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      December in northwestern Connecticut—or what Sophronia Iraklidis affectionately called “The Boonies”

      

      Snow began falling as Sophie swept the crumbs from the last Bûches de Noël off the desks in her classroom. Decorating and eating a Yule log was her special treat for her French students as the semester wound down, and the kids who already knew her started talking about it from day one of the school year. They cared more about the sugar rush and being allowed to make a huge mess than about the Christmas dessert’s origins, but if they could read her recipe in French and understand the directions and ingredients by the end of the lesson, she was happy.

      Her mom and sister had come over to the saltbox house Sophie had plunged herself into debt for two years ago—in her defense, the little red colonial was irresistible—and helped her with the baking, filling, and rolling. She could make four cakes by herself in a weekend, maybe five, but ten was pushing it. Mom, Xanthe, and she had pulled up their sleeves and listened to old-timey Christmas music as they worked, sang along, and chatted. When Sophie started teaching, it became a holiday tradition for the three of them to “bake the boosh,” as they called it, for Sophie’s high-school French students, and she liked the idea of creating new traditions with her family just as much as she liked creating them in her classroom.

      Of course, Mom and Xanthe tried to grill her about her love life. Since it was nonexistent, Sophie tossed the ball back at Xanthe, which her younger sister had appreciated about as much as stepping in dog poop with clean sneakers. Xanthe, at home for the weekend before college finals, might’ve had something juicy and exciting to share, but nope… As usual, her romance prospects were just as abysmal as Sophie’s. For two women who couldn’t deny being lucky in the looks department—they’d somehow inherited all the best parts of their striking, statuesque parents—they sure had trouble finding good boyfriends.

      Sophie knew she was too tall, too blonde, too blue-eyed, too athletic, too traditional, too attached to her huge, overbearing family, too…everything. Xanthe was the same. The sisters were convinced they intimidated the hell out of men, which seemed to have one result: the normal ones ran away from them, and the sleazy ones hit on them. As far as Sophie could tell, there was nothing in between, which left her home alone most nights either with a novel in her hands, binge watching something on TV, or grading homework. Usually, a lot of all three.

      During the weekend cake-making fest, Mom started talking about “baking the boosh” with grandchildren soon, and Sophie nearly spit out the icing she’d been tasting. The men of Pinebury, Connecticut were going to have to seriously up their game before she got anywhere close to having children.

      And she doubted her four brothers, all older than she, got the grandchildren comments from Mom, even though they were always popping in and out of Mom and Dad’s house for something. Like dinner.

      But her mother’s half-joking comment had stuck with Sophie into her workweek, and for the first time since finishing her degrees and starting teaching, she almost wished settling down and having a family of her own didn’t seem quite so far off or unrealistic.

      Maybe it was her Greek roots—something genetically ingrained in her to crave a big, raucous, affectionate, opinionated family. Her grandparents on both sides had left a lot of their Greekness at the border when they immigrated to the United States, but the family had held on to tons of traditional recipes, a few bizarre superstitions, and unusual first names that had plagued both sisters since childhood. Her brothers got lucky. Alec, Seth, Jason, and Hector. Well, maybe Hector wasn’t so lucky. Poor Xanthe. She had the worst of it. No one ever knew to pronounce the e at the end, like in Persephone.

      At school, everyone just called Sophie Mademoiselle, including most of the other faculty. Sophronia earned her strange looks, and Ms. Iraklidis rolled off the tongue about as easily as cold peanut butter.

      Humming “Jingle Bell Rock”—which had been stuck in her head since the weekend—Sophie gave the desks a squirt with the cleaning spray she kept on hand and wiped them down before sweeping the floor of her classroom. Janitor Charlie already had enough work cleaning up after the students without her adding chocolaty fingerprints and powdered sugar to it.

      When the kids decorated cakes, it was…an event. They’d had two Yule logs per class and free artistic license. Eating them was somehow even messier. But the Bûches de Noël had looked so pretty with the dark-chocolate shavings, red-and-green gumdrops, and little sugar-dusted marzipan pinecones. Sophie had taken pictures throughout the day and would add them to her Album de l’année, a scrapbook she made every year and kept in her classroom. She had six lined up now and planned on adding a career’s-worth of them.

      Finished at school, Sophie snagged her purse along with the two slices of cake she’d saved for her helper elves, Mom and Xanthe. She arrived home at the same time as a delivery person and signed for a package from her friend Aaron in California. He used to live in Michigan, but a big science technology company snapped him up right out of college—Aaron was a total genius—and he’d been there ever since, working for one of those I’ll-rule-the-world-someday-mwahahaha types who scared the shit out of Sophie. They never cared about actual people.

      Aaron wasn’t like that, and she had no idea why he’d let himself get swept into an evil machine like Novalight Enterprises.

