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

      

      A Shield of Fate and Ruin depicts war, including the graphic death of gods, humans, and horses and the characters’ emotional responses to these events.

      

      Other issues include hunting (mentions), misogyny, parental death, discussions of adoption, and a father hitting a child.

      

      The book also contains strong language and sexual content.

      

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

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

      

      Temi (Artemis)

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

      

      Hyacinth (Cyn)

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

      

      Epiphany (Pip)

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

      

      Valerian (Val)

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

      

      Emrin

      Crowned prince of Niria (after Hyacinth’s death.)

      

      Joden

      Nirian high lord and political advisor.

      

      Zephyrus

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

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

      

      Galeson

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

      

      Delon

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

      

      Len

      A high lord from a  prominent Nirian family who grew up with Hyacinth and a friend of Delon’s.

      

      Zeus

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

      

      Poseidon

      God of the sea, Zeus’ brother, and one of the three major gods. Temi’s father.

      

      Hades

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

      

      Hecate

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

      

      Persephone

      Queen goddess of the underworld. Married to Hades.

      

      Ares

      God of war, son of Zeus, and half-brother of Apollo. Father of Ixion.

      

      Arion

      Temi’s immortal, sea stallion Poseidon gifted her.

      

      Tartarus

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

      

      Ixion

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

      

      Leto

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

      

      Jupiter

      High deity of the gods from the west.

      

      Flora

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

      

      Clothos

      One of the three fates who determine the fate of mortals and gods alike. She forewarned Hyacinth of his death.
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      In A Crown of Hopes and Sorrows, the characters break into two separate journeys.

      

      Apollo and Hyacinth travel to the Palace of the Four Winds, hoping to discover which low deities may be on their side in the upcoming war of Jupiter versus Zeus.

      

      Temi, Epiphany, and Valerian travel to the island of Lesbos to meet with Sappho and attempt to discover Temi’s origins. On the way, Temi runs into Hera, who attacks her. Hera reveals that she killed Temi’s mother.

      

      Apollo was jealous of Zephyrus, who is a past lover of Hyacinth’s, but attempted to fight it. Zephyrus begins to make a public declaration to state that Niria stands with him in the battle of the gods. Hyacinth was panicking but uncertain how to stop him. Apollo breaks up the announcement by kissing Hyacinth in front of the crowd. This ruins Zephyrus’ plans by shaming him. But it also embarrasses Hyacinth. Apollo and Hyacinth have a fight and split up, going in different directions.

      

      Sappho introduces Temi to Hecate, who summons Temi’s mother. Temi discovers Poseidon is her father. She meets with him and is disappointed to find that he is emotionally withdrawn from the world and from her. Hera returns to the island to attack Temi’s friends.

      

      Valerian and Epiphany have a tumultuous beginning to a relationship. Val feels his reputation will harm Epiphany. They have sex, but the next day Valerian apologizes and says he regrets it because he acted selfishly. Epiphany leaves on her horse, angry and hurt, and gallops right into the hands of Hera.

      

      Apollo and Delon go to the country of Ansair, where they discover the king has likely aligned with Zephyrus and will stand against Niria in the upcoming war. Apollo’s group narrowly escapes and they return to Niria.

      

      Hyacinth visits Flora’s temple where Clothos, one of the Fates, waits to speak with him. She tells him that if he reconnects with Apollo, he will usher forth his death but also set up a changing of the high gods. Hyacinth heads home shaken.

      

      Hera chained Epiphany in the earthly entrance to Tartarus to lure Temi into it. Temi works with Sappho, Hecate, Persephone, Hades, and Valerian to rescue her. Hades makes Hera vow to not harm Temi again. When Hera leaves, she mortally wounds Valerian. Temi calls on Poseidon, who reluctantly heals him and gives Temi his immortal horse, Arion.

      

      As their party returns home, Epiphany and Valerian agree to fight the odds and be in a relationship together. However, Hyacinth is furious when he finds out and confronts Valerian. His treatment hurts Val and they fight.

      

      Apollo finds Hyacinth and apologizes. Hyacinth decides he wants to be in a relationship with Apollo, no matter the cost. They play a game of discus with Delon and Len. Zephyrus uses his wind to slam the disc back towards Hyacinth, killing him on impact.

      

      Apollo forces so much magic attempting to heal Hyacinth that he ascends. Hades appears and makes a deal with Apollo. If he spares Persephone in the future, Hades will make a Hyacinth flower in memory of the prince.

      

      Months later, Apollo is in the heavens overlooking Niria when the Hyacinth flower blooms. Cyn appears and informs him that Hades bound his spirit to the Hyacinth flower and he has returned as a low deity. They vow to continue the work of bringing down Zeus and protecting Niria.
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      “Nature’s first green is gold,

      Her hardest hue to hold

      Her early leaf’s a flower;

      But only so an hour.

