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Chapter 1

 

I studied the opponents in front of me, weighing my options. If I used my full strength, it would be easy enough to knock them down and send them scattering—but I couldn’t risk it. With so many civilians around, subtlety had to come first, even if that ultimately meant defeat. As much as I hated the thought, I was going to have to pull my punches.

I sent the ball rolling down the lane. At my true strength, it would have smashed into the pins and sent them flying into the neighboring lanes in pieces. That was what I told myself as the ball rolled anemically toward the pins for about two feet before swerving abruptly into the gutter like it had given up on me.

“Gutter ball,” Kimmy crowed from behind me.

I sank into the sweat-stained chair Kimmy had vacated as she stepped up to take her turn. “I shouldn’t even be here,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the noise of the birthday party next to us. “I still have to figure out if Ishtar is making some kind of deal with Sekhmet. And stop Hades’s newest allies from killing each other before they blow up half the city. And maybe get a couple of hours of sleep sometime this week. I can’t afford to waste time clomping around in rented shoes and throwing balls at enemies who can’t fight back.”

“It’s a good thing they don’t fight back,” said Kimmy, “or you’d be losing.” She hefted the ball in her hands, testing the weight. “Losing worse than you already are, I mean.”

I scowled. “You’re not doing a great job of convincing me to stay.”

“We’re connected now,” said Kimmy. “All three of us. We’re not getting rid of each other anytime soon. If we’re all going to live together without killing each other, we’re going to have to start bonding.” She said it like she was talking about a school assignment and she was determined to get an A.

“But did it have to be bowling? Couldn’t you have chosen something less…” Humiliating was the first word that came to mind. I rejected it in favor of a weak, “…noisy?”

Kimmy’s ball flew down the aisle as if it had sprouted wings. The pins toppled, one after the other. Another strike. I wished I could say I was surprised.

And I couldn’t even argue with her. It wasn’t as if the three of us were at each other’s throats, but as far as domestic harmony was concerned, our apartment left something to be desired. Kimmy had chosen me as a roommate based on the fact that I was quiet, didn’t date, and cleaned up after myself. I had neglected to tell her that I worked for the god Hades, that my enemies included everyone from rival gods to mortals who thought the human race should rule itself, and that, by the way, I might need to turn the apartment into a permanent temple of Hades at some point. Not that I had anticipated that last part, until the aforementioned mortals had blown up the old temple.

Lissa, Hades’s last surviving Guardian, had moved in as part of the package. I had expected Kimmy to look for a way to get rid of us; instead, for reasons I still didn’t understand, she had risked her own life to save Lissa’s by creating a blood bond between them. We were all in this together now, whether we liked it or not. And when Lissa was keeping us up at night with her chanting, or I was inconsiderate enough to come home with a gunshot wound and bleed on the carpet, or Kimmy got in the shower before me even though she knew I had to leave in ten minutes, the needle tended to land on “not.” We had to try something, or Hades was going to be getting an unwanted blood sacrifice before too long.

But… bowling? Really?

“You somehow always managed to have other plans every time I tried to hold a meeting for the three of us to discuss and resolve our concerns. And I understand that whatever Lissa is doing is very important, but I doubt Hades really needed her to be chanting or meditating or staring at the altar whenever we had a meeting scheduled.” Kimmy sent the ball down the lane a second time. Another strike. Of course. “So I thought we could make things a little more fun. And it worked, didn’t it? You’re both here.”

The fact that she had ambushed us with her plan right after we had both told her we were free tonight probably also had something to do with it. “That still doesn’t explain why you chose bowling.”

Kimmy strutted back to sit in the chair next to me. If she had any inkling of how many sweaty butts had sat in that chair before her, she didn’t show it. “Come on, you’re having fun. Admit it.”

“I had more fun tracking that rogue gnome through the sewers last week.”

Lissa picked up the ball that was waiting for her. She was wearing civilian clothes tonight instead of her usual robes—more specifically, a gauzy dress borrowed from my friend Ciara, which threatened to drown her but still suited her better than my wardrobe of torn jeans and chaotically-patterned t-shirts. She sniffed the ball, made a face, and put it back. Instead, she picked up one that looked like it weighed about as much as a small car. I raised my eyebrows, impressed, as she managed not to drop it on her foot.

Then my eyebrows leapt up to the ceiling as the ball rolled down the lane without so much as a wobble. When she walked back to us, not a single pin was left standing.

“What—how—” I glared at Lissa like she had betrayed me. I had thought Kimmy was just weirdly good at this stupid game.

“My family used to go bowling a lot when I was a kid.” She made a face. “I always lost.”

It threw me a little every time Lissa mentioned her life before she became a Guardian. Of course I knew she hadn’t been born serving Hades, but seeing her outside the temple was a bit like seeing a unicorn walking down the middle of Fifth Avenue. The thought of her growing up in the regular world, with parents and siblings and report cards just like the rest of us, didn’t compute.

