
  
    [image: Who’s Lying Now?]
  


  
    
      WHO’S LYING NOW?

      
        FOOL ME ONCE SERIES

        BOOK SIX

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ASTRA CAPONE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Carrington Press-ly Ink LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Who’s Lying Now?

        Fool Me Once Series: Book 6

      

      

      

      
        
        Astra Capone

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Astra Capone

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      

      
        
        For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed: “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the email address below.

      

      

      

      
        
        Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places contained within the story are products of the author’s imagination.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-972611-99-9

      

      

      

      
        
        First edition 2026

      

      

      

      
        
        Publisher contact information:

        carringtonpresslyink@gmail.com

      

        

      
        Who’s Lying Now? is Human Authored.

        Registration # is 3437982.

        You can find more information regarding the Human Authored initiative here: Authors’ Guild: Human Authored

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Previously in the Fool Me Once series

      

      
        Prologue: Bad Blood

      

      
        1. Think

      

      
        2. And the Angels Sing

      

      
        3. Losing My Religion

      

      
        4. Shake it Off

      

      
        5. Bad Girls

      

      
        6. Roar

      

      
        7. Philadelphia Freedom

      

      
        8. Higher

      

      
        9. Call Me

      

      
        10. I Am Woman

      

      
        11. Sacrifice

      

      
        12. Halo

      

      
        13. Kings and Queens

      

      
        14. What Do I Know?

      

      
        Cast of Characters

      

      
        Bibliography

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Author’s Note, and Preview

      

      
        1. Let Your Love Flow

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to the city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, otherwise known as the cradle of American democracy.

      

      I was a thirty-year-old kid when I first walked your historic streets. By the time I turned thirty-five, I’d finally become an adult, thanks to you.

      

      I had to leave you for reasons beyond my control, but I’ve never loved a city more.

      

      I’ll be back one day, Philly. Until then, I’ll see you in my dreams.

      

      Go Birds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s continue to be real. This is a high-stakes dark romance series that gradually shifts into paranormal romance. Here are a few trigger warnings.

      Clara Presley is self-destructive, loud, vulgar, and takes the Lord’s name in vain like it’s her bleeping job. John Carrington is self-restrained, quiet, refined, and a controlling Pleasure Dom who likes to test boundaries and hide secrets. Somehow, these two opposites attract.

      During this series, some scenes get heavy, and these scenes include depictions of the following:

      
        
          	
        Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) — explored through Carrington’s understood diagnosis and Clara’s newly diagnosed journey
      

      	
        Eating Disorders & Severe Body Dysmorphia
      

      	
        Substance Addiction & Codependency
      

      	
        Light BDSM & Intense Power Dynamics
      

      	
        Emotional Volatility & Toxic Relationships
      

      	
        Mentions of Non-Consensual Sexual Interactions
      

      	
        Fertility Issues
      

      	
        Graphic Violence
      

      

      

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are examples of addictive behavior, and man, do they run and jump like marathon pole-vaulters.

      A second note: This series will be seven books in total, with a prequel short story. (The prequel short story is available to read for free at most major online retailers and on my website.)

      To help my readers remember important events and milestones (because I don’t know about anyone else, but I can barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning, let alone something that happened in a book I read months ago), I’ve created a summary of the previous books in the front matter and a cast of characters in the back matter. If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip the summary; while this installment has an ending, the world-building is best enjoyed in order.

      A third note: To make this story my own, I’ve taken significant liberties with Greek mythology. If you’re a Greek myth buff, and it’ll simply drive you mad to think of something written out of canon, you might be a little upset with me and this book. You know what? That’s okay. The world is full of wonderful things that occasionally upset people. Please be aware that I warned you.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.
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      WHAT IN THE WORLD WAS THAT?

      

      Clara Presley and Mark Kennedy, a detective with the Philadelphia Police Department, had a serious relationship that lasted two years and ended when she declined his proposal. Despite their emotional turmoil, they agreed to remain friends.

      In December 2018, after writing and publishing her first book, Clara earned enough money to move to the Rittenhouse Square section of Philadelphia. Mark celebrated her success and helped her pack.

      They had a glass of wine and rekindled their physical relationship. Mark asked if Clara wanted to continue seeing each other informally. She agreed, but stood firm that she was not interested in a serious relationship. They decided to keep their romance strictly physical until they were ready to move on.

      

      DID I LIE?

      

      Clara Presley ended her physical relationship with Mark Kennedy and attended a charity ball in Las Vegas in October 2019, where she had a one-night stand with John Carrington. She ran from him for months before she was forced to see him again in March 2020 for a guest spot on his talk show.

      During a freak storm that flooded Clara’s London hotel, Carrington offered to let her stay with him, where he told her he was in love with her. She rebuked him. He agreed to wait for her to accept her feelings.

      Carrington spearheaded five months of long-distance phone dating with Clara. She refused to see them as anything more than friends until August 2020, when she surprised him by flying to Las Vegas, where he was running a charity drive.

      Once she was properly drunk, Clara admitted she loved him. Carrington permitted her to accompany him to the charity drive, provided she behaved herself. The next morning, they woke up married.

      Clara discovered three videos from their wedding—two safe for work, one definitely not—going viral on the internet. The ensuing fight with Carrington, which was caused by his not telling her about the videos, precipitated a health scare from her anorexic practices. He made her promise she’d never put herself in a situation like that again or she’d lose him. Grudgingly, she accepted his ultimatum.

      Clara’s intuition questioned if Carrington had planned their unplanned wedding. Rather than answer her, he introduced her to his Dominant persona and gave her endless pleasure during their two-week honeymoon. This was interspersed with volatile fights.

      With the honeymoon over, the newlyweds visited Carrington’s family in Ireland. Maggie, one of Carrington’s sisters, explained that Carrington had a fifteen-year absence while visiting the US, starting when he was eighteen. No one knew what he did while away, but he was rehabilitated from alcoholism and achieved two psychology degrees from Oxford when he returned at age thirty-three. Before she could tell Clara everything, Maggie was interrupted by Carrington.

      Back in Philadelphia, Clara and Carrington fought over finances during a road trip. When she defied him at a rest stop, he made a public spectacle, which included flinging her over his shoulder and carrying her to the car.

      Clara finally realized what Carrington was doing during their fights: manipulating her into acting the way he desired. He revealed some of his past to her and recounted how he easily manipulated women because of his appearance and manners. Clara, he confessed, was the only woman who presented a challenge to him. Her dismissive attitude at the beginning of their relationship made him want her more than anyone else.

      Clara then guessed his greatest manipulation of all: he had gotten drunk with her on purpose on the night of their marriage. After some contemplation, she forgave him. She then announced that she was selling her condo to move to London with him because she couldn’t afford to keep it while living abroad, and he couldn’t host his show from Philadelphia.

      Carrington, who was far wealthier than she had ever dreamed, proposed a business agreement to buy her condo with a promise to allow her to repurchase it. The couple embarked on a new future together in London.

      

      WOULD I LIE TO YOU?

      

      This book begins five days after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara returned to Philadelphia while her UK citizenship was in flux. She and Carrington continued to struggle over who had control in their relationship.