      Then leaf subsides to leaf.

      So Eden sank to grief,

      So dawn goes down to day.

      Nothing gold can stay.

      

      -Robert Frost.
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      “Golden boy.”

      I fluttered my eyes open and shifted towards Hyacinth. He swept his fingers down my arm, his head resting on his free palm, his elbow dipping against a pillow.

      “Did I fall asleep?”

      He grinned and my heart flew about like a bird loose from a cage. I couldn’t believe he was alive. Part of me had expected to wake and find that his return was all a vision that desperation and grief had created for me.

      I feathered my hand over his bare shoulder, down his arm, along the sharp edge of his hip. He didn’t glow as the high gods—as I did—his tan flesh holding a touch of a shimmer instead, his hazel eyes only slightly brighter than they had been in his human life.

      He was here.

      He was alive.

      And he was a deity. Gods, that was not a twist I had expected. I twined my fingers with his. He nodded to the window where peachy light swept in alongside misty clouds. “We should go.”

      “Shit.” I jumped out of the bed and snagged my tunic from where it lay on the wood floor. “The sun… I can’t believe I slept into the afternoon.” I yanked the clothing over my head.

      Hyacinth stood as well and pulled on his outfit and robe—the one he’d apparently bargained with Hades for. “The sun?”

      I sighed and stepped with him out of the bedroom and into the only other room in the cottage—a small sitting space with two oversized chairs in front of a fireplace. We opened the door and our feet dipped into the clouds that stretched in a million colors of lavenders and golds and ice-blues as the day swept away.

      “Now that I’ve ascended, my magic is directly connected with the sun. I have to pull it up in the morning and down at night. I’ve learned, the hard way, that if I don’t, it causes issues in the human world.”

      Hyacinth studied me, his eyebrows forming that v-shaped dimple that I loved. “Issues?”

      I swallowed and squeezed my fingers into the back of my neck. “When you… I mean after you’d…” I couldn’t form the words. Tears bit at my eyes just from thinking about losing him. Even with him standing right there in front of me again, the pain still roiled its way through me.

      “When I died,” he whispered.

      I nodded. “I was so broken, Cyn.” My teeth clinked as I clenched them down hard to keep the swelling emotions at bay. “I wasn’t taking on the mantle of my role as I should. The weather in the human world…” I gave my head a shake. “It was strange. Storms would rise out of nowhere and then disappear. The sun stopped following a consistent schedule. It was chaos.”

      He brushed a hand down the lapels of his robe. “Because you weren’t guiding the sun?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose so. Temi was the one who worked it out, that my ascension had enmeshed my powers with the sun, and it no longer would rise and fall steadily without me guiding it. And that me neglecting my role would cause issues with the weather. She convinced me to…” I gestured to the cottage and the throne that sat in front of it couched in puffy clouds. And to the heavens there at the top of the mountains overlooking Niria.

      Hyacinth walked over and pulled me into his arms. I rested my head against his shoulder, breathing in the sweet jasmine scent of him. “It’s all right. I’m here now, golden boy. I won’t leave you again.”

      I nestled in closer but didn’t answer.

      It was hard to say if that would be true or not.

      After all, war had finally built up. Hyacinth’s father believed it could break out for their country any day.

      And it was Zeus we stood against.

      Zeus didn’t know that yet—I didn’t think so, at least.

      Now that Hyacinth returned… I sucked in a breath at that thought.

      My father wouldn’t hesitate to harm him to manipulate me. With Zeus holding the spark, he was the only god who could kill a high god. But Cyn wasn’t even that. He was only a low deity. Zeus could end him so easily.

      I tightened my grip on him as the wind picked up, causing goosebumps to rise on my arms.

      Cyn studied me for a moment, a trace of concern in his expression. But he didn’t share his thoughts. Instead, he turned towards the world elongated out below us. “This is so beautiful from up here.”

      I shifted to where he gestured and wrapped an arm around his back. The earth stretched out in miniature. Niria—the massive city that it was—glimmered like a stack of golden pebbles, lilac mountains shadowing it in the distance. From our height, the sea was just visible on the horizon, a razor thin line of glistening navy.

      I shivered, my stomach swirling, but closed my eyes and leaned in closer to Hyacinth.

      “Are you still afraid of heights?”

      I chuckled breathily. “A bit, yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Do you want to see your family tonight?”

      Hyacinth’s features tightened, a muscle in his jaw jumping, but he nodded.

      “Let me call Temi, then. I believe a forewarning might be helpful here.”

      “That makes sense,” Hyacinth whispered. He raised his free hand and smoothed down the lapels of his robe, his eyebrows dimpling together.