      Sophie set everything on the hallway table and hung her bright-pink parka on the coatrack beside the door before making a quick detour to the kitchen to stick the cake in the fridge and put on the kettle. Curious as heck, she came straight back to the hallway and the package from Aaron, picking up the small, tightly taped-up box with her name on it.

      She turned it over in her hands. Aaron and she had started out as pen pals through a middle school writing project and kept in touch over the years. He’d always liked hearing about her odd Greek stuff, like pretend spitting on people to ward off the evil eye and protect loved ones. Their contact had whittled down to holiday cards lately, and even that was pushing it. They definitely didn’t send each other Christmas presents. Or Hanukkah presents—Aaron was Jewish. Or any presents at all. They’d never even met in person.

      Sophie split the tape with a letter opener. She dug through some wadded-up yellow notepad paper and found another box, this one about the size of a matchbox, plain but pretty, and made from olive wood. She picked it up and opened it.

      Her eyes widened. Inside, a glacial-blue crystal glowed. Brightly. No, it pulsed. And it was cold. Its icy sting blasted over her like a winter wind. Goose bumps rose on her arms, and she shivered.

      Confused and a little scared, Sophie set the wooden box on the table and backed away from it. The crystal seemed to shine from within. Was it poisonous? Radioactive? “What the heck, Aaron?” A weird vibration thrummed inside her, keeping her hair on end.

      Grabbing the cardboard box the crystal arrived in, she looked through it for a card or note or something. Nothing.

      No, wait. She frowned. Was that writing on the yellow notepad paper?

      Sophie smoothed out one of the balls of paper and found half a word on it. Leaving the glowing crystal where it was, she took all the yellow papers into her living room and spread them out on the big Oriental rug her parents had given her as a housewarming present. The papers were a puzzle. Aaron had always liked puzzles. Sometimes, mostly during high school, he’d sent her letters in code, and it had taken her weeks to figure them out. This didn’t look nearly as complicated, which meant he’d done it in a hurry.

      In the end, heart racing and hands shaking, Sophie pieced together Aaron’s message on the dozens of torn and crumpled pieces of paper. The scribbled writing only made sense to her in one order, and even then, she didn’t understand much of anything.

      
        
        Don’t let Novalight get the Shard of Olympus. Too much power. Unstoppable. If it glows for you, you’re Heracleidae. I KNOW you are. The Greek gods are REAL. Contact Athena and GIVE THE SHARD BACK TO THE GODS OF OLYMPUS.

      

      

      Sophie swallowed hard, not wanting to believe a word she was seeing or how much danger Aaron must be in if he stole this precious, priceless, powerful object from his ambitious and frankly terrifying employer. How much danger she might be in.

      Why would he do this to her? Because she had Greek origins? So did millions of people. Even Aaron, somewhere way back when on his mother’s side. They’d thought it was cool they could both trace ancestors back to the Peloponnesus.

      So then why…

      She glanced toward the entryway for the millionth time in the past hour. The shard still glowed across the hallway from her, even brighter in the twilight of a December afternoon in New England. She felt the shard’s cold, primordial power deep in her bones and knew that things weren’t at all as they seemed. That maybe she wasn’t.

      Sophronia Iraklidis. Her first name meant sensible or wise. Her last name meant son of Heracles. Sure, she was a daughter, but whatever. The name was her father’s. Most people knew the Roman version now—Hercules. The Heracleidae could be any of the ancient Greek hero’s children and other descendants. And according to legend, he’d had plenty. Sophie’s father had always insisted it was true, that they descended from gods, and she’d always thought he was full of it and kind of funny.

      She wasn’t laughing now.

      In fact, she was terrified.
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      Where am I? Why am I here?

      Two questions Piers didn’t like asking.

      At least he still knew his name, although even that felt a little hazy at the moment.

      Standing perfectly still, he looked from side to side, his eyes narrowing on the unfamiliar surroundings. No, not just unfamiliar. Totally and completely foreign.

      Tension gripped him. His hands curled into fists. He couldn’t process what he was seeing. He had no words for this.

      All he knew was that he’d gone through a long dark tunnel before popping out into a bright, blaring, incomprehensible metropolis.

      This must be why babies entered the world wailing. If he weren’t a grown man and a warrior, he’d want to wail, too. This place was awful.

      Thank the gods, infants didn’t remember. Life was traumatic enough already, especially when you had no idea what was happening. Or why. Something Piers could attest to right now—and then some.

      Words magically flashed on the side of a tall building. The letters weren’t familiar to him, but for some reason, he could still read and understand them instantly. Welcome to the Big Apple.

      He frowned. That made about as much sense as the rest of this.

      Sudden movement kicked up around him, in front and behind. He stayed where he was—apparently in the center of a wide, two-way thoroughfare. Strange, box-like units of transportation zoomed past without any horses or oxen to pull them. Many of them were yellow.