“Hang on,” I said as Lissa started to grab the too-heavy ball again. I frowned. “You’re not using magic, are you? Because if I have to hold back, then so do you.”

Every god—every god who is interested in holding onto their territory in the mortal world, that is—has two types of humans that work for them. First there are the Marked, like me. We’re the hands of the gods, their weapons in this world. If a god has a problem in the mortal world, especially a problem that requires a violent solution, we’re the ones they call.

The Guardians, on the other hand, are more about the spiritual side of things. Sometimes that means sitting in the temple chanting for hours on end. Occasionally it means raising the dead, or calling down lightning, or shooting fire from their hands—depending on the god they serve, of course. As much as we humans have always liked to talk about magic, the Guardians are the only ones who can do more than talk; that kind of thing requires a god’s power.

Except for that one group of humans. But I wasn’t thinking about them tonight. Especially not about their head researcher and how much I wanted to call him. Two calls per week—that was the limit I had set for myself. Any more than that and I’d be sending a message I didn’t want to send. And I had already hit the two-call limit days ago.

Lissa looked at me as if I had suggested that she had boiled herself a couple of babies for lunch. “I would never use the power of Hades to win a mortal game. What kind of Guardian do you think I am?”

“The kind with a newfound gift for bowling, apparently.” I was beginning to regret not using my full strength. As well as skipping all of Kimmy’s torturous meetings. I should have known “I’m going to get shot if I come out of hiding right now” wouldn’t work as an excuse more than once. Even if it had actually been true two out of the three times I had used it.

“How did the new job go yesterday?” Kimmy asked as Lissa stepped up for her second throw.

I had been hoping she would forget about that. I stared down at the scuffed toes of my bowling shoes. “You’ll get my share of the rent, if that’s what you’re asking. Mine and Lissa’s.”

“Plus what you owe me for the past few months,” Kimmy prompted.

I kicked the ugly shoe against the side of the chair. “That too. And the rest of what I owe you for the broken window and the door and all the rest. I haven’t forgotten.” How could I, when Kimmy reminded me at every opportunity?

“I appreciate that.” I couldn’t tell whether she meant to sound sincere or just snotty. “But that’s not why I was asking,” she continued. “In the spirit of roommate fun night, I want our relationship to be about more than money. I’m trying to be a considerate roommate. More than that—a friend. And as a friend, I can’t help but notice how secretive you’ve been about this new job.”

I wondered how long she had spent practicing that overly-earnest tone in the mirror. Then again, that would have at least meant she was trying, which was more than I was doing. For a second, I actually thought about telling her. She was right about us needing to get to know each other better, after all, even if the thought of having Kimmy as a friend and confidante sounded about as appealing as buying an album of nothing but recordings of fingernails on a chalkboard. “It’s not important. You’ll get paid—that’s all you need to know.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kimmy frown. “That kind of attitude isn’t what roommate fun night is all about.”

“We shouldn’t even be doing—” I couldn’t bring myself to say the phrase “roommate fun night.” “—this kind of thing right now. I know the apartment hasn’t exactly been stress-free lately, but between the new job and… my other work, I’m stretched thin as it is. The last thing I need is to mistake a civilian for one of Zeus’s Marked because I’m exhausted from bowling. And it’s not like you’re doing much better, with that professor who keeps assigning you thousand-page papers. I’ll stick it out for tonight, but after this, my vote is for ignoring each other as much as possible until we all have a little more time to breathe.”

Kimmy’s frown started to deepen. Then, abruptly, she smiled. I didn’t like that smile; I had seen it from too many enemies who thought they had gotten the upper hand. “You’re just trying to avoid telling me about your new job, aren’t you? Well, your excuses won’t work on me. Give me the whole story, starting with what exactly this mysterious job is.”

Lissa was lying facedown in front of the lane, head propped up on one hand, meditating on the pins as if she thought they held the secret to world peace. With the other hand, she scratched idly at the wooden floor. I frowned. “Should one of us go get her?”

“You’re not going anywhere until you answer my question.”

Apparently having gotten the answer she was looking for from the pins, Lissa stood, brushed off her dress, and walked back over to us. “It’s your turn, Mal.”

Kimmy shook her head. “She’s not getting up until she tells us where she’s working.”

“That’s easy,” said Lissa immediately. “She’s a bank robber.”

I was surprised my eyebrows didn’t crash through the ceiling this time, that was how fast they leapt up. “I’m a what now?”

“You keep irregular hours. Yesterday you left the house at two in the afternoon and came back at six. Today you didn’t go to work at all.”

“And that made you jump straight to bank robbery?”

“The bag you were carrying looked big enough to hold the contents of a vault.”

“Wait. Kimmy put you up to this, didn’t she? She thinks if you accuse me of something ridiculous, I’ll have to tell her what I’m actually doing.”

Kimmy shook her head. “She came up with that one all on her own. But look how well roommate fun night is working! When was the last time we all talked together like this without arguing?”

“I’m doing plenty of arguing. You two just aren’t listening.”