      Three days later, when Clara’s friend and former lover, Detective Mark Kennedy, visited—and Clara revealed what happened the night she married Carrington—Mark became suspicious of Carrington’s motives and control issues.

      Clara and Carrington fought over the phone the next day. While walking to clear her head, she was distracted by Alex Campbell calling to her from the top of a building. The two had lunch, and Clara learned that Alex was a superstar soccer player who intensely disliked Carrington. Before she could determine why, Carrington called her cell phone. He evaded telling her the truth.

      Clara was followed by a black BMW that night. She called Mark, who came to the rescue. She fought with Carrington over the phone again and threatened to stay in Philadelphia permanently if he didn’t stop trying to control her, then she went into shock from the day’s events.

      The next day, Clara shared tickets to Alex’s soccer game with Mark. They had a tender moment which alluded to their previous romantic relationship before Alex appeared. Mark drove Clara home after the soccer match and told her he’d be back later that night.

      Clara was greeted by Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, when she entered her condo building. He’d just spoken with James Clarke, Carrington’s attorney, who called to say Carrington had purchased Clara’s condo a week early. Carrington arrived, and Clara tricked him into believing she was leaving him unless he started telling the truth. Somehow, he stole her condo keycard and seduced her into staying.

      Carrington wanted to roleplay Dominant and submissive, and Clara agreed. While establishing a safeword, he divulged that his former subs used to call him Mr. Carrington. She became distraught because his last name was a term of endearment to her. He requested her to call him by his first name, John, during their D/s lovemaking because no other woman had used it.

      Mark returned later that night, as promised, and showed Clara and Carrington a shabby-looking little black book and a floppy disk with Clara’s initials written on it, both gathered as evidence from the black BMW. The car’s interior contained fingerprints belonging to a felon, Girard Boudreaux.

      Clara fainted, then relived her first abusive relationship with Charles Benoit. She had destroyed a floppy disk, similar to the one Mark had shown her. On awakening, she called for Carrington and recounted her physical abuse to him and Mark. Carrington vowed revenge against Benoit.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins, a gynecologist, arrived later that night to check on Clara, diagnosing her with PCOS. The doctor suggested that Carrington speak at a women’s sexual wellness conference to share his expertise on inducing orgasms.

      The next morning, Carrington and Clara played checkers while she plied him with personal questions; both the game and the questions ended in a stalemate. They made a deal to answer one difficult question each.

      Clara shared that she’d only enjoyed having sex with one person before meeting Carrington; he guessed that it was Mark Kennedy. Carrington, in turn, explained that his former relationships were not relationships; they were business deals. Each woman called him Mr. Carrington so they wouldn’t form an attachment to him because he wanted to feel they were his property. At her insistence, Carrington granted Clara autonomy. Before Carrington returned to London, he gave Clara a skeleton key necklace that represented how she was the only woman to hold his heart.

      A week later, Mark drove Clara to the Philadelphia airport so that she could also travel to London. Mark told Clara that Carrington had tried to steal the little black book after she fainted. She promised Mark she’d investigate and watched a video on the plane that showed Carrington and Alex competing like children, illustrating their dislike.

      Two weeks later, Clara was tired of visiting Carrington’s Paddington television station. She opted to write before surprising him at Paddington. When Charlie—Carrington’s personal driver—arrived with the car, Carrington disclosed that he knew how long it had taken Clara to walk to the station without her telling him. She guessed that he was having her followed. During the ensuing fight, he threw her over his shoulder and carried her to the car.

      Carrington revealed Charles Benoit was in London and that Clara needed to remain safe. He locked her in their bedroom at the London flat, even though she begged him not to do it. She worked through her fear by calling Alex Campbell.

      Alex helped Clara down a fire escape and drove them to Heathrow Airport. She and Alex discussed several things during their car ride, including the sex video from Clara’s wedding—which she’d previously believed to be silent—and her unusual relationship with Carrington.

      Realizing that the only person Carrington feared was his mother, Aoife, Clara made a split-second decision to fly to Western Ireland. At the airport, Clara found that her condo keycard was being used to track her and threw it away.

      Clara and Alex stayed with Maggie for the night. The following morning, Maggie and Alex went sightseeing through the countryside while Clara talked with Aoife. Although Aoife was unable to explain why Carrington kidnapped Clara, Aoife shared her history with Carrington’s father, Nicholas. The parallels in their relationships were eerie. Aoife implied that Carrington was involved in underhanded dealings just as he arrived at her house in the middle of a punishing rainstorm.

      Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He took her to his house in Castlemacgarrett, where he disclosed that he was the second-in-command of an underground crime organization, County Mayo Clan (CMC). He’d been watching Clara for three years in secret because he’d been commissioned to kill her by Benoit’s uncle, Francis Villemont.

      Carrington had schemed his marriage to Clara to save her life, not only from Villemont but from an unknown mole within Carrington’s organization. Alex, part of the same organization as Carrington, had saved Clara’s life when he called out to her the day he met her because he saw the black BMW following her along the road and thought it could be the mole.

      Carrington’s fifteen-year absence in the US had involved assassination work. He mentioned many names that were featured in the little black book he’d tried to steal from Mark, though he didn’t directly mention the book.

      Remembering the fairy allegory Carrington had told her on the beach in Mexico during their honeymoon, Clara cited it when she understood why their relationship couldn’t end. As she acknowledged her attraction to the danger his lifestyle posed, they recommitted to each other.

      The next morning, Carrington diagnosed Clara as a Borderline Personality Disorder sufferer. He knew her diagnosis because he suffered the same affliction. They met his mother and sisters at church, and when Maggie failed to arrive, Aoife revealed that Maggie was saying goodbye to Alex before he returned to Manchester.

      Once again, Carrington and Alex fought, this time outside Maggie’s house. Maggie admitted she’d lied to and seduced Alex, not the other way around. Carrington apologized to Alex for assuming the worst of him. While alone, Clara and Carrington contemplated fate and whether it existed. They ultimately decided they were meant to save each other.

      

      WAS THAT A LIE?

      

      This book begins the day after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara stayed in Ireland for safety reasons while Carrington returned to London. She had an unfortunate encounter at the store with a jealous woman Carrington used to date, and quickly became friends with Aoife.

      Two days later, Clara received a call from Steph, her publicity attorney, who reminded Clara that she still had authorial duties. Clara agreed to a meeting with her publishing team, then had a brief phone call with Carrington and capped the night by meeting his estranged father, Nicholas Smith.

      Nicholas put Clara through rigorous mental acrobatics until she guessed his role within his organization: the don of the Morelli crime family. She was uncertain whether to trust him, but after she learned he’d married Aoife in a secret ceremony and wanted to reconnect with Carrington, she agreed to remain cordial.

      Clara discovered that Carrington had deprived his father of a share of CMC’s profits during a deal Carrington made when he married her. Nicholas asked Clara to convince Carrington to do business with him again. She refused, but Nicholas said he would provide the mole’s identity if she complied. She unwillingly consented.

      When Carrington returned to Ireland two days later, Clara told him about Nicholas’s offer, but omitted that he’d married Aoife. Carrington discounted Nicholas’s credibility and made love to Clara through the weekend.