      His heart galloping faster than a centaur, he turned in a slow circle. On all sides, buildings rose higher than any he’d ever seen in his full thirty-one Thalyrian year cycles. Endless windows climbed them, but instead of being deep-set, open arches, the windows contained reflecting glasses.

      Suspicion stirred inside him. Windows like that were for people who hid things.

      As he gazed skyward, an enormous, winged beast roared overhead, discharging a trail of smoke behind it. Another shiny sky dragon crossed the first one’s path, leaving writing above him. Piers stared at the two intersecting tracks of cloud fire. Did that X mean something?

      Surrounded by objects and sights he’d never encountered let alone imagined, he knew with absolute certainty he was no longer in Thalyria—or at least, not on the known continent.

      Was he dead? Could this be the Underworld?

      That didn’t make sense. The Underworld followed a pattern. You arrived on the Plain of Asphodel. If you had your obol—he checked his pocket, feeling the hard little nugget of the coin there—you handed it to Charon for passage across the River Styx. On the far side of the Styx, you either walked into a normal, everyday afterlife, or you followed the golden path to a glorious one in Elysium.

      This definitely wasn’t Elysium. And Piers didn’t think it was the Underworld. Surely, he’d remember dying?

      So, what was this Big Apple? And how did he end up here?

      And gods, the noise. The place stank, too. Like everything else here, it was a smell he didn’t recognize.

      Jaw tight, eyes sharp, and hands ready for battle, Piers stayed where he was on the little island in the middle of the loud, zooming boxes. Buildings loomed over him like giants upon giants. More dragons soared overhead, their skywriting unrecognizable to him.

      Worry thumped in his chest. If he knew what qualified as a threat here, his assessment of the situation would be far easier.

      The last thing he remembered was traveling toward Castle Tarva to try—again—to talk to his brother Griffin and Griffin’s hot-headed harpy of a wife, Cat. They’d been holed up behind castle guards and high walls for days after successfully conquering a second realm and bringing Cat two thirds of the way to ruling all of Thalyria.

      Fury stabbed Piers in the sternum. Cat’s warmongering and lust for power had nearly gotten most of his family and friends killed. One friend didn’t make it.

      The knife in his chest twisted, and Piers growled, the sound covered by the terrible roar of the colossal city. Cat’s fault. All of it.

      Piecing his jumbled memories together made other things fall into place. Everything until… Was it mere minutes ago? Hours?

      Uncertain, he shook his head. His youngest sister Kaia had been with him on the road to Tarva City. They’d seen Griffin and Cat in the distance, riding out to meet them. He’d been so angry. So worried and angry. His family in danger.

      What else happened?

      He pressed his lips together. He had no idea. Where had that hot, dusty day gone? Where had he gone, for that matter?

      There was no dust in Apple. Only stone, glass, and metal. Barely a tree. And no sun beating down, either. He shivered. It wasn’t I’m-going-to-die-within-minutes-without-shelter weather, but it sure as Hades wasn’t hot. Everyone wore odd, puffy garments that covered them from hips to shoulders.

      And earlier today… He’d had a plan in mind. Something important. What was it?

      Hating his lack of clarity, Piers tensed as the horseless wagons stopped and other people joined him in the center of the thoroughfare. They didn’t remain where he was, though. They kept walking toward the far side to where a small brightly lit striding man glowed pure white in a black box. More strange magic. He studied it, trying to understand the utility. The pedestrians gave him a wide berth as they passed, the kind you gave an unsavory ruffian or a drunkard covered in his own vomit and urine.

      Scowling, Piers sniffed himself. Not fresh, but no vomit and urine. It could be worse.

      At least the people of Apple looked more or less the same as Thalyrians, except strangely dressed and all seeming to be late for something. They raced by, heads down, many of them holding little rectangles that might’ve been glued to their fingers. No one carried any weapons that he could see, which made Piers itch to hide the sword strapped to his back and the knives in his belt. Were they why people avoided him?

      He glanced down at himself. Belted tunic, boots, dust. His forearms were all scratched up for some reason. He worked his mouth from side to side, his jaw sore and aching. Most of him hurt in one way or another. He touched a hand to his throbbing nose. Blood came away on his fingers.

      Wondering who he’d fought and why, Piers licked blood off his teeth and spat it in the street. A woman looked up from her rectangle and cringed away from him. She hurried to cross with the others.

      Piers watched her go with a prickle of annoyance. He didn’t attract females like his brothers seemed to, but he knew he wasn’t repellant, either. Well, he might be a little repellant at the moment. He’d definitely been in a brawl, and most women didn’t like that.

      Wait. Maybe she could answer some questions for him, such as how far this Big Apple extended, and where he could find the person in charge of it.

      He leaped after her just as a gigantic four-wheeled wagon charged forward. It swerved to avoid him, screeching. Piers reared back toward the middle where he’d been standing, but another metal cart blared a horrible noise, squealing
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