      “It’ll be fine, Cyn,” I said. “I think it may help with the shock if Temi lets them know before we come. She’s all but joined your family in the last months.”

      His posture eased. “Is that so?”

      “Hmmm,” I hummed in reply. “Let me call her, and guide the sun, and then we’ll go.”

      Hyacinth crossed his arms, the burgundy silk of his robe rippling out on the wind. Gods, he was beautiful and perfect. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve a second chance with him, but I would make the most of every moment.

      I pulled my knapsack off, removed a bowl, and dumped herbs into it. I called on my magic to produce a spark that lit them, their rich smoke drifting into the air. “Artemis,” I said. “Goddess of the moon. Hear me and come to me.”

      A cringe coursed over me as I shifted the herbs around, snuffing out the fire. She was going to chew my ass out for summoning her. In the last months she’d dragged me into practicing her powers with her—I suspected for my sake as much as her own—and we’d figured out that even though she hadn’t ascended yet, I could summon her. She had also threatened my life if I ever used it. But she would understand once she arrived.

      I stuffed the implements back into my bag and rose, facing the sun. I sank heavily into my powers, letting them fizzle and warm their way through my blood. The glow grew until the cottage, the clouds we stood on, the heavens as far as I could see, all illuminated.

      The massive heat and curling fires of that bright star reverberated within me. I whispered to it with my magic, like shushing a child to sleep. Time to finish your path for the day and tuck yourself down behind the mountains now.

      The sun glimmered and then lowered incrementally, stars just piercing the violet edges of the sky.

      The magic drew back into me, and I turned to face Hyacinth.

      Who stared at me, his mouth agape.

      Oh, right. He’d never seen me like that.

      Divine.

      Ascended.

      A curl of insecurity wisped through me. Perhaps he would find it disgusting or terrifying. Like so many humans did.

      He walked up to me and reached out, tracing my cheek with his thumb. “That was impressive, golden boy.”

      I ducked my head. “It was nothing.”

      Hyacinth replaced his thumb with his lips, pressing gentle kisses over my face that caused me to shiver. “Oh, that was a great deal more than nothing. Hades showed me how to connect with the magic I have—growing flowers and things—but your powers make that look like a party trick.”

      The world darkened around us, and the clouds turned plum as the sky gave way to a velvet ebony. “What all did Hades tell you?”

      Hyacinth hesitated, grazing fingers over my knuckles. It was then I realized his hands were unadorned, and I had never seen him without rings before. He brushed the tip of his thumb over the naked edge of his finger as though he shared the same thought. “It was a choice for me to return, Apollo.”

      “What do you mean?” I whispered.

      He lifted his face, his eyes catching the last line of the sun that turned his irises amber-rich with color. “Hades gave me two options. He said he’d promised to make a flower in my honor.” Hyacinth smiled, a graceful expression, tender like the plant he spoke of. “He told me about how… desperate you were to save me.” He paused, and I nodded. There was nothing to add. Desperate was the perfect word to describe how I’d felt on that agonizing day. Unhinged would be my second choice. “Anyway…” Cyn sighed, his body draping as though exhaustion weighed on it. “Hades only offered a tribute to you because he wanted to leave the decision to me. I could stay in the underworld, or I could have my spirit bound to the flower and return to you as a lower deity.”

      I curled my fingers around his callused hands. “You came back… for me?”

      He nodded, but there seemed to be a touch of sadness in his expression.

      “What was the underworld like?”

      He shifted his face out to the sky that stretched above us like a crystal peppered sea. “It was nice, actually.” A star shot across the heavens, and his gaze followed it. “Elysium is very peaceful.”

      I scoffed but kissed his hands. “Of course you were in fucking Elysium. You’re too good to end up anywhere else.”

      A smirk stole over his lips. “I saw my mother.”

      “Did you?”

      He grinned. “She said to send you her regards and for us to try not to get into too much trouble.”

      I laughed. “Well, you can earnestly respect half of those wishes.”

      His posture eased, and he pulled me down to sit beside him. “I suppose we wait for Temi now. How long does it take her to get here?”

      “A few hours.” His eyebrows jumped, and I chuckled. “She hasn’t ascended yet. We’ve experimented with what all she can do in her current state, but travel instantly isn’t one. And even with the horse Poseidon gave her, it will take some time to make it all the way up here.”

      Hyacinth’s eyes deepened in color as they reflected the ivory of the moon, and his voice came husky. “So, we need to keep ourselves busy for a while?”

      I leaned in towards him and let my mouth find his, our hands peeling off the layers we’d only just re-donned, our bodies twining together. I tried to stay present in the moment, savor his touch, linger on the joy of having him again.

      But it gnawed at me.