      During a volatile fight on Sunday afternoon, Carrington and Clara discussed her potential pregnancy. Their heartfelt revelations included her conflict with having children despite his desire to have them. Carrington also shared with Clara that Aoife’s house was being monitored with audio devices.

      Before Carrington departed for London, they agreed to be better to each other. Clara ended her weekend with a fun party that involved Aoife, Alex, Carrington’s sisters, and Tiffany, the woman Clara had met on the plane during her first trip to London.

      The next day, Clara had her publication team meeting and then spoke to Mark on the phone. He told her Girard Boudreaux had been arrested in Philadelphia. Afterward, they had a terrible fight regarding their past relationship and Mark’s investigations into Carrington’s finances.

      Through some angry back-and-forth, Clara felt that Mark knew about Carrington’s true occupation. Mark didn’t reveal anything about CMC, but he admitted that he was still in love with Clara. She confessed to similar feelings, but said she loved Carrington more. They agreed to take a break from each other for a few weeks.

      Nicholas arrived minutes after the call and charmed Clara into a car ride. During the drive, he asked why she hadn’t told Carrington about his marriage to Aoife. Clara explained that she told Carrington about Nicholas’s wishes to do business and that telling Carrington about his marriage to Aoife wasn’t specifically in their deal. Nicholas agreed to keep his end of the bargain and drove Clara to talk to the alleged mole, James Clarke, the current skipper of the CMC.

      While at Jim’s house, Clara learned that his wife, Martha, was Aoife’s deceased first husband’s sister and that Jim had always been in love with Aoife. Jim had a long rivalry with Nicholas, who flashed his new golden wedding ring to Martha, alerting Jim that Nicholas and Aoife were married. Jim and Nicholas argued outside the house, and Jim threatened to kill Nicholas and Clara, confirming that Jim was the mole.

      Nicholas took Clara to the Claremorris Golf Club, where he told her about the CMC members’ long, sordid past. He also admitted he’d listened to her phone conversation with Mark, and that Mark would only complicate matters if she continued to be friends with him after his wedding.

      Clara spent the night at Maggie’s hair salon, where the two chatted about Carrington’s childhood and the origin of his controlling protectiveness. He’d witnessed his grandfather, Liam, physically and verbally abuse his mother. Carrington, with Nicholas’s help, had driven Liam out of their lives.

      Clara and Maggie briefly discussed her relationship with Alex. Maggie implied she was in love with him.

      After a short phone call with Carrington, Clara and Maggie waited for Nicholas to arrive. He brought a pregnancy test for Clara to use. She was not pregnant. Nicholas comforted her, and she realized they were becoming friends. She thanked him for being an upstanding man despite his other flaws.

      The three went to Gilligans pub, where they met Cillian Walsh, Jr. and had a few beers. Clara got drunk for the first time in several months and was honest with Maggie about what happened the night she married Carrington. Maggie insisted that Clara’s relationship with Carrington was abusive, regardless of his obsessive passion and devotion to her.

      Clara went to Maggie’s house and had another phone conversation with Carrington. She shared that she wasn’t pregnant, and he soothed her before offering to fly her to London to be closer to him. She agreed, and as they ended their call, she accidentally told him that Girard Boudreaux had been arrested.

      Once Clara and Maggie were alone, they had a frank discussion about Clara and Carrington’s relationship. When they were finished, Maggie suggested they go to Moonlight Mickey’s for another pint.

      At the bar, a news story about Carrington’s parents getting married aired on the TV, and Clara called Alex, as she was worried about Nicholas’s safety. Alex promised to help.

      Dec, the barkeep for Moonlight Mickey’s, drove Maggie and Clara to Sean’s tattoo shop. Cillian came to the shop because Carrington had called him, asking him to pick up Maggie and Clara and take them to his flat.

      With some fancy verbal footwork, Clara proved to Cillian that listening to Carrington was a bad idea and that they needed to warn Aoife that Nicholas was in danger instead. Cillian agreed to the new plan, but when they got to Aoife’s, her house was empty, and her car was gone.

      While determining what to do next, Clara received a phone call from Charles Benoit. He said that Carrington had taken the sex video the night he married Clara—not a drone, as Carrington had told her—and that Benoit had heard Clara and Carrington make love through an audio device. He said he was calling from Carrington’s Claremorris garage and claimed to have shot Carrington before he disconnected.

      Cillian saw it as a trick to lure Clara to the garage, but since someone had been shot, they still needed to go there. Maggie called Carrington, who answered. Clara asked Carrington if what Benoit had said about the sex video was true. Carrington confessed and pleaded with Clara to let him explain. Cillian screeched to a halt at the garage, and Clara vowed to get answers. She tossed the phone to Maggie, instructing her to stay in the car.

      Inside the garage, Benoit killed someone out of sight. He tried to make Clara think it was Carrington. When she wouldn’t buy his story, he intended to shoot her, but Fyodor Baranov, the Russian criminal organization mediator, prevented Clara from being harmed. Benoit struck Clara hard in the face, and Cillian shot him in the leg just before Carrington busted through the door.

      Nicholas arrived as well, revealing that he and Carrington had been working together to take down Jim for treason. They killed Benoit, and then Alex—along with a frenzy of men from CMC—marched into the garage. As Clara was talking with Alex, Jim appeared and shot him.

      Alex died, and a grief-stricken Clara held Carrington’s revolver on Jim until Cillian entered the room. Benoit had killed Cillian’s brother. As retaliation, Cillian shot Jim.

      Once Jim was dead, the clan members revealed that Alex’s death was faked as part of a larger scheme to see how Clara would react to weaknesses. They wanted Clara to take a role in the clan. Everyone left to allow Clara to talk with Carrington, Nicholas, Alex, and Cillian.

      With information gathered through Clara’s questions, she established an elaborate plan—concocted by Carrington and Nicholas—to remove Jim from CMC. The plan was in place for over three years. Clara asked to speak to Carrington alone.

      They faced off as she held Nicholas’s pistol to Carrington’s chest, and he promised not to mentally abuse her anymore. She forgave him. He offered her the role of second-in-command in CMC, as it was vacant because he’d assumed the captain’s role upon Jim’s death. After a short deliberation, she accepted his offer. Clara endured a lengthy vetting process and was eventually inducted as the new second-in-command.

      The following afternoon, Clara texted Mark that he was in danger because of the little black book and his investigations into the clan. She then had an intimate conversation with Nicholas atop the hill at the house he’d bought for Aoife. They discussed Carrington’s law background and why Carrington had lied to Clara. When their discussion turned personal, Nicholas asked if Clara would stay with Carrington if he continued to lie to her. They were interrupted by Carrington.

      Nicholas left them in private, and Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He told her he’d lied to protect plans and people and would’ve done it differently if he had another choice. Still suspicious, Clara requested that they watch their wedding night sex video together to prove he was no longer lying. He agreed, and they watched it later that night.

      The video only showed their everlasting dedication. When she realized he always had video footage filming in his hotel room, was drunk the night they got married, and forgot to turn off the camera, Clara forgave Carrington. They reconciled and pledged to be honest with each other.

      

      WHAT IF I LIED TO YOU?

      

      This book begins two days after the closing events of the last book.

      In an attempt to shift the power dynamic in her relationship with Carrington, Clara suggested they switch the Dominant and submissive roles during their next intimate scene. The results were disastrous. He ignored their agreed-upon setup, but she eventually forgave him.