“You’re obviously not robbing banks,” said Kimmy, “so are you a… what’s it called when you sell stuff that other people steal? A hedge? Did you have stolen goods in that bag? I know you have connections to the underworld.”

“The actual underworld! Where the dead go! All that stuff I said about my supposed criminal past was a cover so you wouldn’t ask questions about the people who were trying to kill me.”

“Or so you said.” Kimmy waggled her eyebrows.

“And the word you’re looking for is ‘fence.’”

“Aha!” Kimmy pointed at me accusingly. “How would you know that if you didn’t have criminal ties?”

“I’m not a criminal!” A couple of parents at the birthday party glanced over at us with alarm. I lowered my voice. “Look, the job is temporary, and it pays surprisingly well, and they were desperate and so was I. And that’s all you need to know.”

“Are you a prostitute?” asked Lissa just as the song on the radio ended. You know those moments where everything is loud and then there happens to be one second where everyone stops talking at once? Turns out even Lissa’s soft voice carries remarkably well during those moments. Half the birthday party was giving us death glares now.

“I’m doing children’s entertainment,” I muttered, staring at my shoes again. “Can we leave it at that?”

“Like a TV show?” asked Kimmy. “Isn’t that kind of risky for… you know… someone like you? I thought you had to keep a low profile.”

“Not like that. More like… parties.”

Kimmy leapt up from her chair, grinning like I had told the best joke she’d ever heard in her life. “You’re a clown!”

“I’m not a clown.”

“Secret agent for the god of the underworld by day, clown by night. Or would it be the other way around?” That damn grin was only getting wider.

“I’m not a clown. There’s no rainbow wig involved. No balloon animals, no red nose, no big shoes.”

“So then what was in that bag, if not the wig and the shoes?”

“My uniform.”

Kimmy just watched me, waiting.

I let out a loud sigh. “It’s my costume, okay? I’m Barkley the Basset Hound.”

Kimmy gave me a blank look. “Who?”

“It’s who you get for your kid’s party if you can’t afford a licensed character. Did I mention they were desperate? Their last Barkley quit with no notice to join a hippie commune in Nova Scotia. He already had the not-showering part down. The suit reeks of stale body odor.”

“You’re honoring Hades, in a way,” Lissa said thoughtfully. “He has a soft spot for dogs.”

“I’ll remember that next time I’m roasting to death in that suit, breathing in someone else’s old sweat.”

“You can take your turn now,” said Kimmy magnanimously. To her credit, she was doing a remarkable job of stifling her laughter, even if I could see the desperate twitches at the corners of her mouth as she tried to hold it in.

I stood. “You go ahead. I’m getting snacks. I heard there was junk food to be found.”

“You don’t have to do that. I brought food.” With a flourish, Kimmy pulled a bag of rice cakes from her purse.

“I’m going to get snacks,” I repeated.

Lissa took one of the rice cakes. As I walked away, I heard her say, “Whoever sold you these must have been mistaken. I don’t think these are food.”

I felt my lips curl upward in a smile, and told myself to quit it. I wasn’t enjoying this, I reminded myself sternly. Not my utter failure at bowling, not sitting around being useless when I should have been tracking Sekhmet’s Marked, and certainly not being teased about my job. It was none of their business what I did for a living anyway. And if Ciara came back from the mission Persephone had assigned her in Guatemala and found me smiling over roommate fun night, it would make her feel validated about all the times over the past four years that she had nagged me to make friends. I couldn’t go proving her right.

No, I was smiling because I could smell delicious artery-clogging food somewhere in this building—that was all. I followed the aroma across the carpet with its neon pattern of squares and triangles.

I had almost reached the snack counter when I heard the sound of breaking glass, and the scream that followed. 

I turned—and saw three black dogs running through the building, each one the size of a small bear, trailing shards of the glass doors behind them.

“We have leash laws for a reason,” I muttered, hurrying the rest of the way toward the counter. I had narrowly avoided a run-in with an angry dog last month on a mission; that was enough dogs for me for a while.

The dogs swerved to follow me.

They were after the smell of hot dogs and fried dough. Nothing to do with me. That was what I told myself right up until they ran in a swift circle around me, then sat in front of me in a row as if I had commanded them.

“Shoo,” I said, ordering my heart to slow down. I had faced a lot worse then a few dogs someone couldn’t manage to keep on a leash. “Go find your owner. Tell them to keep a closer eye on you next—”

My next words caught in my throat as I met one of the dogs’ eyes.

Its bright red, pupil-less eyes.

Now that I knew what to look for, I could see all the signs I had overlooked before. The hints of flame that curled along the edges of the ragged fur. The smell of smoke and sulfur that drifted off the creatures where the smell of animal should have been. The feeling of divine power on the air, faint but unmistakable, an exact match to what I felt every time I walked through my front door.

These were hellhounds.

