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THE COURT OF APOLLO floated happy and free above the city of Los Angeles; ten degrees cooler than the hot city below due to the godly breezes that had been employed to keep cool the palace. The breezes were named Zephyr and Swift, and though they were nearly invisible to even the gods, Apollo could clearly tell when they were near, as they were scented of citrus and lavender respectively. 

Heavenly elevator music on harp and piano played in the open-air portion of the court, where the floor and the balconies were marble and tall gray marble columns framed the entrances to the palace, and also framed the entrance to the landing where guests of the gods could arise and descend. 

Lush couches and chairs with perfectly padded cushioning and soft yellow fabric were artfully arranged to promote reflection and conversation for guests, who could sit shaded by silken canopies (that were embroidered with images of the sun). A variety of large potted plants and trees that were exquisitely cared for and artfully arranged around the space. Apollo felt especially smug about the array of palms of various heights that he and the gardener had been cultivating lately. They had worked together to make a striking arrangement that offered a textured backdrop for the dais where Apollo sat to hold court. 

Apollo liked the palm fronds for their dramatic flair. They stood out like stable fireworks behind him, and added a stately element to the space. And they added such an interesting streaky shadow pattern across his great throne when the sunshine fell across them. 

He could hear bird calls from beneath the balcony—a flock speaking together in chorus, and a few soft meows from the small collection of pet cats that he kept. 

His twin sister, Artemis, sat on the marble floor just now, playing with one of the cats, scratching the silver fur at the back of its neck vigorously, her brown eyes alight with happiness and her brown hair tied up with golden clips into some complex arrangement that no doubt had taken time to achieve its current perfection. Artemis had teased Apollo recently that he had as many felines now as a crazy cat person, but he felt secure in his love of cats and his adoption choices, and figured that seven was still on the range of responsible cat ownership, especially when one factored in the total square footage of not only the vast balcony but also the great palace to which it was attached. 

He was musing over whether it would be crossing the line into Artemis’ so-called crazy cat person zone if he were to adopt two more when he first became aware that someone was coming up the rising escalator. 

Two someones, in fact, and neither of them had been invited. 

He blinked. 

Whoever was coming had an unusual purpose to them, so strong he could sense it—even taste it. Murky water, confusion, and hope. It gave him a bit of a headache. They were definitely coming to ask for something. 

The women on the escalator were not from the Muses, who were due to come later in the morning for a songwriting session, and they were not any of the heroines who tended to supplicate him in person for blessings from time to time. 

Instead, this was—he scanned outward—one of the Graces and one of the Fates. 

Well, that was atypical. 

The Grace was Bright. And the Fate was the thread-snipping one. 

Apollo pinched the top of the bridge of his nose. 

Well. 

This could get interesting. 

Aside from the fact that Atropos, the Fate who snipped the threads of all souls eventually, would at some point trim even his own soul’s thread, and was therefore a being that he regarded with caution and more than a hit of reserve, he’d heard some interesting stories about her. 

Really interesting. 

Like that she dated humans from time to time. And also, that she dealt with some level of depression. 

Artemis, who didn’t appear to have woken to the presence of the approaching goddesses yet, was making one of those doting cat-mom noises that she loved to make around his fluffy little pets, and he felt heartened by how her low croon almost seemed to be in duet with the low voices of the breezes. 

His gaze sharpened, and he saw that translucent Zephyr was in fact squatting next to Artemis at the moment, taking a playful pause from his rounds of air conditioning the courtyard and palace. Zephyr was blowing his steady citrus breath straight at the cat, ruffling the fur on the top of its head, while the cat batted its eyes at first Zephyr and then Artemis, smug in the attention it received. 

You could never hide a wind being from a cat. Cats could probably see any being, actually, no matter how translucent—Apollo had mused before that they seemed to have the vision of the gods, only with a better instinct for catching small pounceable creatures. 

Meanwhile, Swift continued to drift slowly around the perimeter of the courtyard, dusting the trees with his lavender breath. 

It amused Apollo that most guests to his palace often had no sense of the hidden workings of how things ran. As far as they were concerned, he was probably an eccentric rich guy with scented air conditioning. They wouldn’t be able to notice or tell that two wind beings carefully cared for his court. 

Well, Bright and Atropos were nearly here now, and he might as well get the audience over with. 

Turning them away without speaking to them was of course not an option, though he did feel a bit of a desperate feeling at the sense of being trapped on his own balcony as Atropos headed straight toward him. 

Then he shook his head, seeking to clear this melodrama. 

He was, after all, a god, and therefore on equal footing to Atropos. 

Or at least very nearly so. 

He realized that Artemis was grinning at him. “Have a fun chat,” she said. 

She was standing up, straitening her skirt. 

“No, wait—stay,” he said. 

Her grin widened. She shook her head, and scooped up the little cat she’d been entertaining, heading straight for the nearest entrance to the palace. 

Zephyr followed right behind, floating near her shoulder, avoiding the betrayed gaze of Apollo as he stared straight ahead, blowing citrus air through Artemis’ hair as the two of them resolutely left Apollo on the balcony. 

A gust of lavender brushed his face. 

“Well, at least you’re still here,” he told Swift. 

“Are you kidding me?” Swift said, in an airy voice. “I love drama. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 

Apollo was doing an admirable job of not scowling when Bright and Atropos came into the balcony space. 