      The following day, they attended the long-awaited Halloween party at Carrington’s London station. A party crasher, dressed like Zorro, gave Clara a creepy poem. Carrington professed ignorance of the poem’s meaning until Clara argued with him. He finally admitted that the directions in the poem—which seemed like a scavenger hunt—would lead Clara to one of his former lovers.

      To trick Carrington into believing she was jealous, Clara made passionate love to him in his office. She secretly knew he was keeping something from her and wanted to distract him.

      Two days later, at Clara’s book signing in Philadelphia, a strange man dressed as Carrington attended. Cillian, who was acting as Clara’s bodyguard, protected her. Out of caution, she asked Cillian to stay with her that night.

      They talked at her condo, where he revealed that Nicholas used to run all three underground criminal organizations: the Irish, the Italian, and the Cajun. Jim became the skipper of CMC only after Carrington refused the post.

      Clara discovered from Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, that Mark had been staying at her condo on nights he wasn’t collecting her mail, and that she’d received another creepy poem, this time on the back of a postcard from Las Vegas. The poem indicated that Carrington wasn’t to be trusted. Clara instinctively knew it was a trick and that Carrington’s life was in danger.

      She conversed with Mack and learned that the cat he’d rescued, Ernie, was causing his son to have an allergic reaction. Clara agreed to take Ernie and asked Mack to make sure the little black book Mark had hidden in her lockbox remained safe. She also requested Mack to paste her lockbox code on the underside of Ernie’s cat litter box in case of an emergency.

      Mack showed Clara some photos from the security cameras outside her condo building, and Clara recognized a man as one of Nicholas’s sons from his first marriage, although she didn’t know his name. The son had the same cold, blue-grey eyes as the person who’d been disguised as Zorro during the Halloween party.

      Mack dropped Ernie off at Steph’s house the following afternoon. An unfortunate encounter between Steph and her ex-husband inspired Clara’s next lie, which was that she suspected Carrington of financial abuse. Clara convinced Steph to help her sidetrack Cillian at her book signing in London—which was two days later—so that Clara could find Carrington’s former lover, Charlotte. Although it outwardly seemed that Clara was attempting to leave Carrington, she was secretly protecting him from Nicholas’s son.

      Maggie and Steph helped Clara escape the book signing by distracting Carrington and Cillian. Clara biked to Charlotte Robinson’s office, where she discovered Charlotte was not only Carrington’s former lover but also his former psychologist. Clara questioned Charlotte about Carrington’s past, and through a clever game of hypotheticals, she convinced Charlotte she wanted to leave Carrington. Clara’s motive for lying was also to trick Nicholas’s son if he were watching her.

      Back at the book signing, Cillian alerted Carrington that Clara was missing. Maggie relayed this to Clara through the secret text code they’d developed. Clara was forced to quickly return to the bookstore and climb into an open bathroom window to avoid detection by Carrington. She hurt her ankle in the process. After expressing his fear and dismay in being unable to find her, Carrington slowly pieced together the afternoon’s events and realized he’d been tricked. But he had no hard evidence to prove it.

      Clara and Carrington had a battle of wills later that night as they made love. Neither was the victor, but Carrington asked Clara whether she was afraid to tell him the truth about where she had gone. She confirmed that he didn’t scare her, and they fell asleep.

      The next morning, Carrington was needed at his television station, so Clara spent some time at their flat. Dr. Sarah Jenkins, the gynecologist who’d helped Clara in Philadelphia, called Clara’s cell phone. During their conversation, Sarah said that she was in London and asked if Clara was free for coffee to discuss the women’s sexual wellness conference that Carrington had committed them to attend.

      As Clara had hurt her ankle, Charlie drove her to meet Dr. Jenkins. It became evident to Clara that the doctor was attempting to trap her into staying at the shop, especially when Dr. Jenkins lied about her credentials. Worried for Carrington’s safety, Clara left the coffee shop and lied to Charlie, saying she needed to meet Carrington at the airport. Clara knew it was her only chance to fly to Ireland and speak to Aoife, whom she’d been secretly mailing letters to for the last two weeks.

      Maggie picked up Clara from the West Ireland airport, and while they were en route to Aoife’s house, they discussed Carrington’s past girlfriends. Maggie provided a laundry list of information she’d collected while helping Clara, and Clara mused aloud about what Carrington could be hiding. Once Clara decided that Carrington and Nicholas had been seeking revenge against Jim, she mentioned Nicholas’s other son as a threat.

      Maggie informed Clara that his name was Argyle and that he was a terrible person who’d tried to hurt her sister, Belle. Before elaborating on the details, they reached Aoife’s house, and Clara bolted inside.

      Aoife had all the newspaper articles she’d collected of Carrington over the past twenty years waiting. Clara and Aoife discussed their pen pal letters and the proverb code Aoife used when she suspected Nicholas of intercepting her letters. Aoife then showed Clara a postcard that had come in the mail.

      The postcard was from Las Vegas and had another creepy poem written on it. Aoife and Clara were talking about a packet of pictures that had also come in the mail—which proved Nicholas was working with Carrington for the last eleven years—when Nicholas arrived.

      He tried to sidetrack Clara, but it didn’t work. Aoife, who was working with Clara to protect Carrington, pretended not to know about the big reveal of the photos she’d received. When Nicholas admitted he’d been reconciled with Carrington for eleven years, he believed Aoife’s act of indignation.

      Nicholas provided a lot of backstories on the CMC members and explained why divorce wasn’t allowed in the clans: it was a rule established by his first wife’s father, Jeremy Astor, and had never been changed. Nicholas revealed that he and Carrington had been lying to everyone for over a decade because they’d been working against Jim, who had blackmailed Nicholas in 2008. Nicholas and Carrington sought to restore the clan to its rightful leadership and retrieve an opal ring that had belonged to Aoife’s mother, which was locked in Jim’s vault.

      With time running out until Carrington discovered she was gone, Clara asked Nicholas to explain why they hadn’t killed Jim sooner. His reply was vague, but he told Clara that several audio recordings were missing from Jim’s vault when Carrington searched it.

      Clara realized why Carrington was so worried about her escaping: he didn’t want her to hear whatever was on the recordings. Clara asked Nicholas if he knew what information the recordings contained, and he claimed ignorance. Clara sensed it was a lie, but knew she had to listen to the recordings to keep Carrington safe from Argyle.

      Maggie drove Clara to the airport, and Clara flew to Las Vegas. All the while, Carrington attempted to prevent her from getting to his hotel suite. She prevailed and found a laptop in his suite.

      After she guessed the laptop’s password, the audio recordings played, revealing that Carrington had been listening to Clara’s meetings with her psychologist at the beginning of their relationship and that he wasn’t drunk the night they got married.

      Clara knew the laptop was a plant, and that the information she heard was meant to hurt her, but she also knew Carrington was in danger. The only way she could keep him safe was to lie to him.

      Carrington burst into the room. After an emotionally draining interaction, Clara left him in his suite with a promise to file for divorce while fulfilling her clan duties as second-in-command.

      Four days later, Clara met Carrington at his London television station for their clan hierarchy meeting. When he asked her where she’d been for the last several days, she told him she’d traveled to the US.