      What he’d given up.

      For my sake.

      What he risked.

      By the time Temi arrived, we’d dressed, and Hyacinth leaned back against his arms, watching stars streak the sky. He’d asked me to play the lyre for him, and the instrument rested between us, pressing into my thigh. After several songs we’d grown quiet. And I treasured sitting at his side, having him alive and with me again.

      Temi’s voice reached us first.

      “There had better be a good godsdamn explanation as to why you fucking summoned me, Apollo.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Well, Temi’s here.”

      Her words continued, growing louder as she made it higher up the path. “Some of us are actually fucking busy and can’t magically appear places like… I don’t know… a fucking god of the sun could, for example.”

      She reached the top of the peak and jumped off Arion, who gave his mane a toss. She crossed her arms, her dark skin smooth and glimmering in the moonlight. A frown darkened her face, and Arion glared at me alongside her. “Tell me you have a good damn reason for…” Her gaze darted to Cyn. Her lips parted and then she looked back at me again and then at him. “Prince Hyacinth?”

      Cyn bobbed his head. “Temi, it’s good to see you.”

      She stared at both of us, her eyes shimmering.

      I cleared my throat. “I hope you consider this to be a valid reason.”
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      I chewed the edge of my thumb as I strode back into the palace. Guards bobbed their heads to me, and I nodded, but my mind reeled.

      Hyacinth was alive.

      I had seen him with my own eyes and yet… I still couldn’t accept it.

      I guess as a goddess, I should believe in supernatural possibilities. But—I rested my hand on the hilt of the knife strapped to my leg beneath my tunic—I preferred logical, solid things. This was not that.

      Despite it being several hours past the moon rise, I knew where the king would be and I strode down the halls, stopping to knock on the engraved door of his office.

      “Enter.”

      I opened it and walked into the space. The oil lamp flickered over the desk where piles of parchment crowded alongside bottles of spirits. I stepped around a table holding maps of the continent, shadows dancing from the markers that illustrated the movements of other countries’ armies.

      King Magnes raised his face. The low light deepened his wrinkles and the gray streaking through his hair shimmered. “Ah, Temi, come in, child.”

      I ducked my chin to hide a smile. Despite having been there during the long, hard months after Hyacinth’s death, I’d found a strangely fitting place for myself with Epiphany and her father. The king saw me as Pip’s friend more than a goddess and he was one of the very few who treated me like a person anymore.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      He dropped the paper he held onto a pile. “No, my dear, come, please. I should sleep but…” He lifted his face to the window, to the full moon that hovered outside its panes. Its creamy luminescence highlighted the dark circles sweeping under his eyes.

      The magic within me sparkled, washing through my veins at the sight.

      If there was some way I could have healed or soothed him as he grieved over the past months, I would have done so without hesitating.

      As it was, I’d barely tapped into my powers despite practicing daily.

      I cleared my throat and eased into a chair. The king tucked his ring-adorned hands behind his back, his gaze still on the world beyond. Sorrow permeated every action he’d taken since Hyacinth’s death. He kept the country running, dealt with the plans for the war with his advisors, and held court. But it was like a ghost had stepped into his shoes to take the role. He shifted towards me. “How does Apollo fare?”

      “Well… that’s actually what I wish to speak with you about. And I think it would be a good idea if you sat down.”

      Color slipped away from his face, and he sank into his seat, his robe shimmying with the motion. “Zeus has realized our plans. Has he harmed Apollo?”

      “No, no.” I raised my hands. “It’s not that at all.”

      The king released a sigh and leaned back against the chair. “Is it something personal? I know how he struggles.” He dropped his face and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I suppose we all still do.”

      “It’s about Hyacinth.”

      Magnes winced at his name but nodded. “Grief is a complicated thing. It comes and goes in waves, but never truly leaves. That’s the price of loving someone, I fear.”

      I clenched my teeth, frustration weaving its way through me. I was going about this all wrong, but I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Maybe it was best to get to the point. “Hyacinth is alive.”

      The king’s breath caught, and he stared at me for several long heartbeats before speaking. “Apollo believes this?” He frowned. “That’s another thing grief will do. It can make you hope—”

      “I saw him myself, Your Highness,” I whispered. “I would have reacted the same as you if I hadn’t spoken with him this evening. Hades granted him the option to come back to our world as a lower deity, and he chose to return.”

      Magnes’ expression froze. “You’re sure of this?”

      “I swear it. I would never tell you this otherwise. He wishes to visit tonight but thought a warning before he arrived was a good idea.”

      “He’s coming here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tonight?”

      “He should arrive within the hour.”

      He continued to stare at me for a moment, and then he released a sob. He shoved his fist against his mouth. “Forgive me…” He took in a shuddering breath. “This is… it’s…”

      “Unexpected.”