I had known hellhounds existed, of course. Even people who know nothing else about Hades can probably call up an image of a hulking shadowy red-eyed beast on the spot. But I had never expected to see one in the flesh. Hellhounds protect the underworld against intrusion, whether from hostile gods or the world of the living. But there’s usually no reason for them to venture out of the underworld. There’s a reason they’re not called mortal-world hounds, after all.

And now three of them had broken through the doors of the bowling alley and scared a building’s worth of civilians to death, all in order to get to me. Apparently.

“Whatever you want, get on with it,” I snapped at them as quietly as I could. “Hades has had too many close calls with the civilians lately.” After the destruction of his old temple, his presence in the city had almost become international news, until I had made a deal with a distinctly unpleasant goddess at the last minute to alter some memories until no one remembered that the remnants of the old temple were anything more exotic than an underground cave system. And now every civilian in the place was staring at the dogs with some mix of disbelief and terror—aside from one little girl, about two years old, who was grinning and clapping like this was the best show she had ever seen in her life.

In perfect unison, the dogs nodded. They filed towards the destroyed door in a line, the last one looking over its shoulder at me to make sure I was following.

I couldn’t say that was the most unsettling thing I’d seen lately, but it was at least in the top ten. I gave a small shudder as I followed them out the door, making a mental note to find one of Hades’s allies who dealt with communication or electricity or something and have their Guardians wipe any videos of this from the internet. On my way out, I took out my phone and dialed Kimmy’s number—on a phone this old, it was faster than texting.

“Meet me back at the apartment,” I said before Kimmy could say a word. “Something came up.”




Chapter 2

 

We didn’t have to go far. The dead woman was lying on the sidewalk just a block away. It was easy enough to see what had killed her—the red line across her throat and the puddle of blood that surrounded her told a pretty straightforward story. The question of who had killed her, and why, wasn’t so easy to answer. Neither was the mystery at the forefront of my mind, which was why the hellhounds wanted me here so badly.

All three of them were sitting behind me, looking up at me like they were waiting for me to do something. I wished I knew what it was. The civilians hadn’t found the body yet—that was one thing to be grateful for. Of course, the fact that the place wasn’t swarming with police and curious onlookers implied a whole other set of risks. If no one had found a body lying out in the open like this yet—and the puddle of blood wasn’t exactly subtle—it meant she couldn’t have died more than a few minutes ago. Which, in turn, meant there was a good chance her killer was still lurking around here somewhere. And if these dogs wanted me involved—for whatever reason—chances were the killer didn’t. But after the debacle with the temple ruins, I would take that threat over the risk of discovery in a heartbeat. I would rather eat nothing but Kimmy’s rice cakes every day for all eternity than ever have to make another deal with Mnemosyne to keep Hades’s presence hidden.

I bent down to examine the body. I did my best to get close without letting the dead woman’s blood touch my clothes. It wasn’t as if I didn’t have experience scrubbing bloodstains out of denim, but it wasn’t how I preferred to spend an afternoon.

The only thing I found on her was her wallet, tucked into her back pocket. I quickly slid it into my jacket—of all the things I didn’t want civilians to see me doing, taking a dead woman’s wallet was pretty close to the top of the list—and stood back up. I retreated enough that at first glance it wouldn’t look like the woman and I had anything to do with each other, and stared into the nearest store window, pretending to be fascinated by—I squinted—scented candles.

I snuck a glance at the hellhounds. They were still staring at me, whining softly.

“I’m doing my best here, okay?” I grumbled. “It’s not like you three have told me what you want from me.”

Still feigning absorption in the scented-candle display, I took out the woman’s wallet, trying to look like I was counting my cash. Of which she had a lot—two hundred dollars, at least. Whoever had killed her, they hadn’t done it for her money, or they never would have left all this behind. She also had a couple of credit cards, and one of those punch cards from a sandwich shop—buy six sandwiches and get the seventh free. According to her driver’s license, her name was Jennifer Gorman, and she lived just far enough from here that my legs began to ache in anticipation of the walk ahead of me. That was all I learned about her from her wallet—name, address, and the fact that she liked the sandwiches at Casa Del Pane well enough to be one punch away from a free lunch.

Luckily, I had other ways of finding out what I needed to know.

Different gods choose their Marked in different ways. Hades plucked me out of the afterlife and gave me a second chance at mortal existence, which I’ve always thought was a pretty good deal—sure, the work gets to me sometimes, but if the alternative is being in the ground, who am I to complain? But no matter how a god chooses the mortals who serve them, one part of the process is always the same: when we accept the god’s offer, the god takes a piece of their own power and implants it into our soul. That’s what pushes our strength and speed and endurance to the upper limits of human potential. It’s also what ensures that we can never walk away—there’s no removing a god’s Mark once it’s grafted into the center of your being. And it’s what gives us our gifts. Each of us gets one—always different, always related in some way to our god’s area of influence, and never predictable. It has something to do with how the god’s power interacts with that particular human’s soul, and even the gods can’t tell what it will be ahead of time.