      He expressed concern about her health, as she’d lost weight, but she brushed him off. Throughout the meeting, she referred to him solely as John to remain emotionally distant. Her lies to him took a toll on her, but she managed to pull them off successfully.

      She flew to Philadelphia, where she met Mark at her condo. They acted out a conversation they’d rehearsed several days earlier. Clara knew Carrington or Nicholas would be listening at her apartment, and Mark and Clara rehearsed their discussion—not only to make it appear that she was moving on from Carrington—but also to keep Mark safe, as he was in a lot of danger from his investigation of Carrington’s finances and the CMC members.

      In addition to discussing Mark’s feelings for Clara, they talked about the little black book, which was hidden in her lockbox, although they acted like Mark had it in an undisclosed location. Clara met her former boss, Walter Zinsedi, at a bar to make it appear she was seeking a new family law attorney. When she was done, Mark drove her to the airport.

      Clara arrived in London, and Nicholas was waiting for her at Heathrow. Carrington had listened to her conversation with Mark just as she’d anticipated. He’d believed every word.

      Clara was nervous about lying to Nicholas because he was typically the only person she couldn’t fool. Still, she convinced him that she wanted to divorce and overthrow Carrington as the clan captain. Nicholas agreed to her scheme, and Clara returned to the London flat she shared with Carrington.

      Later that day, Carrington arrived home and talked with Clara, treating her as he had before they’d fought. She was guarded, but when Carrington suggested they travel to Florence, Italy, to restart their relationship, she knew he would be safer there than in London. Clara agreed to his offer. They shared an emotional night, but Clara remained distant in case Argyle was watching.

      Clara went for a walk in Hyde Park the following morning. She mailed another letter to Aoife and texted Mark. While talking to Steph on the phone, she ran into Argyle on the street. They had a heated exchange. After Argyle realized Clara had tricked him into believing she no longer loved Carrington, he likewise tricked her into believing Nicholas had betrayed her.

      Clara ran from Argyle and stayed on the phone with Steph. She told Steph the truth about her plot to keep Carrington safe and asked Steph to share the information with him. Argyle beat Clara on the head with the butt of his gun, then ran away. A familiar female voice called out to Clara, but she blacked out before she could identify the speaker.

      Clara awoke four days later from a coma. She had amnesia, and Carrington explained their twisted history with one caveat: they weren’t legally married. He’d only made it seem like they were married to keep her safe from a rogue faction of the Morelli crime family.

      Clara received flashes of information, but she couldn’t remember everything, including the location of the little black book. She reverted to calling Carrington by his last name, which helped reestablish their bond.

      As he prepared to attend the Golden Globes three days later, Carrington invited Alex to stay with Clara at their safehouse in Tuscany. Alex was the only person Clara remembered on sight.

      Alex called Maggie to share the good news that Clara remembered him. The phone call spiraled into an avalanche of memories for Clara. She finally remembered why Carrington was in danger and lied to him again, sending him to Ireland. She claimed the latest letter she’d mailed to Aoife contained the little black book’s location. Clara knew Ernie the cat played a part in the book’s actual location, so after Carrington left, Alex called Cillian, who was watching Ernie.

      Cillian checked Ernie’s toys and cat tree, but came up empty as to the book’s location. Another memory caused Clara to discuss Ernie’s litter box. Cillian had purchased a larger box, moved the old one to the garage, and forgot to check it. On the underside of the box was the code to Clara’s lockbox.

      Clara recounted the events since the Halloween party to Alex. She explained that Nicholas had tipped her off that he, Carrington, and Alex were hiding something from her with a verbal slip on the hill outside Aoife’s house. She determined that Argyle was using Carrington’s love and concern for her safety to trick him into being careless about his own safety.

      Clara thought Nicholas had truly turned against her because Argyle knew her greatest weakness: her lack of self-esteem. Alex explained that Colin, one of the CMC clan members, had given Argyle access to Nicholas’s audio recordings. That was why Argyle had known her greatest weakness. Alex assured her Nicholas was their ally.

      Clara revealed that she’d been working with Maggie, Aoife, and Mark to keep Carrington safe. When she mentioned Mark, Clara remembered that he was also in great danger because of his investigations into the clan. They’d used a text code similar to the one she established with Maggie, and Mark was due to move the little black book to a new location the following day if he didn’t hear from Clara. Since Carrington had her cell phone, she told Alex they needed to fly to Philadelphia immediately to retrieve the book.

      During the flight, Alex recapped the finer details about Clara’s relationship with Carrington. Clara, in turn, told Alex that they weren’t really married. Alex got extremely worried, and she realized it was because he feared Nicholas’s reaction.

      To take their minds off potential outcomes, they discussed how Mark and Clara had rehearsed their conversation in her condo. Clara told a wild story about sneaking Mark onto one of Carrington’s private jets so that they could speak freely, as she knew all other spaces would be bugged. Alex was impressed and horrified that she’d pulled it off. Before they landed, Alex called Nicholas, but wouldn’t say what they had discussed.

      Alex and Clara reached Philadelphia and made it to Clara’s condo, where she insisted Alex let her go in alone. He argued with her, but ultimately believed in her sixth sense that Argyle would be watching her building. Alex gave Clara his spare firearm and promised to protect her from across the street.

      She barely made it to her building, as she wasn’t fully healed from her physical or neurological injuries. With the help of a stranger, she entered her condo’s lobby. But the electricity was cut, and a scuffle broke out.

      The doorman and attending lobby supervisor were murdered by Nicholas, who coerced Clara into giving him the code to her lockbox. He found the little black book inside. As Clara couldn’t walk properly, Nicholas carried her out of her building.

      Argyle, who had been waiting behind a dumpster in the alley next to Clara’s condo, held Nicholas and Clara at gunpoint. He explained that he and his brother, Russel, were behind the plot to steal the little black book and kill Carrington.

      As police sirens wailed in the distance, Argyle threatened to kill all the females in Nicholas’s family. A shot rang out from across the street and pierced Argyle through the heart.

      Argyle recovered his fallen gun in a fury, realizing he’d never gain Nicholas’s acceptance, and without thinking, Clara shot Argyle in the head with Alex’s gun to save Nicholas. As Nicholas was leaving the murder scene with Clara, Mark screeched to a halt in front of her building. After Mark saw the dead body on the ground, he made eye contact with Clara, and then he was rear-ended by a speeding motorist.

      Mark hit his head on the windshield, but was well enough to get out of his car. He followed Nicholas and Clara to Rittenhouse Square and demanded the gun Clara had used to kill Argyle. The implication was that Mark would hide any evidence of the murder. Mark gave a heartfelt speech about his love for Clara and how she was the only one who would make him question his morals before he departed.

      Nicholas, Alex, and Clara returned to Italy, where Carrington was waiting. He lost his cool and destroyed the house. During the melee, Alex and Nicholas explained why Clara had lied to Carrington. Clara, who had been detained in the bedroom, escaped by picking the door lock. Carrington agreed to calm down, and Clara asked Nicholas if she could see the little black book.

      He declined because he didn’t trust her. She practically begged to see the book, knowing Nicholas planned to kill Mark. When Nicholas relented and showed Clara the book, she shot it to pieces and threatened to blackmail Nicholas if anything happened to Mark. They went back and forth on it until Carrington sided with Clara.