      He cleared his throat hard. “Very much so. I need to tell Emrin and Epiphany… and have someone inform the guards. Some of them are very superstitious. I don’t think, Hy…” He froze again, choking on his name. “I wouldn’t expect the prince walking through the gates without a warning would be well received.”

      “I can get Epiphany if it would help.”

      Magnes gave me a kind smile. “I would appreciate that. I believe”—he pressed his fingers together—“she has already turned in for the night.”

      “Ah. I’ll be discreet then.”

      He stood and straightened his robe. “Thank you.”

      “Do you want both of them?”

      He hesitated for a moment, some emotion washing over the surface of his eyes. “Yes. I think so.”

      I rose and inclined my head before heading out of the office, through the tapestry-lined hallways, out of the palace, beyond the gardens, and up to the apartments that housed the staff who worked at the stables. I paused before a room and knocked.

      Several minutes passed before the door slipped open, a glimmer of muted light washing out onto the wood floors of the hallway. Valerian cocked his head to the side, pants hanging low on his hips, his dark hair ruffled. “Temi. Is something wrong?”

      “I need to speak with both of you.”

      He cleared his throat. “Perhaps a minute, then?”

      I nodded, but Epiphany’s voice trailed out. “It’s fine, Val, let her in.”

      Val chewed his lip but pulled the door back and I stepped into the bedroom where Epiphany perched on the edge of the unmade bed that dominated most of the space. I walked in front of the window as Valerian sat beside Pip.

      Epiphany’s dark curls, loose and mussed, trailed over her shoulders and onto the oversized tunic she wore, her tan legs crossed and pulled in against the bed frame. “What’s wrong?”

      I released a breath and pressed my fingers against my temple where it ached. I’d have to remember to thank Apollo for leaving this job for me. He could have come spreading this news. But he wanted to have the time with Hyacinth, of course. My heart warmed at that. I still hadn’t had the ability to process it, but the idea of Apollo having Cyn back bubbled up in me. I was happy for him, but annoyed that I got stuck with these impossible conversations.

      “I spoke with the king tonight.” Valerian’s face paled. Despite Magnes’ kindness towards him and acceptance of their relationship, Val still kept a distance from the royal family. Emrin probably had something to do with that, though. Hyacinth’s death had changed him. And not for the better. But that wasn’t the most pressing issue at the moment. “I have news that might be hard to believe. Hyacinth is alive.”

      They both gasped, and I spent several minutes explaining the details, watching their mutual grief and disbelief shudder through them, before excusing myself so they could dress. Cyn would be there soon.
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      The palace glimmered in the competing cools of moonlight and the flickering warmth of torches, I hesitated, trembling against Apollo who stood next to me. How strange to waver now. When Hades had offered me the chance to return, I’d said yes before he finished speaking.

      But now…

      I didn’t know who I was or where I belonged anymore.

      I wasn’t a human prince. I wasn’t even sure if I was a prince at all. After all, my family had buried me. I probably had a funeral monument outside the royal mausoleum. I cringed at that thought.

      Crickets chirped, and a wind rustled through long grasses nearby as I lifted my chin, taking in the towers that glowed against the dark of night.

      Emrin had likely taken up my role. I bet he hated that, and I felt terrible about it.

      Zephyrus’ actions, his fury and retribution, had stolen so much from me.

      And I hadn’t processed it yet.

      But I stood there, my robe rippling out behind me, about to walk into a life that no longer belonged to me. After all, even if my family wanted me back, I’d live with Apollo. This palace—with all its memories in it—wasn’t home anymore.

      Apollo reached out and feathered his fingers over my wrist. I clamped my hand around his. I was Apollo’s. That much I knew down to the marrow of my bones. It was, perhaps, the one certainty I had. My heart thundered at touching him again, at having his glowing golden eyes rest steadily on me, the silver light of him pushing away my shadows.

      I leaned into him as though he was a sun that could illuminate the dark parts of my soul.

      He kissed my cheek. “You’re nervous.”

      “I just… where is my place in all of this?”

      His brow furrowed, and he offered the same sad look he’d given me when I told him I chose to return, like the fault of my death fell on him. He blamed himself for Zephyrus’ actions, but I didn’t die because of Apollo’s choices. And gratitude flooded through me to be by his side again.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m happy to be with you, Apollo. It’s just… there’s been no transition for me. One minute I was a human prince, preparing to take over the kingdom for my father, helping head up a war. It wasn’t always an easy role, but I knew where I fit. The next moment, I was dead. Now… I’m here again, but not as I was before. I’m just unsure.”

      “You still have a place here. Your family has missed you terribly.”