Mine is what I call death traces. I can see a trail showing me where a dead person went in the minutes or hours before their death. How far back I’m able to go depends on a lot of factors—how soon I get to the body, how afraid the victim felt, how hard they fought—but given the freshness of this corpse, and the violence of her death, I was willing to bet I would get a strong trace from her. Hopefully strong enough to find out who had killed her. Or at least why these disconcerting dogs thought she was so important.

I was going to have to get closer to her for this to work—there was no way around that. Looking around to make sure no civilians were nearby, I walked back over to the body, positioning myself between her and the street as best I could to try to hold off discovery for a few more minutes. I closed my eyes and concentrated—

And jumped as a cold nose nuzzled my ear.

I opened my eyes to see one of the hellhounds inches from my face. The thing’s head was as big as mine. It gave me an imploring, red-eyed stare as it leaned in to lick my chin.

I jerked back. “If you want me to figure this out, give me some space.” I looked from that dog to the others, who had both moved closer when I wasn’t looking. “All of you.”

The dog whined. It lay down and rested its head between its paws, where it looked up at me dejectedly.

I sighed. “I’m sorry. You’re a good dog. Just wait there while I do this. Um, stay.” Did Hades train his dogs? Surely he had more important things to worry about. On the other hand, running the underworld had to be hard enough without a bunch of pony-sized beasts peeing on the carpets and chewing up the furniture.

At any rate, it looked like the dogs were going to stay put for now. I closed my eyes again and started to call up the death trace.

“Is that a dead body?” Kimmy asked from behind me.

My eyes snapped open. I stood and turned around to see Kimmy staring wide-eyed at the corpse. “I told you to meet me back at the apartment. There’s nothing you can do here.”

“I thought you were just using those dogs as an excuse to get out of roommate fun night.” She tore her gaze from the body to stare at the dogs. “So they really are with you?”

“Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are.”

I caught the exact moment Kimmy noticed the dogs were more than dogs. Her already-wide eyes went as round as the burgers I had missed out on at the bowling alley. She took a step back. “Their eyes… and their fur…”

“Hellhounds.”

“Did you say hellhounds?” She all but shrieked the word. I winced, and not only because my eardrums were crying out for mercy. I had been doing a good job of not attracting attention until she came along. “Like, from hell?”

“Different god. These guys belong to Hades. I’ve heard most of his underworld is pretty nice, all things considered, although I don’t remember anything about the time I spent—” I stopped. I didn’t have time for this. While I was arguing the semantics of the afterlife, the trail was getting colder, and the civilians were that much closer to spotting the blood and calling the police. “Go home. I’ll see you when I’m done here.”

Kimmy shook her head. “It’s roommate fun night. That means we’re going to spend the night together, whether it’s bowling or…” She cast a doubtful glance around the scene. “Doing whatever it is you’re doing with dead bodies and hellhounds.”

“I doubt bonding over a crime scene is what you had in mind.”

“I can be flexible. That’s my goal for the month—to be more flexible. So we’re not cutting roommate fun night short, no matter what.”

The more time I spent fighting with Kimmy, the less time I had to work. “Fine. In that case, be quiet and let me work.” I started to turn around, but a movement behind Kimmy stopped me. The flutter of Lissa’s borrowed dress. Apparently Kimmy wasn’t the only one who had decided not to go home.

Lissa’s face turned gray as she peered over Kimmy’s shoulder. “That’s a lot of blood.”

“You serve a death god. How is it you can’t stand to look at a body?”

“Hades rules over the spirits of the dead. Nothing this… physical… with all the blood, and her body just lying there…” Lissa hastily looked away, covering her mouth with her hand.

“Speaking of spirits,” I said, “can both of you be quiet for a minute so I can get the death trace?”

In what was likely to be the only miracle I got anytime soon, all five of them listened—Kimmy, Lissa, and the dogs. I waited a moment, but no one said anything else, or stuck their nose in my ear. I closed my eyes, blocking out everything but the woman in front of me. I didn’t think about the body; I thought about her, whoever she had been. The pain and shock of death, and whatever had come before. I cast my mind out, inviting her to show me the path she had taken to this point.

“Oh God, is that blood?”

“Hey! You over there! Have you called 911?”

“What… what are those things? Look at their eyes!”

The civilians had arrived. My time was up. But when I opened my eyes, I saw a thick rope of fog leading down the street and around a corner. I had what I needed.

As the crowd started to gather, I faded back until I could safely walk away without being seen. I motioned to Kimmy and Lissa, who followed me as I headed in the direction the death trace led. I had practice getting away from scenes like this unnoticed. Of course, normally I didn’t have three giant hellhounds in tow.

“Where are they going?”

“Should we call animal control?”

“Are they even real? I think they’re robots. Hey! Robot dog! Bark!”