Bright, a frequent visitor with her sisters the Graces, smiled with a warmth that added even more sunlight to the space, and Apollo grinned reflexively in return. He could see that something weighted at her, and his natural compassion for the beautiful Graces softened his heart to want to help. 

Atropos, on the other hand, hadn’t been here before. 

She stared wide-eyed, taking everything in. 

She looked down at the cats and raised an eyebrow—Apollo thought furiously to himself that any comment as to the number of cats that he owned would not be tolerated. 

She looked about the space at the marble and the tapestries woven with suns and nodded slightly as if she saw something she’d been expecting—was that a disparaging grin? She and her sisters were the best-known thread workers of them all. Was she judging him for his relaxation patio? 

She looked up at the palm trees with a mouth that fell open—mollifying Apollo to an extent. 

Even the Fates apparently liked his spectacular trees. 

Bright bowed to Apollo, but Atropos just stared at him, unnervingly. He couldn’t help but notice that her dark hair, which was in an up-do, had magenta tips that splayed out around the crown of her head. 

Kind of like the fireworks pattern of his palm fronds. 

Perhaps they had some stylistic preferences in common. 

Too soon to tell, but he’d keep an eye on her. 

“Welcome to my palace,” Apollo said formally. 

That was Bright’s cue to break her bow, and she looked up at him and ran to him for a hug. 

Apollo accepted the embrace happily—it seemed like any visit from a Grace helped boost his mood immediately. 

Atropos, however, stalked across the floor toward him like a rising shadow with the implacability of the tides. 

As she passed the cats, they all moved away, heading in an unconcerned mosey toward the entrance to the palace. 

Apollo scowled. Traitors. 

Perhaps his next adoption animal would be a more loyal animal, like a dog. 

His eyes widened at the sound of a soft purr. 

One animal had remained behind—a small gray cat now arched its back, purring hard as it hugged against Atropos’ ankle. 

She raised her eyebrows, but on Apollo’s nod she carefully picked it up, holding the cat in one arm while stroking its back with her other hand. 

The cat looked absolutely happy, as if it had met its new best friend. 

If he hadn’t needed to be a formal host right now, Apollo could very easily have slipped into a moment of pouting at the cat’s betrayal. 

“What brings you to my court?” he asked Bright. 

“Well, first, I’d like to introduce you to my cousin, Atty,” said Bright. “In case you haven’t met before.” 

Apollo bowed slightly to Atropos, inwardly noting Bright’s nickname for her cousin. Atty? 

She smiled and nodded in return. 

Why did he have the overwhelming sense that with Atty at his court he was being patronized by a visit from a great queen? The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up as she stepped closer. This was a very eerie feeling for a god to have. 

Meanwhile, to the side of him, Swift with his steady breath of lavender actually chortled. 

“I’d like you to meet Swift, the wind sprite,” Apollo said, and Swift flowed forward and circled first Bright and then Atty. 

“You smell amazing!” Bright said, effusive and delighted as Swift scattered her hair and tangled her scarf in his wake. 

“We don’t get many of your kind in my caves,” Atty said darkly, and Apollo noted that somehow, when Swift circled Atty, not a hair on her head moved out of place. 

Was Swift being extra careful around this Fate? Or was she somehow blocking his effect? 

This was fascinating, but he must return to the matter at hand. 

“How can I help you?” he asked Bright. 

“We have a question,” said Bright. 

This amused Apollo. “What is your question?”

“Well,” said Bright. “We wondered if humanity is contagious.”

Swift chortled, back in the corner of the dais behind Apollo again. 

Having a laughing wind at his back made Apollo feel as if, somehow, he’d acquired an invisible court jester. 

“What do you mean by ‘contagious?” Apollo asked. 

Bright and Atty looked at each other, perhaps a bit helplessly. Having the two of them staring at each other like that felt like a soft echo to Apollo of what it was like when he and his sister attempted to understand each other whilst having very different personalities and viewpoints. 

“It’s like this,” Atty said, in words with a tone that would have compelled the attention of a dead man. “A while back, a sister of mine, who’s generally very steady, had a bit of an interesting break from her stability. She wobbled. It was like watching a human. The way in which we found we could right her was to put her into communion with humanity, actually, almost like the opposite of what humanity tries to do when it looks for reassurance to its gods.” 

“Oh really?” Apollo said, stroking his clean-shaving chin. This was very interesting. 

“And later,” Bright said, “Something very similar happened to me. Something was off. I couldn’t feel better until I’d gone and dug in more deeply to my connection with humanity.” 

The sound of the breeze coming from Swift shifted into more of a hiss, and Apollo realized the aroma coming from the wind had shifted from lavender to sacred smoke. 

This implied Swift felt something heavy or unclean needed to be cleared from the space. 

“Will you stop it?” Apollo asked, sparing a glance back towards the wind. “That’s distracting.” 

The scent blowing across the stage swiftly changed to rhubarb pie, so fragrant that Apollo could almost taste its sharpness. 

He resolved to have a word with Swift later about the repertoire he chose to bring forward when guests were about. 

“We came to you because you illuminate things very well,” Bright said. “We wanted to ask why this has emerged—and whether it’s a pattern.” 

Appreciating the feeling of being asked for advice, Apollo puffed his chest slightly, and led the group of them over to the edge of his balcony. “Let’s take a look,” he told them. 

As Apollo, Bright, Atty, and Swift looked over the rim of the balcony, Apollo
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Apollo sees what nobody else sees.
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