      That ached into me. Something about the underworld must have blocked emotions like grief and worry and sadness and now months of those suppressed feelings rushed through me. Everything felt upside down, wrong, off kilter.

      “Let’s go in,” I whispered.

      We walked together. Apollo’s light flooded the walkway. Frogs jumped out of our path, their raucous croaking filling the world. I wondered why Apollo didn’t veil himself anymore. I had so many questions to ask him, so much to catch up on. An entire season had passed without me, and it felt like life had rushed ahead, leaving me with a deep sense of uncertainty.

      We reached the gates, and the guards gaped at me. One took a step back and touched his fingers to an amulet at his neck before he bowed with the others.

      They were afraid of me.

      That settled into the pit of my stomach.

      I had new empathy for how Apollo hated the way everyone treated him when he removed his veil.

      We walked through the gates, and a guard with dark curls met us.

      “Theos,” I said.

      He bowed and his eyes traced over me as he rose to standing. He hesitated for a moment, studying me before he bobbed his head again. “Forgive me, Your Highness, it’s shocking.”

      “That’s understandable.” I nodded, keeping my voice gentle but firm. “Do you know where my father is presently?”

      “Of course.” He gestured to the path ahead. “He waits for you in the throne room, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you.”

      We strode away and once we reached the ivory mass of the palace, Apollo leaned in closer to me, his hand brushing the small of my back, and he whispered, “See, you’re still the same badass prince who knows how to manage every uncomfortable situation with grace.”

      I chuckled as we stepped into the foyer, where the tall painted ceilings glimmered in the light of the massive chandelier. “I was never a badass, Apollo.”

      “Are you kidding me?” He walked down the hallway without breaking my gaze. His familiarity with the palace had grown. “You’re the bravest fucker I’ve ever met. You’ve stood toe-to-toe with deities, faced down advisors and politicians and enemies without so much as a quiver. And you’re in a relationship with the most obnoxious of all the high gods. That has to count for something.”

      We reached the entrance leading to the throne room, and I turned towards him. “I know what you’re doing.” I leaned in and kissed him. “And I appreciate it.”

      He clapped his hand over mine. “You’ve got this.”

      “Thank you.”

      And then I opened the doors. It surprised me that no attendants stood at it, but I suppose Father wanted privacy for this meeting.

      A fish jumped in the pool of water that ran down the side of the room, the splash breaking through the silence. The tall ceilings and massive windows stretched as elegantly as ever. Father sat at the end of the walkway, shadowed by several other people.

      I couldn’t focus on them.

      It was Father I suddenly desperately wanted to see.

      But my steps faltered. What if he disapproved of my choice of returning? Or blamed me for my death? Maybe he felt angry or disappointed with me.

      Apollo slowed alongside me, as if he knew I needed to go at my pace. He tucked his hands behind his back but kept his gaze steady on me.

      Father stood, his robe unspooling off the throne. He clapped his fingers over his mouth.

      And then he ran.

      Towards me.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him run.

      His hair had grayed heavily in the months I’d missed, his eyes shadowed, his skin gritty. It was like he’d aged a decade.

      “Hyacinth,” he said, his voice trembling. He reached me and pulled me into his arms. I shuddered, breathing in the spicy scent of the oils he wore, and tucked my arms around him. It reminded me of my childhood when he’d seemed the greatest man on earth. I honestly thought he surpassed the gods. A deep sense of security filled me.

      “Father.”

      He wept, his shoulders shaking, and fell to the floor, drawing me into his arms tighter as our knees hit the carpet. For several long minutes, I held on to him as his heart beat against my cheek. “Forgive me. I… I didn’t believe it.” He leaned away and cupped his palm over my jaw. “It’s hard to accept even now having you here, son.”

      “It’s so good to see you.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine, his crown grazing my brow. “Praise Jupiter in the heavens.” He pulled back. “I’m keeping you from everyone else.” Father rose, offering me a hand, and then turned towards Apollo to shake his hand, leaving me open to take in the other occupants in the room.

      Epiphany’s cheeks shone red, and she leaned in against Temi, who had an arm wrapped around her. Valerian waited next to them and he raised his chin as I met his eyes. And Emrin stood on the other side of the thrones, separate from the group, something dark and heavy in his gaze.

      I strode up to Epiphany, and she jumped into my arms. “Oh, Hyacinth.”

      “Hey, Pip.” I brushed down her curls.

      I pulled away from her and faced Valerian, who had crossed his arms. “Cyn, I—”

      His words cut off as I drew him into a hug and clapped my hand over his back. “I’m sorry, Val. I never should have said the things I did.”

      Val cleared his throat and nodded. “I’m sorry too.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for. But… it was stupid of me to react the way I did. I love both of you so much and I didn’t act out of that.” His emerald eyes shimmered like the crystal surface of a lake. “I don’t recommend dying with regrets.”