The dogs padded down the street after me, ignoring the voices that called after them. I looked over my shoulder to make sure none of the onlookers were curious enough to come after them. A couple of people looked like they might consider it, but the drama of the crime scene drew them back before they could get more than a few steps. If there’s one thing you can count on to distract people, it’s the lure of something terrible happening to somebody else. I took advantage of their distraction, and sped up as I followed in the dead woman’s footsteps.




Chapter 3

 

“This is nice,” said Kimmy with forced cheer. “Who needs bowling when we can take a walk through the city together?”

“Are there going to be any more bodies where we’re going?” Lissa asked. Her face still hadn’t regained its normal color.

“Your guess is as good as mine.” I saw her shudder, and softened my voice. “Probably not. It would take a big coincidence for her to have gone straight from another murder scene to her own.”

“Unless she saw the murderer kill someone else, and ran away,” said Kimmy. “Or unless—”

I cut her off. “Not helping.”

“I just think we should be prepared for every possibility.”

“You don’t need to worry about me,” said Lissa. “I need to get used to being in the field. Now that I’m the only Guardian left, sooner or later you’re going to need my help on one of your missions.” I could hear the dread woven through every word she spoke. A deaf person could have heard it.

“Not if I can help it.” Part of the Guardians’ duties is to offer magical assistance to the Marked when necessary. But when it comes to my missions, I do everything I can to make sure it isn’t necessary. I don’t have anything against the Guardians; I just don’t want to get any closer to divine power than I have to. Just because I work for a god doesn’t mean I want to get up close and personal. Hades and I have already had two one-on-one conversations, which, as far as I’m concerned, is two too many. Not that I don’t like the guy. I believe in what I’m fighting for—not only keeping New York City safe from the neighboring gods who feel much less friendly toward humanity, but the preservation of the natural cycle of life and death. Simply put, Hades just wants to leave humans alone to do our own thing, growing and changing—and every change involves a death of some kind, when you think about it—and eventually finding peace at the end of our lives. That’s something I can get behind.

But I’m also a big fan of the sun; that doesn’t mean I want to go hang out in the center of it for a while. That’s the difference between working for a god and talking to one.

Luckily, direct communication with our respective deities isn’t a regular thing for those of us who aren’t Guardians. At least, I used to think it was lucky. Now I was the only surviving Marked of Hades, or at least the only one in the temple—the few who had been outside the city during the attack were scattered across the world, with no way for me to contact them. And apparently Hades didn’t feel like talking to me any more than I felt like talking to him, because none of my reluctant efforts to reach out to him had succeeded. I was stuck getting my missions from the gods’ non-sentient messengers—Hades’s messengers take the form of giant snakes, which, let me tell you, is awkward to explain when you’re in the middle of a job interview—and their memory and accuracy both left a lot to be desired. For the first few weeks, I had assumed Hades was going to be sending help sometime soon. By now, I had started resigning myself to the fact that it was just going to be me, Lissa, and the messengers from now on.

“Are we… almost there?” Kimmy asked between huffs of breath.

I looked over to see her panting as she scrambled to keep up. Beside her, Lissa wasn’t faring much better; her dress, not meant for extended power-walking sessions, was beginning to wilt in the night air, and so was the rest of her. I slowed down, even though I hated the thought of giving the death trace any more time to fade. One more reason I didn’t like bringing non-Marked along on missions.

“No idea,” I answered shortly. “You should go home. Both of you. I don’t know what will be waiting for us when we get to wherever we’re going.”

But Kimmy shook her head. “This… is… roommate fun night. We… are going… to bond.”

I lost track of how far we walked before we reached the neat row of identical townhouses. Ahead of me, the death trace disappeared through one of the doors. I stopped two houses away. The house had a light on downstairs; I wasn’t going to be able to walk right in and start poking through their things.

“Is this it?” Kimmy pointed toward the closest house. If she had held up a sign saying “We don’t belong here,” it might have been a little less subtle.

Lissa shrank back. “Are we going to have to talk to these people?”

“With any luck, nobody will be talking to anyone.” I gave each of them a stern look. “Especially not you two. You’re going to walk ahead to the closest intersection, you’re going to have a long argument about which way to go, and then you’re going to wait right there until I come back.”

Lissa frowned. “You want us to argue? But this is roommate fun night.”

“She wants us to pretend to argue,” Kimmy corrected. “But aren’t we supposed to be sneaky? Won’t that draw too much attention? We should be sneaking around like—” She held an invisible cape up to her face and tiptoed down the street. Lissa watched with her head tilted, like she wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to laugh or imitate what Kimmy was doing.

“Enough.” I kept my voice low, but what it lacked in volume it more than made up for in force.

Kimmy froze mid-step, wobbling on her toes.

“This isn’t some fun bonding experience. This is my job—my real job. Somebody is dead. More people might be soon if I don’t find out what’s going on. And if whoever is inside that house has something to do with that woman’s murder, and she sees the two of you out here acting like you’re playing some game, you might be next. I don’t need that on my conscience. So either do what I say, or go home.”