      When they were finally alone, Clara and Carrington discussed the events of the day she was attacked. Clara deduced that Charlotte Robinson had been the female she’d heard in Hyde Park before blacking out. Argyle had murdered Charlotte because she wouldn’t turn on Clara.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins, who had turned on Clara, had also been murdered by Argyle for failing to keep Clara at the coffee shop. Clara realized that the scene Argyle had caused in Hyde Park was an elaborate setup, and that if Carrington had come to her rescue, Argyle would’ve killed him, too.

      Carrington recognized his error in judgment and conceded his role as clan captain to Clara, reclaiming his position as second-in-command. He revealed one other major secret: he had a heart condition. They had a teary-eyed reconciliation and snuggled to watch The X-Files as they planned their real wedding.

      

      HOW COULD THAT BE A LIE?

      

      This book begins three days after the closing events of the last book.

      While writing in her office, Clara was interrupted by someone she believed to be Carrington. She discovered she was dreaming and that the man—who looked and sounded like Carrington—wasn’t a man at all. He solely referred to himself as a Being.

      They discussed Clara’s unresolved anger due to Carrington’s lie about their marriage. The Being urged Clara to give her relationship with Carrington another try. Clara—who grappled with remembering her identity—asked for a reason that the Being had an interest in her. He told her that they’d been together from the beginning of creation, and that he wanted her to be happy, but he refused to reveal anything further, including his name.

      When their conversation grew heated, the Being hinted that Clara was a goddess but would not elaborate. He made love to her to distract her. Then, the real Carrington woke her.

      They argued, and Clara slapped Carrington across the face. She felt immediate guilt, but rather than discussing her anger, she and Carrington became intimate. Afterward, he promised to grant her free will.

      Two days later, they attended the BAFTAs. Clara struggled to walk up the steps of the Royal Hall, as she was still recovering from her accident. Alex appeared in the teeming crowd as Carrington’s surprise guest, but was only present a moment before he chased two men who insulted Clara. The rest of the night went by without incident, and Carrington dedicated his BAFTA win to Clara.

      A week passed, and Clara regained her ability to walk. She expressed self-confidence issues to Carrington, explaining that she felt inferior to most of the women around him. He reassured her, and they danced until Maggie and Aoife interrupted them.

      When Clara accidentally revealed she wasn’t legally married to Carrington, the group conversation unexpectedly turned into an argument. Aoife threw a glass of water in Carrington’s face and compared him to Nicholas, whom she was angry with for lying to her.

      Maggie and Aoife took Clara away from Italy and Carrington so that she could enjoy a bachelorette party in Claremorris, Ireland.

      Clara spoke with Nicholas at Maggie’s house and convinced him to give Aoife some space, suggesting that he visit Carrington in Florence. Nicholas accepted her advice and took the family dog, Princess Grace, with him.

      Clara’s bachelorette party was held at Dec’s pub, Moonlight Mickey’s. She announced to the attending women that she was the new clan captain. Dec confirmed the hierarchy exchange with Carrington over the phone, and then the party got underway. Alex arrived at midnight, sent by Carrington and Nicholas to babysit the girls; however, Alex refused to monitor or curb their good time.

      Shortly after Alex’s arrival, Nicholas called Clara because he’d reached Carrington’s Florentine villa, which was empty with signs of a struggle. Through many volleying questions, they deduced that Russell—Nicholas’s eldest son with Penelope—was behind Carrington’s kidnapping. They knew they needed to speak to Girard Boudreaux, the felon who had followed Clara home in the black BMW in September, as only he could reveal Russel’s headquarters location. Clara agreed to call Mark to gain access to Boudreaux.

      Mark faked the extradition paperwork and, twelve hours later, arrived in Palermo with Boudreaux disguised as a woman. Boudreaux gave Russel’s headquarters location, and then Alex questioned Boudreaux to ensure he was telling the truth. When Alex was finished, he told Clara that Mark wanted to talk to her.

      Clara spoke with Mark, who, in a passionate exchange, asked to take one of the free seats in CMC. Clara declined because she didn’t want to compromise his integrity. He told her he’d called off his wedding to Angelica because he was still in love with Clara and that he’d wait as long as it took for Clara to admit she loved him, too. Clara restated her commitment to Carrington and left Mark in a huff.

      Clara blasted Alex for telling Mark about the empty clan seats. Alex, in turn, told her that if Mark didn’t become a member of CMC, he’d likely be killed because he knew too much about the clan. Their conversation spiraled into a twisty explanation of clan operations, revealing that Carrington had been watching Clara and Mark for not three years, but five. With unparalleled insight, Clara picked the story apart until she surmised that Florence Lewis, one of Carrington’s former lovers, had helped Russel kidnap Carrington.

      Alex and Maggie believed Clara’s reasoning, even though it was shaky. After agreeing to apprise everyone of Florence’s potential involvement, Clara asked Mark if he really wanted to join the clan. He said yes, and the four drove toward Russel’s headquarters in Palermo.

      When they gathered and plotted their invasion of Russel’s headquarters, all CMC female family members used earpiece devices to stay connected. The women were the only people who could safely enter the headquarters because the ex-Morelli guardsmen knew the male CMC members.

      Once the Claremorris girls successfully distracted the Morelli guardsmen, Clara, Maggie, and Mark snuck into the headquarters through a side door. Clara shot the Morelli guardsmen with tranquilizer gun darts. Maggie and Mark found that Angelo and Jean-Pierre Allain, Nichols’s brother and cousin, were also held captive.

      After a short conversation with Angelo, Clara concluded that Florence Lewis and Diana Castlegram—the woman who’d signed Clara’s fake marriage license to Carrington—were the same person. Angelo told Clara that Florence/Diana was holding Carrington hostage in the basement.

      Clara saved Carrington from Florence/Diana, and when he was freed, he asked Diana if her real identity was Florence Lewis. She confirmed it, along with a heartbreaking confession that she still loved him. Out of necessity, Carrington killed Diana.

      When everyone was safe, the CMC members and the Claremorris Girls stayed overnight at Carrington’s Florentine villa. While having a private conversation on the balcony, Clara and Carrington were joined by Nicholas. He advocated for Mark to become a clan member. With much convincing, Carrington gave his blessing to allow Mark into CMC, effectively saving his life.

      Clara’s next hurdle was to persuade Nicholas to allow Maggie into the clan. Aoife joined the fray, and despite his reservations, Nicholas granted Maggie the final open CMC seat.

      The next morning, Clara got ready for her wedding to Carrington. Maggie, Steph, and a slew of others came by to offer well-wishes. During a conversation with several people, Clara admitted that her relationship with Carrington felt fated.

      Clara and Carrington had a lovely wedding ceremony, and their marriage became official. Several bonds were mended in the Carrington/Smith family. Afterward, Clara and Nicholas had a father-daughter dance, and he told her Russel’s crew had abandoned him, but there was still an unknown third party—likely a woman—who was helping Russel.