      Another moment passed between the three of us, the feeling that there was more to say but not words to express it lingering in the air before I turned from them and stepped over to Emrin. He raised his chin, his expression chilling. I offered him my hand, and he squeezed my palm and dropped it. “Brother.”

      My breath caught in my throat. We stared at each other; his face schooled into neutrality barely masking anger like I’d never seen on him before. Father walked up and clapped my shoulder. “Come, let’s go somewhere more comfortable and we can discuss more.”

      Several hours passed in a sitting room. Everyone took part enthusiastically in the conversation, occasionally batting away tears. Everyone except for Emrin. He sat in a corner, quiet and withdrawn. Father flicked his gaze towards him multiple times, his brow furrowing, but then returned his attention to the discussion. But worry lingered on him. As soon as the group broke up to return to their beds before morning dawned, I asked Emrin if I could speak to him privately. He hesitated but then nodded to an attached parlor which lay dark aside from the moonlight pouring in through the windows.

      “Tell me what it is,” I said.

      Emrin frowned, shifting towards the open window. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re clearly angry with me. I want to know why.”

      His forehead furrowed. “You just came back from the dead. I’m sure we’re all supposed to be in awe of this miracle.”

      I swallowed. “You’re mad at me for returning?”

      “Of course not,” he hissed.

      I studied him, the spark of fury in his eyes. His jaw had sharpened in the short time I had been… gone. I couldn't believe that he was only a few months younger than Apollo. He seemed so much more immature. But Apollo experienced a great deal at a young age. I had as well, in a way. I’d barely hit double digits when I started the educational path to learn to take over Father’s role.

      “You’re angry that I died,” I said.

      He huffed a breath and shifted away from me; his body molded in ivory from the creamy light filtering in through the window. “I’m sure you’ll say how unfair that is. That I’m being immature.”

      I stepped closer to him but avoided placing a hand on his shoulder as I longed to. I worried he’d shrug it off. “No. My death forced my role on you. However you feel about it is fair.”

      He whirled, his robe twirling around his ankles, his nose wrinkled into a sneer. “We both had roles to play, Hyacinth. You were going to take Father’s position. You spent a decade preparing for that, assisting him, making social connections, learning how to manage the pressures.” He slammed his hand against his chest. “My part was to learn to be your second, marry well, and have heirs. And I was ready to do that.”

      Wind brushed through branches outside and long shadows danced on the wall. He clenched his fingers. “But, no. You had to get yourself killed by involving yourself with a couple of gods. And now, what? Are you returning to take your mantle on again, or are you still leaving all of us to clean up the mess you made?”

      I gasped, the sweet scent of the room filling my senses. His comments landed like a punch to the stomach, stealing my breath and—for a moment—my words. “I’m sorry, Emrin. There is nothing I can say beyond that. I’m not sure what my role is right now. But I will help you and Father anyway that I’m able.”

      The muscles of his jaw worked. “Do you plan to live here with us?”

      The weight of his hope draped over me, suffocating me. I wanted to tell him what he wished for me to say. But I had to speak the truth. “I’m not human anymore. And… Apollo can’t remain here on earth, and I intend to stay with him.”

      “Of course,” he spat the words. “You’re choosing Apollo over your family or your duty as you have since you two came together.” His eyes flashed. “So, yeah, to answer your original question, I’m angry at you. And you can make of that whatever you want.”

      He turned and strode out of the room.

      I stood there in the puddle of moonlight.

      Alone.

      And released a shaky breath.

      My thoughts still hovered low half an hour later when Apollo and I walked across the palace grounds. We wandered up a lonely hill in the far corner of the property. The moon dipped down behind the shadows of the world, crowning them. As we reached the top where funeral monuments with their towering stone forms came into view, I paused. A shudder ran down me.

      Seeing my family was wonderful.

      And awful.

      But I felt like a lost star, shaken from the heavens it belonged to, falling towards the earth. Where did I belong in all of this? Some part of me worried the answer to that lay ahead where the mausoleum stood as an ivory rock guarding the histories of those gone by. Like me.

      “We don’t have to go,” Apollo whispered.

      “No.” I grasped his hand for my steadiness, as much as to offer him assurance. “I want to see it. I think I need to.”

      He tightened his fingers in mine and nodded to the path. We climbed in silence, trees whispering together in a breeze, the massive, carved stones stark against all the lush, unfolding details of spring.

      When we reached the monument, I tucked my hands behind my back and lifted my chin to take it in. A carving depicted me, a crown on my head, flowers beneath my feet. But that didn’t grab my attention. It was the hundreds of fresh blooms skirting the base, their sweet scent sweeping in the air and giving it a more peaceful environment than I expected, the stars lulling beyond it like flickering candles.