Kimmy lowered her eyes, chastened. Lissa straightened her shoulders, once again taking on the mantle of a Guardian of Hades. She started toward the intersection, motioning Kimmy forward, although she cast a nervous look back at me. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

“Sorry,” Kimmy mumbled. “It’s just… I’m a part of this now. But I don’t feel like it. All I do is go to class and go to work and watch TV, the same as I always have. I want to be involved.”

“You are involved. Your bond with Lissa is what lets her hold the temple together on her own. Which means the best thing you can do for the temple is stay alive and stay safe.”

Kimmy didn’t look convinced. But she finally followed Lissa, leaving me and the hellhounds alone on the street.

I scowled at the dogs. “You guys aren’t exactly helping me stay inconspicuous either, you know. Go on, shoo.” I gestured toward Kimmy and Lissa’s disappearing backs.

One of the dogs gave a low, heartbroken whine, while the other two looked at me like I was eating a juicy steak in front of them just to spite them. I folded my arms and waited. They turned around and, tails low, padded after Kimmy and Lissa.

After taking a moment to think, I trailed after them. As they began their stilted argument, I broke off from them, toward the last house in the row. The wooden privacy fence was meant to keep normal humans out, not Marked; it didn’t take much for me to clamber over to the other side. I stuck close to the back fence as I crept across the backyard.

Three houses down from the one I needed, I found what I was looking for—a ladder propped up against the half-scrubbed upstairs windows. Terrible security—somebody was going to break in one day if they kept it up. But it wasn’t going to be me. I lowered the ladder as gently as I could, extended it all the way, then leaned it against the house again. Now it was high enough to reach the roof. I counted to a hundred, waiting to see if anyone inside would react to the sound of the ladder thumping against the house. When nobody came out to see what was going on, I climbed up to the roof and perched there.

From the roof, it only took a minute or two to cross to the house I wanted. Getting down was the tricky part. I found a windowsill, held my breath, and slid down backwards until my feet met solid stone.

If the window wouldn’t open, I would be left with two options: break the window and probably bring whoever was inside running up here, or peek around the curtain to get a single useless glimpse of the room on the other side. But a lot of people liked to keep their windows open during the day, and while they generally remembered to lock the downstairs windows once they closed them, they tended to be less vigilant about the upper floors. I had been guilty of that myself, in my pre-Marked days—locking the window never felt as urgent as locking the door. After all, who was going to get in that way if I hadn’t left them a way up?

Me, that was who. I tested the window; sure enough, it slid open. Trying not to make a sound, I swung my legs inside.

I closed the window behind me before I did anything else. Since I didn’t plan on leaving that way, it only seemed considerate. Besides, I didn’t want to leave any clues for the people who lived here that someone had been sneaking around inside their house. If I started examining the upstairs and found something game-changing, I wasn’t likely to remember to come back and close the window.

I might as well not have bothered. The bedroom was… a bedroom. Normally I’m pretty good at spotting the little things lying around in plain sight that offer clues to who a person is and what they might have against Hades. All I found out from this room was that Jennifer Gorman—unlike the rest of us—actually resembled her driver’s license photo, she was married to a man who didn’t like to smile for the camera, and she really liked the color blue. I even checked the closet—which, as a general rule, is a terrible place to hunt for people’s secrets, since everyone knows it’s the first place somebody will look—and found nothing more sinister than a bafflingly large collection of handbags, most of which didn’t even have enough room for a decent-sized weapon.

I crossed the hall to the next room, mindful of the lights downstairs and the muffled voices I could hear through the floor, and discovered something marginally more interesting—Jennifer Gorman had kids. Two boys, it looked like, both of them well into their dinosaur phase. But unless one of them had snuck out, killed their mother, and come back home before anyone else noticed something was wrong, I wasn’t going to find anything useful in here.

I returned to the master bedroom—the voices had been slightly clearer there—and put my ear to the floor. The first thing I heard was the unmistakable sound of a young child whining. “Where’s our food? I’m hungry.”

“Mommy will be back soon, with all the pizza you can eat,” answered an adult voice. “There was probably a line at the pizza place, that’s all.”

“We should have gotten delivery instead,” a second child, slightly older than the first, grumbled.

The man laughed. “You try persuading your mother to get pizza anywhere but Giorgio’s. It doesn’t matter where we live, or how far she has to go, she’ll be eating there until the day she dies.”

My gut knotted up at his choice of words as the grumbling boy announced, “I’m having a yogurt.”

“Mom will get mad if you eat without her,” his brother warned.

“I don’t care. I’m hungry.”

“Why don’t we all have something to eat?” said their dad with forced cheer. “Something more filling than yogurt. I’ll make us all some sandwiches, and we can eat leftover pizza tomorrow.”

I wondered if he had started to worry yet. I wondered when he would begin to suspect something was wrong—or if the news would take him completely by surprise. The knot in my stomach grew heavier.

