve her tablet from where she’d left it on the counter the other night. She clicked it on and pulled up her email. “Ada sent me something.”

“Ada? Ada Pound? I remember the woman. She was in charge of teaching me hand spells at the Capiti. She was tough.”

Esme smiled as she sat back in her seat. “Then she hasn’t changed. But she’s the new Master Conjuri now that Roman...” She frowned and saw the origini’s questioning expression. “Well, now that Roman’s gone.”

Artemis looked as if she wanted into the loop, but she sighed and finished her breakfast. “So what’s the email?”

Esme waited for the file to download, then sat back in surprise. “Oh. She scanned the Chronicle of Origini for me.”

“Our letters?”

Shoot. Will she think this is an invasion of privacy?

“Yeah. I haven’t had a chance to read them yet, but I hoped to figure out from their letters which origini was which creator. Not that it’s super important in light of everything else, but I was curious.”

Artemis bent a knee up onto her seat and nodded. “I’d be happy to help. Obviously I figured out several of their identities as I read the Chronicles of Kings, but the letters helped with the creators I didn’t know as well.” 

Esme opened the file and scanned to see eighty letters for eighty origini. “I learned from Trent’s memories that the original Omet was Ares. Trent knew Rueben, the origini before him, was really Vulcan. From all my reading, I think I figured out a few others. Was the first Elaine actually Athena?”

Artemis smiled. “Yes. She and Ceres created the elven world, so I’m sure Athena would’ve been happy her only alterni was an elf. Elaine, defender of the elven home world, was pretty impressive according to the stories.”

“I always thought so too.” Esme realized something else. “If Ceres helped create the elven world, was Ceres the origini Gabris? I saw a painting of him once in a book, and he looked like the Ceres in Trent’s memories.” 

“Right again. And like with Athena’s alterni, one of Ceres’s alterni was an elf too. I forget which one.”

“The second alterni,” Esme said without hesitation. 

Artemis smiled. “I can see where your memory comes in handy with this stuff.”

“It’s a bit much rattling around in my head at times, but yes.” Esme thought about the generational list of kings and alterni. “The only origini who survived their entire king’s reign were Allena with King John, Keelin with King Jonathon, and of course Trent with King Daniel. Trent was Janus. Who were Allena and Keelin?”

“Keelin was Khrysos, creator of the goblin world. Short little guy. Very nice.”

It’s weird to discuss this with someone who knew these origini as people, not just historical figures. 

“As for Allena,” Artemis added, “her letter is beautiful. She and King John were so in love. I think she would’ve told him the truth if the Master Conjuri at the time let her. But they were still strict about Ares’s protocol of secrecy back then.” She paused with a frown, probably thinking of her own choice to hide the truth from her king. “Anyway, Allena’s letter is signed by Aurora. She was the creator of the fairy world.”

Esme took a second with her tablet and flipped through the letters.


To all fellow creators who follow me in this war, 


Few of you know how things ended in the home world. Only eighty of us escaped. I do not know what happened to the other twenty rebels, but I assume they were discovered and slaughtered by the destroyers. The last of us who made it out fought off their beasts as long as we could, and I was the last to escape. As I went through the Pyramid, I pulled as much magic as I could from our home world and channeled it into the Pyramid to destroy it. I felt the Pyramid shaking around me as I passed through into my alt-world.

I spent longer in my alt-world than I’d expected. After five years fighting the destroyers alone, the conjuri of this Sanctuary finally performed the summono to seek aid, as I knew they would. When I arrived here, I learned the destroyers had opened rifts all around the sacred mountain where we first met with this world’s natives. Apparently the destroyers sensed my curse and knew they’d be mortal in this world, so they’ve only sent their beasts to invade. That is fortunate, in a way, but the beasts have done severe damage on their own. Hundreds, if not thousands, of natives have been slaughtered. Crops and livestock have been wiped out. Nightly, more beasts than the natives could count poured into this world. The rifts did indeed look like portals into hell’s inferno, so I understand the natives referring to the beasts as demons. 

The local warriors have fought these demons bravely, and one man in particular is fiercer than the rest. His name is Cesare, and the conjuri of this world have named him king. Even with such heroes, the conjuri knew they could never defeat the invading demon armies on their own. That’s why they finally summoned me. I of course agreed to fight for them, and I will stand by this new king’s side as we find ways to vanquish the beasts. 

I will not tell them who I truly am. As Vulcan once pointed out, we don’t deserve to be gods to these people any longer. But it’s also necessary that the conjuri continue to understand the importance of summoning us for help, and so I have entrusted the truth to the Master Conjuri. He now knows what is fully at stake if we lose this war, and he has sworn to me he’ll pass this knowledge on to his successors. They will also pass along this letter to each of you. I suggest each of you write letters to the rebels who will follow you in this war. There’s much that each of us might learn about the enemy as this war progresses. 

It is a strange thing to be mortal, but I still believe in the wisdom of transferring our magic to the Sanctuary for its protection. With the help of the conjuri, I found a way for
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