      “Who brought these flowers?”

      Apollo chewed his lip, his gaze drifting away from me. “Me. Or… I pay attendants that do at least.”

      “How often do you have fresh ones put out?”

      “Every day.”

      I froze for a beat. “Every day?”

      His eyes lay shadowed by his curls as he shrugged. “I receive some dedications now as a god.” His voice held a sadness but not the disgust that used to always lace through it when he brought up his divinity. “Most of it, Temi manages and gives to those in need. But this has been my indulgence.” He lifted his face, the gold of his irises glowing brighter and overtaking all the other lights in the world. “I would have spent my immortality making sure people remembered and honored you, Cyn.”

      My heart warmed like the sun within him drifted into me. I stepped in closer and pulled my arms around him, tucking my nose down into his shoulder, breathing in his bright smell. I didn’t have it all figured out yet. Heartbreak surrounded us. If anyone told our story one day, I was sure it would be a tragedy.

      But…

      But I stood there with him.

      And wherever else I belonged, by his side, was the place that made the most sense to me.

      “Are you ready to head home?” I asked.

      Apollo’s breath warmed my neck, and he tucked in closer to me. “You’re my home, Cyn. If you want to return to my cottage, very well. But if I’m with you, I’m home.”

      I smiled but pulled back and led us down the path.

      Low conversation hummed in the garden, and Temi pushed up from a tree. She tossed her blade in the air, catching it, and sheathing it against her thigh. “There’s a few more people who wanted to see you, Prince Hyacinth. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I drew a deep breath. I wasn’t sure I had the resolution to handle any more emotional meetings. Apollo frowned until he saw the two who stepped out of the shadows behind Temi. Len walked up, his eyes widening, but Delon didn’t hesitate to pull me into a hug and pound his hand across my back. “Cyn, I should have known that bastard Death couldn’t keep you down.”

      I chuckled. “It’s good to see you, Delon.”

      Len shook my hand as Delon turned towards Apollo. “And where have you been?”

      The moon had started its descent for the night, and the world stretched intensely dark. Apollo rolled his eyes. “I’m sorry I missed our game.”

      “You stood me up.”

      I looked between the two of them. “Are you still playing cards together?”

      Delon grinned. “Whenever I can get his lazy ass off his heavenly throne. It’s a good thing you’ve come back, Cyn. Someone has to help keep his shit in line.”

      Apollo tucked his arm around me, his fingers curling over my hip. It sent a spark of pleasure through me that he seemed as eager to touch me as I was in reverse. Apollo scoffed. “You’re just happy because Hyacinth distracts me when I’m playing cards.”

      “I won’t lie.” Delon grinned, but then his voice softened. “It’s good to have you home, Cyn. We’ve all missed you a great deal. Him”—he jerked his head towards Apollo—“the most of all.”

      Apollo laughed again but didn’t deny it. After we said goodbyes, my heart lighter from having seen friends—relationships that were simpler to slip back into—Temi gestured in the path's direction. “Mind if I walk with you? There’s quite a bit Hyacinth needs to catch up on.”

      Apollo shifted towards me, the gold of his eyes lingering on me and sending sparks of warmth through my stomach. I wasn’t sure if I had the fortitude to handle more, but some things never changed. I wasn’t quite sure where my place was in all of this anymore, but I was a prince of Niria first and foremost and would always want to know anything affecting my country. I nodded and the three of us made our way towards the heavens.
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      Our feet crunched against the mountainside, and my head swam, my stomach lurching into my throat. The night stretched dark as ebony silk and the swelling expanse of the moon trickled highlights over the lumbering forms of rocks.

      “And is Segion still working with us?” Hyacinth asked, his robe undulating around his ankles.

      Temi nodded. “Yes, they are still our strongest ally.”

      “Does that mean Balsatir and Keneu will join them?”

      So I guess this is how this was going to go. Hyacinth had been in the world for scarcely twenty-four hours. He’d barely seen his family and friends again—much less processed those visits—and he was already getting caught in politics. It worried me that life didn’t afford him time to reconnect with his father or Epiphany, to work things out with Emrin, to just be alive for a moment before jumping into the war.

      “Yes,” Temi said. “But your father doesn’t think they’re able to offer much.”

      Hyacinth dipped his head, his expression shifting into that kingly look he sometimes donned, his eyebrows pushed together in concentration. “Yes, they’ve always relied on Segion for military strength. The number of additional troops there will be small. And what of Danari?”

      “They’re hesitant,” I said, jumping into the conversation to get my mind off the miserable churning of my stomach. “But, so far, willing to join in an alliance.” I fought a grimace as another wave of nausea flooded through me.

      Hyacinth shifted
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