      Clara and Carrington spent four days alone after their wedding. They renewed their intimacy and learned to trust each other again. During a sexy game of hide-and-seek, Clara had a psychological break. She remembered the dream Being and mentally replayed the dream’s sequence, convincing herself that Carrington was the Greek god Hades and that she was the Greek goddess Persephone.

      They discussed Clara’s thoughts at length, and when Carrington tried to convince Clara that she’d had a brief psychosis because of her TBI, she admitted she was hearing a voice that aided her intuition.

      They rehashed several events from the past few months. By piecing together various clues, they realized that Russel’s grand plan to kidnap Carrington, Allain, and Angelo was to distract everyone from his primary goal: a revenge plot against Carrington and Nicholas that would result in total clan domination.

      When they finished discussing all possible outcomes, Clara received a nudge from her intuition that Maggie was in danger. Rather than call Maggie, Clara decided to call Alex; however, he called Clara first. During the conversation, Clara discovered that Maggie was safe with him in Manchester.

      Alex had called Clara because Mark wasn’t answering his cell phone. Alex couldn’t reach out to Mark anymore because he was due at a soccer match. Carrington left the room so Clara could talk with Mark privately, but Russel answered Mark’s cell phone.

      Maniacal and psychotic, Russel put Clara through several mental tests—which he called games—before he would let her talk to Mark. He also implied that he knew she’d killed his brother, Argyle, with Alex’s gun. Once Clara was allowed to speak to Mark, he restated his love for her. Russel cut her off when she attempted to say she loved him, too, then provided the address to the yacht where he was holding Mark hostage.

      Russel hung up, and Clara found that Carrington had never left the room. They discussed several scenarios, but ultimately determined they needed to contact Nicholas to stop Russel that afternoon and save Mark.

      The three rescuers arrived at the Moon River Landing docks in Savannah, Georgia. While discussing last-minute preparations, Clara learned that Carrington had withheld more information. The earpieces they were using to communicate were the same ones Alex and Nicholas had used when they retrieved the little black book in Philadelphia.

      Carrington hadn’t told Clara about the earpieces because Alex had suspected Russel was spying on them at the Italian villa. Clara then understood there was a chance, via espionage, that Russel knew most of their secrets.

      Clara boarded the yacht alone and spoke to Russel. Their interaction went smoothly until Clara guessed that Russel was using one of the earpieces to listen in on her conversation with Nicholas and Carrington, who were secretly aboard the yacht and searching for Mark. Her suspicions that Russel had been listening to their private conversations for months were confirmed.

      Clara demanded to see Mark. Always with a trick, Russel goaded Clara into an emotional frenzy. When he threatened to kill Maggie and Alex, Clara snapped and beat Russel to a pulp. Carrington and Nicholas wanted to shoot Russel. Clara wouldn’t allow them to shoot because she suspected another trick.

      Carrington encouraged Clara to remain calm to avoid hurting herself. At the same time, Russel called out for help to an unknown party—the same unknown party who’d assisted him with kidnapping Carrington, Angelo, Allain, and Mark.

      No one came to Russel’s aid. Clara neared a critical health event while pummeling him. Although Mark, Carrington, and Nicholas tried to calm Clara, nothing worked until she heard Alex’s voice in the earpiece. She returned to herself, admitting that Alex was the only person she trusted.

      She profusely apologized because she felt responsible for Russel learning that she’d used Alex’s gun to kill Argyle. Alex consoled her and put her fears to rest, explaining that the men he’d chased at the BAFTAs had been responsible for Russel knowing that Clara killed Argyle with his gun. After a tearful exchange with Alex and Carrington, Clara reunited with Mark.

      She offered him a heartfelt apology, specifically for how she’d treated him during their relationship and for not telling him she loved him. She vowed to make her relationship with Mark and Carrington work, and the two men agreed.

      Four days later, CMC met to discuss what had happened aboard the yacht. Mark found an on-deck camera system designed to send a distress call to local police when activated. If Carrington had shot Russel while aboard the yacht, there would’ve been a video of it, and the entire clan would’ve been arrested.

      Alex shared that Russel wasn’t dead. Clara was worried about another trick if she’d allowed Nicholas to kill him. Nicholas instead institutionalized Russel in a psychiatric facility in upstate New York. The whereabouts of Russel and Argyle’s wives remained unknown.

      Carrington revealed that the yacht where Mark had been held captive belonged to Florence Lewis, who’d left the yacht and her estate to Carrington in her will. With a shocked response, the clan members accepted a share in Carrington’s newfound fortune as his thank you for rallying to save his life.

      Mark and Maggie were inducted into the clan without objection. Clara asked Carrington to have a private conversation, during which he apologized for meddling in her life and for taking away her chance to reconcile romantically with Mark. After much convincing, Clara conceded that she was still in love with Mark, but loved Carrington more.

      Carrington confessed that he had a supernatural gift similar to Clara’s intuitive voice. His gift allowed him to see snippets of the future. He warned Clara that a time would come when she’d receive a second chance with Mark. Carrington didn’t elaborate, but it was implied that their reconciliation would happen after his death. Clara refused to accept it and stayed committed to the thought that she’d have a relationship with Carrington even after he was gone.

      In a third-person omniscient epilogue, Carrington had a tense private conversation with Mark. Carrington explained his gift for seeing the future and gave Mark the exact date of his passing in twenty-six years. Carrington begged Mark to look after Clara and help her learn her final life lesson: living independently.

      Although skeptical, Mark agreed to Carrington’s request. When their meeting was finished, Carrington joined Clara in her office. The two said they loved each other and got ready to go home.
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      Medusa approached the hospital ward’s tan double doors, her black heels clicking on the vinyl floor. She held the keycard the lobby guard had given her next to the black card reader, and it beeped. The doors opened, revealing depressing beige, white, and gray tones. She zeroed in on the two female nurses at the front desk.

      I’d feel bad for them, she thought, but I have nothing left to feel. It’s time, sisters.

      We’re ready, Stheno replied. Only Medusa and Euryale could hear her.

      The younger nurse pressed her nose close to a computer screen while the older woman scanned some clipboard files. Both had glazed-over, saddened eyes, accompanied by deep frown lines that marred their sallow cheeks.

      I’m doing them a favor, Medusa thought.

      Yes, you are, Stheno replied without compassion. The same as you did for that useless soul, Miranda. She kicked up quite the fuss when you evicted her, but you’re using her body better than she ever could.

      Do you know where her soul went, Stheny? Medusa telepathically asked.

      Who cares? As long as she doesn’t come back and distract us, let her figure out her blunder on her own.

      What an excellent idea to use human bodies, Euryale chimed in. Celeste was only too easy to trick. She probably still thinks she’s in the emergency waiting room. Euryale laughed with chilling disregard for a lost soul.

      Are you sure you and Euryale won’t be sanctioned for breaking the astral plane to steal their bodies? Medusa asked Stheno.

      All is accounted for. I made a deal with Cronus. If we focus on evicting Russel from his body so we can bring Theseus back to life, the deal will be done.

      Upon Medusa’s next heel click, the young blonde nurse looked up from her desktop screen. She blinked, almost befuddled, and a wisp of humanity entered her light blue eyes. She then shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

      Medusa stopped at the nurses’ desk and read the blonde woman’s golden name tag.

      “Good evening, Shelly,” Medusa said, her tone light. “I’m here to see my husband, Russel Astor-Worthmeyer.”