Maybe there was something downstairs that would tell me who this woman really was, and what interest Hades had in her death. Or maybe the rest of the house was as ordinary as the upstairs. Either way, I wasn’t going to find out anything else tonight. I waited for the shuffling of feet that told me they had all moved to the kitchen, then crept halfway down the stairs. When I heard a shout and a giggle—“Get off me! You’re getting peanut butter in my hair!”—I used the opportunity to race the rest of the way down and slip out the front door. I walked briskly away from the house, hopefully putting enough space between me and their front door quickly enough that when the police came around asking about Jennifer’s murder, none of her neighbors would mention seeing a strange woman leaving her house the night she had been killed.

I waited for the frustration that usually hit after I followed a clue and came up empty. Instead I just felt like going home, curling up on the couch with a dozen or so cookies, and watching some stupid movie I’d already watched a hundred times before. Maybe hugging a puppy or two—a cute and reasonably-sized puppy with eyes that didn’t make me feel like something was about to eat my soul, I clarified as the hellhounds came into view. I didn’t usually deal with civilians—people with lives and families and people who would miss them when they were gone. Mostly I found myself tracking people like me.

The sound of Kimmy and Lissa’s stilted argument reached my ears as I approached. When Kimmy saw me, she stopped midsentence. “What happened?” she asked. “Did you find a clue? Did you shoot anyone?”

Not for the first time, I wished the two of them hadn’t invited themselves along. I didn’t feel like chatting about what I had heard in there. I didn’t want to think about civilian lives, and civilian tragedies. That wasn’t my world anymore.

I reminded myself to think like one of the Marked, and shook my head. “Nothing useful.”




Chapter 4

 

If I had thought investigating the dead woman’s house would be enough to appease the hellhounds, I was wrong. They followed us all the way back to our building. When we reached our floor, they raced down the hallway to our door before we even showed them where it was, and sat, tails wagging, waiting for us to let them in.

Kimmy cracked the door open. “No… dogs… allowed!” she grunted as she shoved her way inside in a way that brought to mind trying to force the last of the toothpaste out of the tube.

One of the dogs barked indignantly.

“Get out of here!” Kimmy yelled into the hallway, standing on her tiptoes and raising her arms above her head.

I raised my eyebrows. “What are you doing?”

“Isn’t this how you scare off dogs?”

“I think that’s bears.”

“Well, it’s the size of a bear.” But she lowered her arms, and made a shooing motion instead. “Go on, get out of here. This building doesn’t allow pets.”

“For once, the landlord and I are in complete agreement.” I forced my way through the door, trying not to open it any wider. Don’t get me wrong, I love dogs. I grew up with two of them. Buddy was my brother’s dog, sleeping at the foot of his bed every night and trying to follow him to school every morning, but Bella was mine. There were days, growing up, when it felt like that dog was the only one in the house who would still love me even if no one was telling her she was supposed to.

But after years of apartment living, I was out of the habit of sharing my space with lumbering, drooling, shedding beasts. Anyway, dogs were one thing; hellhounds were another.

Kimmy frantically motioned Lissa through the door. “Come on! Before the others get any ideas.”

Lissa maneuvered herself into the apartment. Then she took hold of the doorknob and swung the door wide. The dogs’ eyes would have lit up, I was sure, if they hadn’t already been glowing that ominous red. They raced through the door before Lissa could change her mind.

Kimmy stared at Lissa, then the open door, then Lissa again. It took her a moment to find her voice. “What are you doing?”

Lissa closed the door. “This is Hades’s temple,” she said calmly. “These dogs belong to Hades. What are we supposed to do, tell them to leave?”

“Yes! Why is that so hard to understand?” Kimmy looked from the kitchen, where one of the dogs was licking out an old crusty bowl that I had left in the sink three days ago, to the living room, where the remaining two had claimed the entire couch between them. “They belong to Hades. You’re the one who talks to Hades. Make them get out.”

Lissa ignored her. She strode to the altar in the middle of the living room—a slab of black stone that looked distinctly out of place between our threadbare couch and our ancient yard-sale TV—and placed both hands on it, speaking softly in a language I didn’t understand. The energy in the apartment shifted subtly, growing thicker and denser, making the hairs on the backs of my arms twitch uneasily. Even ordinary humans can sense something when they enter a temple, although they don’t tend to know why the air feels different or why they suddenly feel like they’re being watched. The gods imbue their temples with their power—sort of like what they do with the Marked, actually. That means stepping inside a temple is the closest to meeting one of the gods face-to-face that most humans will ever come.

And I get to live here. Lucky me.

It had taken a while, but I was finally starting to get used to it. But my skin still crawled every time Lissa did anything that drew Hades’s attention. Even asking a simple question like she was doing right now.

“Does that ever get any less unsettling?” Kimmy asked, eyeing Lissa.

“Not really.” I turned away. Even aside from my issues with divine power, there’s something uncomfortably intimate about watching someone else commune with their god. Watching Lissa pray always kind of felt like I had caught a glimpse of her naked, and neither of us needed that. Plus, the more you focus on a manifestation of divine power
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