      Shelly twisted her mouth as if she’d just sucked on a lemon. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Astor-Worthmeyer, but how did you get in here?”

      Medusa held up the keycard. “Herald, the lobby guard, gave me this after I provided him with my information.”

      And a blowjob, she thought. He’ll regret that later.

      Her sisters tittered inside her head.

      Shelly plucked the keycard from Medusa’s fingers. “I apologize, but Herald shouldn’t have done that. We have specific instructions to deny your husband visitors.” She opened a desk drawer, tucked the keycard into a side pocket, and rolled her chair a few inches closer to the desk.

      “I’m his next of kin.” Medusa’s voice was firm but gentle, enunciating each word as the mortal body she inhabited had been taught in finishing school. “If you deny me entrance, I’ll file a complaint with the state medical board.”

      “I understand your position, Mrs. Astor-Worthmeyer, but we have specific instructions from the state to keep your husband in isolation. If you’d like to see him, you’ll need to present me with a written consent form signed and notarized by the governor.”

      Medusa briefly narrowed her eyes, then calmed herself, relaxing her face.

      Zeus is annoying in every embodiment, she thought, but especially as Nicholas Smith.

      Don’t worry, Stheno replied. We’ll make him pay.

      Shelly bumped a pen with her right hand, and it rolled off the desk. After retrieving the pen, she tossed it onto a stack of papers. Her index and middle fingers hovered under the desk lip.

      “You don’t have to press the panic button,” Medusa said. The dismissiveness with which Miranda Astor-Worthmeyer had been bred to treat others settled firmly into place. “It seems strange to me that the governor would involve himself with this situation, but I gather it was at the request of my father-in-law. He’s a former diplomat with excessively irritating connections.”

      She dipped her head elegantly, and a few sleek black hairs from her short bob covered her face. “I’d like to give you this.” She extracted a sealed white envelope from her purse and slid it across the desk, tapping it with a manicured pink nail to emphasize her point. “It’s for my husband to read when he awakens.”

      Shelly eyed the envelope pensively. “I’m forbidden to allow your husband visitors and personal effects.”

      “It’s a letter,” Medusa said. “What harm could it cause?”

      “I’m allowed to tell you his condition,” Shelly responded evasively, keeping her hand steady under the desk lip.

      Medusa’s bored expression made it easier to deliver the news.

      “Your husband is in critical condition. His medical team had to induce a coma to reduce the swelling in his brain from repeated blunt-force hits last Sunday, December sixth. He⁠—”

      “Yes,” Medusa said coldly. “I’m aware he was beaten.”

      Cursed Clara. She’s Persephone through and through.

      And she’ll receive what she deserves, Stheno said viciously.

      Medusa restrained the urge to roll her eyes simply because it reminded her of the whore who’d stolen Hades and Adonis’s hearts. “Is there a prognosis?” she asked Shelly.

      “It’s inconclusive at this time.” Shelly sat a little straighter and sighed. “But there’s a chance he might not wake up.”

      Medusa nodded. “I appreciate you telling me without any frills. In that case, speaking that letter aloud to him might be best. He may not understand you, but I’ll feel better knowing he heard it.”

      “I can’t make any promises, but I can say I’m sorry, Mrs. Astor-Worthmeyer.” Shelly’s apology sounded sincere. “I wish I could let you do it yourself.”

      “It’s of no consequence. Ours was a marriage of convenience.” Medusa kept her back rigid and her chin parallel to the ground. She knew it made her appear graceful and confident without coming across as arrogant. “Although I also appreciate your care.”

      She studied the yawning, shadowed ceilings down each hallway, absorbed the muffled cries behind each locked door, and ended with the two nurses in front of her. “This must be a hellish place to spend your time. I’m surprised you have any humanity left.”

      “Me, too,” Shelly said, but offered no further comment.

      Medusa hooked a saddle-colored purse strap into the crook of her elbow and turned on her heel toward the exit doors. When she reached for the door pull, she noticed her nail polish again.

      No more pink, Stheno said to her sisters. Ever. Persephone has exhausted the meaning of the color. I’m glad my closet is mostly filled with dark blue, the same shade as Poseidon’s eyes, which he keeps in every life to remind him of the sea he worships. Speaking of Poseidon, Alex Campbell has a rude awakening in store for him.

      I’m coming now, sisters. Shelly’s last trace of humanity will be her last trace of anything.

      Medusa left the psychiatric ward and her sister’s thoughts behind her.

      As the exit door softly shut, Shelly held the envelope out to Greta.

      “Herald probably got a decent bribe, or he never would’ve allowed her in,” Shelly said. “This must be an important letter. Do you think we should read it to her husband?”

      “I don’t like going in that room,” Greta said, her broad Romanian accent somehow thicker. “It feels like something is waiting to attack me each time I check his catheter.”

      “All right,” Shelly said with a sigh. “I’ll do it, but I’ll lock this door before I go, just in case we get another surprise visitor.”

      “That will be fine.”

      Shelly rose from her chair, a twinge in her lower back and neck. She held the envelope between her teeth and walked to the entranceway, massaging both body parts simultaneously. She stopped and flipped the switch, disengaging the card reader on the other side of the doors.

      “Do you have the key, Gret?” she asked around the envelope. Greta dangled the silver key attached to a matching braided chain high enough for Shelly to see. “Okay. Be right back.”

      Shelly’s white Cloves squeaked along the hallway as she approached room 237. She stopped outside the door and took the envelope from her mouth, then released a strong breath.

      “You weird me out, Mr. Astor-Worthmeyer,” she said to herself, “even if you can’t talk. Your wife wanted to get in here pretty badly to do whatever the hell she did to get past Herald, so the least I can do is read you this letter.”

      She pushed the door inward, which swung silently and halted halfway without warning. Her heartbeat increased, but she breathed deeply to help it slow.

      The hospital always caused her useless worry.

      “Probably all the yelling,” she mumbled. Several patients proved her point. “Stop giving yourself the heebie-jeebies,” she whispered.

      She stared at Mr. Astor-Worthmeyer’s feet at the bottom of his bed, wrapped in his blankets, as Tracy had left him at midnight at the end of her shift. His body was nearly mummified by bandages that went all the way around his head.

      Shelly had gotten a glimpse of Mr. Astor-Worthmeyer earlier in the week, after his handsome father brought him in.

      He’d probably been handsome, too, she thought.

      But not anymore.

      Shelly shook off her shivers and glided her index finger under the envelope flap, deciding not to go any further into the room. “Mr. Astor-Worthmeyer,” she said, slightly shaky, “I received a letter from your wife. She asked me to read it to you. I hope you can hear me. I’ll try to speak up.”

      She cleared her throat and withdrew a tri-folded piece of paper. “It says—” She opened the letter and crinkled her blonde brows. “What the hell is this?” She turned the paper over to see if there was more than one sentence in the middle of the page. “Take her instead,” she said. “That doesn’t make any sense. It⁠—”

      A puff of smoke rose from inside the empty envelope, toward the ceiling. Shelly gasped. After touching the chipped white paint, the smoke transformed into a bubble and disappeared with a small pop.

      “That’s impossible,” she said.

      She gawked
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